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Chapter One – Prologue

I went to the woods to get away, to a place where the streams were swollen with snowmelt and the first signs of spring were beginning to timidly appear: the trillium, the crocus, the sprouts of wild daffodils peeking out through the warming earth between a thick layer of leaves and dead brush. Even the bare trees that had been left for dead the fall before were beginning to send out small shoots – as if they were scouts making sure the coast was clear before declaring that spring had finally arrived. This was April, a hellish and fickle month. Why I dared go camping on my own during such a feral time of year no one understood, least of all me. But this was not the only recent and impulsive act in my repertoire; I was building up quite a portfolio of foolish deeds. I preferred to think of it as finding myself; that’s what women do, especially at twenty-one. With college behind me and no solid job prospects, no cause to champion, no passion to fulfill, perhaps the woods would give me inspiration, or at the very least ground me; set me solidly into the real world where I had real problems – like rent, food, a car payment I couldn’t afford. Little things like that.

I pitched my small tent by the river making sure to build the fire on an elevation high enough so the rising river waters wouldn’t be washing me out in the middle of the night. I liked the sound of the water rushing by me at a furious clip on its way to the bigger river, on its way to the sea. This was what I’d gone there for: the call of nature drawing me into its rhythms, settling me down, taking all the disparate pieces of Kristen Davies and putting them back together into a reasonable form. I’d been a puzzle for months, declining invitations I normally accepted, breaking up with my boyfriend, quitting my job at the brokerage that paid me more than I really earned, and ignoring the piles of letters from potential law schools that I had at one time so greedily coveted. Six months before, my life story had already been written; the book staring me in the face. All I had to do was open the cover and begin to read from the pages. No sweat. No doubts. No youthful angst to complicate what had easily fallen into my lap, what seemed written in stone. Maybe it would have been a good life, but I’ll never know that now. 

I built my fire in a clearing and put on a pot of water – always my first task when camping. Then I found the hotdogs and buns in my backpack, plus all the condiments in little packages that I’d sneakily swiped from a coffee shop, where just that morning I’d had coffee with my friend Teri. Keep it simple – my basic rule of camping. It isn’t the place for gourmet food. I had cereal for morning, a few snack bars and two apples. Plus there was more of the same easy stuff in the cooler inside the trunk of my car. I had enough for three days, which was all I could spare from my real life. I figured it was just enough to lift my spirits, turn my life around and give me motivation to press on. Tall order, yes. But at twenty-one, I hadn’t lost faith in miracles. 

Maybe it was too early to be camping in the woods that spring, too cold, too spooky. When night fell, the bottom dropped out of the sky so quickly that I’d hardly stoked the fire high enough to feel the comfort of its warmth. Clouds rushed in during the late afternoon so all the light I had was what I created on my own. 

In the middle of nowhere, down a faint path, on the banks of the river, alone. Wild dogs howled in the distance. Or maybe it was coyotes or, even better, wolves howling at the missing moon. I shivered cold and grabbed a blanket to pull around me. What was there to do now? I’d set up camp and the hotdogs were already devoured and trying to settle inside my belly. I had nothing to read – on purpose I didn’t bring any books. This trek to the woods was to be a spiritual renewal as much as it was a practical one, so with such lofty goals, I deliberately packed like an Indian on a sacred quest. 

Sadly, this damp and brooding April night was not one for sacred quests. Goblins jumped from the surrounding shadows, creepy noises bombarded my ears. Tricksters and wood elves seemed far too active for that time of year. Weren’t they supposed to hold up in their caves until the summer’s warmth made it safe for them to surface? 

I tried shaking off my anxiety but my psyche would have none of that. It chose to freeze up instead, when it really wasn’t all that cold, certainly not with the fire and the blanket. It chose to wrap my mind around dangerous thoughts instead of fixing on the positive. I’d gone camping alone in the woods three times before and nothing like this had ever occurred. 

In retrospect, I suppose my uneasiness might have been premonitions, nothing tricky about that. And maybe if I’d actually listened to my rampant fears, I might have acted sensibly, packed my things and left. But that night I was operating out of desperation, knowing that I had choices to make. I was determined to make these three days work in my favor. What did it say about my character if I split with the first sign of something creepy invading my mind? 

I stared at the fire watching my hot breath make smoke in the air and then as the fire’s  heat consumed it. I tried to hypnotize my mind, calm my thoughts, sing happy songs inside my head. But even sung aloud in a timid voice there was little effect. 

Movements. Sounds. Critters in the underbrush. A coyote maybe, but likely just a curious raccoon.

Maybe I needed more time. A night’s sleep; a day’s rest. Retreat to the tent and snuggle into the sleeping bag. In the morning, I’d get my bearings, I’d make the campsite a home. I’d do incantations to keep me safe. If only I could have fallen asleep. 

Only problem, I couldn’t move into my tent, even though it was just a few feet behind  me. Minutes later, I was still huddled in my blanket staring at the fire when something brilliant flashed before my eyes, then disappeared just as fast.

There was movement and murmuring voices, and then nothing. Before I could make myself respond, my eyes were blinded by whatever scratchy thing that covered my head, and two strong arms lifted my body from the ground. Over a man’s shoulder. I could tell this was a man by his strength and by his scent: a musky, masculine odor that seemed to take my breath away. I tried to scream. I also tried to move my arms and legs in frantic motions. That’s when I discovered that my feet had mysteriously been tied together and my hands were also trapped inside the woolen blanket. I could barely budge, and my screams became no more than muffled shouts, while the hand that clamped itself against my back was hard and unyielding. 

Running now, we seemed to bounce along, darting this way and that to avoid the trees, my ride more terrorizing by the second. The only sound was that of boots slashing through the underbrush, at least two pair, though the details were as fuzzy then as they are to me now. My head bumped into trees at least three times, the instant headache compounding my horror. My bouncing ass and legs took a pounding with my captor seeming to weave recklessly as if he were drunk, while through my jeans I could feel sharp branches rake across my skin. In my mouth, the rancid taste of the sour smelling blanket turned me dangerously nauseous. 

My captor finally slowed to a walk; perhaps we were out of the woods. But the sound of a door banging startled me further; although there was nothing to ease me, nothing but panic further ransacking my fractured psyche. 

Dropped, my shoulder banged hard against a floor. I struggled to remove myself from the blanket, but I was tied up like a Christmas package. My hands were useless, having been locked to my sides and bound with rope. My shoulders suffered the same fate. And of course, my feet were tied together. All I could do was flail uselessly against the floor like a fish flopping on dry land. 

I soon gave up. 

I tried to calm and catch my breath, but soon the strident sound of, “Please let me out of here!” burst from my mouth.

A harsh rebuke from my captor followed: ‘Shut up, bitch!’ then a hard kick to my ass stopped this second furious battle. 

I tried to breathe again. “Please don’t hurt me…” I weakly ventured this time. 

“I said shut up!” the mean voice sounded off again. Another kick in the ass and I dared not utter a sound. 

The ropes that tied my arms to my hips were loosened, although the relief was only temporary. Someone grabbed my hands, swiftly buckling my wrists in sturdy cuffs that would not give. Then my jeans came down, yanked over my hips and down my legs and finally pulled completely off. Somewhere in the melee of my capture, I’d lost my boots, although the brown boot socks managed to stay in place. Invading fingers started probing my crotch with no respect for decency. Decency? What the hell did I expect? The thought of decency was absolutely absurd under these conditions, especially when staying alive was my most urgent concern. 

“Well, won’t you look at this!” a snarly voice piped up, “No panties and a wet hot snatch.” 

His warm, thick fingers began to poke inside my cunt, no ceremony, no mercy. If I hadn’t already figured it out, I knew for sure that I would be raped. 

I tried to snap my legs shut only to have them pried apart again by these ruthless hands.

“You picked yourself a randy bitch,” the man snarled again, while further mauling my crotch and jabbing fingers in both my pussy and my ass. I seized up when he breached the dry backdoor and bucked hard against the invasion in my ass. Not that my efforts did any good.

“No! Please!” I screamed. “Not there, please!” 

I hated anal, but that wouldn’t matter to these thugs. My life seemed to be slipping from me fast. How ironic that just as I resolved to get my act together, everything would be taken from me. 

My scream was met with a hard smack on my left ass cheek, then another on the right, then back and forth like a good old-fashioned spanking until the two orbs were scorched and stinging, and I was squirming to get away. “Don’t you get it, bitch?” the man said when he finally stopped. “Keep your trap shut!”

“Maybe she needs to be gagged,” another voice offered up. 

Another tussle ensued with my resistant body, then the ropes at my shoulders were at last untied. When finally the blanket was drawn away, a blindfold was quickly slapped over my eyes and secured behind my head, giving me not even the merest glimpse of my captors. Maybe that was good. I couldn’t see a thing, not even a rim of light at the edges of the blindfold. I’d been cocooned in darkness, enveloped in the rich scent of leather, the feel of it soft against my face. At least I could breathe. One huge gulp of air drew in the smells of pine and sweat and bacon grease. A breath of fresh air followed. Rushing in from somewhere the draft of cold air made my skin chill and everything about me shiver.

There was no gag, but thick tape was slapped over my mouth and the sticky stuff instantly fused to my face. 

Stripped of the remainder of my clothes, I was positioned on the floor and readied for the eventual rape, with my shoulders shoved into the hard wood and my cheek resting on the gritty surface. Then that pair of huge hands lifted my ass, tucked my knees beneath me and spreading them wide, exposed my rear cleft from my asshole to my pussy below. A wild, stabbing pain attacked me in the gut and then moved downward. 

Though tough to admit, lurking in my psyche since I could remember were brutal scenes like this one which had the power to arouse me sexually. I’d never known where they came from or why I had to be plagued by such depraved thoughts. It would be nice to say that I was so petrified by the danger I faced that I couldn’t possibly get horny, but my entire body was painfully aroused: heart beating, pussy throbbing, desire so palpable that I could taste it on my tongue. If I were not gagged, I imagine that I’d have been licking my lips in want of a cock between them.

Any minute I expected the rape to begin, and I prayed that they’d be swift. But for a long while I heard them circling me, their boots hard against the wood floor. I could only imagine the expressions on their faces as they eyed me.

“So, bitch, let’s get a few things straight here,” the snarling talker started in, “you ain’t getting outta here until we’ve used you up. This ain’t about being nice. You play smart, you won’t get hurt – least not in any way that won’t eventually heal. You get stupid, you’ll be floating out to sea. You got that?”

I nodded, feeling a huge sob come over me. I could barely hold it back. But suddenly the hard slap of leather striking my ass knocked me into another universe entirely. Thinking about my life and its consequences became impossible in the face of all that pain. My skin burned, and a fiery heat tore through my ass infecting every part of me. When the beating paused, a rough hand gripped my cheeks and squeezed hard, until the steely fist let go and the leather came down again. What were they guys, psychic? Did they know me? Had they traipsed inside my mind, read my thoughts, taken a journey into my private underworld? I hardly ever went to those places, even in my daydreams, even in my secret masturbations. But these fucking bastards knew what turned me on. On nights when I was horny and alone, and when lying in bed, I pulled open my mind’s file drawer of sexual fantasies, these were marked, ‘Surefire winners’, the easy path to getting off. Hard, hot and nasty.

But they were fantasies, never be shared with a soul – well, almost never.

So what was this? That I was lucky enough to be captured by rapists who were also sadists?

Another respite from the beating brought the same kind of rough massage until my sexual juices were practically running down my thighs. Then again, the hand stopped its mauling and my ass was blistered by the strap. In a perfect world they might have gone back and forth like this until I came. But this was not a perfect world. Maybe they were proving a point with the massage and the stinging leather; maybe they were just playing out their natural urges. But soon enough, my scorched skin could barely take another smack and I grunted in protest under my breath while my body quivered and squirmed with each new strike. 

“You know, I think she likes it,” one of the men chimed in. He probably had no idea how true this was, a fact that made my face flush hot with shame. Hopefully, they couldn’t see my red cheeks with the blindfold covering so much of my face.

An abrupt change in plans followed. 

The shock of cold lube dribbling down between my ass cheeks made me clench up in fright one more time – so much for the easy ecstasy. The lube was followed by a pair of fingers smearing the sticky stuff over the puckering hole of my tender anus. I knew what was coming next, and as the first cock prodded the tight place, barely inching the penis head into the ungiving hole, I tried to prepare myself.

However, there was nothing that would prepare me for the first hard thrust of that erection into my asshole. It happened much too fast. Screaming pain shot through me and I wrenched away, grunting and groaning in anger until the cock finally eased off enough for me to breathe again.

“You’re getting stupid, cunt!” a terse voice warned.

Stupid, yes. I remembered the first warning and took a long, deep breath, trying to settle.

The second thrust inside my ass went much better than the first; by then, I was loose enough to suffer through the fucking, even though every jabbing plunge was rough. At least the man was swift. Just seconds, maybe a minute of rhythmic thrusting, was all it took to have him grunting his pleasure into the steamy air.

Resigned to suffer through another fuck, I did my damnedest to feel nothing. I had to stay focused, forget my traitorous body and remember where I was and who I was with. My life depended on not pissing off these brutes and keeping myself sane. 

Once the second man settled into a steady rhythm, the groaning, grunting climax came on nearly as rapidly as the first man’s. As soon as his organ shot its seed deep inside my ass, I thought I was done. My body eased and I took a deep breath. Maybe I could take the worst of their crimes. Maybe I could suffer through and not die once they were finished raping me. But, damn, if there wasn’t a third man in the room, another pair of hands grabbing at my ass and settling in behind me after the second man disappeared. He came at me without warning, jarring me even more because he shoved his prick inside my pussy, not my well worked ass. 

I hastened to wonder if there weren’t a fourth or a fifth man…more than I could count all lined up at the door taking turns, sticking quarters in the meter for a ride in my randy snatch. 

Though I tried to ignore what was happening inside my body, it became clear to me that the third man would be different than the first two. He wanted something more than simply getting off. Though his hands were fierce and his grip as demanding as the others, I could tell he wanted me to respond; he wanted me aroused and my body craving his attention. He roughed up my ass cheeks like the others had but then he reached around and played with my clitoris, his fingers finding the sensitive places that I loved with little effort. His touch was like magic, his technique enough to deliver me into a brand new place. In any other circumstances, I might have lost myself to the pleasure but I didn’t let it get that far. I knew his game and was determined to deny him. I held my breath, willed my body to remain unresponsive and did nothing to suggest that I took pleasure in the physical seduction. Despite my efforts, when he settled in for a steady ride to his climax, I could barely keep my nerve intact and my arousal discreetly veiled – too much stimulation, too much to stir my own unseemly passions. Very soon, all control was lost and my pussy instinctively grabbed for his cock, drawing him deeper into my body and milking his stiff member with the desire of a grateful lover. Much to my shame, we came nearly simultaneously as lovers would.

The brusque way he pushed me away when he was done, I could almost see his scowl of contempt. 

“You ain’t fooling anyone, girl,” his voice leapt out in an attack. “And you’re gonna put on quite a show for us, quite a show. It’s been a long time since me and the boys had our way with a bitch like you. Now you’d better get some sleep. You got a long day tomorrow.”

I spent the night tied to a crude cot with just a thin blanket to cover me. For a while, I listened to the low voices of my captors while they were playing cards. Occasionally,  catching a word or phrase, I attempted to understand their conversation but nothing made sense. Blinded, gagged, worn out and tethered to the creaky corners of the lumpy bed, my mind finally flipped out. The dreams came on fast, leading me through a tall and winding maze, vines dropping into my eyes, spooky hedges looming over me until I was racing through a cavernous tunnel, still twisting and turning. A dark shape chased after me, although I couldn’t tell its source, or look it in the eye. When I turned it disappeared, then it suddenly jumped in behind me again. I could feel its claws dragging down my back and the open wound that spilled blood like a trail of tears. I turned again to see the face of the beast. This time I could see nothing but a laughing mouth taunting me. No body. No shape. Nothing I could recognize. I screamed, turned back and ran again, ran until exhaustion forced me to stop and I fell to the ground, knowing that the beast would devour me as soon as my feet lost traction. Suddenly I awoke with a start, screaming behind the gag. 

“What the fuck!” I heard the harsh voice, but as if it were far away. 

A hand smacked me across my face.

“Go to sleep!” 

I laid back down and forced myself to stay awake, but sleep finally pulled me back into its restless landscape, though there were no dreams this time. Next time I awakened the thick tape was being ripped from my mouth. “What the—” Something made me stop at that – as if the terror of the previous day came back to me in a split second and I knew that I had to watch myself. 

Although there were still cuffs on my wrists and ankles, I realized that the restraints that connected me to the bed had been removed and I could move more freely. I sat up wondering what came next, only to have that question answered when a collar was slapped around my throat and I was led outside to do my business in the bushes. 

The blindfold became a blessing. Being unable to see the faces of my captors put me into an altered state – my new world becoming half real, half fantasy, and far enough removed from reality to feel like a dream. At least it was a better dream than my attempts at sleep had presented me. 

My body no longer fought their hands or their demands. I moved listlessly, complying to their orders without a fight. A dish of food on the floor, I ate like a dog. A pot to pee in, I peed. A cock to suck, I sucked. 

The servile sucking was next on their agenda. While they played cards and listened to country music on the radio they pulled me from man to man, from cock to cock. It seemed like hours that my mouth worked to bring them off, but they were in no hurry. Wondering about the casual ease of their crimes, my mind manufactured bizarre stories for these men – of bank robbers hold up in the woods until the coast was clear, or thugs waiting for their partner in crime to arrive with their cut of the treasure. Or maybe they were just restless bastards out to party and I was unlucky enough to be the first female they found.

After the wild drama of the previous night, they seemed aimless in their use of me…for long hours just content to be sucked and not even bothering to get off.

But then that changed too and the drama began again some hours later – I’m only guessing that it was hours; time warps inside a blindfold when the phases of daylight cannot be discerned and the inner clock fails to keep a decent record of the hour. 

“So, how about we get on with it?” The man with the snarling voice rose from his chair to announce a change in plans. Immediately, my bleary mind awakened.

The furniture screeched across the wood floor as they went about their business. Though I was left unattended, they had little fear that I’d escape. My hands were still securely tied behind my back and the blindfold remained in place. Next thing I knew my hands were released and I was strung up to the cabin’s ceiling with my wrists high above me and my feet spread wide on the hardwood floor. Vibrating dildos were shoved inside my ass and cunt and clamps were dangled from my upright nipples. Already I teetered on the brink of pain and pleasure, having every reason to worry that the intense sensations would only increase in time. The beating began only after the dildos were turned on; although this time it was a far more artful torture – not anything like what I suffered the previous night.

I hadn’t come since my ordeal began and for a long while I wasn’t sure I could. Despite the fact that my body was aroused, fear was clenched up tight inside my belly, preventing me from losing control. Even with the vibrating dildos, I clung to that fear, afraid of what it might mean if I let go. 

I felt the fire of whips, the sting of the crop, the cutting pain from a cane thwacked across my ass, and the brutality of the clamps as they tightened intensely on my nipples. At first it was one, then two, then all three men, all at once terrorizing my vulnerable flesh. Pain crashed through me, at the same time the vibrators pulsed inside my body’s deepest places. My mind struggled to stay in control though the effort was truly pointless. Soon I was thrashing madly inside my bonds, my body tearing back and forth as much as the tethers would allow. I wanted these miserable moments over. I wanted the beating to stop, for the pain to end. Yet, somewhere in the melee of that rein of terror, what was sane in me checked out. My control fell at my feet, useless now. The crop, the cane and the relentless whip finally drove me to the edge, and the ruthless vibrations forced me beyond the threshold into a savage climax.

There was no gag, no sticky tape across my mouth. They must have wanted me to scream because they did nothing to stop me. The sound of my angry orgasm assaulted my ears, and the way my body wrenched to milk every last drop of pleasure from the orgasm began to hurt as much as their determined beating. 

That’s when the torture finally ended. 

They must have gotten what they were after – my complete capitulation. Although by then I didn’t care. 

The rest of the day and night were given over to the use of my body. My orgasm no longer mattered to these men. In fact, nothing about me mattered to them; I was their cunt, their ass, their mouth to use, and all them did a damn good job of doing that in the hours that followed. Between the blowjobs and my torture, they’d built themselves into a frenzy, that needed to be sated. While I was forced to go from man to man, I clung to the knowledge that eventually this abuse had to end. This was all I had to keep me sane.

I must have passed out. When I awakened in a groggy stupor hours later, another day had dawned with an explosion of brilliant sunshine bursting in through the cabin’s east facing window. For the first time in days, my eyes were free to open on the world around me. No gag, no duct tape, no restraints. I lay on the cot where I slept naked – the blanket must have slipped off during the night. Beside me on a chair were my neatly folded jeans and t-shirt; my boots were on the floor beneath. There was not a sign of the men, or that the cabin had ever been inhabited. Dust gathered in the corners, cobwebs dangled from the ceiling. The air smelled stale and old.

Buoyed by my resurgent desires to escape, I gingerly crept to the windows and looked out in two directions, seeing no one – no car, no truck or any sign of my captors. I wasted no time and speedily slipping into my clothes, I ran for the door. The sooner I departed the sooner I could put the past two days behind me. 

I could have made a clean exit, but I was brought up short at the cabin door. With my hand about to turn the knob, I found myself barely able to understand what greeted me. I backed up, my jaw dropped in horror. A queasy feeling of dread grabbed me in the gut as my eyes fixed on a black and white photograph that had been tacked to the door. I stared at it for maybe sixty seconds trying to get a fix on what I was seeing. Then my head started throbbing, bile rose up from a sour stomach, and all the tears that I’d been holding back for forty-eight hours came pouring from my eyes. 

Dear god! This couldn’t be! No, please! But as much as I tried to will it away the reality was staring me in the face.

It was an explanation for all the suffering I endured, but what a hellish, freaky explanation it was. 

Consumed by emotions too difficult to name, I tore the picture from the door, burst from the cabin and instinctively took off toward the river. I felt certain that if I just started running I’d find my camp, and that is exactly what happened. When I at last arrived, I dove into the tent and slumped onto the undisturbed sleeping bag, as if that would give me comfort from what I faced now, the black and white glossy still clutched in my hand, crumpled but still intact. 

As much as I wanted to erase the memory of that image from my mind, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the picture. I smoothed the photograph over my lap and studied it carefully, trying to turn it into something that it was not and tell myself that it couldn’t be true. It would have been almost poetic for my captors to have photographed me, then presented me with a keepsake for all the long hours of disgusting abuse. I would have been lucky if the circumstances were that straightforward. But one glance at the photograph told a tale far more foul; this one filled with passion and fury that was as sobering as it was understandable. 

For the umpteenth time in forty-eight hours, a cold chill ran up my spine. 

I looked at the image one more time, maybe hoping that it would miraculously change. But there again was my nude body and my unambiguous face staring back at me: a cock at my lusting lips, another ramming into my back door, a look of sexual bliss in my hooded eyes. A picture like this might well have been taken the previous night, certainly I’d been that well screwed in that same kind of demeaning way. But there was no blindfold in this picture, and it was clear to see that I was not in the rustic hunting cabin but inside the crisp sophistication of an executive office suite, getting doubled fucked while a third man with a face too blurry to recognize looked on. 

It didn’t matter that none of the three men could be identified.

I knew the office. I knew the men who fucked me and I knew the man looking on. 

The two cocks belonged to a couple of horny guys who happened to stumble on a hot after hour’s office party. The man looking on was Jon Ryder, my former boyfriend.

Boyfriend. Was that how I really thought of him? Who was I trying to kid? Ryder wasn’t just my boyfriend, and I didn’t exactly ‘break-up’ with him in the usual sense. 

Ryder was my fiancé. In fact, he nearly was my husband. 

Our wedding went off without a hitch until that part about my strolling gracefully up the aisle in the designer wedding gown to repeat my vows.

No, I didn’t just break up with Ryder, I left him standing at the alter. 


Chapter Two

June. A society wedding on Long Island, the well-heeled, well-coifed and jewel-bedazzled were scattered across the lawn already drinking champagne, while I peered out of the five bedroom guest cottage on the Ryder family compound looking intently at all the fuss. It was all for me. A girl of twenty-one and fresh out of college. The prettiest redhead on Long Island, he called me. He could make me quiver from that sensitive place at the back of my neck all the way down to my toes. Sometimes we would be standing face to face, and he’d bring me close to him so our auras intertwined, and with his face still remote and inscrutable as it often was, he’d place his palm against my face and gently run his thumb across my cheek. My lips would tremble like a schoolgirl’s. That Jon was reserved, sometimes to the point of being cold, but that didn’t alter my desire for him. At least not at first. 

I was a starry-eyed nineteen when we first met at a bar; Jon a real man, nearing thirty-five – square face, firm-set jaw and dark, impenetrable eyes. He was drinking Guinness, having probably finished his third by the time he turned and stared me in the eye. Despite his casual clothes, the turtle-neck sweater and jeans, I could tell he was rich, a rich man dressing down for a relaxing night at his favorite bar. The glitter of gold on his pinky finger, and the Patek Phillipe watch on his wrist were clues enough.

Not that I was scouting out a rich man – that was the furthest thing from my mind. Even if I was a poor college student, all I could think about in those days was getting straight A’s and applying to law school. Still, when the man drinking his Guinness took an interest in me, I couldn’t exactly be rude.

There was a smile on his lips, finally, after a lot of scary scrutiny. Most women my age would have turned up their noses and brushed him off, noting his arrogance; that is, if they hadn’t noticed the Patek Phillipe for what it was. I’d worked in a high-end jewelry store one Christmas so I knew. 

He introduced himself, suddenly admiring me quite thoroughly. He even ran his hand through my fine red hair, and pulled that thing with his thumb on my cheek. I was blushing like a rose when he asked if I’d like to sit at one of the tables where we could talk. 

“Well, really, I-I should go,” I found myself stumbling over my words, a strange feeling coming over me that had me curiously light-headed. “I have a lot to study.”

“Study?”

“Pre-law. Boston U.”

“Really?”

I sometimes wonder if he assumed then that he’d stumbled onto another blue blood American when he stumbled onto me, and wasn’t later disappointed that I was going to Boston University on a full ride scholarship. My father had died when I was six, and I’d been raised by my grandmother – now also dead – and a mother who worked two waitress jobs just to make ends meet. I was a late in life child for her, so by the time I met Jon Ryder at the pub, she was sixty and living on disability in a tiny New England cottage. Maybe I was an American blue blood, but I was a damn poor one, and the beer I’d ordered that night was my one weekly luxury. I gave Jon Ryder a few sketchy tidbits about my life, enough to satisfy his curiosity but not enough to dissuade him.

“How about you?” I asked. “I’m sure you’re not in school.”

His lips formed a snide but pleasant grin. “Afraid school days are over for me. I couldn’t stand the stress. I work for the family company. A boring job, but it’s what is expected.”

“So what do you do for fun?” 

“Usual stuff,” he shrugged. “I sail in the summers, ski in the winter, climb a mountain here and there, and do my damnedest to pick up pretty women. I’m rather fond of redheads.” He smirked rather evilly.

He must have sensed how easily impressed I was. He would have me blushing all night with come-ons like that. 

I assumed that he wanted to pick me up for the usual reasons a man picks up a woman in a bar – I was smart enough to know that. Surprisingly, however, he didn’t come on to me, not that night or on our first date or the second or even the third. 

We wound up in bed on the fourth, however. I couldn’t resist, not his gorgeous loft apartment, the home cooked gourmet food he’d prepared himself, or the allure of a man almost twice my age who seemed completely secure in himself. He generated a mature energy that’s very attractive to a woman who has missed a strong father figure in her life. Although I’d have to say that anything ‘fatherly’ about his initial impact on me was strictly in my imagination.

And there was certainly nothing fatherly in the way he made love. 

After dinner, while I sat on a barstool at his kitchen counter, he stared intently into my eyes. My entire body was starting to quake. In one brisk movement, Jon’s hand clasped mine and I was on my feet with him forcefully pushing me into a bare brick wall. His lips crushed against my mine, searing me with heat that fed my lust and moved all the way to my fast-beating heart and the throbbing spasms in my belly. He took me hard, right there against the wall, raising my legs in his muscled arms, and after pushing my panties aside, spearing my love hole. I was overwhelmed, but I certainly didn’t balk. By then, my juices were flowing so strongly that I could smell the heady scent of them clinging to the air around us. 

We created quite a stir in his apartment during that first rude fucking. I was worn out when he finally stopped banging into me, and with a single lunge forward pinned to the brick as he shot his load. For a long while, until we both caught our breath, we remained fused together like fucking flies, pinned to the wall. That outrageous coupling might have been enough for one night, but we quickly revived, our passions were too enormous to express with just one brusque fuck. Once the sex began, there was no need for more talk, no need for explanations or discussion; we’d done plenty of that on our first three dates and were way beyond that now. By the forth date we knew we were compatible enough for sex – lots of hard and robust sex – in fact, at least four times more before I finally left his apartment later the following day. 

The last time was in the afternoon just as the sun was beginning to edge its way toward the horizon. The light in the apartment took on a soft amber glow, giving Jon’s bedroom a sensuous almost unearthy appearance. My consciousness was saturated from so much sex – all we’d done for the last eighteen hours was fuck, eat a bit and doze when we were sleepy. And even though I knew that I needed to take a break, go home and hit the books, I could barely budge from the enveloping warmth of my lover’s arms.

The affair seemed like an easy way to spend my time, and was certainly an easy escape from the rigors of my daily grind. But ‘easy’ with Jon Ryder wouldn’t last long. I had no idea where the man would take me sexually, although I should have had a clue when he made his first imperious demand. 

We were naked on the bed when he told me wanted to take my ass – something that for the first time in hours made me balk. 

“Oh, I don’t think I can go another round,” I sweetly answered, even as my heart skipped anxious beats at the thought of what he proposed. “I’m pretty wasted and my pussy is awfully sore,” I added, hoping he’d forget about more sex. For good measure I pulled from his arms and off the bed. 

“So if your pussy is so sore, then your ass will certainly suffice.” He looked up at me sincerely, the glow in his eyes seemed to have darkened with the changing phases of the sun, “And since using your ass is what I’m after in the first place—”

“Oh, how about my mouth instead?” I tried again. “I’m pretty good at giving head.” Since I’d practiced my fellatio several times on his hefty seven inches, he already knew that for a fact.

“I’d rather have your ass,” he countered, dismissively, then he pulled himself to sitting and reached for my hand.

It wasn’t hard to figure that this was a man who usually got his way. As he gripped my fingers, I knew I would surrender even when my fears were rising fast. His eyes locked on mine, and without my having any further say, he pulled me into his arms so I was sitting in his lap. Reaching around to my bottom he began to gently press his fingers in my backdoor. 
“Ooo, that’s tight,” I grimaced.

“Right,” he readily agreed with an evil sneer – again enough to make my dark passions ignite. “Exactly what makes it so much fun!” He covered my mouth with demanding kisses. Then for a while he changed the position of his hand and fingered my pussy while making out with me in the same fierce way he had the past two days. I was beginning to think he’d changed his mind about the anal sex, but with my body all revved up again, he pulled his fingers from my pussy, drawing out the copious juices, and swathed my tenacious sphincter, prodding more forcefully this time, until it finally started to give. 

I gasped anxiously, “Really, hon, I don’t think I can.”

“Shuuusssh,” he covered my lips with a finger. “I know you can.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you can’t say you didn’t try,” he glibly admonished. Holding onto my chin in a patronizing way, he forced all my attention on him.

A moment later, I was flipped over and propped up ass high, with my knees sinking into the mattress. Settling in behind me, Jon’s fingers continued their deep probing until, in his estimation, I was relaxed enough to enter. It hadn’t taken him but seconds and his cock was firm again with the head of it prodding my backdoor with as much ferocity as he’d earlier taken my pussy. 

In light of my constant reluctance, he moved slowly, all the while teasing my clit below and whispering words of encouragement. Though his first more forceful thrusts proved painful, after a time, my virgin back entrance began to give enough to take him comfortably. I gasped hard when he finally lunged forward with a decisiveness that suggested the manner in which he planned to take pleasure inside this forbidden territory. 

I wanted to be repulsed, but I couldn’t muster even a vague protest against his plan. A wholly submissive feeling had enveloped me completely, and strong sensations were beginning to stir deep within. As he began to move in earnest, I could hear myself crying out, not so much from pain but from the newfound pleasure that rose up so unexpectedly. Before I realized what was happening, he’d begun to ram me hard, using my ass even more ruthlessly than he earlier used my vagina. There was far more to the taking of my ass than just his cock enjoying another pleasurable moment of climax. His brutal use of my body established his dominance over me, while at the same time diminishing me into little more than his lowly property.

The effect was alarming, although I can’t describe the emotions that surfaced in the awkward hour. I knew only that something profound was taking place inside me, something profound enough for me to enjoy on a very primitive level – even if it defied every idea I had of myself as a woman.

Jon came like he came all the other times we made love, with a hearty groan and a solid thrusting until the last drops of his cum were finally deposited inside my ass. I moaned beneath him, my body with a surprising suddenness surrendering to a wave of dark pleasure that was as emotionally satisfying as it was physically releasing.

He pulled away from me, collapsing to the bed, sighing. 

“You can go now,” he said. With the tone of his voice so surprisingly cold, it sounded oddly as if he were dismissing me. 

My God! Was this all he was after? An anal rape? The trancelike stupor in which I’d spent the last day and a half suddenly vanished. 

I lay on the bed while he lay next to me recovering, refusing to touch him, to even acknowledge he was there, as if he were a total stranger. I began to quake, my mouth went dry, my heart pounded in my chest. I knew I had to escape, but I could barely move. With that thought suddenly overtaking all others, the heavy feeling of inertia fled and I jumped to my feet in search of my clothes, which I found strewn from the door of his bedroom all the way to the kitchen. I picked them up, recalling how they’d been shed with a boozy, delirious laughter as we made our way to his bedroom. 

“What are you doing?” his voice suddenly ripped me from my frantic place.

I looked back seeing him leaning sexily against the bedroom doorjamb.

“What do you think? I’m leaving.” Even as the tears welled up in my eyes, I did my best not to let my emotions show.

“So soon?” he asked.

“They were your words – You can go now.” 

“I hardly meant this fast.” He looked amused, as if he actually knew what he’d done.

“Really?” After the last five minutes I was having a difficult time believing him. 

Looking back now, I wonder if I should have just cut my losses right then, walked out and never came back. But the way he strode toward me with such authority, pulled his fingers through my hair and pressed his thumb against my cheek, had me quickly back inside his control. The anxiety that had festered in those brief minutes took a backseat to the affection that seemed to be so genuine. 

He kissed me hard and deep, his lips lingering on mine for a long while before he pulled away. “I meant that you could go, if you have to. You said you had to study.”

“Yes, well, I do, I really do,” I rushed in, sheepishly biting my lip.

“Then I’ll call you later. Hum?”

“You will?”

“Of course. It’s a promise.”

Jon Ryder lived up to his promise and we were soon an item. Not just casually dating. In his big grown up world there was nothing casual. “Jon had finally found his girl,” his hoity mother would say with a giggle of delight. Of course she was delighted with me. Even with my less than stellar family it was a relief that her sometimes ‘scandalous’ son (her word), had found a lovely girl to settle down with. And one who was so ambitious. On her way to Harvard Law. That was impressive! 

Actually I had no intention of applying to Harvard’s Law School until I met the Ryder family, and they made the decision for me, along with a lot of other decisions about my future life. Who was I to counter their wishes when I was living every little girl’s fairytale, complete with tiara? Oh, yes! I was to wear the prettiest diamond tiara on my wedding day, the same one his mother had worn when she walked down the aisle. 

Although our courtship lasted for nearly two years, it seemed to fly by rapidly, a whirlwind of parties, family brunches and elegant summer barbecues. When I was not presenting myself as the picture of decorum at these mandated events, I studied, or was fucking Jon in his apartment. 

We often joked about his mother, with Jon promising me that once we were married there would be less interference. I believed him. But there was often something crassly cold about his behavior toward his persnickety and overbearing mother. I suppose that was disturbing, but I didn’t think about it that much. 

Beverly Ryder was a real queen. She could be ruthlessly charming in a way that made everyone in her presence take notice. But it wasn’t just her physical presence that commanded attention. In that way, she was a very handsome woman who was always perfectly dressed from her stylish hair to her perfect nails. But her perfection went far beyond those simple things. Every syllable from her mouth was perfectly modulated, while her smiles, her laughter, the witty jokes and repartee with which she entertained a horde of doting hangers-on, were eloquently executed to put one into what could be called a surreal and altered state of complete adoration. She could be brilliantly funny or ruthlessly crass without marring her flawless image. She did have a dark side, however. And that was demonic – although she need only show it rarely, and only in moments of crisis. No one crossed her. Even those who knew her only slightly could be sure that Beverly Ryder could figuratively sink a knife into one’s gut with the viciousness of an assassin – and come away smiling. Not a drop of blood would stain her hand. 

Jon, on the other hand, was probably the only person who, seeing through her game, was able to set her on edge without consequences. “I keep ‘mother’ in hand,” he said while smirking playfully over that announcement. I thought that besting his mother was a good game, though it was not one I’d attempt to play myself. His mother intimidated me and I intended to behave myself when I was in her company. I enjoyed the singeing battles between mother and son from the sidelines while remaining sweetly neutral. 

She loved me for that. Her son would frustrate and torment her; she’d be so distressed. She’d turn to me with the exasperated look of motherhood and say, “At least he chose a bride without a mean bone in her body.” To that I’d bashfully smile. 

I refrained from making fun of her, or even joining Jon in his barbs. I had sense enough to know that his own feelings toward his mother might turn on a dime and I could be left standing with dirt all over my face. 

While Jon was a passionate lover, he was not a warm and cuddly sort of man. And yet, the mystique of him excited me so much that I let myself take the sometimes cutting criticism – about my hair or my clothes or my future plans to be a lawyer. Actually, I don’t think he minded that I was going into law; that could be useful. He did have a problem with my talk of being a public defender. “No money in it,” he liked to remind me

“But if I marry you, I’m not really going to need money, will I? So what does it matter if I decide to defend the underprivileged?”

“I just think you’re wasting your time and that fucking Cadillac scholarship,” he petulantly flipped off. Was he jealous, maybe?

“Well, I can change my mind,” I returned, to pacify the rancorous spirit that raged beneath a restrained persona.

When we weren’t engaged in family business or such testy subjects as my future in-laws, Jon and I were fucking. It seemed to be our favorite pastime around which all other activities revolved. Entertaining friends, a night at the movies or a quick weekend trip always needed a sexual component to make them satisfying for Jon. But it wasn’t just bedroom sex that got him off. He liked me giving him blow-jobs in his Mercedes, or in shadowy parking garages, bending me over the hood of his car and lifting my skirt for a quick screw. When we visited his friends, we would wind up slipping into the bedroom or bathroom for sex. We often screwed in the dark corners of his parents’ gardens, and once in his parents’ bed while they were downstairs having cocktails with the neighbors.

In the back of movie theatres, Jon would make me pull up my skirt and masturbate – after I’d given him a blowjob. He screwed me in alleys and in parks. Then once we were back in his apartment we had sex to the memory of those raunchy semi-public scenes. Jon took great pleasure in thumbing his nose at the conventions he’d grown up with, most of which he despised, but what he had conceded to in order to stay in the family’s good graces, while keeping a firm grip on his share of the wealth. 

Whatever reason he had for his outrageous libidinous pursuits really didn’t matter to me. 

For me? I loved the excitement, the wild thrill of being so out of bounds. And with Jon, I didn’t have to worry about offending him with my own nasty fantasies; his seemed almost as crazy as my kinky ones. Based on our wild sex practices I believed I was madly in love.

Our weekend getaways often became ripe moments for even more outrageous behavior. Six months into the lusty affair we took off for a long weekend in the Bahamas. When he saw one of the waiters paying lots of attention to me, instead of getting jealous, he told me to seduce him. We were by the pool at our hotel, me in my little pink bikini, under an umbrella to protect my delicate skin, while Jon lay next to me soaking up the sun’s fierce rays.

He said ‘seduce him’ and I was immediately aghast. “Seduce him?” I whispered back.

“You can’t tell me you’ve never wanted two men?” he grinned. I couldn’t see his eyes through the sunglasses he used to protect them from the glare, but I could see enough in his smirk to know that he had something wicked planned.

I giggled, feeling very much ashamed that he’d read my own thoughts about the young and sexy waiter. What first seemed unimaginable looked very doable on second thought, and with his encouragement, I pulled off the seduction of the tall, tanned waiter without a hitch. That night was my first double-penetration. 

I lured the waiter to our bedroom and began a sexy striptease to keep his interest. Down to my bra and thong I began a little slow dance, moving from Jon to Jorge and back, while weaving an erotic spell around us all. Coy, pouty, with eyes teasingly devoted to them both, I soon had both men charged up. Jon stripped away his shirt and pants while the amazed young waiter simply salivated, looking for a more direct invitation. I suppose that getting down on my knees in front of his crotch was invitation enough. Pulling his cock from inside his pants moved the scene along to its obvious conclusion. Once I had the young man’s erection at my lips, he finally made his move, yanking me by the hair and banging away inside my slick wet mouth. 

Not to be denied his own pleasure, Jon finally grabbed me back and shoved me to the bed. Lying down, he waved his rising cock before my eyes and I eagerly scrambled forward, knowing that Jorge would have my ass as his next target. A little frenzied slurping and sucking brought my boyfriend’s cock to its full tumescence, standing straight and rigid before my coveting gaze. I went down again, making him harder still and his flesh expanded so that it more than filled my mouth. I would have been happy just to have him ejaculate down my throat but my feverish fellatio was abruptly cut short when he pulled me up his torso, his lips meeting my mouth for a long deep-throated kiss. His two hands grabbed my ass, and with my legs straddling his hips, he brought my wet vagina down, plunging his cock into the wet-hot canyon. A rhythmic fucking began with no further foreplay and for several minutes I was lost inside the savage pleasure of our coupling, although the sudden feel of Jorge’s hand giving my right ass cheek a firm squeeze immediately startled me back to reality. I became fully aware of the cock that was already in me and the waiter’s probing fingers. 

How quickly those two male forces collided with my crotch as their battleground. The eager waiter was aiming for my rear door, pouring lube to grease the path he chose. I seized up briefly as I felt that first thrust of his organ breach my back door, then the 

sensation of overwhelming fullness as the two cocks practically tore me apart when they began to move simultaneously inside me. Both were rather sizable and both were going for control. They savaged me until both shot their cum, and left me writhing with an abundance of raw desire and no climax. 

After a while, and little clean-up – at my insistence – the two switched places, and that really rocked me. The way their two very different cocks interacted in my pussy and ass went way beyond the sensations of the first double-penetration. Why it was so different, I have no idea, but I can still hear myself screaming as a shocking climax abruptly tore through me. 

We were all a shuddering happy mess when it was over. 

I would have been happy to invite the waiter to join us the second night of our Bahamas vacation, but Jon was on to other conquests, like the pretty, young Spanish housemaid who barely spoke a word of English. This time I watched while Jon seduced her, so intent, so smooth with subtleties – almost the way he first seduced me – although it was clear that Anna was intended only to be a trinket for the night. 

Once he had the girl slipping out of her little pink maid’s dress and quivering with sexual heat, he had me spank her for being such a ‘naughty girl.’ 

“Oooo no!” she cried out, as she tried to cover her naked brown body with her arms. 

Jon grabbed her back and locked her arm against his side, drilling her with his cruel eyes. The poor girl was shivering with fright until Jon broke the tension with a chortling laugh. 

“You let my girlfriend spank you, darling, and I promise you’ll get all the sex you want.” He conveyed his message with the kind of sleazy sexuality the girl apparently desired. In fact, she must have wanted him bad to suddenly change her attitude from one of fear to one that produced a sly smile and a little pornographic shimmy. She met my gaze with her own soulful eyes, then with Jon releasing her, she gingerly moved toward me and went over my lap without a fight. I began a brisk spanking of her pretty behind, noting how the color changed on her wiggling derriere.

This was my first girl-girl action ever – a fact that made my own arousal especially titillating. The soft smooth feel of her feminine skin aroused me. and though I spanked her as Jon ordered, I stopped often to run my hands between her thighs and feel for her gathering juices. Touching her skin was like nothing else I’d ever experienced. In time, we were both giggling and cooing, getting into bisexual eroticism so deeply that we hardly remembered that Jon was in the room watching. 

Suddenly, he moved in, disturbing the sensuous ambiance, and grabbing her off my lap, he yanked her to the bed. With her on hands and knees, his cock moved in swiftly to spear her ass; neither she nor I were laughing as he forcefully grabbed onto her plump round cheeks and pumped his seed in her nether hole. I couldn’t tell if she liked that kind of sex, but she didn’t try to leave when Jon was done. 

After he revived a bit, he had us kiss, orchestrating a long girl-on-girl exhibition that he orchestrated, until he finally recovered enough to get hard again. Anna and I finished the evening on our knees in front of Jon, taking turns sucking him off until he shot all over our faces and naked breasts. He made us lick each other clean with every drop of cum swallowed.

When Jon was done with her, he shooed her off, and she was gone as quickly as the waiter was gone the night before. I didn’t like the way he could use people and then dismiss them so easily, but I knew that Jon would just dismiss my objections if I complained. I knew what kind of man he was, and could have left him any time. 

***

The wedding was getting closer, just a few weeks away and tensions were mounting in the entire family. I know I was nervous with the ‘big day’ becoming far more complicated than I would have ever wanted. But who was I to screw with Beverly’s painstaking preparations? I can’t say that Jon was nervous; he would never show that kind of emotion, but his temper had been flaring more than normal. 

When I met him at his office just as the rest of the company was going home for the evening, I wasn’t at all surprised that he wanted a quickie before we took off to find something to eat. It was almost expected anymore that sex came before anything else. If it settled his ruffled feathers I was happy to accommodate his need. 

What I hadn’t foreseen that afternoon were the two men joining us for the raunchy party, or how Jon, instead of actively participating in the scene, was content to sit back and watch as I was mauled by his companions. 

Both were young and buff, one a Latino with a thick cock, the other a light-skinned black man who had hands as smooth as silk. I’d only been in the office for a minute and was waiting for Jon to end a phone conversation, when these two strangers, who had been sitting in Jon’s easy chairs, got up and began running their hands over my body. 

I looked at Jon in horror and he just smiled, nodding to indicate this was exactly what he planned. He never said another word as he let them have their way with me. Quickly drawn into their sexy bodies with my hands relishing their youthful muscles and rock hard pricks, I became lost in my own arousal. Their mouths devoured me with a thousand kisses down my back and on my lips, then a pair of lips latching on to the bud of my clitoris brought me to my first orgasm of the evening.

I lay my head back and opened my mouth for a silent scream. I was still aware enough to know that the office outside was not yet empty at that hour. 

Although an hour later, I’m not sure if I cared who heard my sensual screams. 

It might have been after that first orgasm that I noticed the camera in Jon’s hand, and my fiancé rapidly taking digital images of me with my two young lovers.

My first thought was sheer panic. 

“Jon, please,” I gasped and I tried to pull away from the pair.

“C’mon Kristen, it’s no big deal. We’ll look at them later, a little keepsake of the evening. You really are hot.”

The guys paid no attention to my conversation with Jon and just kept on playing with me until even I couldn’t find another excuse for not relinquishing myself to the moment. 

Jon continued with the photographs and I got taken to the edge of getting off again. They held me there, teetering on the brink of orgasm, one man’s fingers in my vagina, the other man on the floor, spreading my bottom wide and tonguing my ass. They kept me there for sometime, both being skillful enough to read my body and back off if they thought I was about to explode. 

I confess, the fact that Jon was just a few feet away from us clicking off one image after another with his camera provided another level of excitement I’d not yet experienced. Sooo wicked, I thought. What if he posted them to the Internet, let the whole world see what a raunchy slut I was? Even that excited me. 

In the back of my mind, I knew he wouldn’t dare do anything that depraved; he had too much to lose. But just the idea was enough to arouse me, an idea I couldn’t shake the entire time the guys were bringing me to orgasm. I had at least three shattering climaxes exploding through my body. Finally, I was too exhausted to stay on my feet and the three of us collapsed to the floor, continuing what had already turned into one heated sexual brawl. My ass was smacked, my nipples pinched, my breasts mauled, though any pain was just another aphrodisiac to send my arousal higher. When the two began fucking me they held nothing back, taking my mouth, my ass, my cunt, then exchanging places and continuing on as if there might be no end in sight. 

At some point, Jon stripped off his clothes and joined us; I suppose his friends were getting tired and their testosterone dipping a little low, so he took over until they revived.

The night ended with me lying back on his smooth black coffee table, getting my pussy banged by Jon while my mouth serviced our black friend’s erection one last time. 

The young studs eventually slipped out of the office and left Jon and me to ourselves. I remember finally rising from the coffee table and moving toward my fiancé who was recuperating on the sofa. Even though I felt completely drained, I gave him a languid lap dance, while smiling down at his contented face – a look so rare that I couldn’t resist its appeal. As my bottom moved slowly against his groin, his weighty cock began to stir again. 

“You think you have it in you?” I challenged him, smiling wickedly.

“We’ll see.”

Only minutes later he had me by the hips with another raging erection deep inside my pussy, soon pounding me with nearly as much fury as we earlier had. This time, with the fucking over, we collapsed together and stayed there until we’d both recovered. 

Just ten days before the wedding, those hours of sexual abandon were ones I treasured. Rather than be ashamed of my wanton lust, I tore a page from Jon’s primer on dealing with his wealthy parentage and let it be a way to thumb my nose at those prissy New Englanders. I thought he loved me for matching his depravity, that this was where we came together best. At twenty-one, it seemed enough on which to base a relationship. But what did I know at twenty-one?

 “So, a little tension reliever?” I joked as my body was beginning to stir again.

“Did it work?” he asked.

“Oh, I think so.”

“You hungry?” he popped up from the sofa and searched for his clothes while I was getting dressed. 

“I’m famished.”

Nothing more was said about the event. We might have snickered a little, cast a few knowing glances at each other from time to time in the next couple of days, but the heavy session of rollicking sex had done as Jon planned, smoothing out the rough edges of our emotions so we could get through the impossible week that lay ahead.

At least that was the illusion we shared until our wedding day. 

***

It took some time before I realized how many times I gave in to Jon’s opinions just to keep him from getting edgy and out of sorts. In fact, it really didn’t dawn on me all that clearly until the day of our wedding that I’d completely submerged myself in him. My unrest had been rumbling around me for some days once the soothing effect of the raunchy gangbang in his office had worn off. I became increasingly sensitive to all of my fiancé’s faults. Every time I listened to one of his catty retorts, or saw him level a mean putdown on one of the servants, or demeaningly dismiss his mother, it pushed me a little further away from him – if not physically, then emotionally. Over the course of those final days before the wedding as the family scurried around making the preparations the distance became that much greater. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t have much opportunity to think about my concerns until I finally found myself alone on my wedding day in the guesthouse, staring out to the lawn. The Ryder gardens were elegantly dressed up with baskets of flowers, topiaries, white ribbons and a beautiful arbor under which Jon and I would say our vows. And there I was dressed for the occasion in a handmade Armani wedding gown with a big bouffant skirt, a long train and my red hair styled with the beautiful tiara of sparkling diamonds, making me appear like a fairy queen rather than a real girl.

When I turned from the window, I saw my nosegay of flowers sitting on the couch waiting for me to pick it up and walk out toward my future. This was a pivotal moment in my life, everything would change once the next hour was over. When I pressed my nose into the fragrant pink and white roses, drawing in the wondrous scent, everything looked perfect for that brief moment. But looks can be deceiving. With nothing and no one to interrupt my casually wandering mind, I found the agitation that had been with me for days start to speak. Since early morning when I awoke, I thought the feelings were just wedding jitters and I determinedly pushed them aside. But suddenly, like a pushy old broad, my psyche refused to be ignored any longer. The many instances of Jon’s bad behavior started traipsing through my mind in a lengthy procession of cutting snipes, rude comments and offensive thoughts that he found necessary to speak aloud. It was bad enough what he spewed out on other people, but what was vented on me cut deep. 

I might have kidded myself that this was just his natural temperament and it really wasn’t all that bad. But I also knew that he wasn’t going to stop, and the chance that it would get worse would only increase once we were married. Simple common sense told me that there was no way to remake a man’s character once it had been ingrained for so many years. 

I’ve always had a fertile mind where all sorts of possibilities seem to materialize before my eyes; even if they are just visions, they seem painfully real. If Jon was this harsh, belittling and cynical now, what would he be like in a year or two? The horror of my vision rose up like a deadly stench and I practically doubled up, choking on the fury with which it suddenly invaded every part of me. I grabbed the window frame to keep from toppling over, and finally took several deep breaths to gather my wits again. The nosegay had fallen to the floor and for some moments I stared at it, waiting to decide if I would pick it up. I waited motionless, my mind had seemed to vacate my body as the next few minutes ticked by. 

Then something outside the guesthouse finally startled me into action, and I knew that I had just a few minutes left before I was to walk out and greet the man who would escort me down the aisle. The string quartet was already playing the wedding music and the bridesmaids were lining up ready to walk down the aisle. Fifteen minutes before, I’d asked for a moment alone and they graciously left me to myself. All this meant that I had very little time to disentangle myself from a nightmare, but I did have time. I still had a choice. I wasn’t married yet.

As soon as the soloist began to sing, I kicked into high gear, quickly shedding the Armani wedding gown and tossing on a t-shirt and sweats. I stopped my hasty retreat just long enough to scribble a note, which I left on the small desk in the corner. It wouldn’t be the first thing one would see coming into the room, but it would eventually be found.

“Jon, you don’t want to marry me. I’m sorry I didn’t realize it until now. But I’m really not the woman you want to share your life with. So sorry, Kristen.”

My last dramatic act was to place the nosegay on the pink-scented paper, then with panic gripping me in the gut, I tore out of the guesthouse, glad that my car was parked just a few feet away. That made my escape easy. The car zoomed out of the drive, taking a sharp right down the back entrance to the estate, and avoiding the main drive where I was certain to be noticed. I tried to erase from my mind any thoughts about what happened next. Who came to look for me and found me gone…the look on Jon’s face…would there be shame? A blush of embarrassment? No, I imagine that once it was clear that his fiancée had left, he would stalk off in a quiet rage and remain conveniently indisposed until the titillating truth of my rejection had percolated through his society and some other scandal took its place in the forefront of everyone’s mind. 

In the days following my hurried exit from the wedding, I spent a good deal of time speculating how Jon would handle what was certain to have been a surprising blow. Because I heard nothing from him, nor from anyone in the Ryder clan, I assumed they all went about their well-heeled lives with little strain. I was a little surprised that I wasn’t questioned about the tiara that fled with me, though after a few days, I sent it back special delivery. No telling what it might have been worth.

I knew Jon would recoup from the blow – if it was a blow at all. He never fell far, he wouldn’t let himself, so he would certainly bounce back easily. I even banked on the hope that he would have seen the wisdom of my choice. I doubt a man like him could ever be reigned in. Once he felt the freedom he was sure to have missed as a married man, he would continue doing what he did so well – pick up women and take them off to bed. 

Those first few days Jon was on my mind a lot as I spent every waking hour in the library, keeping out of sight, and out of cell phone range, so that any temptation to call him could be easily dismissed. Later, after a few weeks passed, thoughts of Jon took a backseat to other matters – like starting law school in the fall and finding a way to cover my expenses. I’d gone from being filthy rich back to dirt poor, and it took a little adjusting. But I believed I could handle that; I had before. Plus, I was a lot more comfortable scraping by. Sometimes I would think of Jon and wonder if I’d made the right choice. But every time I worked that question over in my mind, I came up with the same conclusion: it was the most right thing I’d ever done – even if that decision would haunt me for months.

For all my private musings about my months with Jon, about his character, about the nature of our relationship and the decision to leave him at the alter, not once did I ever imagine that he wouldn’t fully recover. Never once did I think he wasn’t capable of letting me go. Never once did I imagine that Jon Ryder would be out for revenge.


Chapter Three

I thank the demands of law school for keeping me sane in the months after the rape in the woods. Pushing away the feelings had become a constant battle. I was thankful too that I’d been blindfolded for there were no images of the men and the forced sex to filter into my thoughts, although there were still plenty of sensations, the memory of their voices, the touch of their hands, and the recollection of how that touch frightened and condemned me, given the way my body responded. This was certainly enough to deal with. The photograph left at the scene and its terrifying meaning still haunted me. Every day I wondered about Jon Ryder – assuming it was Jon who arranged my imprisonment. 

I may never have believed he’d do anything as insane as arrange that rape, but it was certainly not beyond the character of the man I was about to marry, not the far reaches of his twisted psyche. With a little distance from him, I got scared just thinking of what he might have made me do. How far would he have gone to find his pleasure? The adrenalin rush we loved to revel in was a terrific high but where would it have ended – obviously, I had my answer: In a woodsy cabin held captive and taken against my will. 

I still didn’t know if the pictures of my night of fornication had been tossed up on the Internet, a thousand me’s traveling through cyberspace in all the permutations of that outrageous sexual incident in his office. It was a frightening prospect, at the same time, it actually turned me on in a perverted sort of way, although I’m not so sure it would have set well with the law school board of trustees or a future employer. I let my imaginings of that slide, but a healthy fear of Jon Ryder remained with me. A wariness I could not afford to lose. 

Even as the months went by and I heard nothing from him, he was still like a little demon pecking at my ear, appearing in dreams – nightmares, actually – or sometimes a fleeting shadow that disappeared around the corner. At least law school took me to another city. I kept telling myself that he was surely on to other things. But was I on to other things?

The beat of that terrifying lust still took me away in flights of fantasy and moonlight masturbations in my bed. Times like that, I couldn’t get away from the man. On the darkest, most demeaning nights of my mental depravity I went so far as to imagine myself going to him, falling to my knees and begging him to take me back just so he would punish me for my sins and make me his slut again. Much as I deplored thoughts like these, they returned, again and again and again.

Even if Jon Ryder were completely through with me, I was not through with him. 

What I did to protect myself from my own lurking demons was to dive into my class work, smother myself in the law. I even took a job as a legal secretary so my submersion in the law would be complete. I made my days as busy as I could make them, hoping that eventually the constant fear would pass away.

Weeks, months passed. A year went by, then eighteen months. I actually began to feel 

free again with the shadow that followed me less distinct with each passing day. I even got tired of masturbating to those scenes of the cabin, the office and Jon Ryder, and allowed my fantasies the opportunity to roam in other directions. I even accepted a few dates with harmless men my age, although anyone that looked the least bit off center I refused. Older men were strictly off limits. The young ones I was sure I could handle, but any man over twenty-five had a skull and crossbones emblazoned across their forehead. 

Life began to take on the possibilities it had before – before Jon, when I was just a struggling student with a scholarship, a heavy load of school work and a demanding job. Dreams of my future became rosier as those months clicked off and I could finally start smiling like I meant it. 

***

A cold and rainy night in October, I was making my way from the law library to my apartment, my head turned down against the rain that made my red hair a scraggly mess. I looked at my shoes and the slippery pavement, not straight ahead. But that would have hardly helped; the attack came at me from behind. 

One minute my feet were moving forward at a steady clip, the next my body was snatched from the sidewalk by a pair of hard grasping hands and I was pulled deep into an alley where the shadows covered us in a blanket of inky blackness. We turned into a smaller dead-end alley, where the attacker pushed me into the wall behind a diner that had already closed for the night. My stupidity for walking home after midnight; there was not a soul nearby. 

Even so, a gag was stuffed into my mouth, effectively silencing all but the guttural noises that managed to rise up from beyond the thick rubber ball he shoved between my teeth. 

“I could order you to keep quiet,” he explained, “but then I can’t afford you getting crazy and starting to scream should you try to fight.”

I squirmed, even though my effort was useless against the man’s strength. Though by then I knew that Ryder had not sent a posse of men to abuse me, but had come himself. He revealed that as soon as my body finally succumbed to the strength of his brutish arms and he turned me around, setting me against the cement wall with his hand pressed firmly against my chest. 

A distant streetlight cast just enough light into the murky alley for me to see the distinct features of Ryder’s face: the square jaw line, the smoldering eyes, then the thin line of his lips. 

I could think of a thousand things I wanted to say to him, though it was probably better that I’d been silenced. Better that I didn’t blurt out something stupid like, ‘I’m sorry that I left you…please take me back!’

No, I did not want to be back in his life, but you couldn’t tell that by the furious excitement that was pounding through my lower body. Everything repressed in me over the previous eighteen months suddenly exploded, moving through every vein, invading my bones and blood, infused in every breath. In my eyes he surely saw the fire he’d always managed to raise in me. 

His eyes bore into me like daggers; his grim expression did the same. To the turmoil of sensation that had already made a juicy mess inside my panties, he added the dominance and power of his feral masculine energy. 

“Raise your hands against the wall!” he snapped.

I was too scared to respond.

“I said, raise your hands—” 

My hands suddenly flew up, then I watched – one of those slow motion moments – as he reached out, snatched the top of my coat and ripped it apart. He did the same with my blouse, then with a knife that miraculously appeared from his pocket, he cut away my bra so that my breasts were bare to the elements of this stormy night. 

Rain came down in a misty shower; rivulets of water moving from the tops of our heads to our shoulders, then down our backs and arms. My bare breasts stood out from my chest, a pearly white that almost glowed inside the dark gloom of the alley. Water dripped from my nipples to my soaked tennis shoes. 

Ryder scowled as he appraised me. Judgment reeking from his eyes. I almost thought that the incident would end there. For maybe sixty seconds we remained silent and unmoving, staring into each other’s eyes. I prayed that he would just stalk off and forget that he ever wanted anything to do with me, as a wife or the target of his revenge. But I was not that lucky. 

From his coat pocket, he pulled out a thin baton, the kind that conductors use to direct a choir. His baton, however, was for other matters – like punishing my pearly breasts. A forceful beating followed with blow after blow coming down on the pristine skin. I stared down, seeing the lines cutting into my flesh. The pain came on fast and I began to breathe deeply in order to survive the bruising assault.

And yet, when I breathed deeply, some bizarre transformation took place. Not that I wasn’t hurt, but the pleasure centers of my body were becoming more heated with each sharp strike. Suddenly the baton folded into three collapsible segments, and Ryder returned it to his coat pocket. He used his hand next, slapping the same flesh that was already so painfully wounded. Then when he’d had enough of that, he stripped away my clothes: the raincoat, my tattered blouse, finally the blue jeans were yanked off my hips and down to my knees. Again the silent baton became the instrument of torture as he worked my wet flesh from my shoulders to my bare bottom. Despite the way he seemed to tear into me, he worked my sex into a frenzy of raw desire that put me squarely under his control. 

Had he known this would happen? Had he known I was such a masochist? I certainly didn’t know the extent of my salacious kink until that hour.

I began to grind my hips into the wall. It might have looked to him as if I were trying to get away from the blows, but getting away was not in my thoughts at all. Capturing the sensations that ripped through my tortured body and making them into something sensuous seemed perfectly doable. In time, I might have actually come from the beating. 

But suddenly he stopped and I never knew what might have been possible. 

Naturally, he wanted my ass. 

“Take off the jeans,” he said in a low and gravelly voice while pressing his hard body against me and pushing my chest into the cold wall. Then he stood back while I struggled to remove my pants as fast as I could. I took my shoes and socks with them in the damp heap. I was completely naked when he shoved me back against the wall face forward, when he grabbed my hips and opened wide my anal cleft. 

Gathering a little sex juice from my pussy, he inserted two fingers into my rectum to loosen the path, then when he lunged forward, the entire length of his erection speared me in one swift move.

Although he hammered me hard, it was not long before I heard the familiar groan behind his orgasm, and felt his muscled cock ejaculate its seed. 

By the time he pulled out, the rain had let up some, becoming just a thin mist that looked like steam rising from our heated bodies.

“Get dressed!” he snapped the order before I had a chance to recover. He reached out and unfastened the gag.

The body heat that kept me warm on that miserable night vanished with the cold tenor of his demand.

Sometimes I think the worst part of the incident was having him watch me get dressed and how I blundered nervously with my wet clothes, fumbling with buttons and my trembling hands, while he stood over me, aloof and dismissive. 

Soggy, chilled, but finally dressed, I suffered the humiliation of being pushed back toward the sidewalk where all this began. He didn’t have to tell me what to do, I took off walking, not a word exchanged between us. From the spot where he first grabbed me, he stood watching as I made my way toward my apartment two blocks away. Mine was a small neighborhood, the kind where children are free to play and women walk around without fearing for their lives. I’m sure that after that night the neighborhood would remain as safe as it had always been for everyone who lived inside those five square blocks. Though it would no longer be safe for me.

I did not get off in the alley to my vengeful lover’s cruel treatment, but that was not because it didn’t have a sexual effect on me. By the time I was warm and dry and curled up on my couch with a glass of wine – all my blinds securely closed and the final deadbolt set – I could feel the sweep of his energy take me into a crass place of sexual desire. Much as I wished I could just fall asleep and forget, my mind kept returning to my naked reflection in the mirror. I’d stripped off my clothes in the bathroom, dried myself with a terrycloth towel, then smoothed cream over the wounds Ryder left on my body. There must have been a hundred red stripes marking my skin where the baton had struck. An especially painful rash of them appeared on either side of my breasts; and on my ass the same kind of angry welts marred what was once smooth and lily white. The sight was jarring. To touch the wounds was almost electrifying. Soothing the skin with cream only served to bring back the intensity of the beating, and a lewd sort of tingling sensation followed.

When on my couch I found the images impossible to ignore, I knew not to fight the feelings. Better they be burned away in the hot flames of a frenzied orgasm.

I pressed my hand between my thighs, my fingers moving into all the familiar places, rubbing against my clitoris and bringing myself to that exhilarating peak of desire. I backed off as soon as I was at the edge avoiding the easy come. This one could not explode so quickly. Three times, my body reached that brilliant crest until I could stand no more, and I rocked back and forth on the sofa, stuffing my fingers in my pussy, while wondering why I hadn’t bothered to retrieve my dildo. After a time, the spasms died away and my labored breathing returned to normal. At least my body was quiet for the night.

With the clarity of mind that comes after a good masturbation, I faced the blunt truth. 

Ryder knew where I lived. He knew where I worked. Where I went to school, where I studied for my law exams, and maybe every eatery and shop that I patronized. No longer was his revenge a single incident of spite; it had become a passion. I could tell from his eyes and the way he watched me until I was walking into my apartment building that he intended to remain a fixture in my life. If I had any doubt about that fact, the black and white photograph that lay on my dining room table – which I found inside my locked apartment – was proof enough that the man was disturbingly dangerous. He had the money, the resources and the liberty to torment me for the rest of my life. 

I may have ripped that photograph to shreds and burned it in my fireplace – same thing I did with the photo he left me in the cabin – but that did nothing to stop the man’s revenge. 

If I think about it, the assaults were easy to handle. Well, easy enough. Not knowing when I’d next be his victim, that was a nightmare.


Chapter Four

A bizarre but titillating chill gripped me as I walked up two flights of stairs to the third floor of the ancient office building. The brick structure was an old Craftsman style building that was likely very fashionable when it was new. The beveled glass, the rich dark hues of the woodwork and geometric tiles on the lobby floors were once the height of chic. However, a reemergence of their popularity in 21st century design did nothing to make the old building look updated. It was merely shabby, though in a pleasant sort of way; a way that made me think that at any moment I’d be knocking on Sam Spade’s office door, to which he’d answer with a smirking, “Nice to see you, doll face.”

I’m afraid there was no Sam Spade at 216 First Street, Suite 201, just Tom Quinn, Private Detective. 

Where else was I to turn for answers?

“You say you left the man at the alter? That’s a pretty big slap in the face,” Quinn’s eyes narrowed on me as if he could feel Jon Ryder’s pain as his own.

“I know. I feel terrible about it now. I mean if I’d had any idea that he’d react this way, I certainly could have—”

Tom Quinn thoughtfully peered over the top rim of his glasses, surveying me carefully. He was a lot younger than the retired police detective I expected him to be. In fact, he said he’d never been on the force. He had been a Marine, although I imagined that the straight-edges of a Marine persona must have smoothed out some since he was discharged five years before. I figured him to be nearing forty, but age is tough to tell with men who are as robust and energetic as Tom Quinn. Except for the bit of grey at the temples and a few worry lines on his rugged face, he was a decent looking man. Short dark hair, which was a little ruffled when he used his hand to comb it back, bright blue eyes that crackled with life and a day’s growth of beard, what was fashionable for the time. No, he certainly didn’t fit the image of the proud Marine, which was probably why he was on his own as a PI. He was a modern man, I thought, nothing like Sam Spade in the slightest.

I liked him at once, even though he made me nervous – obviously that thing I have about older men.

“You say he came after you? What exactly does that mean?” he queried me further.

I guess I’d been too scanty with the details. In my anxiety, I’d rattled off my basic problem in such haphazard fashion that I’m sure he had no idea what I was talking about. Even I was a little flustered.

“He…um…” I had to think this over again.

Meanwhile, Tom Quinn cocked his head waiting patiently. 

I bit my lip, closed my eyes and drew in a breath, only then deciding exactly how much I should tell him. The visit certainly warranted a brief explanation of my capture and confinement so I plunged in, realizing only then how horrible the whole thing must have sounded. “I was camping on my own, maybe not a smart thing to do, but I’ve done it before enough times to feel comfortable in the woods alone. I certainly didn’t expect that Jon would have me followed. Maybe it was Jon himself who captured me, although I’ll never know that for sure. One minute I was cooking hotdogs over the fire, the next I was hogtied in a cabin in the woods, a sex toy for several not so very nice men.”

Quinn looked at me stunned. “What! You were raped? And you didn’t go to the police?”

“No, no, no police,” I shook my head emphatically.

“And why the hell not, Miss Davies?”

“Because it wouldn’t have done a damn bit of good. There is no evidence of a crime, at least not now.”

“Now? How long ago did this happen?”

“Eighteen months, about six months after I broke off our engagement.”

He looked at me strangely, maybe wondering if I was even sane. Then with the silence so intensely nerve-wracking, I started in on a further explanation. “You have to understand, my ex-fiancé is very wealthy. If I were to go to the police and create a commotion, he’d have the family lawyers locking arms to be sure that I was the one who was tainted, not him.” 

“So, your fiancé wasn’t at the cabin?”

“I have no idea, I was blindfolded the whole time.”

“And you saw no one?”

“No.” 

“Then why assume that he was responsible?”

“Because—” I breathed a huge sigh, “when I woke up on the third day I was alone. The ropes and cuffs were gone, in fact there was nothing in the cabin to suggest that anyone had been there but me. I was pretty anxious to get out of there in case they might come back so I dressed quick. But heading for the door, I had to stop. Tacked to the door was a photograph of me that he wanted me to see.”

“Do you have the photograph with you?”

“No. I tore it up and burned it.”

“Not a very smart move, Miss Davies.”

“I was scared…”

“So, describe it for me.”

Although I was sure that Quinn would ask the question, I couldn’t stop myself from blushing. My face was hot, my hands nervously working their way around a torn Kleenex until I turned it into shreds. “Well, you see…it was compromising to say the least,” I started tentatively. “I was naked, there were two men and Jon, very pornographic, if you get my drift.” I sounded so flippant, but that was hardly what I was really feeling. I had no idea there was such a tightness inside me, something vicious centering at my chest. It was true that I’d never revealed anything about my relationship with Jon to anyone, not the kinky intimate details. I certainly hadn’t mentioned my capture to a soul. Suddenly, I was telling my story to a complete stranger. The words spilled out, reluctantly at first, though the more I spoke, the more I felt the tightness in my chest unravel. “The afternoon the picture was taken – and I’m sure it was not the only one – we were in his downtown office. A really plush high rise. It wasn’t all that unusual for us to have sex there – the thrill, you know,” I weakly smiled, then bowed my head again, peering up at him through a tangle of red hair. “Jon liked to dominate me sexually. And I, well, I liked it too. I just never imagined that he’d use the pictures against me.” Quinn was staring at me with those pools of intense blue, the effect on me unnerving. “I never saw them myself. I assumed he destroyed them, although I have no idea why I’d think that. I can’t imagine that blackmail was in his mind when he was taking them; it was all about the sexual turn on. But then I don’t suppose that either of us expected that I’d so ungraciously back out of being his bride.” 

“So, at the cabin, he left a photograph so you’d know who was responsible?”

“Exactly. Frankly, it’s not at all out of character…I just never imagined—”

“And this was the only incident?”

“No.” I bowed my head a moment before I continued. “That’s why I’m here now. A week ago…eighteen months after I was captured in the woods, just when I was beginning to think that I wouldn’t hear from Jon again, he attacked me as I was walking home from the library…just Jon this time, he didn’t even try to disguise himself.”

“And you were raped again?”

“In a manner of speaking.” I thought a moment. “But is it rape if you’ve already had sex with someone and you’re still attracted to him – dangerously attracted?”

“It’s rape if you did not consent.”

“Well, I didn’t consent. He grabbed me from behind, dragged me into an alley and stuffed a ballgag in my mouth. Before it was over, I was standing naked in the pouring rain while he pinned me to a wall and came at me from behind. There wasn’t any point in resisting, Jon is much too strong. At least it was swift. I was free to walk home as soon as he was done. What was even more chilling was that I found another photograph lying on my kitchen table. It wasn’t enough to sexually abuse me, he had to rub it in my face.”

I looked down, for a while staring at the soggy Kleenex, then finally used it to wipe my tears away.

“And you have no plans to press charges?”

“How can I?”

“We hire you a good lawyer, I do some detective work and see if we have a case – which we might not since much of the evidence has been destroyed. But it’s certainly worth a shot.”

I shook my head again. “No, please no, you won’t get anywhere with that. His money reaches as far as his imagination will take him.”

“Then why come to me, Miss Davies?” Tom Quinn looked almost as exasperated as I felt worn out.

“I want to know how I stop it from happening. I can reconcile with what he’s done so far, but I don’t want it to happen again. I don’t want to live with the threat of him hanging over me, which is exactly what I feel every moment of the day. If I only knew he’d leave me be—”

“If he’s as powerful, as wealthy and as vindictive as you say he is – if you’re not prepared for a messy battle, which I take it you’re not, then there’s not much I can recommend – unless you want a 24 hour armed guard at your side. But I doubt that you could afford that.” Of course I couldn’t afford that.

“I can suggest that you move far enough away that he’ll have a rough time finding you. Change your hair color, the way you dress, make yourself less obvious and hope that he’ll run out of steam. I think you’re a fool not to press the issue with him, but as long as you’re unwilling to go that far, those are the only things I know that might keep him a step behind you. Don’t go walking alone at night, stay clear of deserted places, put a few locks on the door that can’t be easily picked. You can put an alarm on your car, carry a can of mace, protect yourself the way any woman would against a threat. Get your black belt in Karate: that would be a good insurance measure,” he nearly laughed, but then he sat back in his seat and sighed, his expression grim, “But, Miss Davies, if this man is as dangerous as you’ve led me to believe, you’re playing with fire and you will get burned again. I know that’s a cliché, but it’s also true.”

The compassion in his eyes was truly genuine. 

I know that Tom Quinn thought I was crazy, but at least he settled my mind so I could think straight. The emotional burden that I’d been carrying for two years had seemed to lift, at least somewhat. And I also had a plan of action.

The day after my consultation with Quinn, I quit my apartment and stayed with a high school friend of mine for the next few weeks until I found another apartment in a safer and more obscure location. Gina had never met Jon, nor had I ever mentioned her to him, so I assumed that he couldn’t trace me to her doorstep. Gina and I had seen almost nothing of each other during my college years, although I happened to run into her some months after Jon engineered the attack in the woods, and we’d met for lunch and coffee a few times since. I found her surprisingly willing to have a roommate for a few weeks. The fact that she didn’t ask too many questions sealed the deal.

To justify my hasty move to the rest of my world, I explained that I simply needed a change in scenery. To elaborate more might cast some suspicions on Jon, which was the last thing I needed. The more I could distance myself from the man the better off I was – wise counsel from Tom Quinn.

A few weeks later, I rented a room in a small burgh over ten miles from my law school. Much of what I owned wasn’t worth carrying with me, so it was sold at a friend’s garage sale and I collected my share of the take to make a new start. To give myself a less recognizable persona, I cut my hair, darkened the color and made a major shift in clothing. The wardrobe that signified my failed relationship, all those dignified skirts and sweaters and tailored clothes were packed away in boxes and safely stored. In their place were blue jeans, t-shirts and a more basic style of dress that had some of my acquaintances wondering if I’d suddenly turned into a lesbian. 

I replied to their questions with yet another simple answer: “Just part of the change and it feels good for now.” Those who had been my friends the longest, those who knew about Jon, had already been through one big transformation in my persona, so another hardly seemed earth shattering. 

Back in law school, I buried myself in my books again and rarely came up for air. All my usual ties were cut, the clubs and restaurants and other places I frequented were scratched off my list. I saw my old friends less frequently; many I didn’t see at all; we talked and texted but that was it. This was my last year; if only I could get through it without another incident.

As I left school for home each day, I took Quinn’s advice and traveled with a new pack of friends – a group of lesbian females I’d previously avoided. They could be pretty intense for me. They all had big plans for what they’d do with their law degrees. Lots of talk about social justice, gay rights and free speech – all of which I certainly supported – though not with the passion they exhibited. Unlike them, I had no plans for my future other than getting my law degree and making myself safe from Jon Ryder.

***

How do you judge success? How many months have to go by before you breathe easy again after a trauma, before you forget about looking over your shoulder wondering if you’re being watched, or when the devil will pop up out of nowhere? How long do you wait before you call the reign of terror over?

The questions rattled around inside me for the next several months… months that alternately dragged by slowly and flew by in a flash. I suppose I was never really settled – I left too many holes in my day, too many vulnerable places to ever feel safe. I couldn’t just quit my life completely. Besides, who’s to say that Ryder would ever bother me again?

I kept rationalizing, hoping.

Perhaps what was worse than knowing that Ryder could be stalking me at any moment was the other big question shadowing my days. How long would it take before I could forget the reality of those attacks and the sheer magnitude of my own physical response?

It was vivid. Sexual. Capable of arousing me with only a meager flashback to the cabin or that dreary, rain-soaked night. 

Maybe I could never forget. 

Maybe I could never be safe from my own psyche.

Weeks, even months after the attack in the alley, I was reliving it during my masturbations, just as I had done with the trauma in the cabin. 

However, this incident seemed to be hanging on far longer than the other. Maybe it was Ryder himself, knowing that it was his hands, his mouth on my lips, his cock in my cunt, his passion invading my life – however cruel it might have been – his passion pouring out on me in such an alarming way. 

Why was I worth all the trouble?

The law library was cold that night, my bones shivered in the dim light as I poked through the stacks of law books trying to find the one I needed. It was a dreary job, especially when I practically had to stand on my head to get to Vol. XXXCII in the far corner on the bottom row. 

I was tired that night, and a little frustrated because I was having a helluva time locating the case files I was searching for. Maybe it was reasonable that my guard was down; the library had always felt safe to me, a place I could easily hide. I’d been there alone a dozen times without the merest quaver of apprehension. And on that night, I wasn’t alone. A handful of students were parked at the study desks pouring over files for our exams. My own search was for a paper that needed to be finished by six o’clock the following day. I wandered off beyond the reach of my fellow students to a far corner of the stacks where almost no one ever went – no one but me. I’m sure this was just one of a hundred times I’d been that unaware in a compromising place, but this time Ryder found me. 

I was kneeling on the floor pouring through the volume of law briefs I’d finally located when I realized that someone was standing over me. The shadow should have been enough to arouse me, but it took the subtle rustle of his clothes as he shifted his stance before I looked up and our eyes met. We simply stared, his expression determined and cold. His jaw twitched and his eyes seemed as black as coal devouring me with their sharp fury.

“What do you want?” Already I was trembling; I already knew what he wanted.

“What do you think I want?”

Of course I knew. My mind rushed, wondering how long I could make this play out before he took charge of me. A rescue might be more possible if a few minutes ticked by. Maybe I could have taken off running and screamed my way to safety. How quick the mind computes the possibilities but I was clearly at a disadvantage from the start, and when he started kicking me with his boot, forcing me deeper into the stacks to the service door at the far end, I realized that like the other incidents this was a well thought out scheme, not just a spur of the moment lark. Worse yet, he had every assurance that I would not put up a fight.

He opened the service door and I crawled through into the back stairwell of the building, a dreary and dimly lit reminder that the remodeled library was as old as the law school itself. Heavy woodwork, damp walls, the smell of grime, furniture polish and disinfectant. Not a soul could be heard from the other side of the thick metal door and we were very much alone. 

My heart leapt excitedly as if what happened next was what I honestly desired. Perhaps in some corner of my psyche I did. I salivated on the expectation, my lower regions warming to the idea of his sweeping energy overpowering me again. I trusted that he wouldn’t really hurt me, just screw with me again using the same demonic furor he had in the past, and I didn’t find that prospect altogether displeasing. 

How I hated him!But then hate and love are a vicious set of twin emotions that humans can’t help but simultaneously crave. 

“Suck me!” he ordered, and my fingers flew to the task with rabid interest, undoing the buckle at his waist, the snap at the top of his jeans and the zipper that exposed his upright organ to my hungering eyes. Once his cock was free of his pants and jutting at my face, the rest was all about Ryder and his use of me. He grabbed my head by the hair and shoved his cock into my mouth, fusing my face to his groin so that I could barely breathe. I was already shoved into a corner with nowhere to go, and then my head was being banged back against the peeling green paint of the cold stairwell. I executed the blowjob with the avid thoroughness I’d been taught by Jon Ryder and he didn’t miss a beat in his humiliation of me. Dissatisfied with my performance, he slapped my face, then shoved his dick inside my mouth so hard I choked. Then for a while he backed off and demanded that my tongue work its way around his balls. He even loosened his jeans enough so that I could ream his asshole while he jacked off. 

“That’s it, Kristen. You do what you’re so good at doing,” he sneered as he drew pleasure from demeaning me.

Finally, with his cock retaking my mouth he finished off, not with his cum spewing down my throat but with it splashed across my face and neck. 

I lifted my arm to wipe my face on the sleeve of my sweater, but he knocked it away with his hand.

He said with an ample degree of triumph in his voice, “Don’t wipe it off. Let it dry right there.” 

I jerked my hand back, feeling the cold stickiness of his cum make my face itch, but I shuddered to think what he’d do if I dared defy him. Having been so thoroughly humbled, I found myself unable to challenge his authority. Any thought of escape had vanished, and rather than meet his scowl with defiance, I looked up in a state of unqualified surrender. 

“Tell me what a slut you are,” he spat out. Obviously, his climax had done nothing to soften his feelings for me. “Tell me!” he nearly shouted when I remained silently cringing beneath him. 

“What do you want me to say?” I blurted out confused.

“Say, I’m a slut for your cock, master,” he scowled. “Say it.”

“I’m a slut for your cock, master,” I repeated.

“I’m nothing but a groveling cunt… say it!”

“I’m nothing but a groveling cunt.” 

“Louder!” his own voice rose so much in volume that I had reason to worry someone might hear. Still I obeyed him saying a little louder: 

“I’m nothing but a groveling cunt,” as a well of tears formed in my eyes.

“I’m in love with the master’s cock…say it!”

“I’m in love with the master’s cock.” I could feel myself choking on each breath of air, but I couldn’t stop myself from echoing back every word he demanded I speak.

Suddenly, he grabbed my hair and held on, drawing me upwards, as the scene became more intense. “My master owns me. Say it!”

“My master owns me.” 

“I belong to him…”

“I belong to him.”

Finally, Ryder pushed me back and squatted down in front of me, his hand inside my shirt, grabbing for a tit and applying so much pressure that I could feel myself getting light-headed from the intense pain.

“I belong to him, repeat it.” His eyes fixed on mine with a violent force, though this time, he barely spoke above a whisper.

“I belong to him,” I came right back.

I couldn’t move; he had me trapped. Meanwhile the words he made me speak took hold, shaking loose all sense of my own identity and replacing it with one I fought hard to dismiss. 

“Let me take the pain, my love. Say it!” He squeezed my left tit until all my body could feel was pain. “Say it!”

“Let me take the pain, my love.” Like a robot the words spilled from my mouth, while from my eyes spilled a river of hot tears. 

“I will always be yours. Say it, Kristen.”

“I will always be yours,” I repeated back.

“You believe that’s true.” The hand that tore at my breast eased off, but his stare remained. “Tell me it’s not true, Kristen. Tell me that I don’t own you, that your thoughts are not on me every day of your life. Tell me that, Kristen.” 

I shuddered in fear, though my arousal was unabated … if he had thought to rip my jeans away and felt my pussy, he would have found it wet. But I suppose he already knew, he didn’t need the evidence since I’d already humiliated myself enough to suit him. Who knows what he was feeling then. But he did have me pinned to the wall and agreeing to everything he said, because at that moment in time I believed that everything I said was true. The interval of silence that passed inside that dank stairwell seemed interminable. Finally, I blurted out the truth he was waiting to hear. 

“You know I can’t tell you that!” And I bowed my head in shame.

That was all he wanted to hear. A moment later he rose up and loomed over me again, grinning smugly. 

“How long, Jon?” I gazed up briefly, offering up a heartfelt plea. 

“You mean how long am I going to stalk you?” he asked.

I nodded, though I looked away again.

“As long as it pleases me to see you suffer. Half the fun is knowing that you love what I do to you as much as I do.” I could hear the tremor of his amusement all through my shaking body. 

I’d had enough. I wanted to scream at him to go, but I sensed that would not go well for me. Leaning back against the concrete wall, I took deep breaths to settle my nerves, though I could barely breathe in the small confines of that cramped corner. I waited, eyes closed for him to move away. First there was the flutter of something falling from his hand, then the sound of the door closing. I looked up to see he was gone. 

But of course he’d left his calling card. Another photograph had settled in the dusty stairwell at my feet: the image of my rapturous face gazing up at me in cold shades of black and white.


Chapter Five 

Tom Quinn could see that I was shaken the moment I walked through his office door. When I burst into tears he was hardly surprised. For the next ten minutes he was content to let me cry my eyes out until it finally seemed silly to continue. 

“You want to tell me why you’re here?” he kindly ventured when I was calm enough to listen. “Another attack?”

I nodded. “In the law library…It’s not going to stop.” I shook my head.

“And did he leave a picture this time?”

I reached in my purse and pulled out the latest of Ryder’s nasty photos. I’m sure Quinn had seen far more graphic images of naked females, though by the look of his raised eyebrows he was much impressed – yes, I was quite the slut that night.

“I’ll have this worked up for fingerprints. Give me the details and I’ll see what I can do to put a case together. I can’t imagine that the man didn’t leave other incriminating evidence.” 

“No, no. That’s not what I want!” I rushed in.

“No?”

“No.”

Quinn shook his head in exasperation. “Then why bother with me, Kristen? It’s a waste of my time and your money.”

“I want to leave town. Now. Like go across the country if I have to. Change my name if that’s what it takes, change everything about me. Everything is on the table after this. No short term fixes.”

“Humph. I suppose what you’re suggesting is a solution. Obviously your last change of address did nothing to keep Ryder from you. But you’d be much better off if you handled the man through the proper channels. Go on record with the police. Ryder’s not invincible. No one is.”

I heard what he advised, but nothing Quinn said could make me believe that going after Jon Ryder could possibly have a good end for me.

“I’m sorry, I can’t do that. The man has a grip on me that’s sure to incriminate me far faster than anything I can do that will condemn him. You have to trust me on this.” He obviously wasn’t buying a thing I said, but he was listening. “So, please, will you help me? I mean help me figure out how Kristen Davies can disappear from his view? I know it’s probably not the job of a detective, but I don’t know who else to ask, and I don’t think I can do this alone. I don’t even know where to begin.”

After a bit of careful scrutiny, he finally said: “Sure.” He smiled kindly, those brilliant eyes so engaging. Too bad I was leaving town or he might have been a good place to hide. “And what do you want me to do with this?” he referred to the picture.

“Keep it, please, file it, tear it up, throw it away. I don’t ever want to see it again.”

He pulled opened his desk drawer and swept it inside, then gave the drawer a tug to be sure the self-locking mechanism had engaged. It had. Finally, with the same generous smile as before he asked:

“How about we go grab a beer and pizza, then make some plans?”

***

I don’t think either Tom or I had it in mind to end up in bed that night, and yet the sexual energy between us seemed electrifying. Between frothy beer and gooey pizza, we’d gone over the basics of how I could disappear off the face of the earth, then he followed me home with the intention of writing down a few key elements of my plan of action. The thoroughness and detail of his proposal suggested he’d previously strategized this sort of disappearance. I knew that he was giving me sound advice although my success rested on a careful implementation of the plot. 

Based on Ryder’s previous behavior, Tom figured that my former fiancé wouldn’t be coming for me anytime soon. Thus, I had plenty of time to execute my escape and do it innocuously, so that if I were being followed, my movements wouldn’t give me away. This was what he hoped, though not once when we talked did Tom fail to remind me that Ryder was a clever and very determined assailant. Chances of slipping his nets were remote, but certainly worth a try – if I continued to be so stubborn as not to go to the police. He harped on that too. 

But my mind was set. 

The night in my apartment would be the last time I’d meet with Tom – he’d pointed out that seeing a detective would likely raise suspicions. 

This was disappointing, but a quirk of fate I could not avoid.

I offered him beer when we first settled into my living room and he happily accepted, then I sat close to him on the sofa as we hovered over a yellow tablet with a list of important tasks I was to carry out.

I’m not sure what swept us into each other’s arms so quickly, but hardly a minute after the list was finalized, we were grabbing for each other’s bodies in a frenzy of sexual heat. I’d known from the outset of the evening that the slow moving beat of my arousal was gaining steam with each minute in the man’s company. Perhaps it was just his kindness that I found so attractive. Although my lust could also have its source in the man’s dogged authority, in the way he outlined exactly what I needed to do as if he were a protective father instructing a child. I’d been learning that this sort of assumptive control from a man tended to arouse me in unusual ways. 

When suddenly his hand grazed mine I felt a tingle of desire quicken my senses. When his hand swept across my thigh, I turned and looked into his eyes. The flutter of desire that engulfed me assured that our lips would meet. Long, slow kisses followed, the kind where one leads to another leads to another until we couldn’t stop ourselves – nor would we have wanted to.

We did stop, if only to look each other in the eye and decide if this was a foolish mistake or something that we were prepared to finish. I guess we both came to the same conclusion at the same moment, and suddenly found ourselves engaged in a tumult of overpowering hormones and lust refueled with every new kiss. 

He tore my clothes away. I tore at his. We rolled about my narrow couch, then fell to the shaggy carpet below madly grappling for each other’s bodies. He entered me swiftly with a cock that speared my insides so determinedly that a grinding climax erupted almost immediately inside my body. I screamed as my inner muscles clamped down against his aggressive cock, then I rocked inside his consuming arms while the rhythmic action of his organ brought me close to that exhilarating edge. As he gained steam, my body continued to spasm in what seemed like never ending waves of pleasure. When he finally ejaculated, another powerful climax shook me from that moment to some sweet bliss beyond. Finally opening my eyes on the exhausted Tom Quinn, I realized what an amazing thing had just taken place. 

“You okay?” he looked at me as he curled up into a sitting position and gently stroked my face. I hadn’t realized until then that I’d been crying.

“Ohmygod! I’m fine. I’m more than fine,” I laughed through the bevy of tears. “I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed what’s good from a man…” Until that night, Ryder had stripped me of any desire to be with a man. All I’d known since that incident in the woods was fear; even two years later that fear remained – although apparently there’d been a crack in the great wall of my defenses that Tom Quinn had used to gain what no other man but Jon Ryder knew. Sighing happily, I said, “I think you’ve restored my faith.”

“Your faith?” He looked at me suspiciously. 

“In men. There are good ones amongst the bad apples.”

“I just ravaged you, and you think so kindly of me?”

“Didn’t I ravage you back?” I pointed out.

“Well, I suppose so.”

I felt strangely bashful in his company. Given what Ryder had made me do in the past, being naked with men I hardly knew shouldn’t have been so weird for me. But in the company of a man who really cared about me, who was as generous with his affection as he was his sexual prowess, I felt young and vulnerable and self conscious. I also felt warmed inside by his inherent humanity. 

Without even thinking, I asked, “Would you like to spend the night?”

“You sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. I mean, we know that it can’t mean anything, not with me taking off across the country, but it would be so nice to have someone to hold me…”

“Then I’d be happy to stay,” he replied. He gently ran his hand down my cheek and with it brought me forward to meet his lips again. “I’m not sure what this says about my professional ethics, but I think the last few minutes have already condemned me.” 

“Well, then we’re in the same boat,” I smiled. “Might as well enjoy ourselves.”


Chapter Six

The day had been warm but a chilling fog was creeping inland, bringing with it the sharp stench of the ocean, which aggressively attacked my nose and eyes. I drove through thick bands of grey, only to break out into the dazzling sunshine, then moments later dive into a bank of teasing clouds, transparent white that shifted before my eyes. A narrow switchback in the road took me away from the ocean until the road evened out for another half mile when it slowly descended into the coastal valley and the town of Rio Marinas. Tiny. Picturesque. With just enough fishing commerce and salty old residents to keep the place sensible and out of the hands of developers who would have quickly turned it into another Carmel by the Sea. I dropped down onto the main thoroughfare, noting the small shops, which included quaint galleries amongst fishmongers, a farmer’s market, a hairdresser, dry cleaner and video store. There was a typical coffee shop at the end of the block, kitty corner from a blue and white gas station. My ten year old blue Jeep Cherokee maneuvered through the business district then finally pulled up to a single-story yellow frame building: Bessie’s Soul Food Diner. 

I would have expected the shabby place somewhere in the south, but on the California coast? Yes, it seemed a little out of place, but that certainly didn’t deter the locals from savoring Bessie’s soul food classics. At two in the afternoon, after the lunch crowd had already gone back to work, the diner was still doing a brisk business, both from the takeout window and at the lunch counter inside. A pair of businessmen in suits and a mother with three squawking children were eating at picnic tables arranged on the concrete slab outside – calling it a ‘patio’ would make the area sound a lot more formal than it was. When I moved inside, I found the ebullient chaos of a busy diner, where huge plates of steaming food were served to customers sitting at six tables and the long lunch counter. A waitress shouted orders to the fry cook, and the big black man shouted back with a big grin on his face. Meanwhile, the granddame of Bessie’s Soul Food Diner was washing up the counter in front of two customers who were arguing politics. In the midst of their conversation was Bessie, stating her opinions; whether welcome or not, it was hard to say, but no one seemed to take offence. I smiled to myself seeing the woman work her way amongst her customers dishing up hugs, sympathy and opinions with as much ease as she dished out fried fish, grits and sweet potato pie.

With my stomach warning me that I’d not fed myself for nearly a day, I was looking forward to a generous helping of Bessie’s food, although I couldn’t help but note the ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the window.

I sat at the far end of the counter, away from where Miss Bessie was engaged in a spirited argument, and ordered the fried chicken and coleslaw. Hardly two minutes later a big plate of food was set before me by Bessie herself. 

“This looks terrific!” I looked into her big warm eyes and she looked back with a pleasant smile. 

“That’s becuz it is, honey. This is the best food anywhere on this coast. And that aint’ braggin’ either, that’s the truth.”

I laughed, giddy from the warmth that grabbed me in its invisible arms, a place as comfortable as home itself. And since I didn’t have a home at that particular moment this seemed like the perfect place to sit a while and soak up the local atmosphere.

“You enjoy it now,” she ordered me with her finger wagging. “You look like you need a good meal.”

“I do. And I’m sure I’ll love it.”

She sashayed away, her big hips rolling as she walked on to greet one of her regular customers with a real hug.

Maybe it was just my raging hunger but this was the best tasting food that I’d had on my trip across the country. I polished off all the coleslaw, ate the chicken till I was full, and saved two pieces for later. Then I ordered a big piece of blackberry pie that had been staring me in the face since I’d sat down at the counter. 

When Miss Bessie returned to take my plate away and hand me the bill, she asked: 

“Everythin’ okay?”

“It was perfect.”

“That’s good.” Like she didn’t expect me to say anything else.

“Are you Miss Bessie?” I finally asked, even though I already knew exactly who she was.

“Sure am.”

“I see you have a help wanted sign in the window.” I turned around and pointed to the tag board sign.

“I sure do, honey.” She stood up a little more officially, as if the job interview had just begun.

“I need a job, and was wondering if I could apply for the position?” I rattled on carrying my hopes inside my pleasing eyes.

“Apply? Don’t know that there’s any applying to be done,” she said. “Can you wait tables?”

“Sure.”

“Cook?”

“I’m sure if you showed me. I’m a quick learner.”

She scrutinized me for nearly a minute, while I sat back on the barstool, chagrinned and vulnerable. She saw the whole new me, not knowing that just a week before I was a very different woman. Gone was the long red hair, replaced by a darker auburn hairstyle – the kind I’d never worn before – short, spiky and definitely in vogue. My lesbian friends back home would have loved it but they never got the chance to see this version of the new me. Nor would they ever. They were as much my past as Ryder was, as law school, the drive for success, and the kindness of Tom Quinn who helped arrange the transition. Would Miss Bessie see a façade or would she see the real girl? It was tough to tell; Miss Bessie wasn’t the kind to give anything away until she was ready. But she did say exactly what I needed to hear that afternoon. 

“Yeah, honey, I’ll bet you are a quick learner. And you need money, right?”

“I do, I just moved here.”

“I see.”

She was cautious, as she should have been. I’ll give her credit for that. 

“So, you’re new in Rio Marinas?”

“My first day.”

“You’re not runnin’ away from something, are you girl?”

“No, not at all.” I hoped that I sounded convincing, but I wasn’t sure that I got anything past that women. I had the feeling that she could see motives even through a lead shield – or what would be my carefully crafted story to explain my sudden move to this tiny town.

“So what’s your name, honey?”

“Samantha Ross.”

“Samantha Ross. Now there’s a pretty name. And I suppose if you need money, Samantha Ross, I got a sink full of dishes that needs washing. That’s what I need today. You can start right now.”

“Oh, thank you!” I beamed, while practically falling off the barstool. “Hard work is exactly what I need.” 

For reasons I could not explain, working in Miss Bessie’s Soul Food Diner had become the most important thing in my life. I think if she rejected me I would have been crushed. But she’d given me exactly the boost I needed to confirm that I was on the right track with my previously fucked-up life. She showed me into the back, and to where I could put my backpack and sweater, then after handing me an apron, she led me to big stainless steel sinks filled to the brim with dirty pots and pans.

If Tom Quinn thought it wise for me to ‘seek a different means of employment’ from the law offices I was familiar with or other easily traceable occupations, as he referred to them, then certainly Miss Bessie’s Diner would be the kind of employment he’d suggest. I wanted to call and tell him about my quick success in Rio Marinas, but that was strictly forbidden. He and everyone else in my former life were strictly off limits. At no time should I try to contact him, ever again, he said with a grave firmness in his voice. “I don’t even want to know where you are.” 

Ours had been a reluctant parting but one I had to make. I said that I wanted a new life, and once in my new home, I needed to act as if I never had a past. 

From two in the afternoon to nearly eight that evening I washed dishes for Miss Bessie. My hands were a mess and my face almost blistered from heat. Every bone in my body ached, and yet I was happier than I’d been in a long time. 

When I was finished for the night, Miss Bessie gave me a sack of food and a small stack of fives and ones from the cash register. Minimum wage was all I could expect, but with the added perk of dining on soul food everyday, it wasn’t a bad deal at all. 

“Now, you got some place to stay, honey?” Miss Bessie asked me as I was on the way out the door.

“No, but I think there is a motel just down the highway. That should do until I find a more permanent place.”

“Oh no, girl! No. Don’t you dare go there. You head up to Miss Inez right now. Her boarding house is on Second St., a clean room and a nice view of the ocean. A nice young girl like you needs a proper place to stay and that motel ain’t nothin’ but a hangout for bums and druggies.” She gave me a stern look and pressed a business card into my palm, then shooed me out the door. 

The light above the glassy ocean was filled with the brilliant colors of the setting sun. The evening was perfect, the air was warm and peaceful and not a hint of that thick soupy fog. I drank in the aroma of the salt air, the smell of fried food that lingered around the diner, and the refreshing scent of freedom that already seemed to have worked its way inside my bones. 

Was that possible? Freedom from Jon Ryder and his revenge? 

I was in a new home, yes a new home, with a whole new cast of characters to enjoy, and no vengeful ex-fiancé anywhere around. Kristen Davies had no way of protecting herself from that man, but perhaps Samantha Ross did. 

The boarding house on Second St. was a throwback to another century: a big frame house with a broad porch across the front that wrapped around its right side to the back, where, if I had the time I could have sat in one of the rocking chairs and watched the sun slip past the horizon. Set on a hill, there was no obstructed view of the ocean, just a small cliff down to the sloping sands and grasses to the beach itself. The house was flanked on either side by newer condominiums, and still it stood its ground as a reminder that it had endured years of the ocean’s tumultuous reign and was still as strong and proud as ever. 

I might have lingered for a while to enjoy the beauty of the scene, but aware that it was getting late, I wanted to make my introduction to Miss Inez before she closed her doors for the night.

Answering my knock, a small, white woman peered around the side of the open door, scrutinizing me carefully through thick glasses. 

“Miss Bessie sent me. I’m Samantha Ross.”

She looked me over from head to toe, as if she were trying to remember who I was. Then she opened the door wider, exposing a little more of herself, the blue print housedress and her sturdy black shoes. “Yes, yes, indeed you are,” she said in a small but pleasant voice.

There was no broad smile, no remarks about the nature of the world and politics, not much conversation at all. She was the polar opposite of Miss Bessie, creeping silently while Miss Bessie bustled with confidence. Miss Inez politely showed me inside, then handed me a pamphlet outlining her prices – rent by the week, the month, or the year. But NO single nights, printed in big bold letters. Weekly rents must be paid in advance, the copy was quite clear on that point. Miss Inez wouldn’t be accepting itinerant riffraff, I could assume from a description of her services. Smiling, as if I agreed on every point, I fished through my backpack for my wallet, then counted out enough cash to pay for one week at Inez’ Boarding House.

“I expect to be staying much longer, but I’ve just arrived. I want to get acquainted with the area before I make any permanent plans. But this is a lovely place.” I gazed around at the mix of turn-of-the-century details and 1920’s charm. 

She faintly smiled, stuffed the cash into her apron pocket then motioned for me to follow her up the stairs. 

“You can have either of the two rooms on the back of the house, numbers 2 or 3. They have the best view of the ocean. #1 is rented to Mary Garcia and the one at the end of the hall, well, that is #4, that was George’s. It’s not ready to be rented again.”

I wondered who George was, but didn’t have the nerve to ask.

In Room #2 the bead-board walls were painted a dazzling white and trimmed with blue. I imagined in the afternoon the space would be flooded with sunshine, but at that hour, the atmosphere was softened by lamps that cast a warm glow against the walls. Although it was too dark to see the ocean, I was delighted to find a good sized window that faced west, and through it hear the constant and sensuous roar of the Pacific.  

Miss Inez left me alone to ponder my new surroundings, slipping out before I had a chance to say thank you for her hospitality. Still, after a long day, I was glad that my landlord was as private a person as I would be. I had much to think about, a lot of assessing to do after the many days on the road, and an afternoon working at the diner. My mind was filled up with new experiences, new people, new sights, all jumbled inside a weary brain, like pieces of a vast jigsaw puzzle, the picture still obscure. And yet, with much to consider, all the anxiety faded away as I slipped into bed, the need to sleep overwhelming my zealous mind, as though a wave from the ocean had reached out and taken me to the place of my dreams. Self reflection would wait for another day; I was content to let my worries take a rest. Being certain that Jon Ryder had no idea of my whereabouts – at least for now – made falling asleep much easier than it had been in months.

***

Every morning, the rancher came in for his coffee and breakfast. He jawed with Miss Bessie, and the old girl flirted back as if this tall, arresting man had made an appointment in her dance card. Not only did he tower over the rotund black woman, he was a good eight inches taller than my five feet six. Heavy brows, a thick mustache, his head crowned with dark and sometimes unruly hair, gave him a casual but very masculine appeal – not to mention that he reeked of a gritty and immovable presence that rose above everyone else in Miss Bessie’s Diner. He didn’t ask to take command, he simply had the attitude of power and, from what I understood, a good deal of money and stature in Rio Marinas to back him up. I liked what I saw the minute I laid eyes on this striking male. He would be steadier, less impulsive than Tom Quinn, certainly more sane than Jon Ryder. But despite the appeal of his good looks, amiable personality, and quiet strength, he was definitely an older man, which was why I quickly checked him off the list of possible boyfriends. Not that I was looking for a boyfriend exactly, that was out for the time being, but I was still interested in sex. A fuck buddy would do if nothing else. However, the rancher didn’t seem to be the kind of man to enter into that sort of informal relationship with a woman. I sensed that he would be the old-fashioned kind of male who politely opened doors for women, while at the same time expected them to know their place. Not very 21st century, but an aspect that curiously appealed to my quirky nature.

After several weeks washing dishes and preparing food at the diner, Bessie finally let me take a shift waiting tables and serving at the counter. Not surprising, the rancher was there the first day, lingering after the bulk of the breakfast traffic was finally out the door. He remained in his seat at the counter, even though there was no Miss Bessie around to engage in conversation.  

I arrived in front of him with the coffee pot. “Another cup?” I asked. Despite the Formica counter between us serving as an adequate barrier, we seemed awfully close for several awkward moments. Too close. Awkward for me, but obviously not the rancher. Our eyes met and I was all jittery inside, but quick to repress that raw agitation, knowing it was no more than a silly crush, and I was much too old, my life too important to let myself fall so easily under the spell of any man. Yet, despite all my vows to remain unaffected by the man, we connected immediately as male and female. With no effort on my part, I found a subtle warmth beginning to spread through my belly and thighs, sure signs that I was aroused. Even my panties had begun to dampen.

This simply was not fair! I could hear my inner thoughts protesting this unforeseen development.

“Another cup? Sure,” the rancher said with a smile, then he added as if I owed him the introduction, “I don’t believe we’ve met.”  

“Samantha Ross,” I said. “And you?”

“Lawton Brady.”

The name rang bells immediately. Yes. Right! The stubborn rancher who was suing the State of California over water rights – the lawyer in me had grabbed onto whatever local commentary the small weekly newspaper furnished about the community. An entire page had been devoted to Lawton Brady’s campaign two weeks before. If that weren’t enough to steer me clear of him, nothing would be. 

“Don’t… don’t draw attention to yourself…don’t get close to those that do.” Tom Quinn’s warning echoed inside my head. 

Six weeks later, I was still pouring coffee for Lawton Brady every morning same time, while he sat on the same barstool and ordered the same plain cheese omelet and wheat toast. By then, he could engage me in a gentle, sparring conversation and I’d not freak out, or get all wet in the panties. He had a flirtatious way with women that seemed much more universal than specific so I figured I had nothing to fear. He was probably married anyway, so any interest he had in me would have been simply platonic. During conversations with Miss Bessie and Lawton Brady, I had plenty of opportunity to practice the details of my biography, something that Quinn had made me make up and repeat to him at least a dozen times before he thought it sounded believable. Far as I knew, no one had any reason to believe that I wasn’t a college drop out from Florida who wanted to travel before she settled down. Those who got close enough to hear the larger version, knew me as a smart, adventurous female who was thinking of returning to school as an art major once I could establish residency in California. A few other details about my small but distant family seemed to satisfy anyone’s curiosity. I sometimes threw in a failed relationship as another reason for taking off from my old life; certainly this would be plausible for any young woman my age, and in my case it was the one thing in my bio that was not a lie.

Sometimes I wondered if Lawton Brady wasn’t looking for bigger answers from me, but since I wasn’t about to pry into his life, he really didn’t have much reason to pry further into mine. I kept our conversations pleasant but short.

On one particular Friday morning, I gazed down at Lawton’s plain cheese omelet as I set the plate in front of him. 

“Don’t you ever try the grits and biscuits?” I asked. He must have insulted Miss Bessie, never ordering the diner special.

“Nope. I’ve been ordering the same thing every morning for ten years, why change now?” he replied in his usual succinct manner.

“Because you might find something else you like better, or at least as well.”

He shook his head. “What Miss Bessie do, sic you on me?”

“Heavens no! I speak for myself.”

“Yeah.” He stared me in the eye in a way that I couldn’t avoid. “So, exactly what’s a gutsy, smart young woman doing waiting tables in a place like this?”

“Hey, now you have insulted Miss Bessie,” I shot off lightly, intending to ignore the question. 

“Don’t you think she wonders too? I mean what you’re hiding.”

I stared back at him flustered. Was I that transparent? Had I been kidding myself all this time? 

I had a feeling that the tremor of fear that suddenly crept into my body was as clear to him as it was to me. I missed a beat or two before the cook, Jesse, called out that my order for table six was up. I dashed off and made sure that I was too busy to return to Lawton Brady before he was ready to leave. 

I tried avoiding Lawton the next morning, but that was impossible with me being the only waitress. I calmed myself, forced back my fears, knowing that confidence was the one sure defense against being found out. Quinn had taught me that too. 

Practicing was actually good for me; the gently probing nature of Lawton’s comments shouldn’t shake me. I’d done nothing wrong, and I had every right to protect myself – another gem from Tom Quinn. I couldn’t let myself get ruffled or back down in a way that would cause people to think that I really had something to hide. 

Yet, as I poured Lawton his coffee, he looked at me with an amused and alarming grin.

“Sorry to upset you yesterday.”

“Upset?”

“It showed,” he said.

I smiled coyly. “To answer your question, let’s just say that I’m not really hiding anything, but I did need a change from big city life and Rio Marinas seemed to be a perfect place. Sometimes there are things you just don’t really want to talk about.” 

“Good enough for me,” he said without asking more. 

“And Miss Bessie? I hope she doesn’t think I’m hiding something, because honestly, I’m as genuine as the sun out there.” I pointed out the window.

I think I pulled that off rather well, sounding a lot more confident than I had the day before. Lawton Brady seemed satisfied enough, and our glib relationship of words about not much of anything continued in much the same vein for another two months. What brought about the sudden change between us, I’m not sure. 

“How about dinner tonight, Samantha?” he asked the question so out of the blue that I looked at him to be sure he was serious.

I know that I tried to discourage him, but there was something inevitable about the course of our relationship that even I sensed. Had it been carefully thought out in Lawton’s mind? Or did he react spontaneously? Had my months in Rio Marinas proven something to the man? 

“Dinner?” I’m sure my face registered my shock. How on earth had that happened?

“You do eat, don’t you? I mean when you’re not here?”

“Not much, actually. Miss Bessie fills me full and makes me take more home.”

He laughed. “You’re at Inez’s Apartments, right? I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“Sure, fine,” I replied, still dazed. 

He’d paid his bill and was almost out the door when I called after him. 

“Lawton!” He looked back. “How do I dress?”

“Dress in anything you want, jeans is fine. The place is casual. Hope you like seafood.”

“Seafood, sure. I’ll see you later.”

He was gone before he heard all of my last comment.

I hadn’t realized how much I missed a man in my life until I sat side by side in Lawton Brady’s big black truck. I heard that he also drove a red Ferrari but so far I’d not seen him in anything that looked like a sports car.

We traveled down the coast to a small beach bistro in a neighboring town where the atmosphere was easy going and not much fancier than Miss Bessie’s Diner.

I relished every bite of fish and shrimp and Dungeness Crab, and would have eaten more, but I was just too full. A cold beer finished off the meal. 

“You aren’t married, are you?” I suddenly blurted out, knowing the moment the words left my mouth how strange they must have sounded. We’d been together for nearly two hours; one would have thought I’d have covered this little detail much sooner, but I hadn’t. Since it continued to pester my mind, I finally had to spit it out. If I was going to let myself get involved with Lawton, I needed this one thing cleared up now.

“Married? Me?” he looked incredulous. “Hell no!” He answered so defiantly that it took me aback.

“What, like marriage is a plague?” 

“Not in the slightest. I’ve just never found a woman who suited me. Including the one I married.”

“You were married?”

“Once. Lasted seven years and we fought all the way to divorce court. I’m not sure if she’s ever stopped being a bitch, but I really can’t say. I haven’t seen her in years.”

“I see.” I wasn’t exactly sure how I felt about this information and the attitude behind it. 

“But,” and he brought me back comfortably within his somewhat unnerving gaze, “my feelings about my former wife don’t keep me from enjoying the company of a beautiful and charming woman like you?”

I couldn’t stop the blush that rose up on my cheeks. “Oh dear, now you’re laying it on thick,” I wryly retorted.

He was much amused, which again had my head spinning, my emotions a wreak waiting to happen.

I could barely stand to look at him, while his gaze seemed fixed on me. “Why are you looking at me like that?” I finally complained.

“Like what?”

“Like it’s an inspection.”

“Sorry. There’s something about you that is intriguing.”

“Oh, it’s not my sordid past you’re wondering about again, is it?” I joked.

“No, just that some women give off a particular vibe. And you’re one.”

“Vibe. Hum…” Old word, but he was older, so I supposed it fit. “And exactly what kind of vibe is that?”

I had the feeling he had some secret knowledge of me he was going to suddenly reveal and that made me nervous. As far as I knew, I’d been nothing but a 21st century assertive female since landing in Rio Marinas. But maybe Lawton Brady had seen something different. That knowing twinkle in his eye? I could hardly dismiss that. Was this just the man’s game? The way he seduced women? Or was he as straightforward as he tried to appear?

My mystified grin seemed to amuse him more. 

“What kind of vibe? I think the one that makes you out to be self-contained and confident, while there’s really a quaking child shivering inside your bones.”

“Really?”

“You disagree?”

“I don’t know. Right now you have me very flustered, and I don’t like it. This is not exactly where I expected our date to lead.”

“I don’t imagine it is. But one thing you need to know about me – when I set my sights on a woman, there’s nothing casual about my intentions. I look for a particular kind of female and when I see the qualities I want, I’m moved to act. Like I was with you. Six months and lots of study have gone into this project.”

“Now I’m a project!” I was aghast.

“Of sorts.”

“And you make no apologies for that fact?”

“Why should I?”

“You are one ballsy male.”

“I would expect any male worth a plug nickel to be ballsy, if they aren’t, they aren’t much of a man.”

This was not the Lawton Brady I’d known from Miss Bessie’s Diner, that cool, content and congenial male who was easy with the causal conversation. There was certainly nothing casual about this conversation.

“Geez…”

He simply smiled. 

“I’m a project?” I couldn’t get that idea out of my head.

My face seemed to twist into an almost painful grimace of uncertainty. “So, exactly what are these magical qualities that make me pass your rigid tests?”

He sat back, the smile gone, his eyebrows raised and a sincerity about him that made me feel even more uneasy.

“Vulnerability. Submissiveness. A need to please and comply.”

“You get that from me? Really?”

“Yes, I do. For some it may be hard to see, but I read between the lines, Samantha. Between the way you come on with your practiced assertiveness and no nonsense persona, and the woman I think you really are – who seems to nervously be clinging to life looking for approval, if not from other people, which is probably true too, but herself.”

“You think that? I drive out here from Florida and land in a small town as an unknown, and you think I’m clinging to life?”

“Is that too ballsy to believe?”

“I think that’s stretching things a bit, yes.”

“And I think at night after work, you often go back to Miss Inez’ and collapse on your bed in a heap of frightened tears. Even this sleepy little town and Miss Bessie’s Diner get to be too much for you. Sometimes you’d like to curl up and hide, safe from the rest of the world.”

The words seemed to turn on me in a dangerous way and I didn’t know how to answer. The fact that he had certain private facts about my life pinned down so precisely was definitely disturbing.

“So, what are you? A Peeping Tom looking in my window late at night?” I wanted to sound convincing but there was this huge knot in my throat. 

“I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Well, yes, sometimes that’s me. I’m alone and it gets a little scary. But you know, I’m not sure this is something I want to discuss. Besides, while I may be what you’re looking for in a woman…I may even ‘suit’ you, I’m not sure if you suit me.”

“No?” He shrugged, as if it was no big deal. “I’m rarely wrong. But I’m certainly not infallible. Still. The night’s not over. I wouldn’t make any final judgments until we say goodnight.”

That was all he said about the matter. We went on to discuss other less sensitive subjects, then there was the walk on the beach. He didn’t even ask me, we just ended up kicking off our shoes and feeling the sand squish between our toes. His arm went around my waist and with the closeness of his warm body, I could feel a wave of unwanted desire rise up in me despite my determination to fend off any advance he planned to make. 

Far down the beach in a quiet alcove north of the town, where only moonlight penetrated the darkness, we moved up to a span of rocks where I sat on one that put me at Lawton’s waist height. I could sense what would happen from there and I wasn’t wrong. Nor by then was I resisting. Whatever fuming snit I’d been in minutes before seemed to have passed and the man’s authoritative energy had gathered me to him so that I could not refuse his advance. The needy first kiss went down with such tender force that when I pulled back I realized that I hadn’t taken in a breath of air. 

“My god!” The quiet gasp was followed by another kiss, Lawton’s arms around me, his one hand messing up my hair, his other unbuttoning my blouse. He worked his way underneath my bra, capturing a nipple which he tenderly squeezed. “Oh, dear god!” again my exclamation, while Lawton was silent in his conquering of my body. Strangely content to let his hands speak, I found my resistance dropping away. My pent-up lust raged free and, suddenly, I couldn’t get out of my clothes fast enough—although he deliberately slowed me down. 

“You know, for a woman who’s just said that I don’t suit her, you’re awfully eager,” he pointed out.

“I’m easily led,” was my only excuse. Which I was and had always been, why my troubles with Ryder began in the first place, how I ended up bedding Tom Quinn for that unforgettable night in my apartment, and why I was now in the arms of yet another older and strong-willed man, doing everything he desired without an ounce of resistance. Lawton had my character nailed down at the start, and considering the way I responded to his seduction, I’d given him no reason to change his mind about me. I was a pretty easy conquest, if you could call it a conquest at all. 

I finally came up for air, gasping, “Please don’t say, I told you so.” By then we were already grappling nearly naked in the hard-packed sand. Thankfully, Lawton didn’t appear to be thinking about having triumphed over my previous hesitation. 

I lay back with my legs spread wide, and Lawton Brady’s muscular body bearing down on me. He had both my hands captured in his fists and pinned to the beach, while his erection drove as deeply as my body would allow. I could tell from the way that my pussy began to spasm within seconds of him spearing the aroused love nest that I’d been too long without a man. And this one was formidable. He embodied all the best in conquering determination that Ryder was, without the disturbing unrest that so characterized the other side of my former fiancé’s personality. 

Even as Lawton pummeled me hard, his kisses had a sweetness about them, passionate, yes, aggressive, yes, but still with the breath of a man who could be genuinely tender. 

I fell in love with him the moment his orgasm roared inside me, sure that all my reluctance had only been desire miscalculated, desire ignored. I watched him grimace as he came and felt so in awe that after the initial hard ejaculation had passed, I brought him down to me so I could cover his face with dozens of adoring kisses. 

I knew later that my want for Lawton Brady bloomed far beyond what was prudent, but that didn’t matter now. For the first time in a long while I’d actually forgotten about my ex-fiancé for an entire evening. In fact, by the time the savagery on the beach began, Ryder was just a vague memory, one easily lost inside the wonder of what had taken place. I had a new man. I breathed in the enormity of that fact, thinking that I’d finally found my freedom and my salvation. 

When Lawton fell away from me in exhaustion, I sat up and stared down at his face in awe. Reaching out, I fondly stroked his hair. 

“You plan to lord this over me?” I wondered aloud. 

“I should.”

“But you won’t?” I beseeched him.

“Don’t bet on it, you may never live it down.”

“So, how about a dip in the ocean?” I jumped up, feeling the need to celebrate this newfound feeling. Before Lawton could answer, I took off for the water and dove in. When I came up for air and pulled to my feet, he was standing by the water’s edge waiting for me.

“What the hell are you doing?” He looked perturbed. 

“What? Just getting the sand off,” I said, as I brushed my hand against my ass and thighs.

“You’re one shameless slut, Samantha Ross,” he sounded almost accusing.

“Am I really?” From Lawton it sounded like a genuine compliment.

“Yes. You’ve kept a lot hidden from the good people of Rio Marinas.”

“But aren’t those things best kept private…between lovers?” Oh, my! I had dared to redefine the relationship in an intimate way. He raised his brows…this meaning obscure, though if the amusement in his eye meant anything at all, I think he agreed with me.

I watched him dive into the water, then come up with rivers of water draining off his dark body hair. He looked a little forbidding, very animal and very alluring. Suddenly, he grabbed me in his arms and threw me over his shoulder carrying me back to where our clothes were strewn haphazardly across the rocks. I started laughing from joy, almost unable to stop. But when he finally put me down, he jerked me over one arm and began spanking my bottom with his free hand. 

The blows came down hard and fast and with such ruthless precision that I was completely stunned – and screaming. When he finished, he gracelessly dropped me to the sand, where I came down with a thud and stared up at him in shock. 

“What did you do that for?” 

“Just wanted to let you know who’s in charge here.”

I gave him some thoughtful scrutiny. And why not? People had been sizing me up since I first set foot in Rio Marinas. Seeing him shake off the water and begin to dress, I saw clearly what kind of man he was and what he wanted from me. It should have been obvious from our conversation, but the spanking put a literal punctuation mark on what had previously just been words.

“So, if I want a relationship with you, you’re going to be in charge?”

“That’s right.”

“Like I’m some lowly submissive?”

“Lowly? No. You just do what you’re told and I’ll be happy enough.”

“And exactly how serious is this relationship?”

“Time will tell. For now, we’ll just date if that’s all right with you.”

“Sure.”

“But I’m in charge. Although from the looks of it, there’s not going to be much problem with you assuming a submissive role.”

A submissive role. Interesting idea, I thought “Maybe not,” I said. “Although you should know that I can sometimes be very stubborn and strong-willed.” 

“Yes. I can see. And I believe I just gave you my answer to that – or maybe you need another demonstration?”

“If you mean another spanking…no thank you. I got your point.”

“Very good.” By the look on his face, I seemed to be quite entertaining.

My heart seemed to have forsaken all measures to defend itself against this sort of rash and romantic behavior. I could have been making the biggest mistake of my life to put myself in the hands of another dominant man; this one wasn’t bashful about it in the slightest. At least he knew what he was doing compared with Ryder, who always seemed to be acting on untried and untamed instincts. 

Yes, an affair with Lawton Brady could be a big mistake for me. But, being in such a dreamy erotic stupor that thought was pretty much drummed from my brain, the little renegade backed into a corner and told to stay put.

I finally pulled myself from the beach and began to brush the sand from my sticky skin.

“How about I go in the water again? It’s going to be hard to dress like this.” 

“Then don’t. I have some towels in the truck.”

“What, not get dressed?”

“You can hike up naked and then towel off,” he said – in the same instant he snatched my clothes from my hands.

“Lawton no!”

“You afraid of being seen?”

“Of course, I’m afraid of being seen. Wouldn’t you be embarrassed to be seen with a naked woman?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“You don’t really mean that!”

“I sure do. And I suggest that you don’t test me. There’s not a dare you’ll win. I assure you, I’ve been on this planet a lot longer than you have, and it wouldn’t be a good idea to challenge a man you’re just starting to get to know.”

He did have a point. 

“Okay, so I’ll be fine with the clothes and the sand, if you don’t mind.” I tried to grab back my clothes. 

But he held them up out of my reach. “But I do mind. You can either follow me up, or stay here the night.”

He took off down the beach – might as well have been whistling for how jolly this night had seemed to make him.

I managed to scoot back to the truck without being seen, and hide behind its far side, while I toweled off what was left of the beach sand. Lawton, meanwhile, stood by watching as I dusted my breasts and between my legs, getting a long and thorough view of my body in its natural state.

“Here let me,” he said, while I was working on my backside. He grabbed the towel, turned me around and began a thoroughly cleaning of my derriere. He even made me bend over so he could access the cleft between my anal cheeks. An amazing chill from the feel of his steady hands sparked another round of spasms in my belly. Then the invading warmth from his fingers moved into my flesh like rivers of fire. I seized up, feeling his fingers go deeper where they found my pussy as wet as it had been after he came inside me. 

I gasped, seething into the cool night air. I’d become fully under his command, and that seemed alarming in a thrilling sort of way. He worked the climax from me, in a few brief seconds demonstrating to me once again how thoroughly he planned to take charge – although I wasn’t really minding. 

“See. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he said as he gathered me into his arms.

“I guess not. But I’m not like this, Lawton. I swear. I mean it.”

“Not like what?”

“This easy… really.”

“You think I believe that?”

“I wish you did. I’ve been celibate for months. Honest.”

“Well, you can tell me all about that later. Right now, I want to get you dressed and back to Miss Inez’, or she’ll come after me with her umbrella.”

The picture of my diminutive landlord wielding an umbrella in the direction of Lawton Brady took me into a completely different mood. The evening had already morphed a half dozen times, I shouldn’t have been so surprised. 

Good to his word, he dropped me off at Miss Inez’ front door a half hour later. I had my hopes of cuddling up in bed with him for the night, but that wouldn’t happen for several weeks.


Chapter Seven

Imagine, I’d found myself a dominant lover who wasn’t a complete asshole when he wasn’t having sex. No creepy energy. No festering wounds, leaking venom on those around him. I’d never had a man like this. Although the fact that I’d had few men but Ryder to compare him with may have worked in Lawton’s favor. Even so, I think my instincts with him were pretty right on. I had nothing to fear from Lawton but my own submissive inclinations, and he became a master of those in very short order. 

I knew from Bessie and those in town that he was a rich rancher, but I had no idea exactly what that meant until he started sharing bits of his life with me; he was obviously easing me in gently. 

Second date – he took me out for pizza and beer, then we spent nearly an hour making out like teenagers in his truck. I wondered then if he was afraid to take me home, but I hadn’t the courage to ask. Sitting in the truck high above the ocean cliffs we looked out on the sunset letting the desire between us surge with such ferocity that Lawton suddenly pulled away from me, started the truck and roared onto the highway. 

“Where now?” I asked. 

He didn’t answer, so I didn’t ask again. 

We drove down the coast highway south of Rio Marinas, turning off on a dirt road that led us into the foothills and canyons of the coastal range. Daylight was weakening, especially as we drove between the high hills where the shadows were long and deep, and the fog was slowly creeping in. The place was almost magical, unknown and a little foreboding, but enough to heighten all my senses. Finally moving out of the thick shadows and smoky fog we came to a clearing where sat a small cabin, looking forlorn, deserted, and highly disturbing. For a moment my stomach clenched, as an enormous wave of anxiety passed through my body. 

“Something wrong?”

“No, not really. I just have a kind of bad memory of a place like this.”

“Really? Too bad for you to enjoy yourself?”

“No. That would be silly. It was a couple years ago. It doesn’t matter now.”

Based on my reply, he thought no more of it and neither would I. But the shock of the rather ironic location for our second date began to disappear as he led me not into the cabin but around to the barn just beyond. There were several horses in a fenced paddock eating on the tall grass, none minding when we entered into their territory. 

“Isn’t it a little late for riding?” I asked.

“Yes, it is. Though it can be beautiful by moonlight, I’m afraid that moon is sinking fast tonight. I have something else planned.”

As I stepped into the barn, Lawton was behind me, his energy suddenly climbing up my spine until I shivered cold. I started to jerk around just to make sure he was the same man I’d just been kissing in the truck, but I didn’t get even half way turned before his body was cradled against me, with his hips and throbbing cock pressed against my ass. 

My desire took a dangerous leap forward.

Slowly, with methodically working hands, he began to strip me of my clothes. There wasn’t much: a sundress, a pair of panties and my beach thongs. Naked wasn’t hard with him, neither was submission. Without the cruelty of Ryder and all the affection that Ryder didn’t have, Lawton drove me figuratively to my knees in surrender. He literally commanded me with his hands and all I could feel was the excitement gathering for an explosion I could see not far away.

As he tied my wrists together with a leather strap, my entire body quickened – this was the kind of imprisonment I loved. Next he threw a rope over a high beam and fixed it tight, then tied my hands to the loose end high above my head, so I was stretched out before him, vulnerable and aroused. I became so enrapt by the amazing silence that I couldn’t speak, while my breathless fear focused squarely on the man who controlled me with effortless ease. Every touch of his hands raised my body heat higher, until with very little direct manipulation, I was orgasming from the merest touch: his hand upon my breast, his lips on my lips, his thigh pressed against mine. My belly clenched tightly again and again. Then when he worked fingers into my dripping cum hole the spasms increased in volume. All control was lost and I cried into the steamy night air, body bucking with such fury that I thought the orgasm might never end.

Finally, I was lifted inside his hands, with a hardened erection spearing my inner depths until Lawton had come in me again. 

I had barely caught my breath, when in one swift movement, my hands were freed and we’d collapsed to a bed of fresh straw, languishing in each other’s arms.

My spirit folded in on itself within Lawton’s comforting arms. I knew what we shared went far beyond what even he had described for us. Perhaps he had been putting me on with his talk of ‘just dating’ and he honestly had something more serious in mind from the start. Or maybe the passions rising up between us surprised him too. He didn’t say and I didn’t ask. I was too afraid of misreading his intentions, or extrapolating from the night something that simply wasn’t there. But though my mind said, ‘hold on’, my heart had already leapt to its conclusions. 

“So, in the house.” Lawton suddenly smacked my ass to wake me up. “You can sleep in a bed of straw, but I’d rather have a real bed.” I wasn’t about to let him tie me up for a night in the barn, so I jumped to my feet and followed the naked Lawton to the forlorn cabin, which turned out to be more of a house than a cabin. I breathed a sigh of relief as soon as we entered, glad to see that this was not a recreation of the cabin where I’d been raped. 

I tossed my sundress over my head, and while Lawton was getting dressed, I worked my way around the main room studying the artifacts, the pictures, the framed prints and the other odds and ends that had been haphazardly tacked to the wall. When he stooped to make a fire in the woodstove, he sent me off to get some beer and chips from the kitchen. 

“So, this is your house?” I called to him as I rummaged around looking for the items he wanted. The place was reasonably clean but not very tidy. This was not exactly the environment I envisioned as the home of a wealthy cattle rancher.

“One of them, yes. The main house is on the hill.”

“Oh. So what’s this one used for?” I emerged from the kitchen with the beer and chips.

“There are about a dozen ranch hands and myself who use it when there are cattle grazing down in the lower pastures. It’s easy to get to from the road – and an awfully good place to screw a woman.” 

He looked up and smiled.

“Ah, that explains it,” I said.

He looked around. “You mean why it’s such a mess?”

“I didn’t say it was a mess.”

“No, I did. I guess I haven’t had Margarita down here in awhile. Should do that soon.”

With the fire made, we sat on the couch, cuddling, drinking beer and munching on a bag of spicy tortilla chips. 

It wasn’t long before we were screwing again: first, a spontaneous coupling on the couch, our bodies grappling in a heated outburst of arousal. Again, Lawton pinned my arms beside my head, demanding that I relinquish control to him. I could have fought him off just for the sport of it, to make the sex wilder than it already was, but there was no fight in me, just the willing surrender to his lust and my own. When he finished, he pulled me from the couch and we stumbled into one of the two bedrooms. As the space in cabins tend to be confined, the room was small, in fact, hardly big enough to hold a double bed and a small dresser. But we didn’t need more room. Tumbling on the mattress with our bodies locked against each other’s, we made love for a third time that night. The heated need had seemed to pass. This time sex was a long slow dance of touching fingers and throbbing crotches teasing the arousal from our tired bodies. I’d never felt anything so profound with any man. Certainly nothing with Ryder ever affected me this powerfully – except, perhaps, when Ryder was being his most outrageously nasty. He could go to those dark places with such ease and have me dutifully following along, but he could never take me into the tender places where Lawton led me that night. 

There was something solid and substantial about Lawton Brady that I loved. My vow to avoid older men might have been premature. Lawton didn’t fit my fears, and even then he seemed to have a way of satisfying the kinky side of my personality that had been discovered in my failed relationship. For the first time in several years I didn’t feel I was swinging on the breeze with no ground beneath my feet, and the feeling  was exhilarating. 

***

Miss Bessie knew. The girls at the Diner knew. So did the customers. Even the staid Miss Inez knew that Lawton and I were having an affair, though Miss Inez acted as if she really didn’t approve of my choice in boyfriends. Why that would be, however, neither Inez nor Lawton were ready to explain to me. 

“My stars, you looked like you wuz well screwed last night, Miss Samantha.” Miss Bessie had given me a single glance and this was what came out of her mouth. “You better watch yourself, girl.”

I blushed. “Oh? Is there something about Lawton Brady I should know?”
“Juz that he’s not an easy man with women.” She shook her head as if she knew firsthand.

We’d been dating about six weeks, spending lots of time screwing hard, mostly in his cabin, though occasionally in his truck and once in a motel about sixty miles down the coast. That had been our big weekend away. He’d whisked me out of the diner that Friday night, completely ignoring the fact that I might have had something else to do, and took off for forty-eight hours of sexual bliss under the covers of a king-sized bed, in a room overlooking the ocean. For a fleeting moment, the luxury of the beautiful spot gave me the chills in memory of the luxury I knew when Jon Ryder was paying for my life. The feeling was enough for me to want to turn tail and run, but Lawton managed to swipe me back from that petrifying vision.

“You okay?” he’d asked as I stood frozen in my shoes staring at the opulent room. 

It took a moment, but I finally jerked myself awake and turned around.

“Yes, yes. I’m fine,” I said, shaking off the disturbing feelings. 

Later that night, I lay tied to the four posters of the bed with rope while Lawton teased me mercilessly and brought me to a dozen climaxes. He brought out a whip, a flogger, a cane and a tawse, giving me good reason to stare anxiously at all his toys.

“My, I guess this isn’t the weekend for subtleties.”

“Something wrong?” he asked, but not like he was going to change his mind about his plans.

“No, not really.” Although I tugged at the ropes for good measure, noting that I would have very little say in what went on as long as I was tightly secured to the bed. 

When he began to whip my pussy and tits with a flogger, my body was ready for its first climax, although he had to stop and gag me in order to muffle my screaming response. He warned me with his eyes narrowing threateningly, that if I got too loud, there would be ‘hell to pay’ once we left. Because I had no interest in knowing how Lawton defined ‘hell to pay’, I stayed in control when I would have rather just let loose. 

We left the room only once that weekend when we dined in a beautiful little seafood bistro that looked out on the crashing surf. The weekend moved from one delirious lovemaking to the next, until all the hours had been used up and we were both sexually exhausted. I have no doubt that with a little rest, and maybe a good walk on the beach, we could have started over from the beginning, but as Lawton finally announced on Sunday afternoon, “You have to get back to Miz Bessie and I have to get back to the ranch.”

Though a little sad that the weekend had come to an end, I couldn’t have asked for more from the man. I was deeply in love.

At Miss Inez’ door, Lawton gave me a chaste peck on the cheek to say goodbye. Then promised in an obscure whisper, “I’ll see you soon, Sam.”

Being Lawton’s girl seemed to settle well with the people of Rio Marinas. For the most part, no one paid much attention to our affair, which was good for me. I didn’t want people making a fuss. Tom Quinn’s warnings were so firmly ingrained in my mind that I’d never forget. You need to stay vigilant. I’ll admit though, I had let my guard down. Over the months I’d talked myself into believing that I’d know if Ryder were after me. I’d be able to sense his presence closing in, and feel the ferocity as his dark desires moved toward another confrontation. My own instinct for self preservation would warn me, I repeatedly assured myself. I had to believe that to stay sane at all, otherwise the anxiety would have ripped me apart.


Chapter Eight

When I arrived at Miss Bessie’s in the morning, there was already a buzz in the shrill morning air. But the cloudless sky and brilliant sun were not the only reasons for the frenzied and agitated commotion around the diner. The parking lot was crowded with vehicles and so it seemed the diner was also packed, unusually so for that time of day. I went inside through the back door, as was my custom, and I found the place so filled with people that you could barely move.

“Damn, girl, I’m glad you’re here!” Miss Bessie greeted me. “We got more business this morning than I can handle alone.” I could see that for sure, but why? 

“What’s going on?” Both the counter seats and the tables were full of customers, many I recognized as locals. But there were others, strangers, mingling about, and then an odd man and woman in business suits carrying clipboards, behind them, a cameraman pushing his way through the door. Lawton was in his usual counter seat, trying to eat his cheese omelet as the small crowd of strangers pushed toward him while he actively avoided their repeated questions.

He looked up at me and waved, at the same time I caught sight of the cameraman. I ducked my head and fled to the back of the diner with a wave of nausea turning my entire insides upside-down. 

“Wuz you doin’, girl? Look like you seen the devil himself,” Miss Bessie said, just before she tried pushing me back into the jammed packed diner. 

“I can’t do this,” I sputtered as I untied my apron. 

“You sick?” She put her warm, puffy hand to my forehead.

“Yes, I’m sick, I’m very sick. I’m sorry…” my voice trailed off and so did I – right out the door. Thankfully, Marjorie, the other waitress, was just heading in. 

“Oh, I’m glad you’re here,” the words were spoken in a hush, and I did not stop to explain as I rapidly moved away from the chaotic scene. 

Because my car was parked close to the news van, I abandoned it and headed toward the beach on foot, as far away from the camera as I could go. For a long while I was sure that I was followed, though there was nothing to confirm that fact. Just my jitters, I said over and over again in a silent plea for a little sanity. When I finally reached the beach in front of Miss Inez’, I headed up and slipped in the basement door, taking the back stairs to my room. 

The rest of the day, I huddled on my bed going over the scene again and again in my mind, trying to put myself outside the camera’s view, but I wasn’t sure if I’d avoided that seeing eye. It was a stupid blunder, I knew that. 

I should have known that Lawton would be sought after with regards to his lawsuit against the State of California; it was only a matter of time before some enterprising news team would look for the angle on a case that was certain to have long-term consequences in the area. I could see Lawton fielding questions with the ease of a pro, but what I could not afford was to be seen with him while the press were hounding him for answers. 

I checked the midday news hoping to find the story, but there was no mention of Rio Marinas and the lawsuit. My heart sank further into depression since it would be a five hour wait for the six o’clock news. By one, Lawton had already left three messages on my cell phone, enough that I could feel his impatience in the brusque tone of his voice as I listened to the last one.

Just before the six o’clock news there was a fourth message. In this one, his voice took on a tone I only heard infrequently from him, and rarely when he was speaking to me. All the dominant timber of a man in charge – in fact, a rather angry man in charge – came through loud and clear. I knew that I owed him a call back, but what would I say? Since I wasn’t sick, I had the feeling that he could see right through any claim I made to that effect. 

“Samantha, if I don’t hear back from you in fifteen minutes, I’m coming over. And you’d better be there.” He was assuming, rightly so, that I was in my room. Maybe I should have gone to the library, hidden inside the old building where my cell phone didn’t work, but it was too late for alternate plans.

I almost grabbed the phone to reply to this last message, but all of a sudden there it was: the film from the morning’s confrontation in Miss Bessie’s diner was playing before my eyes. I studied it carefully, wishing that I could have recorded it to play another dozen times, but there was no recorder on the old TV set. The crowd in Bessie’s had rocked the cameraman so that there were a few blurred frames. Then the rest of the piece was focused on Lawton’s face. One small sliver of that film caught the back of my head. I saw it, immediately recognizing myself, although I could not be sure if my face was clear enough for the casual viewer to recognize. I immediately froze up, and for several minutes just stared at the TV, trying to relive that split second to determine if there were anything identifiable in that one glimpse. I knew there was not, but I could not stop my heart from racing, or the grueling anxiety in the pit of my stomach. The chances of Ryder seeing the film, or, if he did, recognizing me from that brief clip were remote. But that did not stop my racing heart nor the angst that had suddenly displaced any feeling of security I might have felt since setting my feet in Rio Marinas. 

I felt exposed and vulnerable, knowing that to be safe, I would now have to watch my every move and be suspicious of the world around me. I even launched into a fitful stream of plans, charting my next transformation, my next move. Where I would go? Where I would be safe? The faster I got out of town the sooner that I could leave a cold trail for Ryder to follow. Even as my fears pushed this line of thinking along, I knew that kind of rash response was ridiculous even if I could not let it go. 

I completely forgot about calling Lawton – my plan had been to claim that I had suddenly taken ill – that was the best I could do. Only after I’d paced the room for the fifteen minutes that Lawton had allowed me did I remember that I needed to make that call. By then, it was too late. A sharp rap at my bedroom door jerked me from the panic and back to reality.

“Samantha, it’s Lawton.” I heard the cool timber of his voice and trembled with good reason. The threat facing me was far more real than the one I’d manufactured over the last several hours.

I knew he wouldn’t be satisfied talking through the door – although I wondered exactly what he’d done to gain entrance to the upstairs of the boarding house. Miss Inez had very strict rules, especially about male visitors in women’s rooms. 

I finally opened the door on my fuming boyfriend, and shrunk back from the energy that blasted me in the gut. 

“You don’t look sick. What the hell’s going on?” Not an ounce of kindness there.

“I-um…” All my frenzied thinking had failed to consider a good excuse for my suddenly checking out of the diner. Lawton had already dispensed with my made-up illness. But certainly the truth would never work. 

When I opened the door and stood back to let him inside, I was only buying time. 

I gulped visibly, knowing that I was doomed.

“I don’t think Miss Inez would mind if you came inside,” I said. 

“No, she won’t.” He seemed quite certain of that fact, while I was not. 

“So what’s the explanation, Samantha?”

I waited a while to answer then finally spit out: “I-I don’t have one, Lawton.”

“No? No?” He couldn’t believe that was all I had to say. “Sorry, Samantha, that’s not good enough.”

“It should be,” I shot back. “I guess I saw that crowd all gathered around you, and well, it … I-uh panicked. Claustrophobia, maybe.”

“Sorry, I don’t believe that”

“Well, that’s too bad.” My confusion was quickly turning into anger, which for the moment, I saw as a good thing. Anger always unleashed believable excuses. Or at least that’s what I thought. “You never told me about that lawsuit. And suddenly there was all this commotion aimed at you. I freaked. What was I supposed to do? The press was hounding you. How did I know that you weren’t going to be arrested for something?”

“So, you’re afraid of the camera? Is that it?”

Good thing that my back was turned when he asked the question because he was sure to have seen the truth in my expression: he’d hit the nail on the head. By the time I turned around, I was back in control.

In fact, I whirled around, stating defensively: “No, I’m not afraid of the camera.”

He searched my face, and I knew that my hard expression hadn’t given me away.

“Tell me that you’re not running from the law?” he leveled me again, with what felt like a direct accusation.

This time I could speak the truth, there was no law involved. “No, I am not running from the law. I’m surprised you’d even ask,” I said indignantly. Nothing like laying the blame on him. But was I screwing up the relationship by doing so? It was a chance I had to take.

“Well, if you’re not running from something, you’re not afraid of the camera, and you’re not sick, then your behavior this morning and this afternoon makes no sense. Not to me. Not to Miss Bessie. Not to anyone else.”

“Geez, I’m sorry.” The chip on the shoulder attitude was apparently not convincing, and I didn’t get away with it. 

“I suppose we’ll just have to chalk this one up to stubborn inconsideration,” he shot off. “And I can do something about that.”

He reached out and grabbed my arm, wrenching me towards him as he moved to the bed and sat down at the edge. I was over his lap with his hand coming down on my ass with a spirited reprisal of spanks that soon had my bottom burning, even with my pants still on. 

A simple spanking? Was that what I needed to get this silly mess behind me? I wondered as the smacks kept hitting my wiggling behind. It stung, yes, but if it would get Lawton off my case, I’d suffer through it. I lived with that thought for several smack-packed minutes until the burn got hard to take and I began to squirm like crazy to get away. 

This really pissed him off and he started to fumble with the button and zipper at my waist. Seconds later, he yanked my jeans off my hips. With them at half mast around my knees, he started in again with his hand, delivering another round of smacks that came down so fast that I was bucking with all the strength I had. For that, he only clamped down harder with his left arm securing my position on his lap, while his right hand continued with the spanking. This went on until I was so consumed by my fiery rage that I began spitting out a long string of curse words. 

“Dammit, Lawton! You fucking son of a bitch!” was finally launched into the air like a rocket, with the rough words ricocheting off the walls. 

Almost immediately, Lawton dropped me to the floor, then yanked my arm so I was kneeling before him. He leveled a hard slap across my face. 

“You can swear all you want to me, but you will not do it in this house. Is that clear?”

I shrank back in horror, stunned by the burning handprint on my cheek. “Yes, I’m sorry. I’m so friggin’,” I whispered very softly, “mad.”

He slapped me again. “I said that’s enough.” Though I didn’t budge an inch, his eyes seemed to drill me against the far wall. I stared back feeling as lowly as a rat.

Though I was much subdued, we both knew that my anger was still boiling near the surface. I feared how it would explode, but I had no say over what came next. Lawton was not a man to let anything like this slide, and it was obvious that I’d not seen the last of his reprisal.

As soon as the impact of his slaps had dwindled, he was on his feet and jerking me up to the bed. “Put you hands behind your back and keep them there. And don’t you dare try to cover your ass.”

My shoulders were shoved into the mattress, and with my feet still bound by the bunched up blue jeans, I was effectively contained. When I looked back, I could see Lawton withdraw the heavy leather belt from around his waist and double it in his fist. Standing to one side, he had my ass as his target and the poor scorched thing bouncing up and down with each slash of leather he leveled on my throbbing bottom. 

I buried my face in the mattress to keep from screaming more profanities. I wasn’t about to have him slapping my face again. That was the worst of the punishment, a humiliation so profound that I felt elementally shamed. 

I’d never seen Lawton so angry, and for a while, I thought he’d never stop. When he finally laid the belt aside, his anger had pretty much vanished, although his righteous indignation was still very obvious. For a few brief moments, he spanked me with his hand, which caused a huge shift inside my body. Pain turned to arousal and my groaning anguish into moans of pleasure. Though I was obviously turned-on, I was quite sure that Lawton would not act on what was so plainly evident to us both. Sex now would not serve his purpose – which was too bad for me.

When he finally stopped, I remained submissively posed on the bed, while he thread his belt back through the belt loops of his jeans.

“Get up, Samantha.” His tone of voice was enough to give me an alarming shiver, but it was no more threatening than what I’d already suffered that day. 

I gingerly rose from the bed, still hobbled by the blue jeans, and turned to face him with a tear-streaked face. 

“Let me see your ass.” I’m sure he did this to humiliate me further, since he would have already seen the evidence clearly. His eyes were like daggers, and my poor ass seemed to heat under the glare of his imperious stare. “Turn around.” This was hardly a relief; his mood was just as threatening as when we started, his voice, his mouth, his entire face just as grim.

“I’m going to accept that there is no reasonable excuse for your behavior today, but that doesn’t mean you can impulsively run off like that again and hide up here in your room. You understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered meekly. 

“You’re too old for that kind of irresponsible behavior.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Not only that, ignoring my calls is unacceptable.”

“I’m sorry, Lawton.”

He looked strangely confused, and why wouldn’t he be? After giving him no logical excuse for my behavior during the last several hours, I humbly agreed to everything he said.

“Maybe you are sorry. But you certainly haven’t made this easy for me. I don’t think of our relationship as ‘casual’, one I can suddenly throw away or dismiss as unimportant. If it is to you, then you tell me now. It’ll be over before the front door slams behind me.”

“No, no, I love what we have.”

He nodded grimly. “All right then. Incident over. We’ll go on from here, maybe pretend it never happened. Next time you get freaked out, say something before you go running off in panic. Is that a promise?”

“Yes, sir.” 

Lawton remained unapologetically dictatorial, which wasn’t all that easy for me, but he’d certainly revved up my sexual fires. There was so much caring behind his threats and warnings. I felt awful that I’d put him through so much. I could only pray that his lawsuit wouldn’t generate any more publicity, at least with me in the picture. 

It would have been so much easier if I’d been able to tell him the truth, but knowing Lawton, he would have been hunting down Jon Ryder with his six-guns and my life would have been in shambles once again. I couldn’t afford that. He did not need to get dragged into the mess I’d made of my life. The thought of a confrontation between he and Ryder was enough to turn my stomach, and I would suffer a dozen punishments before I’d sacrifice what I had for that terrible unknown. In fact, I would break things off with Lawton if I had any idea that Ryder was getting close. 

“Now, Miss Ross, you’re going to apologize to Miss Inez for your foul mouth and Miss Bessie for walking out when she was in the middle of the breakfast rush. Use whatever lame excuse you want – although I wouldn’t expect Bessie to buy it anymore than I did.”

Once again, I gulped down my tears. “Sure whatever you want, whatever I need to do.”

He nodded again and waited while I freshened up. No time like the present to make amends. 

Lawton stood right behind me when I walked into Miss Inez’ living room and sheepishly greeted my landlord. 

“I’m so sorry for any commotion I caused here today. And for that foul language. I was pretty angry, but it shouldn’t have come to that. Please forgive me.”

Miss Inez peered up at me through her thick lenses, a little puzzled, then said: “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about, Samantha. I was in my front garden when my nephew arrived. He knows pretty well that I don’t like men in my upstairs bedrooms – that is except for George. But if you two have a problem between you, I hope it’s settled. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my program.” She turned away and plugged back into Wheel of Fortune, which was my cue to exit. Lawton followed me out. 

“Nephew? That’s the first I’ve heard about that.”

“Yes, well, I guess it was never mentioned. She’s never thought of me as anything but the bratty snot-nosed kid who chased his sister through her prize roses.”

“Hum, that’s an idea that’s going to take some getting used to. I mean, you two? Blood relatives?”

“That we are. My mother’s sister.”

“Oh, well.” I shook my head and walked to Lawton’s truck, figuring that we had one more stop to make before my boyfriend would finally let me breathe easy again. 

I talked to Miss Bessie on my own. Maybe Lawton decided that he’d put me through enough and he waited in the truck.

“You sure have a way of looking spooked sometimes, Miss Samantha,” Bessie responded to my apology.  

“I’m sorry about that. I do have a troubled past, one that I really don’t want to talk about. I guess I can’t help looking a little rattled by little things sometimes. Running out was really silly, I know that now, but I certainly didn’t know that this morning. And I swear, I won’t run out on you again, I won’t.”

“Hell, girl, don’t go swearin’ nothing to me. A woman has to do what she got to do.” There was a big smile and an even bigger hug, then she shooed me out the door. It was nearing closing time. I’d be back early the next morning. 

Lawton drove me directly to the cabin where we ate frozen pizza and downed a couple beers. I had the feeling all through the evening that Lawton still wasn’t satisfied, and for a while, I even contemplated telling him the same vague story that I’d told Bessie. Finally, when I couldn’t let his uneasiness go unaddressed, I had to ask:

“So, what do I need to do to make things right with you again?” It was more of a light-hearted comment than anything particularly serious. Feeling a little woozy from the beer, I was ready for the mood to change. Up until then he’d been flipping through TV channels, and barely snuggled me in when I tried to get close. 

He appraised me carefully while mulling over the question, then with little fanfare, he said, “How about you strip down to your birthday suit, crawl to the rope that’s hanging over there, and bring it back to me.” 

His mood was as mysterious as what he asked me to do, and with a shiver of panic suddenly setting my nerves on edge, I began to do as he ordered. The need to obey came from deep within me, a part of my submissive soul that I could not avoid, but this did seem rather strange.

Crawling on my hands and knees, I felt more naked than I’d ever been with him. Something about the detachment in his attitude was far more troubling than his punishing anger earlier in the day – as if he was still judging me and I had to prove myself. My knees were sore as they moved along the rough hardwood, my palms the same, picking up grit that had been brought in on dirty cowboy boots only to be scattered all over the floor. But none of the discomforts really mattered. Keeping my mind focused on the rope he’d sent me to fetch, I felt a wave of surrendering desire sweep through my body with the amazing effect of arousing me more than I already was. 

Only the abrupt sound of the front door opening caused me to waver, and when I looked to my right and saw Lawton’s friend Choate entering the cabin, I instantly blanched. He stood like a statue, looking down on me as if he wasn’t surprised to see me crawling like a dog on the boss’s floor.

My heart began to race the instant I recognized the scene for what it was, while remembrances from the past produced an ugly pandemonium in my mind. Should it bother me that Lawton was unknowingly taking a page from Ryder’s book of tricks? Should this suddenly turn me off? Cause me to flee the scene? I considered the questions in one split-second of hesitation, reminding myself that Lawton was not Jon Ryder. In an attempt to ignore both men and my own ramped up arousal, I continued with my silent trek until I’d reached the rope. The thick coil wouldn’t be easy to carry while traveling on hands and knees, which I suppose was my burden to bear. Sudden inspiration had me tossing it over my head so it hung down like an enormous yoke, and just that quickly, I became a beast of burden. I was halfway back to Lawton, making every possible attempt to ignore the man who had abruptly intruded on our scene, when Choate stepped in front of me, leaned down and grabbed the rope from around my head. 

“On your feet, Samantha!” he ordered. 

Lawton, who was still casually drinking his beer, nodded when I looked to him for confirmation. Right. My only assignment was to do as I was ordered. 

I hardly knew the blond cowboy with ruddy skin and, when he was smiling, the enormous grin. However, he was hardly smiling as he took control of me. I knew Choate to be Lawton’s best friend since they were kids, which put him into a different category than the rest of the ranch hands that Lawton employed. Even so, his sudden appearance at the cabin was unnerving.

To my continued amazement, Choate began to rope my body, twisting and turning and encircling me again and again in the long length of scratchy rope. He pushed me this way and that, tightly roping my torso above and below my breasts until they stuck out like crude missiles and my nipples turned dark purple. The rope went around my neck and over my shoulders, wrapping my lower torso firmly, then continued down to my thighs. I noticed, whether significant or not, that my legs were not tied together but left free to move. In a final show of surrender, I gave up my hands, which the cowboy roped off behind me and secured to the thick knots at my back. 

There was some artistry about Choate’s work that I could actually appreciate. How he’d come to have such expert skill in putting a woman in bondage might have been an interesting story, although what was more important to me was what the unexpected event meant for my evening with Lawton. Where would my dominant lover take me from this point was hard to say, but it was obvious that I’d become no more to him than a toy for his kinky pleasure. Was he really cut from the same fabric as Jon Ryder? I sensed that I had nothing to fear from these two men, and yet, the unexpected physical transformation was enough to give me the chills and hesitate nervously when Choate finished his work. 

The tight and sometimes scratchy feeling of the bondage worked on my brain in unexpected ways. Even before the last knot was tied, a submissive feeling of complete surrender, unlike anything I could recall, had wiped aside most of my apprehensions. Then when Lawton said: “Go ahead and string her up,” his first words since Choate arrived, my consciousness was taken further down to its base level of arousal.

Continuing with his task, Choate strung rope over the exposed ceiling beams and attached them to the knots behind my back. There were pulleys used to pull me off the floor and suspend me into the air. My dazed mind could hardly compute what had happened to me in such a short time. One thing I knew for certain, the rope bondage was far more elaborate than I first realized and clearly not a spontaneous activity. 

My entire body was lifted into the air and held secure with the knots Choate had carefully fashioned behind me. My legs were tied back against my thighs and then suspended wide open by another pair of ropes. Soon enough, the copious juices so rampant in my pussy would be dripping to the floor. Meanwhile, violent shudders of desire rose from deep within me. The single touch of a finger to my clitoris would have made me come.

At some point during that interval, Lawton’s friend slipped out the door. I have no idea exactly when, in fact, he might have stole through the back entrance to the cabin since I don’t recall hearing the front door open and close. 

While the expert rigger was making his exit, my night in bondage began with the mesmerizing Lawton circling me like he might a prize steer he planned to purchase. He moved in and out of my line of vision, as my body swayed in its suspended prison of rope. I felt as if I were swimming inside a dream, having been lifted from one consciousness to another that resided in a completely different and forbidden territory. The silence became unnerving. The tapping of his boots on the hardwood a reminder of my vulnerable position. The sound of the heels sliding against the dirty floorboards menacing. For a while he stood directly in my line of vision. The way I was hung from the rafters, the natural line of my eye became focused on the crotch of his jeans. I could almost see his cock throbbing beneath the denim. My mouth longed to open and my parched tongue taste the salty flesh, for it would quench my thirst. At the right angle, at just the right height, he could have raped my mouth and I would have loved him even more than I did before this strange scene began. The fierceness of my physical response to the defenseless position alarmed me. He made a pass around behind me where I could not see him for a long while, and when he emerged from that black hole there was a riding crop in one hand and a signal whip in the other. I became victim to the dark side of Lawton’s heart and the unsettledness of spirit that the scene seemed to evoke in us both. But as I dangled from the ceiling like a tethered bird, I could do nothing but accept this obvious demonstration of his control. Already, there were beads of perspiration forming on my face, and sweat running down my sides, the juices of sexual arousal beginning to gather at the opening of my pussy where my flesh itched to feel some kind of real sensation; any at all would do.

Anticipation swept all my thoughts aside. Every sense was focused solely on his slow, deliberate movements. And so, the stalking continued until I was about to scream for relief from my zealous worry. 

Wisely, I remained silent. Lawton was in no mood to suffer a squawking protest from me. Nor had he been in such a frame of mind earlier in the day when he spanked me. He’d been tough and unyielding then, just as I expected he’d be now. 

Earlier, our confrontation was fueled by his righteous indignation, but what was happening now was a very different thing, a very different Lawton Brady in charge.

I would succumb to whatever dangerous mood the placid dominant chose to show. Though it seemed during those bristling moments while I waited for him to act that he became little more than just another Jon Ryder…another man on a mission that seemed far more about him than it was about me. His pleasure. His need. His darkness begging a form in which it could express the cruelest of his passions. I was simply there to meet that need with my surrendered body. 

In truth, I had little choice; my options were small. Submission. Surrender. The words hardly mattered when he could have taken from me what he wanted whether I consented to the act or not. There he had the advantage. There he could triumph, for he’d already conquered me – long before this day, this hour. 

Yes, I had allowed this. Although in my defense I had no idea what Lawton had planned when the day moved from scenes of punishment and forgiveness into this reckless territory.

Had my bad behavior created a mood in Lawton that demanded this kind of act to follow? Or was I simply seeing a side of the man that until this day I’d only seen in small, measured glimpses? Were the day’s events independent of one another, or were they in some way connected? I can’t say that these thoughts were foremost in my mind as Lawton circled me with the implements ready to strike. But I knew that they were hovering in the back of my mind, festering there, and would be days later as I still sought answers to explain the extraordinary moments suspended in such artful bondage. 

Like spoken barbs flung from an angry lover, the instruments of torture lashed out at me and landed rudely on my skin. My body jerked, tugging, wrenching, back arched. He worked me slowly, allowing each strike to speak before he delivered the next. After the initial shock, a lasting pain lingered long after the crop and whip fell back to the floor. This was for me to absorb before the man continued. Lawton circled me with cut after cut flailing on the exposed places of my naked body. My thighs took the brunt of the beating, and my sore ass suffered more abuse. My breasts were particularly vulnerable, jutting out in such a lewd display, but so were my shoulders and tummy more blank canvas upon which Lawton could paint his wrath. But it was the stings of leather striking my sodden, swollen pussy that produced livid screams that rose up above me, as if they weren’t even connected to my voice box and my hurting body. I lurched involuntarily, only to be struck in a more painful location…would this ever end! I began to worry.

Then there was Lawton’s warm hand roaming over the punished flesh in a reminder of what he’d done to me. My skin tingled with life, while my pussy was left spasming in powerful waves of anticipation, wanting cock, wanting Lawton’s cock – or that of any-old-man who happened on the scene. Not that I expected the cabin to suddenly fill with horny men in need of what I had to offer, but I doubt if I could have denied any man a place to satisfy their lust. 

Certainly, Lawton alone would do just fine, but for a long while Lawton was busy with other matters… thoroughly preoccupied with making me the target of his malevolent passions. 

As he continued with the whip and crop, I shrieked, pain lighting fires throughout me. Sometimes I broke through into the twisted realms of pleasure. For me the distinction between pain and pleasure was obvious, but I doubt that there was any real difference in my responses to the untrained eye. The twisted grimace, the gut-wrenching cry, the vicious body spasm – all would appear the same, whether I experience the cutting bites from the whip as a brutal terror or the pathway to sexual nirvana. 

Like the blade of a knife cutting me to the core, the whip’s fall suddenly splatted across my tender labia and for moments after I suffered the pain with wails of agony, twisting madly inside the ropes. He couldn’t have stopped until he’d made me hurt in the most defenseless place on my body and, likewise, I would have felt cheated had he stopped short of this final cruelty.

At last, Lawton settled me with his warm hand resting on the hurting welts, and from them drawing out an easier eroticism, one that had been huddling somewhere in another dimension waiting to be set free. 

Oh, but how powerful was the eroticism that began with his gentle touch!

My cumming began in a sudden and inexplicable frenzy and ended almost as violently. One after another the orgasms crashed through me while Lawton moved from place to place, from pinched nipples, to a tongued clitoris, to my asshole penetrated with several fingers. I exploded every time, almost shamed by what a slut for pleasure I’d become, but then not yet cognizant enough to know what was really taking place. 

He began kissing me, kiss after kiss on my cry-weary mouth and tear-stained eyes; down my cheeks and arms into the crevice where the pulsating slit and bud that lay there groveled with silent, orgasmic need for more touch, more stimulation, more…

My hungry body desired more and Lawton gave to my unbearable need what his own desires dictated. All so silently, without a word. The ropes creaked overhead from the strain against the heavy beam. At times, the cry of a distant coyote penetrated the walls of the old place. Sometimes I heard the sound of the wind. But it was the sound of kissing, the groaning from deep inside my body that effected me most, those sounds and that of Lawton’s shuffling boots on against the floor. 

I almost cried when Lawton began the slow journey back through Choate’s intricate knots, unraveling me from the bondage. As the rope pulled delicately across my skin, I spasmed more. In anticipation of my release, numerous exhilarating sighs followed. Finally I was freed and my feet hit the floor for just a second before Lawton’s strong arms scooped me up in their embrace and he carried me into the bedroom. 

“I love you, Lawton,” my dreamy voice made the announcement, the words a delirious and repeated refrain. 

“And I love you,” he whispered back, before kissing my cheek.

I lay on my side with him at my back, his long, muscled body snuggling in behind me, his erection spearing me swiftly with a jab that might have taken me to the moon in one violent thrust. I cried out then settled in for another long and sensuous surrender to my lover, forgetting everything while getting used to the feel of his erection and the renewed spasms beginning deep in my belly and continuing until long after he finally ejaculated inside me and his hard erection dwindled and fell free.

As Lawton slept that night, I laid awake and stared out to the sky. A full moon was making its journey across the heavens and for a long while I was mesmerized by its passing. At times my hand, or maybe the blankets would graze my flesh, and find the remains of a welt. A whole universe of desire seemed contained inside the sore, tight place and I would relish the imprint it made inside my soul. 

Two men had brought me to such dangerous sexual depths. Jon Ryder. Lawton Brady.

In my silent meditations, I wondered what makes a good man, or bad one, hunger for this? What makes them jump from civil behavior to sadistic pleasure? What makes it permissible in a modern society to turn love play into animalistic rituals like the one I had been subject to that night? I’d come to believe that Ryder was run by demonic forces that even he could not explain. That was the only excuse I could imagine. Either that or pure evil. 

But a good man like Lawton Brady? 

My head could spin for a week and not have an answer. 

What made him leap on this behavior? My mind spun trying to find a reasonable answer. But maybe there was none. Or maybe it was my fault. Maybe my need for a dominant force to run my life, to contain me, beat me, use me had brought out the beast in him. Perhaps I need only look in the mirror to find my answer.

In the morning, we scrambled eggs and drank huge mugs of steaming coffee. Everything rocked my taste buds and my body felt ecstatically happy. The rest of me was a little edgy; submissive’s remorse, perhaps. 

What have I done! What has he done to me! Things like that pestered me all through the hot shower and a long look in the mirror at the marks left on my flesh. I didn’t look badly beaten, but my pale skin was lightly stripped all over, and in a few places rough welts marred the same smooth flesh that was flawless when I woke up the previous day. 

I recalled that morning, wincing, while fast-forwarding through the scenes of the eventful day. I scarcely recalled, until I forced myself to think of it, the incident that began my Friday morning: the newsmen and my panicked response. I still remembered the spanking and Lawton’s fury; they would remain in my mind for a long while. But most of the agitation I felt about the events of that day centered around the unexpected appearance of Choate during my private time with Lawton.

Lawton must have sensed my anxiety.

“What’s the matter?” he finally asked. “You look unusually pensive.”

“And why wouldn’t I be? I mean, when I consider the day we had yesterday. A lot happened.”

“I’ll grant you that. You want to tell me what’s going on? If something doesn’t set right, let’s get it settled now.”

“Well…” I squirmed in my chair, feeling my ass starting to heat pleasurably as it was reminded of the spanking.

“You have a problem getting spanked?” he jumped in before I had a chance to answer.

“No, really, I don’t think I do. It was rather old school of you, but,” and here I could sense my chagrin showing plainly on my face, “whatever that was you did, all that haughty, incensed bravado, all that righteous ire, well…It’s a huge turn-on.”

“Humph,” he smirked and settled back in his chair eyeing me in an almost patronizing way, like the all-knowing dominant. “Trust me, taking you to the woodshed isn’t off the table.”

“Yes, well,” I blushed. “I-I…I’m not…well you know…” My words seemed to twist inside my mouth, much like that thrilling but wildly embarrassing feeling that made a huge knot inside my belly. 

“You said it, I didn’t. Yesterday, I just did what needed doing. And I’d do it again, if you misbehave. How’s that?”

“Yes, that’s just fine.” By then, my face was red as a beet; my lust for Lawton Brady had appeared to skyrocket in a matter of seconds. 

“So is that all that’s troubling you?” he paused, waiting and when I didn’t reply, he added: “I have a feeling it’s not.”

“Maybe not.” The disquieting feeling returned. The one that began every time I remembered Choate’s appearance in the cabin. “You surprised me, Lawton. There I was naked, crawling on the floor and suddenly Choate walks in.”

“You didn’t seem to mind at the time.”

“But I wasn’t exactly pleased. I maybe not have showed it, but it made me uneasy.”

“Why’s that?”

I shrugged evasively. I should have never even broached the topic. It was a dangerous one, full of pitfalls, and past grievances with another man I had no intention of mentioning to Lawton. There’d be no Pandora’s Box pried open today.

“You have a problem with Choate knowing that you’re my submissive?”

“It’s a pretty private thing, don’t you think?”

“I agree. But Choate won’t tell a soul.”

“You know that for sure?”

“I do.” There wasn’t a wrinkle in his belief.

“I just wasn’t certain if you’d well…you know… have him screw me too. I mean, I have pretty much given up control in sexual things to you. You’re the man in charge…”

“That’s right, I am. So, you’re telling me you’d have a problem if I gave you to someone else?”

“Yes, I would.”

“Because…?” I was too petrified to speak, so he kept on. “Because some other man asked you to do that in the past. Is that it, Samantha?”

I looked back at him, registering a look of surprise. I suppose it was just a lucky guess. “Well, yes.” It was a whole lot easier admitting the truth than trying to evade it any longer. 

“Tell me about it?”

“Why?” I could already feel tears sting my eyes. Where was the gentle Lawton I knew? At that moment, the man was as dictatorial as Ryder at his worst.

“Because you say so little about yourself, and if I stretch your limits on love and sex, I’d like to have a place to begin. Maybe it was good that I hit the mark with Choate’s entrance last night.”

“So it was planned?”

“It was. And long before you inspired that woodshed treatment. I figured it would be a long day for you, but it was my plan to end well. Either that, or it would be a huge disaster. I think we avoided disaster, but let’s get back to the point. You were going to tell me why Choate made you so uncomfortable. I’m getting the feeling that I’m not your first dominant lover, am I wrong?”

Still I hesitated.

“Samantha, I want answers. I want to know what I’m dealing with.” His tone was terse. The once casual atmosphere of the new morning had turned intensely grave.

The agitation in my gut was growing every second it festered there. I didn’t want to lose this man, but there would be no mention of Ryder … no! “Okay, all right…if it’s so important…” I looked to him for confirmation, which was silly because he was already clear in his demand. 

“Sam, this is important. I want the truth.” 

For a moment, I actually thought he was going to smack me. 

“Yes, there was a man, a lover, a serious lover… he brought other men into our bedroom for me to screw… submissive situations where I had no say…” I stopped, surely that explained enough.

“And… what? You hated it?” 

“Not exactly. But it’s not something I want to repeat. The icky feelings have stayed with me for a long time, something I can’t shake. He made demands on me I was never happy about… like I’d been forced, though I know I wasn’t. But I stayed a lot longer than I should have.” I could feel myself starting to get geared up for the long sob story that brought me to Rio Marinas, but I stopped there… remembering the vows I’d made to myself, the promises to Tom Quinn. I’d already said far more than I ever intended and that was enough. 

By the look on Lawton’s face I could sense that he wanted more, but there would be no more. A long quiet followed.

“You don’t want details, do you?” I finally blurted out. 

“No, that’s not necessary, Sam. But you should have told me sooner.”

“Yeah, right… how exactly do I broach that subject with a new lover? Oh by the way… I used to screw several men in a night…” 

“Whatever happened must have been pretty painful, the way you avoid it with such passion. I’m guessing that if you want to tell me more, you will. When you’re ready.”

Right, when I’m ready. I recall the moment clearly, thinking at the time that there were places in my heart he’d never go, never. No man would. I hadn’t realized how hard a real relationship might be after Jon Ryder when I had so much inside that I still needed to protect. 

“Let me make one thing clear to you…” he said more gently, “last night Choate was here because he knows how to suspend females in rope – we can cover why another day. But I had no intention then, nor now of giving you away to him for sex, or anything else. I have no intention of giving you to any man. Why on earth would I want to? I don’t particularly like to share my woman. And I don’t think I’d find it particularly interesting watching you have sex with another man. Maybe that’s not normal, or maybe it is. I really don’t care. I want the woman I love to be as devoted to me as I am to her. You throw in other people, that would seem to be too damn risky if you really want the relationship to last. That’s how I see it and I’m too old to change my thinking on that.”

Well, that was unexpected! I was getting all goose-bumpy listening to words of love straight from Lawton Brady’s mouth. I savored every one and the sentiment, finally feeling sure that he was not the incarnation of Jon Ryder. 

I wasn’t aware of the tears streaming from my eyes until Lawton reached out with his bandana and wiped them from my cheeks. He grabbed my hand and lifted me to my feet, holding me for a long while against his chest where the warmth of his body consumed mine in a feeling of comfort. “I told you last night I loved you, Lawton. I really mean that.”

“And I love you too,” he said, with a hand wrapped inside my red hair. I remembered that when I arrived in Rio Marinas my hair had been that spiky, sassy cut I chose when I was ridding my life of Ryder. But the red locks had grown much longer, as the man’s hold on me lessened with each day free of his tethers. My entire being had seemed to soften as I allowed another man into my life…another better man. 


Chapter Nine

The drive north began on a sunny day when the skies were clear and the cool breeze off the ocean made every mile a pleasure. Skirting along Hwy 1, I experienced a feeling of freedom in me I’d not felt in many months. I considered the upcoming trip a celebration of my first year in Rio Marinas. Perhaps it was a strange way to celebrate, leaving town for a long weekend, but this was what I needed to do. Lawton wasn’t particularly happy with my decision, but I managed to plan the trip when he was in the midst of his legal battles with the State. He hadn’t seen much of me in a week as it was, and with the threat of more television cameras poking their way about town and hounding Lawton for pictures, I decided that I’d be safer if I split town altogether. In the months since that previous incident with the cameramen, our relationship had gone well, and I didn’t wanting anything screwing that up.

Brit Frances lived in San Francisco, ‘in the avenues’, she said, like I should know what that meant. She predated Jon Ryder by two years, the high school friend I used to dream with before we were old enough to make dreams happen. She’d taken off for Berkeley after we graduated. A real brain, high SATs, straight A’s, the whole works, not to mention a full ride to the UC medical research department. During our first two years in college, we talked a lot. We even saw each other twice when she came home for Christmas, but by our junior year, we fell off each other’s radar: me too busy with pre-law; Brit too busy feeding lab rats dangerous chemicals. She knew nothing about Ryder, even though she might have been the one person in my life with whom I might have shared the horrid story. But, as relationships falter, so did my willingness to share those details with anyone, including Brit. We talked a few times after the incident in the woods, but I mentioned nothing about the ordeal, besides, you just don’t mention serious things like that on the phone. I was sure Brit would have pushed me to go to the authorities to report Ryder’s crimes, and her stubborn arguments would have only angered me. 

I’d thought very little about Brit until one afternoon as I was surfing the Internet at the Rio Marinas library and her name popped into my head. A quick Google search found her listed in the UC college faculty, along with an email address. One thing led to another… and a vacation in San Francisco was quickly arranged. 

Did I dare return to my old identity, even briefly? I asked myself the question a dozen times, remembering all the warnings Tom Quinn had drilled into my dense brain. But my need to get away kept urging me on. Ryder would never know; not unless he had spies all over Rio Marinas, and I seriously doubted that he would have been able to infiltrate that sleepy community without being noticed. Excited by a need to stretch my wings a bit, the trip was decided on, although I didn’t say much about it to the crowd at Miss Bessie’s or to Lawton. I didn’t need a lot of awkward questions from my friends, and since Brit still knew me as Kristen Davies, not Samantha Ross, I couldn’t have Lawton and Brit making a connection. 

When Lawton asked where I’d be, I said, I wasn’t sure whether I’d be staying with my friend or in a hotel. But I did have my cell phone and he could always call. Coming from the old-fashioned school where men protected females, especially in strange circumstances, Lawton was not too happy that I was taking off on my own, and yet, how could he object when I’d proven to make it safely across the country without a male chaperone? Although he did object, he knew that his objection carried little weight on this issue. 

“Behave yourself,” he warned in his serious Lawton Brady tone, while shaking a reproving finger my way. I shoved it aside, and moved in for a warm wet kiss to remind him that I would soon be coming back to him.

After an hour of easy driving, road construction became the first hindrance to the smooth-sailing trip I envisioned. At least I had an inspiring view of the Pacific Ocean to keep me company. But two hours past as a long line of vehicles, stretching behind me as far as the eye could see, inched their way north. When we finally started to move again with some speed, the impending Pacific storm loomed close to shore. By the time I reached Salinas, the sky was black and rain was pounding on the road, coming down so fast that my windshield wipers could barely keep up with the sheets of water pouring from the top of the car onto the glass. Again, the long train of vehicles slowed down to a crawl, and by the time the next rest stop approached, I moved off the highway. I needed a quick pit stop and a chance to rest my bleary eyes. Finally, dashing back to the car, I found my energy for the trip somewhat renewed, and though the rain was still an annoying mess, more annoying was discovering that my car refused to start.

My head began to spin in panic, then a sudden surge of bad feelings rose up to replace any rational thought. My brain battled back and forth from panic and reason, until I finally settled enough to focus on a solution. My car wouldn’t start, that fact was plain. ‘So look through the glove box and find that emergency sticker, Sam!’ the voice in my head shouted the command until my conscious mind paid heed.

Reaching across the console, I released the latch, but at just that moment, the car door suddenly opened and a swoosh of water and wind poured inside. Along with it came an outstretched hand grabbing me by the arm. My body skidded on the asphalt, dragged for six feet, then was body-slammed into the back of a panel truck where someone in the small dark space bound my arms and feet. A blindfold dropped over my eyes, while a second length of thick cloth made a satisfactory gag. 

Déjà vu.

The smells and sounds of the forest cabin ominously closed in around my brain. How much time past was beyond me to tell. Next thing I knew, the vehicle stopped, and I was dragged across the wet pavement and finally deposited on a thick, dry rug. A door slammed behind me.

Rain still poured down in buckets. I could clearly hear it battering against the roof of the building, but I was inside some unknown space outside its reach. However, sensing what was about to happen, I would have gladly traded that dry, scratchy carpet for a muddy ditch. 

I lay bound, wondering when I’d see his face. It had been over a year since I made my getaway…over a year since Ryder and I last saw each other in the stairwell of the law library. 

At least this time, I didn’t have to wait long before the blindfold was jerked from my face, and my eyes opened on the man himself, sitting nonchalantly on the edge of a motel bed. I stared around, seeing all the normal motel fare: the swaying bed with the faded, floral comforter; the plastic looking dresser in a blond faux wood; a couple tall lamps; and two bland landscapes in faux wood frames hanging over the bed, now slightly askew. At least the soft blues were restful to my eyes, although the dim lighting, perhaps an attempt to mock a romantic ambience, gave the room an eerie look to match the awful feeling in my gut. 

“So, now it’s Samantha, is it?”

My eyes glared back at Ryder, detesting him as much as my crotch was becoming aroused by the darkness that leapt from his sultry wicked eyes. 

I groaned my protest behind the gag. 

“Oh, my, you can’t speak, can you, my darling fiancé?”

My darling fiancé! How could he dare call me that!

The way he spoke scared me more than the thought of his fucking me. 

Was I supposed to be grateful when seconds later he leaned forward and ripped the gag from my mouth? “There, is that better?” he asked. 

“No, Ryder, it isn’t better!” I shouted. “It’s not ever going to get better until you give this up.” Hot bile rose up from my solar plexus as anger replaced my panic. 

“Give up what? My assaults on you? My revenge? You have no idea how I plan these things. How much I enjoy the idea of the sweetheart Kristen Davies as my helpless victim and my hot sex toy. You realize that if you didn’t respond so beautifully, so in character, I wouldn’t keep coming back? But you make it so much fun, with all the protest and the steamy eyes, and fuming anger, only to find your body repudiating those emotions with the physical truth. What a paradox you are, Kristen…oh right! It’s Samantha now. Or is that Sam for short? Hum?”

I could only glare. The fury roiling in my belly could not be exposed to him, even if he already knew how much this newest installment of his vengeful retribution affected me. I could not give him the pleasure of seeing me so aroused.

But did that deter the man? Of course not. 

He stood up, so he could look down on me from an even greater distance while he lorded his triumph over me. 

“You really thought you could escape me, Kristen?” he kept on with the mocking tone. “How silly of you to hope that there might be something you could do that would remove me from your life. Maybe it’s the natural radar, or maybe just fate that keeps bringing us back together – fate aided by my will – but I would suggest that you forget your attempts to flee from me. It’s a foolish waste of time. As long as I want you, I’ll have you.” 

He reached down and pulled me up so I was sitting; then he sat, too, forcing my face on his, my eyes on his eyes. I tried to look away, only to have him pull me back. 

Rather than give way to more hysteria, a strange calm came over me, at least enough so I could speak rationally, if not in a pleading tone. “How can you want a woman who detests you so?”

He smiled and removed his hand from my face. “Detest? Are you so sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure.”

“But how you rail against me, only to offer up your finest treasure, this tarty little sex of yours, and perform exactly as you always have. What am I to think?”

“You’re to believe what I tell you.”

He shrugged. “I believe what I feel from you, whore.” 

Once again, haughty scorn took over his persona. Oh, and how familiar was that humiliating talk! I wore my shame on my burning cheeks so he could see it clearly. But to misjudge my loathing of him, whether my body responded to him or not, was immaterial – to misjudge my true feelings, I couldn’t let that go unanswered. 

“I’m like Pavlov’s dog: you present me with the stimulus, I react. But to use that against me, as if it’s a sign that there are still some feelings, even horny ones, still present in my psyche is just plain foolish, Jon Ryder.” 

His dark stare refused to waver; if anything, it became more severe. 

“You know why you have to suffer, Kris.”

“Don’t you have better things to do,” I argued.

“Wouldn’t you like to think that? In fact, I’ll bet you’d like to redeem me, show me the error of my ways, so that I’ll ultimately see what I’m missing in my life and leave you alone. Is that it? Is that your hope?”

“I’m not sure it would be beneficial for me to hope for anything.” 

He nodded. “You’re right there. No amount of persuasion will deter me from my plans. You fit as neatly into my life as all my other vices – the booze, the sexy females, the wild partying, my daily exercise. When I need a fix from the dark angel that holds up in me, I have you. To find that my former fiancée actually responds to rough physical abuse – to find a real masochist in her soul – well, that couldn’t have made me happier. Saves me from going to those seedy dungeons to find a female to whip. I can have you in private and no one will ever know but you and me.

“You count on that, don’t you?”

“Other than telling your tall tales to your detective friend, you haven’t told a soul and you won’t. You know what I have hanging over you. You know the family money would bury you in a mountain of shame, and you couldn’t stand that. You’d be ruined. You’d be lucky to spend the rest of your life as a fry cook at the local diner.”

I seethed at the reference, then said, evenly: “Maybe you shouldn’t count on me being quiet forever, Jon.”

“Oh, I think I will. And my advice is to lose the boyfriend, your rich rancher. If he gets wind of what his pretty redheaded lover really is, you’ll be drummed out of town.”

“He already knows about my kinky sex life, Jon. That would not be a surprise.”

“But does he know about the lies you’ve told? The savvy law student from New England with the sordid past with men, not the college dropout from Florida? And will he know about this weekend? How you gave him a story about visiting an old girlfriend, when in fact you fled Rio Marinas so you could meet with one lover while the other stays home alone? How would your infidelity fly with that no-nonsense cowboy? He’s a defender of old-fashioned values from what my sources tell me, which makes me wonder how he’d feel about a two-timing girlfriend. Think about it, Kris. You don’t have to decide right away. But I’m sure that by the time our little love fest is over for the weekend you’ll know what you have to do.”

I showed him little emotion, while in my gut I could feel the malicious intent of his words do exactly as he intended. To admit that he’d beaten me once again – I refused to do that. At the same time, I was already making decisions about my future with Lawton Brady, knowing that the halcyon days of our love affair had come to exactly the kind of end I feared when it began. Had I been a fool to get swept up in another impossible relationship? I don’t know. What I did know now was that there would be no escape. Even as I stared into Ryder’s haughty eyes, I could already feel my heart grieving for Lawton Brady as the truth came crashing down around me.

Maybe it was my good fortune that Ryder chose that moment to switch gears and get started with the next phase of his revenge. This would be a lot easier to handle than my bitter thoughts.

He moved to his feet, then lifted me up and popped a ballgag in my mouth before stringing me up to the ceiling with my arms spread wide. He loosely tethered my feet at a similar distance apart. You wouldn’t have figured there’d be room enough in a small motel room for the kind of sex play Ryder had in mind, but as it turned out, he had all the maneuvering room he needed to accomplish his torturous schemes. 

After appraising my vulnerable body, he drew out a knife and slowly began to cut away my jeans and t-shirt. The thought of them cut to shreds and left in a useless heap only expanded on my feeling of worthlessness.

When he was finished, the clamps went on, a dozen heavy pinchers weighting down my tits, my nipples, my labia and clit. After stuffing a vibrating dildo in my ass, he turned the thing on high so that my entire backside was vibrating. Then he pulled out a small but vicious-looking whip and held it right before my eyes.

“Ah, Kristin, the look on your face tells me all. You can’t hide what’s real, my love. Everything about you speaks to me of your raunchy lust. What a slut you are and will always be.”

I gulped back tears and willed away any erotic reply my body might be suggesting, but I’m not sure that I was completely successful. 

As soon as the whip began to work its way around my flesh, the desire hiding in me magnified. The brutal leather stung each time it grabbed my skin. My breasts and thighs suffered through a dozen strikes before he moved to my backside and started in on the expanse of my exposed flesh. He targeted every place that was sure to feel the gripping anger behind his blows: shoulders, ass, and the tender skin below. I could handle most of what he dished out, and much became the fuel that emboldened my natural inclinations. I couldn’t stop that. But I refused to react with any kind of blatant show; and I refused to lose control. To ratchet down my instinctive responses was the only control I had left, the only way to maintain some self-respect – as little as that was.

But there was more to fend off than just my masochistic lust. Ryder himself became a force I could barely rebuff. He’d grasped the truth at last: that I was a pain-slut as much as I was a slut for sex. His previous assaults had taken stabs in that direction, all punishment more than foreplay. But then he’d stumbled on my wet hot responses to pain, and something clicked in his twisted psyche. A new means of torture, another way to take control. I was often surprised that as long as we’d been together, he’d not discovered my dirty secret.

But now that the cat was out of the bag, Ryder’s fiery passion billowed all around me. The pain-slut in me was the perfect accompaniment to the sadistic man he had become. When he tossed the whip away, he moved in front of me again, fishing between my clamped labia and the clit pincher, jamming his fingers into the wet love-hole while staring into my shocked eyes. 

Instantly, I started to come and found myself unable to stop. I adamantly tried to deny the waves of riotous pleasure that moved through me, but my body continued to spasm on. If I’d had my voice, I would have been crying, “No, no no no no no…” while shaking my head back and forth. But the noise rising up from behind the gag amounted to a delirious groaning sound that communicated arousal, not a denial of the rampaging desire.

I wanted him to stop. I even stamped my feet, as much as the bondage allowed, but by then it was useless to protest what was so obvious to us both. 

When he picked up the whip again he flailed my breasts, seeing a response so obvious and so out of control that I could never deny the facts. My hips bucked back and forth despite the way the clamps pulled down hard each time I did. I fucked on a phantom cock growing more agitated and delirious from the sky-rocketing sensations as time went on. With all inhibitions finally having fallen away I was stripped to the core of my natural being, the raw, unbridled me shining on.

Side by side with my loathing for the man was a strange kind of love. The very idea of love seemed ridiculous, but there had always been a certain charismatic madness in him that attracted me; a wicked magic in his clever schemes that I failed to resist. Was it love? Not in any real sense. But his unfailing ability to make me submit suggested that I’d still not distanced myself from him enough to resist his power. 

Seeing this clearly, all that was left for me to do was pick up the pieces of my failed life one more time and move on, knowing that if Ryder intended to have me whenever it suited his fancy, he would have me. I was a fool to fight this painful truth. I may have hated his control over me, but I could not fight what he alone was able to do to my needy mind and body.

By the time Ryder removed the vibrating dildo from my ass and stuffed his erection into that dark channel, I was spasming in an endless stream of orgasms and unable to stop. A cock in my ass? My body met it with another crushing climax. I wanted to scream, to vent my lust, my rage, to pound my fists against the air, and pummel the man until there was not a speck of him left. When he came with the guttural sound of his voice crowing his triumph over me, I came again too, bearing down violently on his cock and milking the spasming member until it was completely drained.

I became exactly what he’d made of me and the evidence against me was far too condemning to refute. 

I spent long hours alone and tied to the bed in the motel room while Ryder spent his time elsewhere. When he returned twice a day, he brought me a few scrapes of food to ease my hunger. I emphasize, these were mere table scrapes left over from his last meal, wrapper and all thrown to the floor where he expected me to hunt for them like a dog while he watched in scornful silence. If I’d not been starving I would have refused the paltry handout, and in fact, twice I snubbed the food and stayed glued to the bed. I held out that he would release me after a day or two, and certainly I could suffer a little hunger until he did. But Ryder had no intention of making this the quick ‘fuck and run’ that our other confrontations had been. 

On the third day, when he returned with a half-eaten sausage biscuit, I was so starved that I scrambled to the floor and devoured the tiny meal as quickly as I could. When I raised my head, there he was beaming at me, my conqueror. 

After his attempts to feed me, I fed him – offering my body as the only sustenance he demanded. There were more whippings: two times I was tied over a chair and soundly spanked with a wooden slat. Then one morning, he used a rattan cane to cover my ass with welts. Sex followed once he saw me reduced to tears. Sometimes sex was as brutal as the punishment, but more often as the hours in captivity whittled away, he wanted me in bed, much as we used to be. With my heart so badly bruised, playing the ‘cold fish’ wasn’t difficult, at least to start. But then the constant dissertations about my submissive character began to wear me down. Resignation. Acquiescence. Even I could feel myself give way. 

On the last night of the ordeal, a blanket of darkness covered the room, the light having given way to a moonless sky. Ryder’s physical presence loomed over me while I lay half awake on the bed, my stomach grinding with hunger and my lips parched with thirst. The shackles he used to chain me to the bed moved ungraciously with me as he sought to turn me toward him. Could he see my face? I wondered as I stared up to the inky blackness? I could not see his. 

Hunger seemed to have consumed my every waking moment. Thirst? I could have satisfied that with the bottle of water he’d left on the bedside table, although during much of his time away, I was too tired to do that. Occasionally, I wondered if I’d been drugged to make me so listless. But I was quite certain that I was not under the influence of any strange substances when I felt Ryder’s hand reach out and take mine. His palm was warm and moist, and I could almost hear him breathe through the blood pulsing in his veins. 

My naked pussy squirmed, thighs rubbing against thighs, the beat of my clitoris suddenly sounding off throughout my entire body like an enormous drumbeat. 

He pulled his hand away and for a time I felt lost again, abandoned to the darkness. But then I realized that he was removing his clothes. Whatever dim star giving light to the murky room glanced off his torso. For a moment his muscles were rippling before my eyes. Then with unexpected suddenness, his body came down heavily on mine, his thrusting groin prying my legs apart and my hands against the mattress where he forcefully held them down. 

My crotch moved against his rising organ, feeling its hardness cause my loins to quake and my clit to throb. My wanting body rose up naturally to meet him and a second later his organ split my insides in two. 

I groaned savagely as my pussy closed in around the hard cock and drew it in. His response at first was just the gentle rocking motion of his hips, something guarded and obscure. Kisses covered my mouth, my lips, my throat – but a dozen times over he returned to my lips, seeking something unknown there. 

I kissed back, a natural act, as though we had floated back in time to years before when we had the luxury to enjoy moments like this one. Enjoy now? After all his violent acts? Was I a fool to have fallen for him again… or had I fallen at all? 

I remembered a time when, with the same grace, the same ferocity, the same gentleness of spirit he made love to me. I felt an inner cry rise up in him – or at least this was what I wanted to believe. For a few moments, I was sure my intuition had not failed me, that this was Ryder seeking more than just my humiliation and abject submission. But then the spell broke. Ryder started to move in earnest, and the gentle rocking motion of our fused bodies fast gave way to the ruthless pounding I expected from him. He came, grunting hard, long before my own erotic fervor engaged. I heard from him a cry unlike anything I’d heard before. I wondered where it came from. But then he pulled off my surrendered body, gasped for breath several times, and rose up off the bed, discarding me.

I assumed that he would be as swiftly out the door as he’d been on previous nights, when remaining with me seemed as distasteful as the lousy food he gave me to eat. But this time was different. He stood over me, naked as he’d been before, the feral qualities of his body still as palpable to me as they had been before we started fucking. I wondered what he wanted. 

Silence, demanding and embittered, reigned over us both. 

“I’m sorry it can never be like that again, Kris.” His words were wistful and real. “I’m sorry you ran out on me. You didn’t even try to change things before you decided that I was wrong for you. You might have healed what was disturbed in me, you might have then. But the time for that is long gone. I am what I have chosen and it pleases me, as much as my vengeance pleases me. That will be something that you’ll have to live with.”

He waited for some moments, still as the dark night, physically distant, but as emotionally powerful as I’d always known him to be. 

Did he want me to say I was sorry too? That I wanted to back up, pretend that his past crimes against me had never happened? Surely he didn’t expect that much of me. 

There were no words to address this stalemate – he remained my ex, the man I loathed. Given that he planned to tail me forever and ruin my life, there was no room in me to tend to his fractured heart. And I wasn’t shrewd enough to talk him off the dangerous cliff on which he seemed to teeter. 

Finally, he began to move again, to dress in the dark and then move hastily to the door. Having gone that far he then turned back. 

“Accept that it’s going to happen, Kristen. I’ll have you till the day I die.”

The morning brought sunshine, an empty room and a curious feeling of loss when my eyes gazed about. His retreat was so swift as to leave me almost gasping for air, at least until I came to, sat up and fully awakened. 

He must have returned during the night and unlocked the shackles, although they still jiggled noisily on the bed as I rose up. The scene retained the finer points of that morning in the woods. There were no woods, no cabin swept of dust, no cobwebs in the corner. But a fresh set of clothes had been neatly laid out, my purse beside them, and except for the chains, there was no sign of Ryder anywhere. Another image greeted me, this one tacked to the mirror in the bathroom – a picture of just Ryder and me, his naked body behind my naked one, his hands cupping my tits, a devious smile on his surly lips. And me? I was laughing happily.

All the noxious feelings from my past returned, as if they’d never gone away at all. I left the picture in a thousand pieces scattered on the motel room floor, and fled the scene, driving north as fast as I dared go. 

***

“Where the hell have you been?” I heard Lawton’s voice on the other end of the phone, distant and disconnected from me. I wasn’t sure what to say. 

“Busy, Lawton, I’ve been busy.”

“So busy you don’t answer your calls?”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing is wrong, except that you’re a million miles away. I’ve spent three days talking to lawyers. I’m glad you’re not here, but I’ll be glad when you get back.”

“That will be soon,” I said. “Just a couple days.”

I imagine he expected that I’d recite the itinerary of my trip with lots of fancy details, but so far I’d done little but get laid and laid again, and painfully abused in a seedy motel room. I had very little that I could report. Another string of lies just didn’t suit me.

I dropped in on Brit for an afternoon, not an entire week. As it turned out, she was so busy with her research projects that we would have had little time to spend together. I would have spent most of my time wandering San Francisco by myself, or stuck in her apartment. At least for those few hours, she gave me back a little normalcy, something I needed after Ryder’s demented version of reality. Once the afternoon with Brit was over, I drove further north to a beach town that almost seemed to be a carbon copy of Rio Marinas. For two days I envisioned relocating there – not to get away from Ryder, I’d given that up, but to get away from Lawton Brady, Miss Bessie, the boarding house and all of my adopted life. 

Two days came and went. My mind took a thousand detours, covering a dozen possible scenarios for my future, but then the third and final day dawned and I was back in the Jeep, on the road heading south to Rio Marinas, back to Lawton and a thorny nest of circumstances that I had no answer for. Perhaps one would come before I pulled up in front of the boarding house. 


Chapter Ten 

Extricating myself from Lawton Brady was not going to be easy. I knew that as soon as I decided to stick it out in Rio Marinas.

I said nothing for nearly two weeks. Lawton was busy, still embroiled in legal maneuverings and then a trip to Sacramento that took him away for several days. By the time he returned and his head was back into me, there’d been enough distance between us to make him take a second look at me and wonder. 

“We haven’t been the same, have we?” he said, while we were kicking back, drinking beer on Miss Inez’ back porch. Over dinner, he’d relayed all the new information about his legal battle. I’d probed carefully, like a lawyer might, feeling a resurgence of interest in the profession that I’d given up. I’m sure he wondered why I cared, though I knew exactly – the discussion kept us off other subjects. 

We had not made love, not once since our return. So, when he finally dived in with his own probing question about the nature of our relationship, he had good reason. 

“I guess we haven’t,” I said, as if this was news to me. 

“Something change?” he wondered. The sincerity in his expression stung. My gut wretched. I nearly started to cry, and might have, if a flock of seagulls hadn’t suddenly lifted off the beach and created quite a commotion before they finally flew away. My immediate emotion passed.

“Maybe,” I said, looking painfully chagrinned. I was in pain. Nothing in my feelings toward Lawton had changed. I was desperately in love, but I was also desperate. My heart ached, my sex hungry for his arms, his lips, his ravaging and ruthless demands. All I’d ever wanted in a man sat right beside me and I was about to give him up. 

“Maybe?” he looked worried. 

“Just been doing a lot of thinking. About me, mostly. I love you Lawton, but I think I need to back off for a while. I’m still smarting from my past…things haunt me…”

“What things?”

I shook my head. “It’s not something I’m ready to explain. But this – you and me – has happened much too fast.”

“Too fast? That’s ridiculous, Sam. And you’re telling me this now, after how many months?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry. That’s not enough. What got you so spooked? That girlfriend of yours?”

“No!”

“Then what, Sam?”

“I wish I could explain…”

“But you can’t. Is that it?”

I shook my head. 

“And so you’re cutting me off?”

“No, I’m not cutting you off.” At the moment, even I didn’t know what I meant, or what I wanted. I knew I didn’t want to lose him, though I feared I already had. The thorny question had torn my insides apart for two weeks, and I was still no closer to having the right answers for Lawton Brady. 

“So, what did you mean, Sam?”

I took a deep breath. “I can’t make a commitment to you, Lawton. That’s where I think things are leading…am I wrong?”

“Excuse me, if I thought we’d already gone that far.”

“But nothing was actually…” I stumbled here, “you know, official.” Damn! This was lame.

“So?”

I wasn’t getting through to him, but then what did I expect when I gave him nothing but a silly song and dance? 

Lawton was not an easy man, and this conversation was every bit as difficult as I knew it would be. I felt childishly stupid, tossing off more meaningless platitudes, “I have to think things out…I just need time,” which were sure to make him wince. 

He winced all right. Then shook his head, hoisted himself to his feet and squashed his beer can in his hand, before tossing it in the trash can. 

He looked toward the sky, deep in thought. Then he turned to me. 

“Some day, you’re going to give me an explanation that means something. What you’ve told me so far hasn’t been worth my time. You think about that, Samantha.” He stood over me, while I looked up afraid of what he’d say next. But he said nothing. He took his pursed lips and brooding eyes with him and left me to stew in the unreasonable mess I’d just made of a very good relationship. 

***

Time elapsed, moving Lawton and I into a period characterized by strained silence and parsed conversations. Over the course of several months the deep freeze between us finally began to thaw. Our cordial, if not a little stilted, conversations at the diner gave way to a friendly repartee, much like what we enjoyed when we were first seducing each other. I almost thought he’d ask me out and was elated to even hope that much. By then, Ryder’s threats seemed like no more than a bad dream – even if, deep down, I knew that wasn’t true. 

Then there was that lonely evening, when another trip to the movie house on Main brought me up short, when I watched from the back of the theatre as a jovial Lawton Brady escorted Sally Meacham to a seat halfway down the aisle and directly in front of me. They didn’t look particularly chummy, but they didn’t look like a nervous first date either. My stomach instantly soured as I tried to pour myself into the silly comedy. Finally, with green-eyed envy leading me on, I left with the movie not even half over and cried myself to sleep. 

The next day, Lawton was at his seat in the diner, eating away at his cheese omelet while reading the latest edition of the LA Times. I served up a sunny smile along with his second cup of coffee, and just happened to ask, rather glibly, I thought: “Did you by any chance stay for the end of the movie?”

He looked up, puzzled for an instant. “You were there last night?”

“I was but I didn’t stay.”

“Then you missed a good one.”

“I guess it was one that I thought I could afford to skip.”

I walked away, busy with a table of fussing kids and their parents, and didn’t see Lawton again until later that day. Turning the key in my room door, I was surprised to find that it was already unlocked. A stealthy peek inside and my heart began to race. 

At first it was Ryder’s profile – I guess that he’d been on my mind as I was walking in the boarding house door – but when the man turned around, it was Lawton pulling me into the room with an urgent force. 

“Don’t you dare make a sound,” he whispered. Then he grabbed me and pushed me toward the bed with the terse order. “Take off your clothes.”

I shuddered nervously, unsure of what this was all about, but soon the fire igniting in my loins needed to be quelled and I began to undress. Lawton watched as the buttons on my blouse were opened one by one and I shrugged the thin material off my shoulders, then as the zipper went down on my jeans and the denim slowly peeled away from my skin. I kicked my sandals aside, still carefully watching him, as my bra and panties joined the rest of my clothes on the floor. 

Stark naked. His eyes took in every bit of my aroused and trembling flesh. 

The opening overture, a hard crack against my naked ass once he whirled me around, was followed by a wide open kiss and clashing tongues, followed by a hard shove against the bed. I fell on my back against the mattress; he fell to my chest. Passion erupted in furious waves, and for a moment the darkness of his spirit so matched Jon Ryder’s that I lost all the pertinent facts about where I was and who I was with. My conscious mind picked up somewhere between the first thrust of Lawton’s thick prick inside my desolate pussy and the first creaming climax. The whole time, he hardly stopped smacking my ass – and he told me to be quiet. Apparently, the order didn’t apply to him. 

He finished off his first come with me on top and dancing on his prick. He moaned gratefully as he made his final jab, then, hardly missing a single beat, he reached up and grabbed my nipples, crushing them between his fingers to produce a steadily rising pain. 

My pussy spasmed, trying to crush his organ with the same intensity.

“Come, slut!” he half whispered, half mouthed the order. “And not a sound.”

No, not a sound…I breathlessly, silently gasped as my body jerked and my pussy began to come, shooting warm jets of sexual nectar that flowed out onto his crotch. I opened my mouth to cry, but no sound came out. The grimace on my face must have told the story for me, of how earth shattering that climax became. It had only been weeks but it seemed that my previous life with Lawton had happened years before. If only I knew that we could repeat this day after day after day. 

When he finally pulled away, he was on his feet seconds later. As he began to dress, his words were as crisp and terse as the fucking had been. “Come to the house Saturday night. Wear something nice.”

“Your house, you mean the cabin?”

“No, I mean the ranch house on the hill.”

My eyes got wide, asking their silent questions. 

“I’ve had this crazy superstition that it’s the place where good relationships go to die. Maybe that is as silly as your hesitations. I’ll see you at six.”

When he left I was smiling again, cautiously yes, but smiling. 

***

Six o’clock Saturday night was quickly on me. Not a thing to wear – the age old refrain made me as nervous as the thought of stepping into Lawton Brady’s front door. 

Was taking that gigantic leap an important step for us? Did Lawton think that might bring us back to where we left off before my trip to San Francisco? Logic like that was clearly faulty. But how could I tell him that nothing had changed in me since our relationship was interrupted – except, of course, the physical need to have him? How crass, how whorish was that? 

Friday night my head was swimming with far too much to think about. I slept restlessly and woke up Saturday still in a daze. Three times I tried on the little black dress I’d bought at the only dress shop in Rio Marinas. Three times, I tried to talk myself out of wearing the sexy thing. Lawton would love it, but would he love it too much, love me too much? Would I send the wrong message and have him trying to reel me back into a relationship that I had no business pursuing? Was that what this first official date at his precious ranch house meant? I really had no clue, but just the conversation in my head was enough to make me dizzy.

Jeans. Just wear jeans. It makes a statement, Sam! I told myself every time I hung the black dress back on the hanger. He can’t have you, he just can’t. And you can’t have him! But when five o’clock finally rolled around and it came time to make my decision, I slipped into the low back, cleavage revealing sheath and smiled. Why not? If this was the end of our affair why not go out with a bang, not a whimper? 

I walked from the house to my Jeep, putting the key in the door and nearly opening the lock, when I suddenly felt a hand on my ass and a body snuggling up behind me.

“And here I get to have you in something besides blue jeans. How nice of you to dress for the night.” 

Ryder. I smelled his scent before he even opened his mouth.

My insides trembled, although my fear of him was not as great as it had been before. Was I getting accustomed to the arrangement, to his popping up out of nowhere? Was the urgent need in Jon Ryder to satisfy his lust for power just another facet of my life that I needed to accept – like red hair and long legs and a demented need for kinky sex? Was the thrill I was feeling in my shaking bones becoming too familiar and too welcome to fight? Perhaps I could have wrenched myself away and ran – ran to Miss Bessie’s, or back inside the house, or straight to the Rio Marinas Police station. But I didn’t. 

Inside the car, an ominously back SUV with heavily tinted windows, Ryder handcuffed my hands behind me and snapped a wooden hobble around my ankles. I looked down, absurdly thinking that my pretty patent-leather heels looked particularly appropriate next to the awkward wooden fixture that kept my ankles bound. I even noted with some interest that there was no gag, no blindfold. Maybe this would be a different sort of rape.

We drove north to where the road split off and for a while wound through the coastal mountains, then Ryder took off on a twisting dirt road that plunged us deeper into the California wilds.

Not a word was spoken, but the familiar pounding beat of arousal that infected us both had risen to a screaming peak by the time Ryder slowed to a stop. 

My pussy spasmed involuntarily with the thought of his forceful erection drowning out all other thoughts. 

He removed the hobble, a good thing, since I could have gone nowhere with it on, then looped a rope around my neck, and started off into the thick woods. Ten yards in, I stumbled, falling into a pile of scratchy branches, and then cried out when an impatient Ryder yanked hard against the rope, forcing me back to my feet. I stumbled on, faltering with nearly every step in my wobbly high heels, meanwhile my hair snatched twigs and leaves as it brushed against the untamed undergrowth. Ryder had no specific destination, just a large tree against which he could tie me. Once he found one suitable for his plans, the rope that ringed my throat was stretched around the tree trunk and tied off in a sturdy knot. Rope he’d grabbed from the SUV was used to bind me about my waist and thighs. That done, he removed the handcuffs so I could hug the tree with my outstretched arms. If I wondered whether the new black dress would survive the night, I had my answer within seconds. At least the sharp knife made a clean cut through the silky fabric. Although not until he ripped the dress wide open with his bare hands, did I realize that he’d not only ruined my dress but that he’d destroyed my night with Lawton in that same vicious swipe.

Until that moment, I hadn’t felt the chill in the air. But as soon as my back was bared for the punishment, the cold crept into my bones and settled. 

Sexual arousal? It had been swept to some far corner of my consciousness, just a meager ticklish sensation now.

I waited as Ryder moved through the woods gathering long lean branches into a foreboding bundle. He made quite a ritual of stripping them clean, of whisking them through the air so we both could hear the sizzling sound as they split the night. 

Gathered into his hand they were an awesome sight. I loathed them as much as I loathed Ryder, but the excitement inherent in that singular moment could not be exaggerated, and my sexual arousal soared again. My body shuddered long before Ryder lashed out with the first painful strike, and it did not stop shuddering during the entire duration of the punishment. From my shoulders all the way down my back, the flesh stung and an angry fire rose on my delicate skin. I cried out but there was no one to hear me but the rustling trees. No one to witness his abuse, no one to save me. 

“Ah! How wet!” he said when he dipped his fingers into the valley between my thighs. “You never fail me, Kristen. I think if you ever did, I might stop.” But he thought again. “No, I think that would just inspire me to try a little harder.”

I gritted my teeth to prevent myself from sputtering the four-letter curses that came to mind. Ryder knew this, and his entire being was bent on mocking my distress, from his deliberately delicate touch to the final moment when his feral body rocked against me with his cock inside my ass and shot its vile seed.

I sighed relieved when he pulled out and began to untie me from the tree.

When he said, “Too bad I can’t have you for a few days like I did last time,” I was further comforted. He added that he was just passing through the area and needed a good fix. Like I was his drug. 

We returned through the woods, the rope leash still around my neck and my hands re-cuffed behind me, my body minus all the clothes save the patent-leather heels. The drive into town was silent. Whatever sexual high I might have experienced in the previous hour was lost by the time we pulled up in front of the boarding house. Even the smile of triumph was gone from his face.

He wasted no time unlocking the cuffs and removing the rope from around my neck. Then he sat back and waited as if I’d flee the SUV on my own. “You really expect me to run in there naked?” I blurted out. 

“Oh, right. You left your pretty dress in the woods, didn’t you?” 

I fumed but refused to fight, meanwhile Ryder reached back behind the seat, digging through a pile of laundry and finally pulled out a wrinkled white t-shirt. He handed it to me, saying: “This should do.”

“This? That’s it? It’s not enough, Jon.”

“It had better be because it’s all you got.”

Before I could even put the t-shirt on, he reached in front of me and opened the passenger door, which made me scramble fast to make myself presentable. 

Though it was eight maybe nine o’clock by then, the town was not yet shuttered. A few pedestrians walked by the car in front of us, while ten feet away, one of the condo guests was unpacking for a weekend at the beach, and just down the street a small crowd of teenagers was laughing riotously at some joke. In a fleeting dead space of street activity, I grabbed my purse from the floor of the SUV and fled up the front porch to Miss Inez’ front door. Luckily the t-shirt covered my ass, although I’m sure that it did not cover the marks that had been left by Ryder’s bundle of switches. Thank god the door was unlocked, and there was no one around to see me. I managed my flight upstairs with relative ease and was just seconds later inside my room and climbing on my bed for a good long cry, letting the emotion drain away. 

For whatever reason, Ryder seemed to be renewing his vengeance with an urgency I’d not felt before, and I had every reason to expect that I’d see him again soon. 

***

The fear, the panic and the hurt behind the latest attack seemed to vanish rather quickly once I realized I was safe again. But what about Lawton Brady? The six o’clock hour had come and gone. Not even a phone call to explain my absence. Desperation and panic seemed to rise up in me in a strange new way. 

Ten o’clock, the night almost gone, and what would the man be thinking now? On any other occasion I might have stewed remorsefully about this nasty quirk of fate until I cried myself to sleep. Instead I walked the room, pacing back and forth, restless and impatient. How could I possibly serve the man his cheese omelet the next morning after having stood him up the night before? 

I pulled from my closet a pair of dress slacks and a pale blue shirt that would certainly do for what I had in mind. Most importantly, they’d cover up any telltale signs of my last few hours. I ran a brush through my dirty locks, managing to comb out the twigs and leaves, then after adding a light coat of gloss to my lips, I dashed off with the directions to Lawton Brady’s fancy ranch house clutched inside my fist. 

The long and twisted drive went off without a hitch, although the closer the Jeep took me to Lawton’s mountaintop home, the more anxious I became. At one point, in a sudden panic, I was about to turn back, but the road was so damn narrow that there was no place to turn around. When finally I reached the open gate to the estate, I stopped long enough to reconsider what I was doing. If I’d been able to see the ranch house from the impressive fieldstone gateway, it might have triggered another panic attack. But by then, my curiosity had been heightened. Sure, I could have given up, knowing how silly this rash escapade really was, but it seemed as though something bigger than my fears propelled me forward. 

By the time I rounded the last bend and the house came into view, I was startled by the brilliant lights shining from inside, as well as several outside lights that put the structure’s beautiful exterior into high relief. The long, low, single-story ranch was made of stucco, the roof of red tile. Mexican hacienda? Cowboy ranch? Both, I think. The styles blended well into an impressive façade flanked by eucalyptus and olive trees, and a stand of tall pines to the back and left side. The strong scent of roses greeted me – I imagined that under better circumstances Lawton and I might have enjoyed a stroll through his gardens.

Once I pulled into a small area reserved for parking, I saw that one car was pulling out and another three people were saying their goodbyes to Lawton at the ranch house door. I would not have been the only guest that night.

Quietly exiting the Jeep, I made myself as innocuous as possible, while waiting for the commotion to die down. When Lawton finally spotted me hovering in the shadows like a frightened mouse, his troubled look was hardly inviting. He waited as I approached, only to turn away when I was just a few feet off. As he re-entered the house, he left the door wide open, which I took to mean that I was welcome to follow him inside. 

Gone were the jeans and cowboy shirts Lawton usually wore, replaced with a pair of khaki slacks and a loose-fitting silk shirt that draped his torso and tucked in at the waist. He wore boots, yes, but a dressier pair than any I’d seen him wear. The house was nothing like his modest cabin in the canyon where we’d spent so many nights. I knew I was stepping into wealth as soon as my feet hit the slate floor entry and I followed Lawton into an enormous great room, much of which I was too dazed to see when I had to concentrate on other, more pressing matters. A stone fireplace at one end, the casual elegance of leather and heavy woods, the scents and smells of the filthy rich gave me a significant shudder – though miles apart from Ryder’s fancy family estate, there seemed to be a strange similarity amongst the rich; not something that could be seen with the eye, but rather felt on a more primal level. 

The world of rancher Lawton Brady shifted dramatically in my mind. In all the time we’d spent together, there’d only been rare signs of his wealth. He seemed like such a normal guy. But this: this was the rest of his life. Our already rocky relationship seemed to be resting on the shifting sands of a completely different place and time. It was enough to have me wondering if I’d once again stumbled into a world where I had no right to be. However, of more immediate concern at that moment was seeing that Lawton and I were not alone. A well-dressed couple sat on one of the leather couches by the fireplace and stared at me, waiting for their curiosity to be satisfied. Meanwhile, Lawton had taken a spot by the fireplace, with one booted foot resting on the raised hearth and a cool but inquisitive look on his grim face. 

I wanted desperately to conduct our business in private, but was too scared to suggest that. What if he refused my request? I had nothing left to do but state my case.

“Lawton, I’m sorry…I intended to be here at six. I was dressed and ready but…” I abruptly stopped, not knowing what else to say. In my race to make amends after a night with Ryder, I’d neglected to come up with a plan for what I’d say – or, for that matter, consider the possibility that I’d be speaking not just to Lawton but what I believed was a formidable audience. As the seconds passed and the silence swept the room with a degree of anxiety, I considered my alternatives. 

The fireplace roared behind the man, its heat soon beating against my face. Though I suppressed the urge to flee, I still had nothing to say.

Was it my imagination or had Lawton’s cool reserve turned icy cold? Nothing about his mood seemed welcoming now. Was it my failing that caused such a distance between us or was it the place itself – an example of Lawton’s claim about his home being a place ‘where good relationships go to die.’

I let my gaze wander as I tried to think, but when nothing glib or witty came to mind, I managed simply, “I wish I could take back the last five hours, Lawton. But I obviously can’t. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m sorry too,” he finally added his two cents. 

For the first time since we’d met, I was on the verge of confessing the truth. I wanted to offer up my body as compensation. Let him punish me; that would have eased my sorry soul. And if he did, he would have seen right off that I’d already been beaten that night, with the marks from Ryder’s bundle of switches impossible to hide. I’d explain then, explain it all. How Ryder had taken me into the woods and abused me; how my life had become a nightmare ruled by the man’s vengeance; how I’d left him at the alter, figuratively slapping his face in defiance, and how I’d fled across the country in fear of his unending reprisal.

If Lawton’s guests hadn’t been sitting off to the side maybe I would have launched into my whole distasteful story. Oh, but who am I kidding? I was no closer to telling him the truth than I was the first day we met. In a perfect world, I might have acted that nobly, but I was far too ruled by fear – of Ryder, certainly – but even more so of what Lawton Brady would think of me. Holding on to the hope that I could resurrect something from this broken relationship kept me silent when I really should have told the truth.

Lawton waited and so did I. I suppose we both expected that I’d finally say something more in my defense, but having rejected the only thing that might have meant something; there was really no reason for me to be in Lawton’s house at all. The situation only grew more awkward as I realized I should have never come in the first place.

“I’ll go now. It’s late and I’m sure you’re tired.” I turned to his guests with an embarrassed smile. “Please excuse me for interrupting your evening.”

I turned to leave, but Lawton suddenly jumped in before I could begin my retreat. 

“What? That’s it? No explanation?” 

I looked back, very much surprised that he’d even said a word. He’d opened the door to my thoughts and I could have slid smoothly into the truth again. But again, I backed away. Another opportunity missed. 

“Fear, Lawton. I’ve been badly burned in love. Maybe at the heart of it, I’m just not ready to take that chance again.” 

“And that’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

“That’s all I can say.” I’d given him no more clue to my state of mind than I did when I came back from San Francisco. I knew he was frustrated, and so was I. 

 “Fine. That’s just fine, Sam. Now I think you should leave. Come back when you have something meaningful to say.”

Mine was a long walk to Lawton’s front door, and though he didn’t bother to see me out, with every step of the humiliating retreat I felt Lawton’s eyes push me on my way. 


Chapter Eleven

I shouldn’t have worried about serving up that cheese omelet the next morning, Lawton was not at Miss Bessie’s.

“So, whadya do, girl?” Miss Bessie demanded to know in her heavy Southern drawl.

“Do…what?”

“Mr. Brady ain’t here this morning. I hear he’s eating breakfast at the coffee shop.”

“I guess we won’t be seeing much of each other, Miss Bessie. And if you’d rather have him here than me, I certainly understand.”

She gave me a weird look, as if to say, ‘What the hell are you talkin’ about.’ 

“You jus better be good to the rest of my customers, don’t go scaring them away.”

“Oh, I promise.”

I followed Lawton into the hardware store during a break in my shift and confronted him between the ratchet sets and lawn equipment.

“Don’t go forgetting Miss Bessie in your attempts to distance yourself from me. She was pretty pissed off this morning when you ate breakfast down the street.”

“Was she now?”

“She has radar for trouble.”

“That she does.” He sighed and scratched his head. “I suppose if she’s so upset about where I eat breakfast, I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Lawton, thanks.”

He nodded to me and I left. 

While I did my duty on behalf of Miss Bessie, I put Lawton and myself back in the same place for at least an hour every morning. I’m sure he didn’t linger like he used to, but it was clear that the emotions remained sharp and strained between us. 

“Why don’t you two make up,” Bessie said often enough – though not so Lawton could hear. But of course, neither of us would budge. Miss Bessie just had no clue what kept us so divided. 

The weeks went by and soon the awkward tension in our relationship eased, much as it had before. However, we both went on to other business. I started the first steps toward taking the California bar exam; although I had to be very careful about that, since that little item had not been on the resume of activities that I recited for my friends in Rio Marinas. I figured by the time the exam took place, I’d have concocted a decent story to explain this heretofore unmentioned part of my previous lie. I wanted to get my story straight, but when you lie enough it gets easier every time.

The next eight months came and went uneventfully, while I studied for the bar exam and kept to myself. It was hard to believe that I’d been in Rio Marinas nearly two years. So far, there’d been no new command performances from my ex, though I remained vigilant. I knew he would return, and this time I didn’t lie to myself. Ryder worked on his own timetable, so I could never be sure when he’d fit me into his busy schedule. So far it hadn’t failed that just when I thought he would be out of my life forever, he showed up. My thinking wasn’t faulty anymore; he would come after me once again…

And so he did.

The next time was like a memory from the past sweeping me away. He found me studying for the bar exam in the Rio Marinas library. I could have studied in my room, and I often did, but the library lent a certain kind of mood to my study that inspired more concentration. I was less likely to be distracted by TV, cell phone calls, and curious noises in the boarding house. 

“Samantha.” I heard his voice, not immediately connecting it with Ryder. Though when I finally looked up from the passage I was diligently reading, I jumped six inches in my chair, shocked. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked in a livid whisper. 

“Oh, you thought I’d suddenly disappear?” he whispered back, as he casually sat down next to me so we could talk privately in hushed and heated tones. “I certainly didn’t mean to ever imply that.”

“No, you never have.”

 He smiled. “If you’d like to pull this off without making a scene, that’s fine with me. I’ll walk out, as if I were just a casual friend stopping by to say hello. Give me sixty seconds, then you pack up your books and leave. I’ll be waiting for you outside. How’s that for unobtrusive?”

“And if I refuse you?” I asked.

“You won’t. I know that. But since you asked, perhaps you should know what’s been on my mind, lately. I’ve been contemplating my options with you. You have no idea the possibilities that have presented themselves. So far, I have nothing earth-shattering to report, but I have seriously considered taking you away from all this silly posturing for normalcy, kidnapping you outright and never giving you back to your measly life.”

I stared at him in horror. “Ryder, no.”

“Oh, yes. You’d serve as my mistress, slave if you wish to call it that, a literal captive in an underground world where you’ll do more than just help me let off steam. Pretty redheads are fine commodities on the international girl market. You’d have everything you’d need, but practicing law would be pretty much off the table, and you’d have to say goodbye to this lovely town. I’m sure you’d fight me tooth and nail at the start, but you’d eventually come around. There are men, better than I, I might add, who have strong track-records at turning recalcitrant bitches and reluctant subbies into perfectly acquiescent playthings. Their methods can be pretty ruthless, and are no doubt painful, but they do get results. I’ve seen the evidence – and when I did, the thought of Kristen Davies in that role was too thrilling to ignore.”

I could not mask my horror as I listened to his plan. I briefly stared around, wondering if anyone was listening. Thankfully no. Finished with the threat, he waited a moment before adding: “I’d suggest, my dear, that you put a sunny expression on that pretty face and follow me out of here in sixty seconds. I won’t keep you long tonight. You have nothing to fear on that score.”

That said, he got up and left the library. 

I’m sure it was far longer than sixty seconds before my heart slowed down its panicked beating to something normal, and I could manage to put away my law books. There was no doubt, however, about what I’d do. Already, Ryder’s powerful aura held me in its grasp – not just with the awful threat he’d leveled at me, but with the promise of the raw and nasty sex that would fill my next hour.

That seedy motel I planned to stay in when I first arrived in Rio Marinas…? The one that Miss Bessie steered me from – with the bums and druggies? 

Ryder pulled his SUV into a space in front of that motel’s room #10, at the far end of the long building. From rooms closer to the motel office you could hear the sound of Mexican music drifting into the night, and smell the pungent scent of Mexican food – although my mouth was hardly watering. 

The motel made no apologies for being a dive. Once I stepped into the room, my shoulders hunched UP to my ears as a squeamish feeling came over me. Everything about the place, the peeling paint, the tattered drapes, the worn chenille bedspread, made me think of bedbugs.

“Tacky, isn’t it?” Ryder commented. 

“I think I’d rather you fuck me in the bushes.”

“Don’t worry. Like I said, this won’t take long. Take of your clothes and we’ll get started.”

Ryder then sat on the bed and watched the slow process of my mind in its feeble efforts to proceed with what he ordered. I stared around. I stared at him. My entire body trembled. All I wanted to do was split, and yet I knew that would be impossible. His formidably virile body could quickly overtake me and what had been civil so far could get ugly. Shaking before him, I waited for my fears to settle, which eventually they did. The titillation that another scene with Ryder always brought out in me, finally emerged and I began to remove my clothes. My pussy was so wet by the time I was naked that I could smell my feral juices wafting up from my crotch. Any time I looked at Ryder, which wasn’t often, I could feel his lust. 

Stripped of my clothes, I waited, still shivering, still aroused, while a pleased smile broke out across his face. He finally rose and moved my way. I turned my head aside when he tried to kiss me – his lips still seemed foreign and distasteful – but he pulled my chin back with his hand and demanded the kiss, his mouth opening on mine, his tongue forcing its way beyond my lips. 

Then he pulled back and began to slap my pussy with his one hand, while reaching around to assault my asshole with his other. No more than a few seconds passed and I was leaning into him, body spasming with a long stream of orgasms I could not stop.

“That’s it, slut. That’s it,” he urged. “Come on my hand.”

I hated his control, but gave in nonetheless. Would it ever be any different between us? Was I doomed the very first time I laid eyes on him in the bar?

When he thrust me to the bed, I was so ready to be penetrated that I didn’t balk. 

But suddenly, there was a knock on the door and a big burly Latino walked in. My head turned his way, then tucked back underneath me as I realized what was about to happen. 

His large hands were fierce and commanding, like Ryder’s, but even rougher. Ryder abandoned my upturned ass and climbed on the bed, moving toward my head with his cock already free and aimed directly at my mouth. Along with my first taste of his salty head, I felt the stranger plunge his organ into my pussy. I shrieked and pulled back – the guy was huge! Certain I’d be torn apart, I struggled, until Ryder slapped my face for balking, and the Mexican’s two big hands captured my ass cheeks and pried them far apart. 

“Get used to it, slut!” Ryder said, “Or I’ll give you to all the boys down the hall. I’m sure they’d be happy to join their friend.”

“No, please!” I managed, before Ryder’s cock was in my mouth and effectively silencing any protest.

As I was getting used to Ryder in my mouth, the man behind me thrust his way back in my cunt and was banging hard. 

“Ah, sí,” I heard him moan. More guttural grunting followed. Then I felt something pressed against my anus, a finger maybe scouting out that taut entrance. 

If there was any doubt about what was about to happen, it was made clear with Ryder’s exclamation: “Go ahead and take her ass.” 

The foreplay got more vigorous; a little lube came out of nowhere, and soon there were several fingers priming my butt hole with as much force as the man’s cock inside my pussy. I gave in. I had no choice. Ryder in my mouth, the Mexican in my ass, and both ends were worked until I had Ryder’s come all over my face and the Mexican ejaculating deep inside my entrails. In the midst of all that I must have orgasmed. When Ryder finally dismissed me to the bathroom, there was a puddle of sex juices on the bedspread, the remnants of my own sexual climax. 

No whips, no chains, no bondage, no humiliating myself with humble posing on the floor. That was it.

I was back in my life hardly two hours after I’d been taken away, left stunned and, except for a little sore, very sated. As ugly and demeaning as the scene had been, my body had responded once again. But as much as I tried – for the sake of my sanity – to accept what was inevitable with Jon Ryder, I could not. My spirit kept fighting it off. Yes, he could make me come in all the unusual ways. He no longer needed to prove that to me. But I still loved another man, and despite the fact that I couldn’t have Lawton Brady, my heart still ached for him. Most days it was impossible to deal with the constant conflict of the two men, so as best I could, I pushed them to the far reaches of my mind and zeroed in on the cold facts of US law and being the sweetest, sunniest waitress at Miss Bessie’s Soul Food Diner.


Chapter Twelve

Although Lawton and I remained friendly, we spent little time in each other’s company. After the rude way I’d treated him, I figured he’d written off our love affair for good, though from time to time, I’d see his magnanimous smile and a twinkle in his dark eyes. In the presence of his cheerful smile and handsome virility, my heart still skipped beats. I tried to guard myself against the strong attraction between us, but it wasn’t long before I could feel it getting fired up again. Perhaps the more I had of Ryder, the more I needed Lawton. When Lawton suggested a few casual dates, I was a little shocked, and I politely refused. But when he invited me to a barbecue on the hill, the invitation seemed so kindly offered and so innocuous that I had to accept. 

Unlike my previous trip up the hill, this one was quite a celebration. The whole town seemed to have been invited, including Miss Bessie and Miss Inez. As expected, the dour Inez refused – “She’s been refusing me for the last twenty years, I’d be shocked if she ever accepted,” Lawton told me, laughing. On the contrary, Miss Bessie was there with her laughs and jokes, warm hugs and a big pan of her original fried chicken. A local Country Western band played on the edge of Lawton’s enormous outdoor patio, and I stood next to another the waitress from the diner, watching in awe as two lines of females performed a perfectly executed country line dance.

“Why don’t you join them?” I turned at the sound of Lawton’s voice behind me. 

“Because I’d stumble all over myself if I tried?” I laughed.

Briefly, our eyes met and a flutter of that old desire returned. Ignoring that and Lawton, I turned back and focused on the dancers, while fending off the energy of the man, which seemed to be crawling all over my back. 

Later, after he’d wandered off, I moved inside the house where it was cooler, chatted with a few people I knew, then moved toward the kitchen to find something to drink. Not actually knowing where I was going in the huge house, I moved on instinct toward what surely had to be the kitchen. When instinct failed, I found myself in a back corridor, literally bumping into Lawton. 

This time we were just too close, so way inside each other’s space that we could not stop the wildness as our energies exploded. He moved on me so suddenly that I let out a small shriek, then afterwards, as his lips pressed against mine, my entire being relented to the determined attack. He grabbed my hands in his, then pushed his hot groin against mine while he devoured my face with kisses – like we were on the beach again, the same lusty feeling rising up to knock us off the stalemate that had ruled our relationship for months. When suddenly he pushed me through a door, I landed back on a bed full of linens. At that point, it was natural to surrender. Like the old Lawton and Samantha, our hands and lips explored what was at once familiar and strangely new. But what over time the body might fail to remember, the heart never forgets. Kisses… a slap or two on my bobbing behind… hands moving with graceless speed… until he finally impaled me with his cock. All this might have been predicted, but it was as startling to me as the first time we made love. 

When Lawton started to roar as he came, I slapped my hand over his mouth, “Shhhusssssssssssssh.” Just a gentle reminder about where we were with his guests roaming all over the house.

He reduced his groan to a low volume, then held me close while our emotions quieted and our bodies recovered – dangerous territory, I know. “You ever miss this?” he asked. 

“All the time, Lawton, all the time.” I had to fend off my tears, they simply wouldn’t be appropriate now. Nor would making plans, or amends, or patching things up between us. I could already feel Ryder coming at me again, the urgency of his need seeking me out like a heat-seeking missile, and I would relent. I would never reject him and he would never stop coming. This was a fact now written in stone. 

Had my impractical love for Lawton been written in stone as well?

“But I can’t…” I started to object to the very thing we so deeply enjoyed.

“Shush. I know. I’m not asking you for a thing. Just once and awhile. As long as you want.”

“You don’t care about hearing the truth?”

“Oh, I care about that, Sam. More than you know. But for now, I’ll live with having you from time to time.”

From time to time seemed like a stupid way to have a relationship with the man I loved, but I could do no better. “Sure, Lawton. From time to time sounds good to me.” 

He smiled. I smiled. Then I gazed around at our surroundings, and gently suggested that maybe he’d better get back to his guests. He was gone sixty seconds later. 

A few weeks after that lovely reunion, I got spanked naked on the beach again, though a little more thoroughly this time. The end of what was to be an innocent dinner of Miss Bessie’s chicken and coleslaw, turned into a feast of a different nature, with the teasing side of my spirit leading Lawton on and all the way to that private cove, where he pulled rank and took me over his knee. It was playful at the start, but when I began to fight the pain, he spanked me harder, then finally took off his belt so that he’d leave welts to remember him by. In fact, that was what he told me, “Just leaving a little something to remember me by, Sam,” as he was belting my poor hurting derriere and I was taking every nasty blow with a craving desire. For a while, I could feel the anger in his delivery, as if he were punishing me for months of bad behavior and our broken dreams. After the dreadful limbo I’d put him through, it almost felt good to feel this righteous wrath on my poor behind. But the fact that the punishment came from Lawton added a dimension of arousal that made even the most vicious cuts feel erotic. 

Sex naturally followed the spanking and I was flying high with him again. I wanted him more than I ever had, but still wisely held back on declarations of love, or wistful musings about our past. Not a thing had changed about my situation. Ryder’s vengeance still loomed over me, as fresh and energized as ever.

When the beach date was over, Lawton dropped me at the boarding house and gave me a companionable kiss on the cheek, just like brother and sister. To say I hoped for more would be an understatement. But to relish for a moment the feeling of being truly loved was enough to inspire some hope.

I was forced to wonder what kind of man would want a woman under such unusual circumstances. But in many ways, Lawton was an unusual man. 

How long could I go on like this: Ryder bearing down on me one minute, Lawton scooping me up in his caring arms the next? I couldn’t say. Somewhere there had to be an end to this nerve-racking limbo; I could not go on like this forever. 

***

A few weeks later, I was returning to my room at the boarding house, my key barely shoved inside the lock when the door gave way. I thought of the night that Lawton appeared in my room uninvited. I was immediately jittery with anticipation, hoping there’d be a repeat of that awesome moment of surprise. But on the other side of the door it was not Lawton’s but Ryder’s cool and mocking face that greeted me. 

“Oh, dear,” my hand went to my mouth.

“Surprised to see me again so soon?”

“How did you get in?” This was as much a surprise as having him show up. 

“Your lovely landlord let me in the door.”

“She did?” That was a hard one to swallow.

“Yes. I told her that I was your brother.”

“And she believed you?”

“Oh, your Miss Inez is a sucker for a charming man with a good story.”

She is? The Inez I knew was suspicious of every man. 

“But, you might want to confirm my story with her, just to keep up appearances.”

“Yes, I guess I’ll have to,” I said weakly.

“Good girl.” He smiled. 

“So, Ryder, why are you here,” I threw my books and purse in the chair. “I have a lot to do, so I hope this won’t take long.”

“Oh, Kristen, so cavalier you’ve become. At least you’re not fighting me anymore. That’s good to see. Maybe you appreciate what I bring to the party.”

“Right,” I came back sardonically.

“Tonight, it’s easy. I have someone I want you to meet, although it will be a rather long drive.”

“Where?”

“Santa Barbara?”

“What?” It was over seventy miles south of Rio Marinas.

“Put on something nice, and be sure it’s sexy.”

“And if I don’t have anything sexy?”

“You do. The purple print would work, but, on second thought, I think I like the teal better.”

He’d apparently been rummaging through my closet.

“Oh, and no panties. I like the thought of your cunt naked.”

I wore the teal. The dress was short and low cut in front, an impulsive purchase after Ryder had ruined the black dress when he whipped me in the woods. 

An easy silence reigned between us during the drive to Santa Barbara. Ryder was on his cell doing business half the time, while I stared out to the darkening sky. When we finally pulled up to the restaurant where we were to meet his friend, I couldn’t help but be scared. It had become clear from Ryder’s explanation of the night – which was brief – that I was being used as bait in one of Ryder’s more sleazy business schemes. I couldn’t understand why a man who had so much wealth from legitimate sources found it necessary to deal with dangerous power brokers who would have taken pleasure in seeing his family business dissolve into nothing. The only explanation was that he loved the game – he’d always been a genius at taking risks. 

The restaurant was located on the top of a cliff overlooking the Pacific. I don’t think I’d ever been to one quite so elegant: the air reeked with diamonds, turned up noses and fake smiles. At first I thought it was a private home since there was no signage on the outside. “Those who need to know can find it,” Ryder told me. “They’re not interested in walk-in traffic.”

On entering, Ryder found his business associate already seated at the bar. He was formally dressed in an expensive suit, designer watch, gold cufflinks, his nationality in question, but clearly he was from the Orient. Chinese. Japanese. Korean. There were no formal introductions made so I couldn’t tell from the name. The man nodded at Ryder, Ryder nodded back, and I was instructed to take a seat next to him at the bar.

I had every reason to be wary of this after the way Ryder had previously threatened me with enslavement. But there was more than just fear going on for me: something about the scene pushed all my submissive buttons. I humbly kept my hands in my lap and my eyes cast down, afraid for even a second to look the man in the eye. I then suffered the subtle but demeaning indignity of having him inspect me with his hand. At first it was pretty innocuous, as he delicately ran his fingers along my thigh and then my breast. Finally he lifted my chin so he could see my face. Still I did not look him in the eye. 

“Yes. She may work,” he said, in perfectly modulated English.

I could see from the corner of my eye, the bartender looking on from some distance away. Did he know what was taking place? And if he did would he find it as repugnant as I did? Or was this the sort of thing that took place in the anonymous restaurant on any given day? 

“Feel free to inspect her in any way you like,” Ryder told the man. “And if you need a more private place, that can also be arranged.”

The man nodded, then slid his hand inside my dress. It came to a steep “V” between my breasts and he had only to draw the inner edge aside to expose my tits. The entirety of one plump orb was pulled free and examined as he might a peach in a grocery store. Then he put that one back and repeated the same inspection with the other. The pale, smooth surface of my flesh was soft to the touch and his hand lingered for a while before he covered the breast again. Working his way down, he ran his hand along my waist, and then finally lifted my dress all the way to my crotch. Though I felt as if I’d been exposed to the entire restaurant, I could see now why Ryder insisted that I wear no panties. 

“Part your thighs, Kristen,” Ryder whispered behind me. 

I couldn’t help but look around at the quiet dining room where there were several dozen guests leisurely enjoying their meals. Thankfully, most were gazing out the long bank of windows that faced the ocean where the sky was still lit with the last remnants of the setting sun.

“Kristen,” Ryder had to prompt me in my hesitation. I parted my thighs as instructed, allowing the stranger’s cool hand to roam about the valley of my sex. When his finger grazed my labia, I inwardly shuddered, but did nothing that would call attention to me; not even a small gasp escaped my lips. He fingered me deeper between my labia and I shuddered again.

“Wet,” he said. 

“She produces copious juices with little effort,” Ryder told him. “Fucking can go on for hours.”

“She’s been tested?”

“Many times.”

The stranger faintly smiled. “You said there was a more private place?”

“Right this way.” Ryder pulled me off the stool, and I followed him down a short hall to a small room with a lone table and chairs. It, too, looked out to the ocean. 

After he swept the cutlery and napkins away, Ryder had me lie back on the table. 

Gulping back emotions of anxiety and desire, I backed in, scooted my ass up on the edge and lay back as ordered, finding that my legs naturally spread open. The gentleman then moved in and taking hold of both my knees, he pushed them firmly back, which had the effect of splaying my sex wide open from my pussy, with its juicy opening, to my taut asshole. Nothing was spared in his inspection. The man probed my cunt more determinedly now, driving his fingers in like a cock as if to see how far they would go. He did the same with my ass, after swathing the opening with a pat of butter Ryder gave him to grease the way.

I jerked as his hand lunged into the tight opening, bearing the discomfort with a wince, but no sound. 

“And fisting?” was the stranger’s only comment, as he continued to batter his way in. “Has she been made to suffer that?”

“No. I assure you, she’s a virgin when it comes to fists, while being well schooled in all the rudiments of fucking cock in any hole.”

The man nodded, then removed his hand from my ass and wiped it on a linen napkin. Finally, he inspected my mouth, forcing me to open wide so he could see my teeth and tongue. When he was finished, he wiped his hand again and pulled out a disinfectant wipe to complete the job.

“I’ll be calling to make the arrangements soon, Mr. Ryder,” he tersely announced, then he nodded, bowing at the same time, to which Ryder bowed in return. Then he left the room with me still laid out as if a gynecologist was about to enter for an exam. 

“Jon, what is going on?” By then, I was too anxious not to ask.

He turned to me. “I should think it’s pretty obvious. I’m making the most of you as an asset. If I wasn’t clear before, it should be clear now that your cooperation is imperative. You did very well.”

His threat was more real now than ever, something to think about as he quickly plunged his cock in my steamy hole and screwed me. Just a perfunctory fuck; as if he thought the evening just wouldn’t be complete unless I had been used. Yes, I was aroused, but it was not the sort of arousal to make me wildly orgasmic – or orgasmic at all. I’m sure my present fears played a role in that, but maybe there was more. Maybe Ryder was losing that charismatic hold on me. What he previously wanted was a fairly private revenge and this took his game to an entirely new level.

We hardly spoke on the long drive back. In fact, I napped for a while and woke up just as we were driving down the main street of town, minutes away from the boarding house. 

When he pulled up before the house, he leaned in and forced a kiss on my mouth before he opened the door of the SUV. “You were superb, darling,” he said. “I’ll be seeing you soon.”

I stood on the street watching him as he backed out, put the car in gear and then made the corner, heading back toward the highway. 

***

I’d barely recovered from Ryder when three days later Lawton called – this time a command performance. He wanted to see me at the canyon house that night.

I jumped at the chance to see him, though it seemed rather awkward since it had been a long time since we’d been together. 

“You think you can make it at six?” he asked, his voice unusually terse.

“I can, long as I don’t get kidnapped by the devil,” I retorted wryly, Ryder still very much on my mind, though Lawton wouldn’t know that.

As I drove into the valley, the air was as dark and forbidding as it had been that first time he brought me to his home. Fog had already rolled in off the ocean and was spilling into every crevice of the canyon. I could barely see the cabin when the road widened into the front yard. And when the sleeveless t-shirt I wore did nothing to ward off the chill, I raced to the door and went inside, finding a brooding Lawton on the other side. He sat in his big easy chair sipping Scotch – not his usual drink – and stared at me with eyes that went straight to my soul. I immediately wondered what I’d done wrong.

“You’re late.” He looked at the wall clock that recorded the time at nearly six thirty.

“I think that’s a little fast,” I said in my defense.

“I doubt that,” he came right back.  

“My, you’re in quite a mood.” I tried to sound cheery, though that was hardly what I was feeling. Yet, any chance to lighten his somber tone I was willing to take. 

“I suppose I am,” he came back no less bleak.

“You want to tell me about it?”

“No, I don’t,” he said flatly.

“Okay. Fine.” If I could keep secrets from him, I had to give him the same latitude. I smiled thinly and sat down on the high arm of his leather couch. “So why am I here?”

He studied me for a moment as if he might actually change his mind about what he planned. “You’re here because tonight I need a cunt that’s tight and raunchy and willing to take what I dish out. I don’t suppose you’re likely to opt out of that sort of deal, but if playing my slave girl doesn’t suit you, now’s the time to split. It’s your choice.”

Woah! A frightful lot of dark energy poured into my body. I was shivering all over with arousal but just a little scared. Not scared like I was with Ryder – a man with a defective soul. This was a man I loved and respected who seemed to be having more than just your typical bad day, and I was beginning to have some real concerns.

“Lawton, what’s wrong?” 

“You going to stay or not?”

“Of course I’m going to stay.”

“You say that too easily, Sam.”

“Are you trying to scare me?” 

This made him sit up and look at me with a steady eye. “I don’t mean to scare you. There’s nothing twisted or evil about what I want. I want you, and I don’t want you asking any questions. Does that work better?”

“Yes, that’s fair, and I’m fine with it…just let me say ‘uncle’ if you get too rough,” I tried to joke.

He didn’t like that much better. “I wouldn’t worry about that happening.”

“No? You’re sure?”

He shrugged. “Probably not. We’ll just have to see what happens.”

I could see now why he hated the divisive wall I’d constructed between us. His silence was just another brick and more mortar slapped onto the rising blockade. 

I waited for his mood to change, but a change wouldn’t happen fast. Meanwhile, I hugged my bare arms, still a little cold, and cocked my head, allowing myself to feel vulnerable and surrendered. I think he saw the sensuous shift. When he finally rose from his chair, he moved directly forward and lifted me to my feet, then with a steady hold around my back, he fastened his lips to mine in a crushing kiss. I had the strangest feeling he was saying, ‘Forgive me.’ 

When he broke away, his mood was no less tense and his desire was clearly on the rise. He pushed me back, and I stumbled to stay on my feet, then he kept moving forward, his pent-up rage only more obvious, but there was more. A huge and uncontrollable sadness almost brought me to tears. He kept after me, pushing and shoving me to the bedroom where I welcomed the safety of the bed. 

“Stand up, arms behind you!” he ordered.  

Obeying the order, I stood with my chest thrust forward, my bare nipples poking through my white t-shirt. He spanked my breasts back and forth, then when he stopped he rattled off another order: “Take off your clothes.”

I quickly undressed, thinking all the while that I was about to become a punching bag to assuage his anger, and for a while, he lived up to my fears. My breasts were slapped until the skin stung, then he turned me over and did the same to my ass, while bending me over his arm. His large palms roughly grabbed the cheeks and massaged them with such an aggressive force and emotion that I had to force back my tears. My arousal was on the rise, but so was my anxiety. Surely, he could not go on like this forever. In time, he plunged fingers in the dry hole of my anus. I guessed that he was planning to fuck me there, although the pain of the impalement made it impossible to keep quiet. I moaned in agony.

“What? Too dry?” he asked.

“Yes, Lawton, it’s too dry.”

“You want me to give up?”

“No, just a little lube, please.”

“Aw, she wants a little lube. How nice for you.” I’d never heard him mock me so.

“This isn’t you, Lawton,” I cried.

“That’s what you think, but you don’t really know me, do you?”

“I do know you. I know you very well.”

“But maybe not this side of me.” He started smacking my ass again, which was some relief from the unbearable fear that he’d take my ass dry. 

When the lubricant I asked for ran in a cold river down my anal cleft, I knew that in moments his cock would follow, but not before he gave me another rude shock. From somewhere hidden in the room, he withdrew a bridle and bit. 

“I want you to wear this.” I turned enough to see the strange contraption in his hand, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. 

He was already putting it on me. Straps that bisected my head and a bit that effectively gagged my mouth, which was in turn attached to leather reins. Once that was in place, he slapped a leather collar around my throat and locked it behind my neck. Strange new feelings of submission augmented what I was already feeling. My body seemed to roar with life and my pussy become more sensitive than I could ever have imagined – all because of this weird bridle and bit. 

Finally, he slapped a short tawse against my ass, saying: 

“On the bed, on your hands and knees.”

I felt so flustered that I could barely budge an inch, until he finally shoved me forward. By the time I was positioned as he wanted me, I’d reached the strange nirvana that comes from doing something wildly forbidden for the first time. He moved in behind me, exploring my parted ass a while longer as he held firmly onto the reins. Then with a violent thrust, Lawton speared my back door with a prick that I could only describe as determinedly angry. His emotions, in this case, matched the way he fucked me.

As he pulled back on the reins, the edges of my mouth burned from the thick bit wedged between my teeth. I shook my head like a furious filly, which forced his hand to pull up tight against the back of my head. Something about the demand brought me to another depth of surrender, to a place where I’d never played before – even with Ryder. I suppose I would have stomped my feet too had I been in that position, but this was certainly enough. Subjugated. Driven to my knees. Ridden into the savage places of desire, the climax built and soon exploded in a frantic coming. He came too, ramming his member into my ass while my inner muscles milked him dry.

My ass hurt when the fucking was over, so did my mouth. But deep within, a feeling of satisfaction moved me to tears. Every other time Lawton had taken me to such dark places, he’d followed up with his enormous arms lovingly wrapped around me. This time would be different. Had his dark mood still not lifted? 

I lay on the bed alone and waiting, while empty minutes lingered on. 

When I realized that he wouldn’t be coming back, I finally lifted myself from the bed, and moved out to the living room where I found Lawton much the way he was when I first arrived. 

With the bridle, bit and collar still in place, I felt a little strange, though Lawton didn’t look at me this way. I was embarrassed by the costume, but if this is how he wanted me, this was what I’d do for him.

“Come here,” he motioned me toward him, to a place on the dusty floor between his legs. Settling in, I leaned my head against his thigh and closed my eyes, waiting for him to say more – if he would. Time passed in our silent tableau. The room became so quiet that I could hear the clock ticking the minutes away. Lawton’s hand was in my hair, as much as it could be with the bridle around my head. Still dazed by the last half hour, my thoughts roved from place to place. How long would he make me wear the strange contraption? It actually fit as if he’d made it for me, which was an eerie thought. Was this scene supposed to tell me that he was into kinky ponyplay? To me, just the idea of turning humans into ponies seemed absurd. What I couldn’t deny, however, was what happened to me in the bedroom – the stunning way that I’d been fucked. 

I wondered about the quiet. I wondered about Lawton’s thoughts. And finally when I just couldn’t stand the silence anymore, I looked up, letting him see my present distress. 

“Oh, you want this off?” he asked. 

I nodded.

The hand that absently stroked my bridled head began to remove the thing. The collar came last, and I was relieved to be finally freed from the thing, even given the satisfying feeling of submission it produced. 

“Now what was it you had to say?”

“Is this…is this what you’ve been hiding from me?” I asked.

“Good God, no!” he came right back. “Just a means to an end. If the weather had been more pleasant I might have worked you in the paddock, but this was enough. At least for today.”

“I guess I don’t know exactly what end you had in mind.”

“You don’t have to understand, do you?”

“No, I guess not.”

The affection seemed to be returning to him, with the dark force that held him in its grasp now in retreat. I didn’t have to see his face or hear him say another word to feel the change in mood.

“Did I give you what you needed?” I looked up asking. 

The smile returned to his face. “Yes, Sam, you did.” 

I thought we would spend the night in the cabin, but after he pulled me into his lap for a long embrace and a few tender kisses, he announced that it was time for me to leave. He brought us both to our feet and gave me one last and very comforting hug.

“You be careful driving out,” he said. “In fact, why don’t you wait until I can follow you.”

“You’re leaving too?”

“I have to make a trip to LA and should get my things packed.” I would have gone with him in a heartbeat had he asked, but then I remembered that our carefully carved out relationship didn’t include things like that. Just the unpredictable few times when we suddenly exploded on a sexual level.

I didn’t realize until after I was on the road, with Lawton close on my tail, that something special had happened that night. We shared silently what we couldn’t speak about. This should have been some consolation, but it just seemed to make me sad. I didn’t know how many more times I could be intimate with Lawton and deny us both all we dearly longed to have.


Chapter Thirteen

A week later, Lawton was back at his perch in the diner eating his morning omelet. 

“How was the trip?” I asked.

“It went well,” he said. I poured him a cup of coffee and was about to move on. “Say, what’s this I hear about you and the bar exam?”

A funny tingle of guilt almost made me blush. “Oh, yes. It’s coming up soon… if I don’t chicken out.”

“You want to explain that?”

“Right. I guess you didn’t get the whole story,” I gulped.

“I don’t think I got any of that story.” He sounded miffed, so I gave him the explanation I’d been passing on to my Rio Marinas friends over the past several months.  

“I studied law when I was in Florida.”

“I thought you dropped out of school.”

“I did that too. I didn’t tell anyone because, because, well, I’d pretty much given up on the idea of practicing law. I think I’d be good at it, but it just wasn’t the right time.”

“And now is?”

“Maybe. We’ll see. There’s a lot I don’t seem to remember.”

He looked at me and nodded. Rather curiously, I thought. Finally he said: “Yeah, for some reason this story sounds more like what I expected of Samantha Ross.”

Story? I wasn’t sure I liked the way that sounded. “Really? Why’s that?”

“Don’t know. I’ve had a feeling for a long time now that there are huge pieces of your history missing. You’ve virtually said as much. Law student? A little surprising, but it fits.”

“Really.” I didn’t know what more to say. My smile was a little shaky, my nerves definitely on edge. And it didn’t help that all morning, I’d been having premonitions about another visit from my ex. I finally moved onto a table of customers who’d just sat down at the corner table by the window. 

Customers come to Miss Bessie’s Soul Food Diner all day long in a steady stream. I usually paid no attention to the constant arrivals and departures, but just as I was about to serve four heaping plates of food to that table in the corner, I heard the waitress Debbie behind me saying: 

“I wonder who that guy is? Ooo, he is a hunk.” She moved off with a pot of coffee in one hand, a bowl of sausage gravy for table four in the other. 

Me? I held up in my tracks, wearing my dread across my face as if it had been written there in a bold felt pen.

“Hey, girl, you look like you seen a ghost,” Miss Bessie came up behind me, muttering.

“No, not a ghost,” I softly said.

Following my gaze, she looked through the windows into the parking lot, seeing exactly what I did. The broad-shouldered Jon Ryder was standing beside his black SUV, gazing about as if he were waiting for someone, which I suppose he was. Me. In his mouth was a cigarette that he smoked with a casualness that suggested he was a habitual smoker. I knew he was not, and yet, the vague trail of smoke added so much to the picture he presented to the people of Rio Marinas that it seemed completely within his character.

“Miss Bessie, I have a feeling that I’m going to need to leave. Would you mind?” It was nearly the end of my shift. I’d come in early so I could leave early for a long day of studying. 

She shook her head, perturbed. “Hope you don’t mind me sayin’, I don’t like the looks of that man.”

“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.” I moved quickly toward my table of diners and set their plates down, doing my best to focus my attention on them, not on the scene outside the window. 

As I passed back through the lunch counter, I noticed that Lawton had already left. He usually took the side door, leaving cash on the counter to pay for his meal. As I moved into the parking lot, Ryder was leaning against the side of his car, the cigarette squashed at his feet, his eyes on me, a faint smile on his lips. I moved as close as I dared, but then he suddenly leaned forward and grabbed me. His arm went around my waist, and he kissed me on the cheek, his lips remaining intimately at my ear as he spoke.

“Get in the car, Kris, and there won’t be a scene.”

Much later, I would think about that moment and wonder why I let him take me away right out there in front of the world I then called home. So many alternatives were available in that decisive moment, but I considered only one. 

As Ryder was backing the SUV out of the parking lot, I looked up through the windshield, seeing Lawton Brady standing by the side of the diner gazing intently in our direction, his expression curious, though the look in his eyes conveyed real concern. 

***

The upscale bar was dark and filled with smoke, the atmosphere, the music deliberately erotic, and it actually worked on my splintered psyche. All day, I’d been unable to lose the image of Lawton Brady’s face as he watched the intimate scene in Miss Bessie’s parking lot. If it hadn’t been for that, I might have plugged into Ryder’s perverted sensibilities as I had so many times in the past, but this one small thing had kept any eroticism, any arousal at bay. There was no heart, no desire for the task I was to perform that night, even if it was important that I give Ryder’s clients a good show.

Did Ryder see that? I doubt it. His simmering agitation ruled his mood, as it often did. I knew a lot was riding on the success of the night ahead. 

He dressed me in leathers: a black skin-tight dress, two inch collar, and stiletto boots that came just over the knee. Fetish Girl. That’s what he called me. This was what he’d promised his clients. 

As we moved through the smoky interior of the bar, he kept his hand on my back, forcefully pushing me forward. While I was not inclined to balk, I’m sure the long walk between tables and through the various rooms went faster because he was egging me on. I kept my face forward, while my peripheral vision still caught glimpses of men and women eyeing me and the bold attire. What I could tell of the classy patrons suggested they were dressed as richly as their fat bank accounts allowed, which made me an anomaly, standing out from the crowd in the sleazy fetish clothes.

‘Private party.’ The whispering voice was loud enough for me to hear. I looked that way, seeing an entire table of women gazing at me through the darkness with fixated eyes. When we arrived at the lounge furthest from the main door, I walked into a scene not unlike what I’d seen in the other rooms, though this was totally populated by men: a mix of races, most of them Oriental. Ten in all. Stuffed shirts. Gleaming gold. The pride and self-assurance of wealth and control clearly in play. “You’re here to give them a good time,” Ryder had said. In my mind there was no choice but to obey his instructions. 

He led me straight to a small wooden platform in the middle of the room, at the center of the tables, and there I began to dance at his command. A sound speaker with sexy exotic music played behind the hushed conversation, and as I began to move, the murmur of voices began to recede. 

‘I’m not a dancer!’ I’d told him during the drive. 

He said that made no difference. Mr. Wu liked the way I moved. 

Mr. Wu – the man who inspected me? 

Yes, that Mr. Wu. 

He was in the far corner looking on, though not with the same intensity as his friends – or were these just business associates? That was not for me to know. 

I was to move, to turn them on with my eyes, my body, my red hair, my pretty lips. “That natural innocence, Kris. You’ve been attracting men with that for years.”

Attracting men? I could only remember three distinctly: Ryder, Tom Quinn and Lawton Brady. They were the only ones I cared about. But if I wanted a good night, I’d better be attracting these men too. “Think of yourself as humble, submissive, the good little Oriental bride, if that works – not that being a bride is a role you seem to favor.” 

Those were Ryder’s instructions and so I danced for them as he required, losing  myself in the music, thinking not of them, but my body and the feeling of freedom that seemed to take hold inside my spirit.

After a while, I moved off the platform and into the room, taking each man in my sights and dancing slowly before them, as if they were the only man in the room. I moved even closer, straddling laps and dancing my crotch against their knees. Their hands came out to play, running up my thighs and deep into the crevice of my sex, their fingers finally touching my pussy lips and withdrawing the wet evidence of my arousal to show their friends. My pheromones gave off the scent of sex. 

They all jeered at what they found. 

When I was back on my feet, Ryder moved behind me and lowered the zipper that held the leather dress tightly to my torso. With the whole dress at my feet, I stepped out in the stiletto boots and my collar, taking my dance to a whole new level of eroticism. The hands could be bolder now, covering a tit, squeezing a nipple, running a palm along bare skin and finally fishing their way to the love nest they desired to use. 

At last, I was laid out on a table and they came at me on all sides. One for my mouth, one for my ass or cunt, one on either side to take advantage of my free hands.

As the night wore on, I jacked them off, I sucked their cocks, I took them in my ass and cunt. Two managed to plunge their fists into my wide open pussy fucking me hard till they heard my cries – just as Mr. Wu had mentioned weeks before. The awesome experience took my breath away; I could barely hang on and absorb the pain. 

I was their entertainment – the pretty redhead with the green eyes, the pale white skin, the sexy moves and the tight cunt.

With my sexual instincts taking over, my cunt exploded several times. I must have given them what they came for because they went away pleased. I saw their smiles. Their satisfaction. The look on Mr. Wu’s placid face. Even someone so inscrutable can register satisfaction in their brows and eyes. By the time the men slinked away, my body was covered in a sticky bath of cum; they’d been thoroughly entertained. 

Feeling Ryder’s threats hanging over me, I gave my body enthusiastically that night. But while they might have used my body, they certainly did not claim my mind. Every minute of those two long hours of sex, it wasn’t the gangbang, or Ryder, or Mr. Wu foremost in my thoughts, but Lawton Brady. His image was firmly fixed in my mind, clear as glass, standing by the diner’s side door, watching me leave with a stranger in the black SUV. 

***

After a night’s sleep, a long hot shower and a cup of coffee, Ryder led me back to his SUV and we began the return trip to Rio Marinas. 

“You’re taking the bar exam soon, is that right?” he asked.

“That is my plan. There’s one scheduled in about a week.”

“Good. That’s good. What I hoped to hear. You’re going to be more useful than I originally thought.”

“And how is that?” I looked at him suspiciously.

“Long as you behave yourself, Kris – and what you choose to call yourself I don’t really care, Samantha if you like, that’s fine with me. Regardless, I want you moving to LA, joining my team of lawyers. You’ll be well paid and it will be easier to keep my eye on you.”

I didn’t know what to say. Flat out rebellion came to mind. And there were a lot of nasty things I might have said. But instead, I just stewed in my thoughts, leaving him to wonder what was going on in my ‘pretty head’. 

“Of course, you’ll be doing me favors on the side,” he continued, “same sort of arrangement we’ve had the last year. It’s not enslavement, not exactly. There will be no cuffs and collars as long as you keep your nose clean and do as you’re told. And you’ll have some freedom. You can travel. Have your friends, a normal life – just as long as you know that in a heartbeat, I can reel you in. I always have, I always will.”

“I suppose the way you see it, Jon, I have no choice.”

“Have you ever had a choice?” he mocked me with his laugh.

“No. I suppose not.” 

We drove on along the highway north, then toward the fertile green fields of the California coast. Long silences followed because I had nothing to say to the man. Though, to my surprise I was the one who finally broke the silence. We were within twenty miles of Rio Marinas. For miles the question had burned in my brain, waiting to be asked: “So, how did you find me, Jon? After I moved to California?”

He laughed before he answered, and left me waiting for the answer with a long dramatic pause. “I know you tried so hard to escape me, Kris. And you really did a pretty good job. But what I knew was that eventually you’d slip up. Get casual. Assume you’d hidden yourself too well to be found, maybe assume I’d quit seeking you out. Both were naïve assumptions. I wasn’t about to let you go. Once you made your calls to the friend in San Francisco, Brit Frances, wasn’t that her name? I had you back. After that, I almost knew your movements better than you did yourself.”

“But how did you know about Brit?”

He smiled in that furtive, scheming way he had. “I had a copy of your address book. I knew about everyone who’d ever touched your life.”

“Good God. How did you get that?”

“I copied it long before you left me. Just in case.”

Just in case. On hearing this, a shudder of regret and fear and anxiety passed through me. This explained so much, and was all I needed to know. 

After that revelation, I sat quietly back in my seat for the rest of the trip, letting my mind wander until I was finally home.


Chapter Fourteen 

A week later I took the bar exam as scheduled, sure that I passed. After that I started planning my exit from Rio Marinas, packing boxes, telling the world that I was moving to LA, where I’d been offered a job in a prominent law office. 

Lawton and I weren’t saying much to each other, just the usual pleasantries that go along with waiting on tables and being an agreeable customer. The huge wall between us just grew taller by the day as we each retreated into our own protective shells. He never asked about the man with the black SUV and I never offered an explanation.

My plans were well known in town, though in the interest of maintaining my privacy, I gave up only the necessary details, enough to satisfy the curiosity of those that cared. It had been my persona to be a bit remote and during those crucial days, I didn’t want to do anything out of character. With a sunny disposition to back up the conversations about my future, I had everyone thinking I was excited about the move – a new adventure in a young woman’s life. 

I couldn’t get casual about the details; too much was riding on smoothly pulling off my getaway. Everything had to be perfectly executed. I had to make people believe that I was on my way to LA, when really I had my mind set on Georgia, maybe Alabama, surely somewhere in the deep south where no one knew me and I knew no one. Having to cut myself off again from an entire world, and one I cared deeply about wasn’t easy – not as wonderful as this one had been to me. But it was a price I’d pay. I’d lose the love of my life in the process, that too, which meant that nearly every night for two weeks, I cried about the cruel things life makes one do. But though I may have cried at night, every morning I woke up more determined than ever to take back my life. I’d be damned if I’d be Ryder’s girl the rest of my life. I didn’t want to be his wife, his whore, or his attorney. Certainly there was somewhere I could go beyond his posse’s reach. 

A new name. My hair dyed blonde. And plenty of miles to memorize the stories I’d tell to my new friends. I’d done it once and almost succeeded, and I could certainly do it again. This next time, there’d be no mess-ups, no mistakes, no assumptions about my safety to give me away.

***

The packing was almost finished, and I was in my room checking through the bureau, the medicine cabinet, even under the bed, when I heard the sound of footsteps vibrating Miss Inez’ stairs. Normally at this time of day I would have been at Miss Bessie’s waiting tables, but I’d said my goodbyes the day before. 

“Samantha?” Lawton was at the door. 

Oh, I was afraid of this. He’d hardly said a word to me since he heard about my impending move to LA. A few stilted conversations to fill in the facts, but that was all, except for the good luck kiss and warm hug. Did he expect more now, in private? 

“Lawton, hi.” I looked up doing my best to smile.

“Hi, yourself,” he said.

“I’m about to leave.”

“Yes, I can see. And I don’t want to hold you up. But there’s something I thought you should see.” He pulled out a copy of the LA Times he’d been carrying under his arm and opened it to the third page, bottom corner.

I gazed down, rather absently, then looked closer, at the picture first, then the headline, the caption and the first paragraph before my legs gave way. Luckily I was standing by the bed where it could catch my limp body as I sat down. I clutched the paper in one hand, my other going to my chest in shock.

“Your boyfriend?” Lawton asked.

“No, never.” I shook my head. I had to let my emotions settle, my mind get a grip. I looked again at the picture, the headline, the caption and the opening lines of the obituary.  

Billionaire businessman Jonathan Ryder, heir to the Ryder Fortune, fell to his death in a climbing accident in Yosemite…

A long litany of his life and fortunes followed. 

“I don’t want to keep you,” Lawton finally spoke. “I know you’re leaving today and probably want to get on the road.”

I shook my. “No, no,” I could still barely speak. “I-I don’t think I’ll be leaving today after all.” I looked up more bewildered than ever.

“Is that so?”

I nodded.

“Well, I’m sorry about your friend. Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes,” the life was starting to flow back into my body. “Yes, I’m going to be fine, just fine.” I think I might have even smiled.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure, Lawton. Thank you for bringing me this.”

“Yeah, sure. I guess I’ll see you soon.”

***

My friends knew only that the mysterious man from the diner had died in a climbing accident, fell off the sheer face of a dangerous cliff. “He died as he lived,” further news accounts reported. How ironic, I thought.

My friends gave me space to come to them with the bigger story, trusting that eventually I would. Since I’d already quit Miss Bessie’s, I didn’t need to put myself in their midst every day with the uncomfortable subject sitting like an elephant between us all. 

But sitting in my room at the boarding house wasn’t a piece of cake either. 

I had a lot of time to think through my options. I could have Lawton now, my heart leapt on that obvious good news. But was it good news? A whole lot of truth still separated me from the man I loved, and now that Ryder was no longer the major player in my life, I could do nothing less than tell Lawton Brady the truth. What a shocker that would be. 

At the very least, I owed him some explanation, but I had no idea where I’d begin.

Inspiration finally came about eight days after Lawton placed the newspaper in my hands and walked away. A package arrived in my mail at the boarding house, and recognizing the attorneys’ names right off, I tore open the bulky priority mailer. 

Inside was an envelope, a note taped to the outside. 

Miss Ross,

This envelope of documents was among Jon Ryder’s personal effects. He left instructions to have this delivered to you in the event that anything happened to him. He always liked to keep his personal business in order. Adventurer that he was, he was mindful that accidents like the one that claimed his life were not unheard of. Although Jon was facing some serious health issues due to a previously diagnosed birth defect, I find little truth to the scurrilous rumors that are currently floating about that he may have taken his own life. The accident was simply that; those who were climbing with him have confirmed that fact and they are to be believed. Jon had much to live for and we will all miss him.

Rest assured that whatever the sealed envelope contains, it was not tampered with.

Yours sincerely, 

Arthur Moore

I knew what I’d find inside: the dozens of black and white photographs, along with a small computer disk, on which I was sure to find the entire folder of pictures Jon had taken of me. But there was even more than the compromising photographs that had been taken during our kinky sex. Included were photos of Rio Marinas taken by his ‘sources’, notes about my whereabouts, articles about Lawton, pictures of Lawton and me together, or with Miss Bessie at the diner, more of the boarding house and Miss Inez, and everyone of the friends I’d spent any time with at all. There were even several pictures that had been taken at the cabin during the weekend of my capture and enslavement. The entire file chronicled the nightmare of his vengeance in harsh and vivid detail. 

It almost made my stomach wretch to view the scenes and realize how deeply entrenched his mania had become. 

As soon as I put the last of the pictures back in the file, I knew what I had to do. I’d let them speak for themselves, or at least begin a conversation with Lawton concerning the truth about Samantha Ross – aka Kristen Davies.

An hour later, Lawton’s housekeeper, Margarita, let me into the hill house and showed me into Lawton’s study where I found him seated at his desk. Another new persona for my former boyfriend, one in which I thought he was perfectly suited, even if it did look a little strange to see him there, a businessman not the hard-working rancher I knew so well.

I tossed on his desk the envelope containing the file from Ryder. 

“What’s this?” Lawton asked.

“Something you need to see. But first, before you open it, the truth.” I would go straight to the heart of the matter. “I’ve lied to you about who I am. I think you already know that. There were reasons, good reasons. I wasn’t born a liar. There isn’t some crazy gene that’s running my life, that makes me skirt the truth. The man who died was my former fiancé. I hurt him bad, left him at the alter – not that it wasn’t a good idea to stop the marriage before it started. I got confirmation of that after the fact. Six months after I left him, he had me kidnapped and raped. Then for the next eighteen months he stalked me, coming out of the blue and demanding that I submit to him sexually. For months I was petrified. I tried to move out of his reach, and when that didn’t work, I took more extreme measures. I finally landed here, hoping that he’d lose track of me. I changed my name. My friends at home know me as Kristen Davies – although I’m now legally Samantha Ross. During those early months of our love affair, I thought I was safe from the man. But I made a critical mistake and Ryder tracked me down… which when you think about it will explain a lot.” My words had rushed out so fast that the shocked Lawton couldn’t say a word, though I could see his response in his bewildered expression. 

“Look at the pictures, the documentation, Lawton, it is all there – and pretty eerie if you ask me. It’s not pretty, but there is a truth about me you’ll surely see. It’s who I am, at least in part. I know you’ve seen a lot of that woman yourself, but this will look pretty rough. And understand, while I’m not crying because Ryder is dead – you don’t know how I secretly prayed for that to happen – what he did to me was often consensual. I could have stopped it. I could have done a lot of things, but I just kept allowing it to happen, allowing it to destroy our relationship because I didn’t know what else to do. I’m sorry about that. 

“Ryder raised a darkness in me that I can’t deny. That darkness is not going to go away because he’s gone. But you have to see it for yourself. It’s all in the file, this is who I am, Lawton. So, now you have the truth, all of it.” 

I walked out leaving him dazed – before he could say a word. I moved quickly through the greatroom, out the front door to the courtyard and the gravel drive where the Jeep was parked, not realizing until I reached the car that Lawton was just steps behind me. 

I stopped and his hand was on my shoulder, pulling me around. 

“Samantha, you don’t have to run away again.” His strong voice stopped my anxiety in its tracks. “You don’t have to leave Rio Marinas, you don’t have to leave me. Your life is here and I want you here with me.” 

“Lawton, no. You didn’t even look at the file!” A huge wave of emotion came over me, and Lawton had to hold me by the shoulders to keep me from shaking. 

“Look at me, Samantha,” he demanded. And when I did, he said: “I don’t need to look at the file.”

“That’s not the point.”

His jaw tightened and his eyes narrowed. “Listen, I’m not sure why you want to manipulate me into not loving you. You should know me better than to think I’d buy into that silly scheme. You offered up the truth, that’s all I care about and that’s enough.”

“But Lawton—” I started to protest. 

“Don’t ‘But, Lawton’ me. I don’t care what’s in the file. I only care that whatever has kept us apart may have vanished with that man’s death.”

I looked up through glassy eyes, wishing to God that were true. Then trembling almost uncontrollably, I fell against his chest and let him hold me. 

Epilogue

We were naked and fucking for several hours, hardly coming up for air. I got spanked and slapped and kissed and screwed in every possible way, as if Lawton was taking possession of me once again. The way he took control, there wasn’t a single reservation in my body or soul. We both were profoundly satisfied once the exhaustion of making love finally demanded that we get some rest.

I’d dreamed of this day so many times in my quiet hours alone, but I never believed that it would come. The feeling of freedom, the right to love, the hope for a future with a man who loved me; all impossible just weeks before. I knew it would be difficult to forget that Ryder was not somewhere lurking around the next corner, but I figured in time he would finally fade into a distant memory where he belonged. 

There was still, however, a little messy business yet to be taken care of. The next morning, when the day was fresh and new, I insisted that Lawton look through the file. Reluctantly, he consented. 

While he combed through the documents, I waited nervously in the garden amidst the roses, enjoying their smells and the soft feel of their velvety petals. Unfortunately, they did little to take my mind off what was going on in Lawton’s office. Why I should still be anxious after all of his declarations of love, I don’t know, but I was. I was afraid that the entirety of my life so vividly chronicled in black and white and brilliant color would finally seal my fate, and Lawton would send me packing.

When he finally came up the garden path, through the cactus garden and the bright fuchsia blooms of the bougainvillea trellis, the file was in his hand. I trembled scared.

“You saw it all?” I asked, as he approached.

“All of it,” he confirmed. “Why do you look at me as if I’ll change my mind about you?”

“You haven’t?”

“No, Samantha, I haven’t. Have a little faith in me.” He held up the file. “You’re right, this is quite a story. But it’s your past. I’m your present and your future – if that’s what you want. I don’t doubt that you can be quite the slut. I’ve already seen plenty of evidence of that, as you well know. I certainly don’t need these pictures to show me more. I wished you had allowed me to help you, and it disturbs me that you didn’t feel safe enough to open up. It’s hard to believe that while you were working so hard to maintain your sanity, that your life was really about accommodations, and fear, and running from the devil. But that is over now. It’s over, Sam.”

I stood back, tears in my eyes, trying to absorb that fact. “I want to believe that, Lawton.”

“Then do. The man’s dead.”

“So he is.” Suddenly, I wanted to laugh. Instead, I fell into Lawton’s arms and let his warmth give me the reassurance I longed for. 

In the quiet of the gardens on that high hilltop we spent a long while getting used to amazing circumstances that had just swept in and changed our lives. It was Lawton who spoke next. I could tell that he was surveying the beautiful gardens, his eyes then looking toward the horizon, then back to me, as he pulled away so he could look me in the face.

“You know, we should get married here. In this garden.”

He looked around again, admiring what he saw with a satisfied smile.

“Married?”

“Yes, married. I’m a traditional sort of guy. I hope that’s not a problem?”

I shook my head. “No, not in the slightest. But Lawton?”

“Yes.”

“Could we… maybe… burn that file first? Please?” I looked to the bulky manila envelope in his hand.

“Sure,” he chuckled under his breath. “How about we burn it first, then we’ll go down to Miss Bessie’s for a late breakfast. You think you can handle that?” 

“Yes, Lawton. I think I can handle that.”

He kissed me warmly on the cheek, then we walked back to the house, arm in arm. 
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