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		Part One

		Before The Tribe

		

		
		Chapter One

		

		“Bridget!” she whispered anxiously over the information counter. “I need a favor.” The bubbly redhead had a dash of freckles across her nose that made her look either cocky or sweet depending on her mood. She was an artist, carrying her leather portfolio under her arm as she moved through the museum lobby on the way to her studio.

		“Nope, sorry,” the museum’s associate curator turned away heading back toward her office.

		“Bridgey, please!” Alecia’s whisper was more impatient.

		Her blonde friend whipped around, “No, you’re off limits,” she said, sure that Alecia had some scheme in the works.

		“I know, I know, but you have to help me.” Two women on the far side of the lobby, hearing the disquieting conversation turned and stared. Bridget stared back at them with a pleasantly calm smile. “In my office,” she said to Alecia, “but make it quick and quiet.”

		When the door closed behind them, Bridget turned around with a grim and determined expression on her face.

		“You look so serious, Bridgey.”

		“I’m working, Alecia.”

		The official looking Bridget Fox was dressed in a smart teal green designer suit that flattered her slim body, while her blonde hair trailed behind her head in a long French plait. When it wasn’t braided, she wore it loose to dangle down her back, to sway as she moved with a sensuous and innocent ease. Perhaps it was the soft bangs on her forehead that often made her look much younger than her twenty-nine years. With blue eyes twinkling, she could adopt the face of a twelve-year-old, particularly when she was getting a reprimand from her husband, Geoff. Though Bridget could be as mischievous as her friend was, and was often a bundle of insecurities at the museum, where she worked to portray herself as a self-assured woman of substance—an attitude she knew was paramount in her position. She’s worked hard the last two years to secure a position she often felt she wasn’t suited for, but wanting it so badly—she wouldn’t do anything to screw it up.

		“It’s just one teensy favor,” Alecia squinted her nose sexily. The artist didn’t have to put on airs for anyone, or dress demurely. Unlike her best friend, she could be as outrageous and silly as she wanted. After all, it was expected that artists were eccentrics.

		“Tiny favors for you have only gotten me spanked,” Bridget reminded her.

		“But not this time, really. I promise. Cross my heart,” her index fingers traced the crossed lines over her full bosom. Alecia’s pale satin shirt looked a bit too small, gaping at the center so her black bra peeked out from underneath. The long black skirt below hugged her round hips closely, and just skimmed the top of black Army boots—this was ‘dressed up’ for the quirky painter.

		“You promise the sun, the moon, and the stars, but what do I get? My ass paddled raw every time you cook up some scheme.”

		“This is no cooked up scheme. I’m desperate.” Her eyes and mouth made a desperate looking expression to augment her desperate tone of voice; but then she instantly backed off. “I mean, not actually desperate, I just need a thousand dollars for two days.”

		“What!”

		“Two days. That’s all. I have three paintings that just sold for seventeen hundred. The money will be in my bank account by Thursday, but I need the loan until then.”

		“Why?”

		A pained expression crossed the redhead’s lips. “A debt.”

		“To whom?”

		She squinted again making the painful admission. “Lyle McCall.”

		“Lyle!”

		“I know it was stupid.”

		“But why?”

		“I overspent my allowance from Charlie three months ago on that coat Maude Jaffrey made for me. I couldn’t admit how much it cost. I told Charlie $500.00 and he was pissed at that. I’d have never seen the light of day if I told him how much I really spent.”

		“And how much was that?”

		“Twenty-five hundred.”

		“Aw, Alecia, you didn’t.”

		“I had no idea until she was finished. I commissioned it, what could I say?”

		“That you couldn’t afford it.”

		Alecia looked aghast. “Never!” she almost sounded angry, “besides, I bumped into Lyle, and he was so sweet, and before I realized it, I was borrowing the money. Of course, he wants it back now.”

		Bridget was aghast for her own reasons. “What possibly went through your mind to borrow money from that bastard?”

		“It was three months ago, I thought I’d sold the collage. And, it would have worked out if that old bitty had made good. How did I know she was going to back out at the last minute?”

		“Everything ‘would have’ worked out with you.”

		“But I do need you now, Bridget, please,” her soulful green eyes could tug the heartstrings of a stubborn mule.

		“A thousand dollars?”

		“And you’ll have it back in three days, four days tops.”

		“Why can’t Lyle wait?”

		“Because Lyle’s an ass, and he’s already waited three weeks beyond his deadline. He says he needs it now, or…” she winced, “or he’ll have to get more graphic.”

		“Meaning he’ll rough you up.”

		“Well, I’m not sure. Maybe. But I can’t let Charlie know. Everything has been so perfect between us. Next week is our one-year anniversary. I can’t screw this up.” Alecia was always desperate beyond measure when she was desperate at all. The rest of the time, she was as carefree as a bird.

		“You know this is against my better judgment. But…” she sighed heavily remembering Alecia’s months with Lyle all too well. “I’ll write you a check.”

		“Oh, you are saving my life. But I do need the money in cash.”

		“Cash?”

		“We’ll go to the bank after work and run it on to his office.”

		“Alecia, I can’t.”

		“But you will, please,” she cocked her head again, and the phone rang. Answering, Bridget was drawn into a long conversation with a major donor from which she could not escape. Before she finished, Alecia was waving her hand at her playfully and slipping out the door.

		

		The remainder of the afternoon Bridget was too busy to get back to Alecia, though she managed to call Geoff and let him know she’d be late for dinner. “How late?” he asked.

		“About seven, seven-thirty.”

		“I thought we had plans.” She could hear the sexy snicker in his voice, and imagined a deviously delicious grin on his face.

		“Afterwards,” she spoke sweetly. Listening to his deep voice, she thought of sex and earlier that morning, her mind resting on the thought of her husband’s body, her own suddenly clenching with a lovely erotic spasm. They’d made love. In fact, she’d gone over Geoff’s lap for a very sensuous spanking. By the time he was ready to press himself into her warm wet home, she was so hot she practically came with the first thrust. The sensuous after burn lasted nearly all day, now revived by the sound of his mellow voice.

		“You’d better not be late, or I’ll repeat the treatment I gave you this morning,” he warned.

		“That wouldn’t be so bad,” she answered.

		“Maybe I’ll use the hairbrush.”

		“Ooo, ouch!”

		“I want you home tonight, Bridget. We’re away from each other too much. And I won’t be answering the phone tonight. Nate’s in charge.”

		“Oh, that is good news!” she exclaimed, happy to hear that his partner was taking up some of the slack.

		Geoff’s detective agency kept him busy all hours of the day, many nights, and away from his wife more often than was good for their relationship. It was when he was gone that she got in trouble. Their three-year-old marriage was still in the honeymoon stage in many ways—especially sexually, though they did have their moments when nothing was right between them—and most often, it had something do to with her once best friend, Alecia. However, since the last fiasco six months before, she’d been on orders to stay clear of the ‘reckless woman’. After that miserable fiasco, she willingly obeyed the order.

		She remembered well—the two were shopping in New York when the redhead just had to preview the gallery showing of a former classmate from Barnard. The gallery was a long-distance walk through a marginal part of the city and the two were unfamiliar with the dangerous neighborhood. They were roughed up by thugs looking for cash, which they didn’t have, and then rescued by an off-duty policeman who tongue-lashed them for not knowing what they were doing. To make matters worse, he forced them to confess their foolishness to their husbands over the phone so one of them could come pick them up. The officer didn’t trust the two not to make another stupid move. (He must have gone to the same school of husband/wife relationships as Geoff and Charlie. He’d mentioned taking them over his knee as he hauled them safely into a diner, and was grimly insistent that they tell their whole foul tale. “Just like dames to come up with some cockamamie story about why you’re late instead of telling the truth. You ought to be spanked for being so half-witted?” He mentioned spanking for the second time in ten minutes.)

		Of course, the pair was not supposed to stray far from their hotel and shopping, and Geoff and Charlie were pissed as hell getting the call. Safely home two hours later, Alecia and Bridget were almost simultaneously, in their respective homes, upended over their husbands’ laps, their bare bottoms blistered raw with hairbrushes. This was the third such reckless misadventure in a month that had Geoff so hopping mad he leveled a threat on Bridget she could not easily forget. “You stay clear of her, Bridget Bennington Fox. If you do anything, I mean anything that approaches this for the next ten years, you’ll be hauled in front of the tribunal so fast your head will spin.” He didn’t need to say more. The threat was enough to set the impressionable Bridget on the straight and narrow for the rest of her life—so she thought.

		Spanking was definitely a fixture in the Fox’s marriage—one Geoff Fox gladly shared with Charlie when his then fiancée and Bridget’s best friend, Alecia, displayed the calamitous ends to which her cockeyed plots could take her. While Bridget had begged her husband to mind his own business, the forthright Geoff couldn’t help but intervene, offering the bewildered Charlie the one solution that worked for him when his wife’s obstreperous behavior was too much for a simple scolding. The fix seemed to work as well for Charlie and Alecia—both with regard to her behavior and sex. The couple came up smiling broadly after Alecia’s first good going over—apparently they discovered the erotic advantages right off. And such spanking good times outweighed the bad ones enough to see them through the very painful ones.

		The tribunal, however, was a twist on the matter for the most extreme occasions. Geoff became informally acquainted with the sect of disciplinary aficionados through a case he worked in the first years of his agency. In fact, the figurehead of the organization, Andrew Lassiter, had hired him for a personal matter, and in the course of their association familiarized Geoff with the subject of corporal discipline—his first exposure to the adult application of a typically youthful punishment. He went so far as to explain its place throughout history and recommend several books and publications on the subject—which Geoff only gave a cursory perusal. He had found the spanking part fascinating from a strictly erotic point of view—something Andrew freely admitted was a pleasant byproduct of the exercise. However, since Geoff couldn’t quite figure out how corporal punishment might be incorporated into a relationship with a woman—especially one like Jessica, his then current girlfriend—he filed the information away in the back of his mind thinking it was unlikely he’d find any use for something so offbeat. To his surprise, his relationship with Bridget several years later lent itself to spanking from the very beginning—and Lassiter’s tribunal turned out to be a most effective way of getting Bridget’s attention just when she was faltering the most.

		The tribunal members like Andrew Lassiter ardently practice the disciplinary arts within their marriages and even their more casual relationships. In this case, the fellowship was a strictly male dominant, female submissive organization—though Geoff was informed that there were other sects for male submissives and female dominants. For those that stringently adhere to the sect’s rules, wives are brought before the tribunal each Friday evening for an accounting and atonement. A tribunal of five male members with Andrew at its head hears the misdeeds of the wife in question, then acts as judge, jury and administrator for the sentence they decree—which is usually some degree of bare-bottomed punishment that can be carried out in a variety of ways. For those husbands, like Geoff, who are less willing to turn their wives over to these diehard disciplinarians and their rituals, the tribunal can be utilized for exceptional times when a naughty wife needs an alarming wake up call.

		Bridget’s one time before ‘the tribe’, as she ruefully referred to the group, was appalling. It was the first time she’d ever been spanked by, or in front of, anyone else. She’d never been so thoroughly embarrassed. It was bad enough facing the five dour looking gentlemen in their stuffy business suits; but as far as she knew, Geoff had left her to these civilized wolves and her only choice was to submit. She had to agree there was a strangely titillating feel to the harrowing moment, but it wasn’t until after it was over that she could enjoy anything erotic. That night she was as passionate in bed with her husband as she’d ever been—and they both surmised the ‘whole’ truth about the incident. However, while she was going through her dressing down, viewing five starched stern faces, and finally feeling Albert Donogan’s paddle brusquely spank her naked bottom, the ordeal was frightful.

		The threat of the tribe, not to mention the thought of disobeying or even disappointing Geoff made Bridget think twice, and then twice more, before she called to tell him she’d be late that night. Hearing that he was going to be home all evening with no interruptions made the favor for Alecia even more annoying. But having agreed to the rotten scheme, seeing the utter anxiety in her friend’s face, and knowing how things with Lyle McCall could easily go sour, there seemed to be no choice but to hold her breath and move forward praying that nothing would go wrong.

		“My, you’re giving me all the more reason to get out of here fast,” she told her husband. “I promise, I’ll hurry. How about six-thirty, seven at the latest?”

		“I’ll keep the wine chilled,” he answered.

		“Want me to dance for you?” She could feel her crotch getting hot at the thought of something very raunchy.

		“I think that would be just fine,” he replied.

		Damn! She thought as she hung up, how do I agree to these things anyway? I should be home where I belong. Despite the foreboding agitation in the pit of her stomach, she resolved to get the deed over and done with as soon as possible.

		The end result of the night was more than Bridget could ever have imagined.

		

		***

		

		Getting quickly in and out of the bank was a piece of cake although Bridget was scared to death carrying so much cash. What was worse, however, was a honking, grumbling and finally numbing traffic jam on the cross-town bridge connecting the business district and the neighborhood where they’d find Lyle McCall’s office. At five o’clock, a six-car pile up meant disaster for Bridget’s plans to get home by six-thirty. Stupidly, she’d let Alecia insist on driving her car. Of course, it wouldn’t have mattered whose car was stuck between two dusty semis and an idiot taxi driver scowling at them every time he looked their way. The unshaven moron was sure Alecia would pass him at the first opportunity—which is exactly what she’d do. But Alecia, thinking she could charm anyone, simply smiled serenely at the scruffy glaring face and waited for her chance to move into the open. She believed in the power of kindness to conquer everything—even angry taxi drivers and miserable traffic jams.

		As annoying as the whole scheme was becoming for Bridget, her anxious mood began to change the longer she sat beside Alecia in the artist’s vintage Fiat. In fact, the longer they waited, the more the pleasant and often riotous parts of their shared history returned to her conscious memory. She started to giggle. “Remember the time we broke into Rocco’s mother’s diner and made salami sandwiches?”

		“Never got caught, did we?”

		“Hey, we cleaned up and left her tip money.” It was a pleasant memory. “How about that night we spent in the city zoo? I was never so scared in my life.”

		“Fucking scared, more like it,” Alecia exclaimed.

		“Almost as bad as the day I had to pull your drunken little body out of Lyle’s apartment.” The memories seemed sweet in retrospect until she landed on that one. Reality struck with a thud and Alecia didn’t say a word. “Yeah, it’s Lyle we’re going to see right now. Lyle you owe money to. Lyle who does nothing unless he has a good reason. What does he want?”

		“What does he want? His money back.”

		“No, what does he really want?”

		“Hey, Bridget, you know, for a minute, you were starting to sound like the old pal I used to have. Quit being so bloody paranoid. It’s been almost three years. Lyle’s out of the slammer and he’s changed. I swear. He’s a legitimate businessman now.”

		“Yeah, sure.”

		After moving inch by inch for nearly a half-hour, the traffic, in one of those miraculous turns, suddenly lightened. Alecia floored the Fiat and moved in front of the taxi, whirring through the rest of the jam-up until they were off the bridge making their way through a dark neighborhood, feeling as though they were being sucked inside the morass of ugly tenements and broken businesses.

		“Lyle’s office is here?”

		“A warehouse.” Alecia didn’t seem particularly concerned. “Supposed to be pretty nice.”

		“Have you been there before?”

		“Never.”

		“How do you know where you’re going?”

		“See that tower over there,” she pointed to a brick smokestack rising above an abandoned factory.

		“There?”

		“No, across the street, said I couldn’t miss it. ‘Just drive in that direction.’”

		Bridget took a deep breath, not knowing whether to be rattled with fear or let Alecia’s blasé confidence affect her own. They pulled up in front of a pale grey metal warehouse across the street from the deteriorating smokestack and its factory sprawled below. The two young women noted the dull light shining through one dust-covered window of Lyle’s warehouse. Hardly an inviting sight. “Import Sales,” read the sign hanging over the door.

		“What does he sell?” Bridget asked.

		“Didn’t say.”

		“Afraid to ask, I suppose?”

		She shrugged unconcerned. “Probably not a good question.”

		

		The interior of the building was as gloomy as its façade and the surrounding neighborhood. The grimy yellow gleam from the overhead lamps cast such shadows it felt as though there were a layer of soot everywhere. The air was filled with the scent of cigarette smoke, the embers of a used butt still glowing in a messy ashtray on the cluttered desk. Both women almost choked.

		“Guess he didn’t kick the habit after all,” Alecia droned, “Hey Lyle!” she called out loudly.

		There was no answer.

		“Lyle!” She tried again two more times, then heard the sound of men chuckling from behind an open door in the back of the room. The voices getting louder, she called Lyle one more time.

		“Hey, babe!” he burst through the opening with a broad smile on his face.

		Bridget winced inside and out—the effect Lyle McCall had on her had not changed. His hair was shorter, coal black and neatly trimmed. A pair of dazzling eyes with heavy lids seduced her more than she would have liked.

		“And Bridget Bennington!” He said as he swaggered her way. “How’s the family museum?” He greeted her with a profound hug she could feel all through her crotch. Giving Alecia the same, he then backed off.

		Lyle had been through a dozen incarnations of style, all of which were perfectly executed in the fashion of the times to provoke a sexual response from women. Lyle rarely failed to get the result he wanted. Now his style was casual, but expensive and sophisticated: pressed jeans, cowboy boots, clean white tee-shirt, and a soft brown leather jacket.

		“Got my money, Lecia?”

		“Yes. Bridget’s loaning it to me until Thursday, though I don’t see why you couldn’t have waited.”

		He shook his head smiling. “You’re already in arrears. Told me I’d have it weeks ago.”

		“Well, I just did get that collector to buy two of my paintings.”

		He chuckled. “Gee, I remember when you were a whore living off of me in that lousy studio, just so you could pursue your art. Now you’re almost famous.”

		“I wasn’t a whore!” Alecia snapped.

		“Hey, I love whores,” Lyle snickered with his charming asshole grin.

		“I wasn’t a whore. Besides, we were almost engaged.”

		“Really? Did it get that far?”

		“The drugs effected your mind.”

		“Maybe. So where’s my money?”

		Bridget rifled through her purse, prying the envelope of twenty dollar bills from between her wallet and her planner. “Here?”

		Lyle opened it as though it was ill-gained booty from a robbery, and shuffled through the bills to make certain everything was there. “You’re a thousand short,” he announced.

		“What! That’s what you said you wanted!” Alecia snapped.

		“Oh, hon, but I changed my mind. Didn’t I call? Or maybe you didn’t get the message. I left it on your answering machine.”

		“Lyle, I don’t have it. I certainly couldn’t get it today if I did.”

		Lyle wasn’t angry at all, but darkly pleased with himself. Moving closer to the redhead, he ran his hand through her brassy curls. “You want Bridget to see this?”

		“See what?” Bridget asked.

		Lyle turned her way, “Interest. I’ll just have to collect a little more than usual.”

		“Ah, c’mon, Lyle,” Alecia said, “you weren’t really serious about that. I’m a married woman.”

		“I don’t give a shit if you’re married. A cunt’s a cunt.”

		“You’re going to screw her?” Bridget exclaimed.

		“Yeah, Miss Museum Associate Curator, you wanna join in?”

		“Alecia! You agreed to this?”

		“Sort of,” she answered. Lyle’s hands were already on her ass, pulling the long black skirt up an inch at a time.

		“Should just rip this off,” he snickered.

		“No, Lyle, I have to go home tonight.”

		“Of course you do. To that buttoned down, Charles Investment Broker Morehead.”

		“Lyle, please. You’re getting the money. The rest I’ll have for you Thursday.”

		“No, I like this better. Besides, so do you. Think of it as a stroll down memory lane.” He had her skirt above her hips, showing off her pantiless ass.

		Bridget stared in speechless amazement as Lyle’s fondling hands moved deeper into Alecia’s crotch and her best friend answered sexually in spite of herself, expelling a pleasurable gasp of breath from her lips. Delighted with his ex-girlfriend’s response, Lyle grasped the bright white ass and squeezed, showing Bridget every move.

		“Lyle, you don’t…” she started to speak.

		“Oh, I think I do. In fact you’ll get to see exactly what it was that kept the two of us so happy.”

		“Alecia, why?” Bridget pleaded with her.

		“Don’t worry, hon, it’ll be over quickly,” Alecia assured her.

		“I’m not sure you want it over quick,” Bridget charged back.

		“Humm, maybe, maybe not,” Lyle answered for the surrendering artist. “Remember when I used to spank your ass?”

		“Lyle, no.” Alecia suddenly tried to pull away.

		“It’s just a reminder, darlin’. A little punishment for not getting what I wanted.”

		“But I didn’t know that’s what you wanted!”

		“Too bad,” he snickered.

		“Listen, Lyle,” Bridget jumped in, “I’ll write you a check for another thousand.”

		“Oh, really?” he seemed interested.

		“Bridget no!” Alecia cried.

		“No, Bridget,” Lyle repeated the sentiment, cocking his head in a smarmy fashion so uniquely like the scoundrel. “You’re sweet to offer, but actually it’s Alecia’s ass I want.”

		“It’s okay, Bridgey,” the redhead said with an endearing glance her way. Then, as though she were a rag doll in Lyle’s hands, she went over the edge of his desk, letting him tug at her skirt until it fell noiselessly to the dusty floor in a puddle of black. Alecia’s bare ass cheeks looked iridescent in the light from a fixture overhead.

		“Never have had an ass like yours,” Lyle said as though he were sad and bitter and melancholy over something that was long since past. He took his belt from his jeans, drawing the long lean leather from his waist in such an official feeling moment, one would have thought he was a righteous father punishing a child. Doubling the thing in his fist, he stood back for a moment to admire Alecia’s resplendent cheeks and then laid into the robust globes with lightning speed and hot sharp snaps.

		“Ooo ouch!” she blared.

		The commotion brought two burly men from the back of the warehouse. They watched, their senses dulled to the whipping that Alecia was getting.

		As she moaned unhappily, the two orbs began to brighten, intensely scorched from the staccato of smacks. Bridget watched the scene aware that there was more going on here than Lyle’s despicable talent for getting what he wanted. There was almost something loving happening between the two, something she should have seen—and often did—between Alecia and Charlie. Lyle was right, this was a ‘stroll down memory lane’—and the memory was pretty damn pleasing. Bridget knew a lot about her friend, but she didn’t know the twisted affair with Lyle McCall included spanking. No wonder the sassy artist fell into a spanking lifestyle with Charlie without so much as a decent protest.

		Lyle chortled under his breath as Alecia’s ass grew hotter, as the blush turned from pink to scarlet, and she began to howl that it was too damn much! When he dropped the belt, his penis was fully erect, pressing against the crotch of his pants. His fly was open in seconds. Feeling her pussy with his hand, he found the hole dripping wet, just as it had been so many times in the past. This seemed to please him even more.

		The stunned Bridget and Lyle’s two lusty-eyed companions witnessed every vile second of this assault. To their gawking amazement, the horny Lyle didn’t stop with attacking her cunt, but slathered Alecia’s sex juice on her anus and began to prod her there with the head of this shaft.

		“Relax, bitch,” the brute scowled under his breath, and Alecia obeyed just as she would have three years ago when she loved the man. After all, it was her favorite kind of sex, even from an old boyfriend she hated—hated only because he was a conniving bastard with a predilection for trouble, a mean temper, and an on again, off again drug habit. Other than that, he was the best damn fuck she ever had—including Charlie—something Bridget understood, but Charlie should never know.

		Alecia got ass fucked. Forgetting that she should be scared out of her wits and pissed and everything else—she actually thought she was safe, as safe as she could be with Lyle. For just that instant, she forgot she was married, and the seedy surroundings of the office, and the fact of being watched by two horny men and her best friend. She was hot, wiggling her ass into Lyle’s pounding meat, meeting the fuck with lusty cries and getting ready to cum. Just like old times, Lyle knew the moves that would work to bring her off. And he did so with a satisfied gleam in his coal dark eyes.

		They screamed in unison as they came, looking like two wrenching animals. Then without missing a beat, he was out of her, dripping the last of his seed on the red parched skin of her randy ass. “Damn, you’re good,” he exclaimed, slapping the pink flesh. “You want her she’s yours,” he said as he turned to the men at the door.

		One, the good-looking one, shook his head, too bashful to try; but the other, a hulking bully with a smile on his face moved forward and did what Lyle had just done to Alecia’s ass—spanking excluded. She wasn’t modest, or beyond getting off a second time, while Bridget winced, troubled by Alecia’s rotten descent into Lyle’s pandering world. Three years, you would think she wouldn’t remember it so well, and with such bonafide enthusiasm. Maybe it was to be expected. The world they now inhabited—the one where husbands spanked their wives for good reason, and women learned to yield submissively—was perhaps no more than a civilized version of this one.

		Bridget stared so mesmerized by the scene before her that she didn’t hear the sirens coming from some place distant. Nothing breached through her spellbound study of Alecia’s rape until there was the sound of official voices outside the warehouse, and a banging at the door, and then a dozen men sweeping inside with badges and sour faces.

		

		***

		

		Drug bust. They should have known. They both should have known, knowing Lyle McCall as well as they did. Inside the police station, the despairing young women were cold, but safe. Locked behind bars they almost believed themselves criminals, too. Sitting at opposite ends of a metal cot, they didn’t talk much. Too much shock, too many men eyeing Alecia’s bare ass, then looking at Bridget as though she were the next whore ready to be fucked. Shell-shocked would be too tame a word to describe their mood. Numb was more appropriate. But better to be numb than to think—or imagine—or simply visualize the expressions on their husband’s faces when they finally appeared to take them home.

		When Bridget heard a key in the cell lock, she jumped.

		“Mrs. Fox?”

		“Sir?”

		“Your husband’s here.”

		Bridget jumped to her feet.

		“What about me?” Alecia came alive from her misery.

		“We’ll get to you, too, ma’am. Soon as we know what charges are being filed.”

		“Charges!”

		The officer said no more, and pulling Bridget from the cell, he led her into an empty interrogation room with four bare walls and a bare light fixture that hung over a square metal table. Though she hadn’t seen her husband in the corridor, it wasn’t but seconds before Geoff joined her in the wretched room.

		

		“Was the cash yours?” were Geoff’s first words.

		“Cash?”

		“Don’t lie, Bridget.” The lethal sound of his voice shook everything in her except her eyes, which had frozen shut. She squinted her nose, a nastily pained grimace turning her pretty face into something monstrous for just a moment. Though she was still wearing her teal green business suit, she’d pulled her hair apart in the squad car when her head started to ache as though someone were pulling every which way on the braid. Now her blonde locks fell all around her shoulders in voluminous wavy curls, taking at least ten years off her appearance; she looked like a dressed up kid.

		“Open your eyes, Bridget,” her husband’s voice cut through her fear. “You have a hell of a lot to answer for, and you’re not going to act like a scared rabbit.” Her eyes popped open, immediately resting on Geoff’s implacable face. He wasn’t pacing anymore, but sat sideways in a chair at the end of the table, his hands just inches from her firmly folded ones resting on the metal before her.

		“I’m not going to be arrested, am I?”

		“Anyone read you your rights?”

		“No.”

		“Well then, you have your answer. You don’t have anything to worry about from the cops, though I can’t say you’ll fare as well with me.”

		She thought his eyes would shoot lasers into the center of her skull and blow it wide apart. The strange picture made her want to close him out.

		“Now about the cash.”

		“It was mine. A loan to Alecia.”

		“You’re telling me Alecia’s in debt to Lyle McCall?”

		“Yes, but she has the money to pay him back as soon as she gets paid for a couple of paintings she sold.” Defending Alecia was pointless, but it was the only explanation she had.

		Geoff fumed in the face of his wife’s sorry explanations; there weren’t enough words in the English language to get her out of this mess. “What did I tell you about spending time with her, Bridget?”

		“I know, I’m sorry. I really am. It was so simple…”

		“It was not simple!” he barked. Leaning over the table, he looked her straight in the eye. “Lyle McCall is no more reformed than you are, but he’s a whole lot more dangerous. Scares the shit out of me, the two of you walking into that warehouse.” He pushed off his chair and paced the floor again.

		“He was busted?” Her voice was so tiny that it might just disappear.

		“Fifty pounds of cocaine in his backroom—what a total idiot you are!” he whipped around and caught her glance again.

		It had been months since she’d seen Geoff this angry, and that anger was frightening. For three years, she’d worked hard to keep the relationship, and now she seemed to be holding on by a thread.

		“I’m sorry.”

		He stopped just to stare at her small and withering form. “I know you are,” he confessed with a weary sigh.

		“What are you going to do?”

		“Take you home and put you in bed.”

		“You’re not going to spank me?”

		“Not, yet. I’m too pissed. But when I do…” He didn’t finish, as though it was just too much to consider in the middle of a painful moment.

		“Alecia, she’s not been arrested, has she?”

		He laughed—a sort of sarcastic snort. “No darlin’, it’s usually prostitutes with the money in their pockets, not the johns.”

		“She not a whore, Geoff!

		“I know that. Then, too, it was mighty interesting that there was no sign she was getting fucked against her will.”

		“They used to be lovers,” she reminded him.

		Geoff wasn’t really listening anymore. “You know, love, that’s Charlie’s problem and I’m glad it is,” he interjected before she could say more. “You’re mine. And it’s time to get you home.”

		
	
		
		Chapter Two

		

		The house on Beach Hill was mute. Onerous. Of course that could be from its ponderous air filled with everything dreary and forbidding. The mood matched the surroundings. Weighty drapes covered the towering windows, while massive oak wood and cold granite columns supported its immense bulk. Thick carpets in a somber shade of burgundy appeared to grow like spongy turf, dampening the sound of voices, while the sound of whispers seemed to amplify in the immense hush. The rooms were filled with the fumes of the house’s ancient furnace, like the coal had become impregnated in the ceilings, and the damask wallpaper would carry the smell into another century. The grand scale of such ugly architecture inspired awe and quiet. It felt as if the walls would suck the life from those that waited in the dank foyer.

		Andrew Lassiter’s house was suffocating. Bridget, Alecia and another young wife waiting for the tribunal to begin could hardly breathe.

		When the hall door breached just slightly, the three women sitting side by side on a hard wood bench jumped as if a ghost had just reached out to grab them.

		“Amy Carver,” the hushed voice spoke. The poor woman looked stunned.

		Bridget’s mind had been running in circles since she arrived at Lassiter’s mansion, shaking like dry oak leaves on a winter day. The tribunal, the tribe, was attending to their mission as though it were a sacred duty. These five dismal faces had eyes that lit only when a humble woman was laid out on some man’s thighs, her bare ass smacked with a dreadful paddle.

		Since being left in the foyer, Bridget had stared curiously at the tender looking woman who joined her and Alecia in their anxious wait. What crime had brought her here? Did she come often, or was she like the other penitents, here on that rare occasion when her angry spouse couldn’t see clearly enough to punish her himself? Bridget imagined this was her first time. There was a sullen drifting look on her face, as though she were not exactly sure what was going to happen. She hardly quaked the way she and Alecia did. They both had been through this before and had reason to be afraid. Perhaps she felt the same as Bridget had the first time, when there was a curious excitement in the new experience for a submissively inclined woman. Poor girl. That blush of excitement would quickly pale the minute she stepped beyond the great black doors opening into Andrew Lassiter’s chamber of horrors.

		Amy Carver, rising with some degree of thoughtful confidence, made Alecia take Bridget’s hand and give it a good squeeze. “Good luck,” she mouthed to Amy with a comforting smile when the young woman looked back at them.

		“Mrs. Morehead, I’d suggest you hold your tongue,” they heard a curt voice from the opposite direction and looked to see Andrew Lassiter himself walking their way. He followed Amy through the open door, letting the heavy wood drop back and shut behind him.

		There was not a sound from the chamber for some time, not even the thud from Lassiter’s gavel vibrated beyond the room. One would have thought that the business was conducted in whispers. Both women knew otherwise. Not until they heard the squeals and cries and sharp cracking noise of wood on flesh were they aware that anything was going on behind that great closed door. Amy Carver, no longer confident at all, began wailing loudly. It was a sound that couldn’t be muffled, not by thick drapes or spongy carpet or solid oak. When the commotion died off, it seemed to do so all at once, and an eerie quiet descended around the women in the foyer once again.

		When the door opened, Amy, clinging to her husband’s arm, snuffing as she walked, made her way to the doors at the front of the foyer. Without turning back, the remorseful initiate left her fellows to their guessing games.

		“Alecia Morehead,” the voice rang loud and clear this time.

		Bridget hoped she’d go next. Waiting had to be worse than the punishment itself; she thought that a thousand times, even though she knew better. Certainly getting it over with was the best thing possible. Each minute she had to ponder her own fate was another minute of suffering.

		With Alecia facing the tribunal, the quiet behind the door was even more nerve-wracking than the quiet of Amy Carver’s trial. This was Alecia, whose plump behind was caught red and naked, being fucked at the scene of a crime. This was Alecia, a four time recipient of the tribunal’s judgment—everyone, including husband Charlie, figured she’d never change her exasperatingly charming, but all too often dangerous ways.

		Knowing that Alecia had already endured several grueling punishments meted out by the tribe, Bridget couldn’t imagine what more this austere group of men could decree for her that might influence her obstreperous nature. Maybe she was simply incorrigible, a hopeless brat with no defense, little remorse, and little likelihood of reform. Geoff’s one brief comment on the Morehead’s situation—and the ‘matter was closed’, so he said the night before—was to repeat the last words from Charlie’s lips at the police station. “I can’t go on with this, Geoff.” Bridget couldn’t have felt sadder if it had been her own marriage in danger. Her one quick look at Charlie that night, she saw defeat in his weary eyes.

		Beyond the black doors, there no were cries, no sharp strikes of a paddle, or the whir of a cane or thick razor strap. True, the sounds of the punishment were often muted and indistinct in this house, but not the sound of a woman’s harrowing cry of woe. The stillness now was as deafening as a scream of agony. Alecia Morehead couldn’t keep her mouth shut when she was being punished. Putting up a grand fight was part of the experience she refused to live without—she’d said so on several occasions. “If he’s gonna whip my butt, he’s gonna listen to me holler!”

		But there wasn’t a peep from inside the room. Not even the gavel going down.

		

		When the great black doors to Andrew’s chamber finally opened again, a dazed Alecia walked through on her husband’s arm. Like Amy before her, she stepped gingerly into the foyer wholly subdued. But instead of moving toward the front of the house, the couple walked to the other side of the foyer and up the formal staircase. Alecia briefly glanced back at her best friend, but without smiling, turned away, clutching her husband’s arm for dear life as the two disappeared from sight. Alecia’s eyes had glistened in the warm light of the chandelier, her usually sassy face heartbroken and filled with sadness.

		“Mrs. Fox.” The voice that called Bridget from her stunned musings was gentler than the one that called Alecia; as if, perhaps, the person speaking had some respect for the solemn quiet, as if perhaps something momentous had just taken place.

		

		***

		

		Geoff stood behind his wife, Bridget standing alone in the center of the gloomy room. The five men in their dark flannel suits hadn’t changed in eighteen months since she saw them last. Their faces were uniquely grim as though they’d been perpetually chiseled in stone. Only Andrew Lassiter seemed to have any life in his countenance—one that could go from grandfatherly to charming as easily as it could take an authoritarian turn. His complexion was hardly wrinkled, there was vitality in his step, and Bridget had seen a twinkle in his gray eyes when she’d twice met the man away from his sinister house.

		“Let’s review the facts, Mrs. Fox,” he began, now looking as solemn as the men to either side of him did.

		Bridget couldn’t figure out what to do with her hands. They seemed useless at her side, but when she folded them in front of her crotch, she nervously fidgeted with her fingers, which only reminded the watching tribunal how scared she was. She opted to leave them hanging loosely beside her.

		“We’d like to get the salient points clear.”

		“Yes, sir,” she responded respectfully.

		Andrew gave her one quick smile, then began to speak again, “Last night, you scheduled dinner with your husband, and told him you’d be arriving home at 6:30 to 7:00, perhaps 7:30?”

		“That’s true.”

		“And the reason for being so late was the need to work overtime at the museum,” he peered at her over his eyeglasses. Though there was a pad with notes in his lap, he apparently knew the information so well he didn’t need to refer to it.

		“Yes, that’s true,” she answered.

		“But…” he paused with his eyes narrowing, “that was a lie. Am I right?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“Let me get this clear… you’d been persuaded by Alecia Morehead to withdraw from your bank account the sum of $1000 to pay off a portion of Mrs. Morehead’s debt to Lyle McCall. Instead of going home, or staying at the museum, you took the $1000 in cash and drove with your friend to a dangerous factory district to meet this well-known felon. Is all that correct?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“Is it not true that your husband forbid you to socialize with Alecia Morehead?” the man seemed to gather steam as his questions became more pointed and the questioning took on the tone of an interrogation.

		“Yes, sir.”

		“And this act was a flagrant disregard of his wishes,” he probed further.

		“Yes, sir, it was,” each affirmative answer seemed to pound another nail in the coffin labeled guilt.

		“Perhaps, you have some explanation,” he suddenly sat back waiting for a justification that would, most certainly, be inadequate.

		“Only that I feared for Alecia,” Bridget said putting some compassion in her voice. “I knew this was risky, but I figured it was the only way I could help her, and hopefully keep her out of trouble.”

		“Help her? After the horrible debacle that awaited her with that blackguard! Did it occur to you to dissuade her in this foolishness?”

		“Yes, and I tried. But Alecia’s mind was made up. She wasn’t afraid of Lyle, just interested in getting the debt taken care of as quickly as possible. I figured she might be right. It seemed simple enough.”

		“Obviously you’re ‘figuring’ was wrong,” Lowell Macombre accused her gruffly.

		“We had no way of knowing,” Bridget suddenly jumped passionately to her defense. “Ten minutes earlier we would have been gone…”

		“And your scheme would have succeeded.” The tribunal offered her a collective scowl, as Andrew spoke. “You’d have lied to your husband if the scheme had been a success. Is that not so?”

		“I suppose I would have.”

		“And that’s not a problem for you? You find it easy to lie?”

		“No, no…I mean, yes,” she stammered, “Yes, it is a problem.”

		“I would hope so. I would hope you’d feel some remorse in this matter. Lies, schemes and reckless disregard for good common sense can only have one outcome—and you’ve proven that by this unfortunate matter. You’re lucky that the law intervened when they did. The meeting with McCall could have ended in total disaster for both of you. It was enough that your friend was raped, but you might have been as well.” His face was flushed, his speech almost apoplectic, his breathing labored. One of the tribe to his left wiped his brow as though the matter were exhausting. And all five members required a moment to rest before passing sentence.

		While the tribe gathered themselves, Bridget’s mind seemed to drift away, remembering the provocative sight of Alecia’s ass in Lyle’s office burning bright as a fat red bloom. The remembrance was strangely exhilarating. Perhaps no one would know, not even Charlie, that Alecia Morehead suffered little getting fucked. It was no rape. “Bridget Fox,” Andrew’s clipped rendition of her name jerked her back to the room. “The tribunal finds your behavior shameful, especially after so many months without an incident. Your unwillingness to steer Alecia Morehead in another direction suggests that you don’t yet understand the consequences of such foolish deceit.”

		Bridget sighed heavily as her whole body shook with fear. There were huge tears in her blue eyes, the look of a sad child on her face. The youthful cascade of blonde hair that fell down her back only accentuated her appearance of naughty innocence. And that was enhanced by the modest schoolgirl dress: a grey tweed knee-length skirt and white blouse. Such conservative attire was customary for a tribunal. At the moment, she seemed more a child of ten or twelve than a full-grown woman. “Yes, sir,” she whispered softly under her breath, though any reply at all was unnecessary.

		“It is the determination of this tribunal, that to atone for your imprudent behavior, you’ll yield over the punishment bench, where your bottom will be bared and you’ll receive the full weight of a spanking paddle to your ass and the back of your thighs. Following, you’ll suffer no less than twelve cuts of the cane—this to remind you of your error in the days to come, and hopefully inspire more prudent behavior for many weeks and months henceforth.”

		Bridget struggled to keep up with the formal jargon of Andrew’s rebuke. Though, what was clear when he finished the solemn sentence was that her butt would be hurting for some time.

		“It is expected that you accept this punishment with good grace and a submissive attitude.” Andrew suddenly looked beyond Bridget to her attentively listening husband. “Are you in agreement with the tribunal’s decree for your wife, Mr. Fox?”

		“I am, Andrew.” Geoff’s voice was deep and calm. He was the kind of steadfast, stable man who was usually quite at ease. This attitude was so vastly different from the angry one just twenty-four hours before! But in truth, both moods—his anger and his calm—were aphrodisiacs that made her body come alive hungering for sex. Both were dominant aspects of his personality, and for a submissive woman they were as potent as candlelight and roses are for a romantic one. Bridget wished she could turn around and leave this house on his arm. She’d plead with him if she thought it would do any good, but she also knew that pleading would be a useless waste of her time. His mind was made up and her fate clearly written.

		It was customary for submissive wives to attend a tribunal in clothes that were not only conservative, but that would make bare behinds easily accessible for corporal punishment, since that was the common sentence meted out by the five priggish disciplinarians. At such a time, she would never think to wear panties.

		As Bridget turned to face the punishment bench she could feel her unclothed behind tremble underneath the grey tweed skirt. Pushed to the apparatus, she looked to her husband for some moral support. But in a move that totally shocked her, Geoff nodded to her formally with a look on his face as grim as the other men in the room, and then turned on his heel and walked out the door. She was about to call to him, but immediately swallowed the anxious protest. Alone with these men, however, she was so scared that the wet tears forming in her eyes soon splashed down her cheeks.

		“Kneel,” someone ordered her from behind.

		The order came as a shock with her mind still dazed. The punishment bench loomed like an angry dragon before her and she hardly knew what to do. The device had been expertly designed and well-built to last through thousands of rituals like this one. Though it had not been used at Bridget’s first tribunal, Alecia gave her a complete account of her wretched battle with the miserable thing. Although a punished wife was forbidden to talk about the circumstances of their trial and the following sentence, Alecia loquaciously revealed every detail of her ordeal while Bridget listened to her account in awe. Though she vaguely knew what to expect, real life was much more vivid and rich with distress than her imaginings.

		The punishment bench was a good eighteen inches off the ground. At knee height there was a padded bar to rest her knees as she knelt over a broad flat board that angled downward. In this position a submissive’s ass would be exposed high and wide for maximum punishment. A bar at the far end of the board was available to hold on to, while the unfortunate woman’s ass was spread to its maximum degree, the cleft parted to show her private parts from her tight rear bud to the purple folds of the womanly home below.

		Once Bridget took the desired position, her skirt was quickly raised so the target of her snowy skin lay out resplendently for all eyes to see. As if that wasn’t bad enough, to prevent a tormented submissive from struggling, a broad strap was secured around her waist, and two smaller ones bound her knees and thighs below. Bridget felt as helpless as she’d ever been, and her tears were on the rise.

		“This will likely be as sound and painful a punishment as you’ve ever received, Mrs. Fox. But as with all sentences we mete out here, you are advised to keep your cries to a minimum. The tribunal does not think highly of undue screams, or useless pleading. Your punishment has been decreed, and to think we’ll veer from the form is a pointless waste of time on your part. Is that clear?”

		“Yes, sir,” she whispered so quietly no one was sure they heard the answer, but the question was only rhetorical to begin with.

		Though the air was hot around her, Bridget’s body seemed frozen with fear. She could feel the eyes of the five men boring into her chilled behind and imagined them admiring its pristine appearance. Geoff had always said that her ass was flawless, the skin pale but with a soft rosy glow that seemed to shine from underneath the surface—especially in such a mellow light as this one.

		Her eyes were closed, her head beginning to ache, as it seemed blood rapidly flooded her eyes and ears. The seconds ticking unmercifully by, she turned from cold to hot without a strike to her ass. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth parched, and she thought her whole body would boil dry from the heat.

		The first smack of the paddle thundered against her ass with a startling bite. And then others followed in a regular cadence one would expect from this formal group. The man delivering the paddling was sternly efficient, taking his task quite seriously. He’d doffed his suit coat and rolled the sleeves of his crisp cotton shirt to his elbow, revealing surprisingly manly arms, muscled and robust for his age. After leveling a dozen smacks to Bridget’s ass, he paused to let the men who’d gathered around see the color rising on her skin. Though the punishment was only beginning, her bottom was already quite pink, the surface looking warm. Pleased with the first results, the somber fellow continued on, laying a second dozen and then a third while Bridget moaned and struggled fitfully with the straps that held her fixed in place.

		The color of her skin deepened, like a sky changing hues at sunset when the hot orb slips beyond the horizon. At the next pause, the observers could see that her sex pouch had moistened with a delicate layer of dew disclosing the muted but obvious arousal her body enjoyed. Certainly none of the men considered this a conscious act. No, this young wife was growing more agitated and vocal with each strike that jiggled her scalding behind. Though it was quite apparent that Geoff Fox’s saucy wife relished this punishment on a deep level of her submissive psyche. They almost smiled at the discovery, and of course, their cocks were throbbing, some fully erect inside their pants. None would have the benefit of Mrs. Fox’s other fine attributes, but they could regardless enjoy what was obviously a very arousing picture.

		While admiring the lovely sight before them, the inspired disciplinarian delivered round after round of smacks, making Bridget’s bottom acutely raw. His aim drifted downward for a time, as he lay a potent dozen on the more tender flesh of her thighs. With this, Bridget let out an angry howl, “Oh, my god, no please!” Her voice rocked the air with a passionate plea for mercy that fell on deaf ears.

		In answer to that desperate plea, at least a half dozen more strikes snapped rudely on her thighs before her tormentor changed his aim again. Bridget was only too happy to have the treatment return to her padded behind.

		The scene evolved and finally ended. Only after the paddle was retired for the night did the penitent woman note the fire on her ass. The warmth that spread across the surface expanded to the insides of her body, into her quivering thighs, and up her spine. She could feel the warmth reach the center of her crotch where her pussy was moist and blood pulsed in an erotic frenzy. The empty cavity clenched involuntarily, but she halted the reflex knowing what that would communicate to the men around her.

		“The cane, Mrs. Fox, is all that remains,” she heard Andrew speak. For just a second she looked back to see one solemn disciplinarian step away while another took his place. Jacketless, his sleeves rolled to his elbows, he looked like a clone of the first in attitude; the only difference was the implement he carried in his hand.

		Bridget shuddered seeing the sleek, slim cane he grasped so tightly, and with the sight too painful to watch, she closed her eyes as if she could close the next few minutes from her mind.

		The only good thing about a caning is its swiftness. To Bridget’s relief, this one was no different than the others she’d suffered—those previous all administered by her husband. In a strange moment just before the first shocking blow, her mind sailed free to somewhere outside the chamber doors, to Geoff waiting for the punishment to end, and Alecia who was, as far as she knew, languishing in an upper room of the massive house. She worried over her friend’s fate, a thousand questions all at once appearing in her head centering around the question, ‘why?’ Why was she taken to the top of the house? What awaited her there? Why was there no punishment, no anguished cries of woe from Alecia’s lips reaching out beyond the chamber earlier that night? What horror was behind her friend’s sad eyes…

		Thwack! With Bridget suddenly jerked back inside her body, the hot pain seared her skin and her mind went blank.

		“Ahhhuugh!”

		The old man delivered several more cuts, each one seeming to rip her apart—pain shooting like arrows everywhere. A pause and the worst of it subsided briefly. She wondered if the tribe was inspecting the results—perhaps they would decrease the twelve they promised, seeing how badly she must be wounded. That hope was only momentary, however, as another several cuts tore at her poor behind.

		She moaned loudly, pleading in a nonsensical language no one would recognize but a human heart—except that these hearts were cold and disconnected to the travail of the young woman on their bench. Another cut, and then two more, Bridget waited for the rest to follow, afraid the trial would never end.

		But then, as briskly as it commenced, the caning stopped and her ordeal was over.

		Without comment or ceremony, Bridget’s skirt dropped over her punished ass, and a pair of warm hands unbuckled the straps. Lifted from the punishment bench, her legs were wobbling and she had to lean against one of her despicable judges in order to maintain her balance. With a deep breath and steady determination born of what remaining pride she might enjoy, she forced herself erect and moved away from the hands that steadied her.

		Then, in a move that seemed wholly extraneous, she was made to stand before the tribe for a final upbraiding.

		“It is my prayer,” Andrew Lassiter began in a soft-spoken voice, “that the marks we’ve left on your buttocks will stay with you some days.”

		“Yes, I’ve already heard this,” she thought to herself. Her whole brain and body were screaming, “Let me out of here!”

		“Do not shame yourself like this again. You certainly know what is right, Mrs. Fox. Now, let’s have the courage to do it! I don’t want to see you here again.”

		“You’re damn right I don’t want to be here!” she silently agreed.

		“You’re dismissed. I’m sure I don’t have to say this, but I expect you’ll give your husband a full accounting of what you’ve just endured.” With a nod of his head, she took her cue to leave.

		Still shaky and weak Bridget walked from the room into the foyer where Geoff waited. She turned, baring her ass so he could see the results of the paddle and cane. She could hope for a little sympathy, but she wasn’t surprised when he offered her none. Instead, he turned her around so her skirt dropped back over her punished cheeks, and they left the house without exchanging a word.

		

		The ride home that night was as silent as Geoff’s inspection of her bottom had been. Bridget’s ass hurt so much there was no way to sit comfortably in her seat. It hardly helped that the wool tweed scratched her well-worked skin and made it itch. But as much as she was hurting, she wouldn’t let her husband know.

		Outside the car, the world around them twinkled like a fairyland of lights. Each tiny point blurred into the next. Bridget’s eyes were so full of tears, she could hardly focus on anything. Though she knew the pain in her ass would go away within a matter of days—and probably a whole lot sooner than the tribe hoped—it seemed as if everything in her was raw and still on edge. At least the punishment was over and she could get on with restoring her shaky marriage. But when a good paddling usually put her at ease, this one continued to disturb her.

		It took some time, nearly the whole five-mile ride home to retrace her steps that night and figure out what annoyed her so. The reprimand was expected, the punishment as ruthless as she imagined, everything about her experience was frightful, but she’d gotten over it—punishment bench and all. She could even recognize a degree of sexual arousal—which she promptly ignored considering the company of odious men around her. No, her disquiet was something else, something that happened before her trial even began… in the foyer of Lassiter’s house as she awaited her turn… Alecia’s exit from the chamber… her odd walk up the wide front stairs… then the brief and tortured look in the redhead’s eyes just before she turned away and disappeared from sight. Bridget couldn’t, wouldn’t, let the matter rest. And the fate of her friend became the topic of her first exchange with Geoff in over three hours.

		“What’s happening to Alecia?” she asked, as they were getting ready for bed.

		Geoff, stripped of everything but his boxers, stopped on his way to the bathroom. Turning around, he watched his wife in her silk nightgown slipping into bed. She tucked the covers up to her chin and her blonde hair was arrayed around her on the pillow like a halo.

		“She’s been sentenced to one month of house arrest at Lassiter’s.”

		“House arrest?”

		“Yes. She continues to work as usual, but lives in one of Andrew’s upstairs rooms. She’s paddled morning and evening and otherwise assigned tasks to keep her busy and out of trouble.”

		“Isn’t that a little severe?” she wondered.

		The look on Geoff’s face, which had been fairly stern all evening long, seemed to brighten noticeably at the question. But it was a dangerous look, not a gentle one at all. “You don’t know how close I came to putting you in the same position,” he notified her.

		“I thought that wasn’t for you to decide?” she replied almost in shock.

		Geoff chuckled darkly. “True. It’s not. Let’s just say if I really pressed, you’d be scrubbing Andrew’s floors about now. As it is, you’re going to have a little ‘house arrest’ of your own.”

		“Oh?”

		“You’ll be pulling time right here.” He scanned the messy room his expression as dour as it had been all evening. “This place will be spic and span in two days. There will be no extracurricular activities, and you’ll have your butt paddled at least once a day. I don’t care how sore you are right now.”

		Bridget shuddered. “You’re still mad, aren’t you?”

		“You’re damn right I am,” he swore as a great cloud of emotion suddenly swirled about him. “So mad, you’ll be feeling this one a whole lot longer than you ever expected. That’s the only way you’re going to make amends.”

		Bridget’s mind was numb, but not her body. Her thighs were throbbing, and the heat of her caned ass—even though that heat had subsided some by now—seemed to rage like a wildfire. All this was only amplified by her husband’s promises—whether he was serious or not, didn’t matter. As much as she dreaded the follow-through, Bridget had the feeling that there’d be one hot erotic night ahead, and she couldn’t wait for a little sex to soften the trauma.

		

		***

		

		The morning brought a brand new sun. It had rained overnight and the spring air was fresh pouring into the open window. Bridget felt the lovely rush of the season all the way down to her crotch.

		While Geoff was up when her eyes finally popped open, she remembered it was Saturday and she didn’t have to get up early. She’d turn over, close her eyes and sleep until noon.

		“Good morning, my horny brat,” her husband said cheerily as he approached the bed.

		“You’re already up?” she answered with a pouty question. He was already dressed and looking quite relaxed compared to the man that slept with her the night before. “How come?” There was a lusty look in her happy eyes inviting him back to bed.

		“Because I have work to do,” he replied.

		“Today? It’s Saturday. I thought we might…”

		“You thought wrong. Besides, you have work to do too. Up and at ‘em, babe. This place is going to be sparkling by the time I get home.”

		Bridget winced. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

		“Oh, you bet I am, now, up, up up up…” he kept on until he’d pulled her from bed.

		“Ooo, ouch!”

		“Ass sore?” he said almost gleefully.

		“Yes, it is.”

		“Let me see.”

		“Oh, Geoff no.”

		“Too bad, dear, you earned this one.” Geoff turned her over in his arm and raised her nightgown over her ass. The red was gone, just as he expected, but rising from the soft textured skin of his wife’s behind were a half dozen harsh-looking welts where the skin had almost been cut. “My, isn’t that pretty,” he said as his fingers traced their way along each distinctive line.

		“You don’t have to be so cheerful about it.”

		“Would you rather I be pissed like I was last night?” he asked, putting her back on her feet.

		“I’d rather you screw me if you want to know the truth,” she sidled up to his side.

		“Not until the house is clean,” he said, taking her hands in his to prevent their roving his body with rousing results.

		“I thought you were giving me two days to get it done?” she answered annoyed.

		“Then, it will be two days until we make love again.”

		“That’s shameful.”

		“No more shameful than what caused your predicament.”

		“You sound as if you’re happy I got punished.”

		“No, I’m not happy at all,” he said, turning serious. “But if it means you learned something, then it could be a very good thing.”

		She wanted to raise a stink about the whole matter, but she knew better.

		“Just be glad I’m not going to strap your behind this morning.”

		“Strap my behind?”

		“Yes, you’re getting it daily, or did you forget?”

		The memory of his vow the night before was suddenly crystal clear.

		“Just how hard you get it will depend on how well you get this place cleaned up. I’d suggest you get going now, because you only have until three. We’re going sailing with Bryce, or did you forget that too?”

		“Sailing?”

		“Ah! You did forget.”

		“So, when will you strap my ass,” she wondered.

		“Humm. I could do it in front of Bryce,” he snickered.

		“Oh, Geoff, you wouldn’t. Please.” Her husband looked as happy as she’d seen him in weeks. “You’re being horrible and you know it.”

		“Isn’t that grand?” he rejoined as cheery as ever. “Gotta go, sweetheart.” He gave her a peck on the cheek and a good sound swat on her silk-covered bottom, then turned to leave.

		She’d have thrown a pillow at him if it had been any other day. But she wasn’t ready for another spanking, not yet.

		Geoff gone, Bridget sat down for a moment to pout. She gazed at the mess around her and then out at the bright sunny morning. Despite the beautiful day, she couldn’t keep her mind from the night before. That awful bench, and the torturous wait, those miserable faces, and the look on Alecia’s face. She wondered how her friend had spent the night and what she was doing now. A nasty shiver ran right up her spine, and shaking it off she started in on the unpleasant task of cleaning the house.

		
	
		
		Chapter Three

		

		Monday morning, Bridget could still feel the soreness in her ass when she went to work. Twice since her Friday evening session with the tribe, she’d endured a reviving spanking from Geoff. After sailing Saturday afternoon, she went over his lap when he chased her behind the boathouse of Bryce Fox’s estate. She had to keep quiet or she’d have had her brother-in-law and god knows who else ogling her smarting behind and the stripes of the cane still etched on her skin. Thankfully, the rest of the party was at the other end of the property, busily engaged with the barbecue and their loud conversation. No one seemed to know that Bryce’s brother was sitting atop an old tree trunk on the far side of the boathouse with his wife over his lap, spanking her pretty bottom as hard and fast as he could. Mercifully, he didn’t use the strap he’d promised, or anything else to raise the sting. It was a straightforward spanking and nothing more, easily done and easily over. For her part, Bridget muffled any noise, not wanting to attract attention.

		Geoff was not as easy on her the next day. Though the apartment was spotless, not one thing out of place, she took her husband’s doubled belt while leaning over the polished dining room table, getting her second refresher. They would go on for thirty days, or until Geoff decided she’d had enough. The hand spanking hardly fazed her ten minutes after it was over, but the one with Geoff’s belt made her sore ass burn again. She thought he’d never stop.

		Now, sixteen hours later, she could still feel the heat—or so she thought she could. Every move she made in her short straight skirt only reminded her how much her ass hurt and was still hurting.

		However, every self-pitying thought disappeared once she was back at work and spotted Alecia with her floppy portfolio under her arm. It didn’t matter that Geoff reminded her just hours before to stay clear of the woman. She had to know what was behind that awful look—and what had happened the last two days.

		Unfortunately, it wasn’t until nearly noon that they got a chance to talk, when Alecia found Bridget in her office. “How about lunch? I think I can do that much without getting in trouble.”

		

		***

		

		The gloomy pair of once vivacious beauties sat together almost nervously in the museum lunchroom. They each had orders not to associate with the other, but this was not a conversation either wanted to miss. Alecia was so pent-up she was about to burst and Bridget was dying of curiosity.

		“House arrest,” Alecia said flatly.

		“Yes, I know. But what’s it really mean?”

		She sighed deep and sorrowfully. “It means I’m locked up, except when I’m here. Lassiter’s driver even brings me to work and takes me home—just so I don’t go anywhere unauthorized,” she said with a sarcastic sneer, “Ooo, he’s a fright, all old and gnarled.”

		“Lassiter isn’t that bad.”

		“I mean his driver,” Alecia droned.

		“So, how’s your ass?”

		“Very sore, thank-you. I get paddled, spanked or something equally vile every morning and night. He’s using a thick whip in the morning—which could almost be pleasant. However, he lays it on so heavily that about half way through, I’m begging him to stop. Night’s worse though. I gather I’ll get nothing but wood then.” She sighed again.

		“I got the punishment bench,” Bridget announced.

		“Oh, that’s nasty. I have that to look forward to next Friday. , I’m staying there, I get in on the festivities every Friday night. What fun!” she quipped.

		“There’s got to be a silver lining in this cloud,” Bridget tried being cheerful. “You certainly must have time to paint.”

		“Paint? You kidding? The fart keeps me so busy when I’m there, I don’t have time to breathe. Two hours morning and night, I scrub floors, polish silver, and if that’s not enough; I’m stripping this disgusting wallpaper in one of the guest bedrooms. I figure an hour a day on that, I’ll have it finished by the time I leave.”

		Bridget winced, deciding that her penance with Geoff wasn’t nearly so bad.

		“And if that’s not enough, I do an hour’s worth of exercise in the morning, before my two hours of slavery. I’m so tired right now,” she looked at Bridget limply, “I feel like taking a nap.”

		“And you don’t see Charlie, do you?”

		“Oh, he can have conjugal visits from nine until ten any night he wants.” Her disparaging wince was almost comical.

		“Has he?”

		“Not yet. He told me he wanted me to get used to it for a few days before he disturbed the routine.”

		“You could just leave, you know. Charlie’s not forcing this on you.”

		“Don’t think I haven’t thought of it, but I can’t. I’ve never seen Charlie so hurt. And maybe… maybe I deserve it this time.”

		“My, Alecia Morehead’s actually feeling remorse,” Bridget almost smiled.

		“Yeah, I am.”

		This was a first.

		“Hell, Bridgey, there I was with my fanny in the air, some brute’s dick up my butt, and I wasn’t even screaming for him to stop. Charlie knows that. You know how he must feel? No wonder he doesn’t want to come for conjugal visits.” She was almost in tears.

		“You’ll make it up to him, ‘Lecia.”

		“Hope so. He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” Her smile was soft and endearing—Alecia looking much less like the frazzled sassy brat she often was. Hearing something behind her, she gave a backward glance at the door, and shivered. Afraid someone might catch them together she quickly grabbed her lunch sack and left the room. She would be crying the moment she hit her studio, if not before. Bridget had never seen Alecia looking so forlorn.

		It could have been me, Bridget reminded herself, as she crammed most of her lunch back in the brown paper sack. Her stomach was too sour to eat. It wasn’t so long ago she was in a few fixes almost as messy as Alecia’s current predicament. If it hadn’t been for Geoff, where would she be now?

		
	
		
		Part Two

		My Reckless Brat

		

		
		Chapter Four

		

		She was gorgeous. And I was in love with the beauty of her blue eyes and the softness of her long blonde hair long before I realized what it would mean to love Bridget Bennington. She walked into my office with the most cockamamie story imaginable, and I just listened, half in awe of her innocent sweetness—almost not hearing what she was saying. I’m not often attracted to women who seem so vulnerable and childish, but this one had me fixated, daydreaming of her for hours, even days after that first meeting.

		I had to pay attention to what she was saying, though. I had to listen to her crazy monologue and make some sense of the tale she wove for me. It was absurd and unbelievable.

		“I need protection,” she announced, quite proud of herself for saying so. It had taken some moments for me to get over the initial impact she made as she walked through my office door. From her first firm handshake, I had this odd feeling that she was inventing herself as she went along, as though this weren’t the real Bridget. Why that idea would pop into my brain, I don’t know. But I do consider myself a good judge of character. That gift comes in handy in my line of work.

		Sitting on the very edge of the chair in front of my desk, she smiled broadly. She looked dressed up wearing a long slim-fitting summer dress. Her svelte form appeared to skim the inside surface of the fabric, and yet, the details of her body seemed to climb right out on top. She was as youthful as her face and that long mane of hair—and the bangs that made her look little older than twelve, and the pink of her pale cheeks. While her breasts were supported by some soft plain bra, it wasn’t enough to disguise her budding nipples, or the fact that she was amply endowed. There wasn’t too much though. A fact that pleased me as if I were eventually going to have firsthand experience with those lovely tits. Her waist was small, her hips nicely flared, and her belly was as flat as a pancake. I wondered if she worked out.

		Though Bridget told me she was twenty-five, and I would have guessed the same, some people would have mistaken her for eighteen. I gathered she had some formal upbringing as polite as she seemed. But then those frosty blue eyes—not frosty as in cold, but frosty as in a cool pale color. They were like nothing I’d ever seen before and profoundly mesmerizing. Although she was obviously trying hard to be professional, there was a sensuous mischief behind that blue and it had me worried.

		“You need protection, Miss Bennington? In what way?”

		“From my roommate?”

		I raised my eyebrows wonderingly, and she went on to explain. “Lorna Crandall.” She spit out the name spitefully. “She’s after my boyfriend and me as well.”

		Her concern seemed juvenile at this point and I was beginning to rethink my first impression of this client.

		“And your boyfriend’s name?” I interrupted to ask.

		“John Michaels.”

		She sat impassively as if waiting for another question. “So, why don’t you tell me more,” I suggested.

		“Well…” she looked as though she didn’t know where to begin. “Lorna and I got together through my ad in the paper. She seemed okay, normal, even friendly the first time we met. But the day she moved in, she turned into this terrible stuck-up bitch, which I suppose wouldn’t matter to you, but now she has her claws in my boyfriend, follows him, shows up at his work, bumps into him in bars. It’s not an accident.” There was a good deal of venom behind her words.

		“And what does this boyfriend think?” I started to play along.

		“He doesn’t think anything of it. Which makes no sense because I know she’s bad news.”

		“How so?”

		“I can feel it.”

		“Feel it?”

		“Yes. Intuition. Surely, you believe in that. I bet you play hunches all the time?”

		I nodded in agreement. “But maybe you could give me something more concrete.”

		“Well,” she thought a moment while biting her lower pink lip. “I feel as though I’m living in that movie.”

		“Which one is that?”

		“Humm. Can’t remember the name,” she said as she searched her mind. And then suddenly her face brightened. “Single White Female, that’s it!”

		I nodded my head. “So, you’re being stalked?”

		“Sort of,” she pursed her lips while she considered the question, “but not exactly.”

		I dearly wanted some real information. Her facial expressions were mighty cute, but not much to go on.

		“She leave me notes,” she finally jumped in. “And messages on the answering machine. And she looks at me strangely. She’s always showing up where I don’t expect her…”

		“What kind of notes and messages are we talking about?”

		“The notes…” she fidgeted as though this really disturbed her, “they’re lying around the apartment… all of them addressed to me… on the bathroom mirror, in the kitchen sink, outside my bedroom door. Things like, ‘Lorna would like you to be a little quieter when you’re dancing.’ Or, ‘Lorna wishes you’d not bring John to the apartment. Your conversation is distracting.’ She can’t even hear our conversation because we’re usually in my bedroom and she’s in hers.”

		“Maybe she actually means other things than ‘conversation.’”

		“You mean sex?”

		“Are you having sex?”

		“Of course. That’s what makes him my boyfriend. And I don’t just sleep with anyone,” she sputtered indignantly.

		“Of course not,” I agreed.

		“Don’t those notes sound a little strange? All written in third person as if she’s talking about somebody other than herself?”

		“Yes. I’d say so. What about the messages?”

		“They’re the same. All third person stuff. Some are personal, others little hints about what I might want to cook, if I have the time, or how I might want to clean up this mess or that one, or how my coming home late bothers her.” She paused thoughtfully, her brows knitting up as though she were searching for more. “Oh, yes, she was in my room.”

		“How do you know?”

		“Everything was rearranged.”

		“You’re sure?”

		She thought a moment. “I think so, I mean I’m pretty sure. I swear she moves stuff.”

		“What do you know about her?”

		“Not a lot. She’s a graduate student, or at least that’s what she says, but I never see her study. She’s always playing this weird music, says she meditates. Then she’ll come to the museum—that’s where I work.”

		“The Bennington?” I guessed.

		Her face lit up. “See, that was intuition!” she jumped right on that deduction.

		“Seems pretty obvious given your name.”

		“Oh, that has nothing to do with my job. Bennington is my uncle, but I doubt he even knows I work for him.”

		“What do you do?”

		“Right now I’m a cashier in the gift shop. That’s where Lorna is really annoying. She’s always wandering by the window, or in the lobby. It’s spooky. I mention it to her and she acts as though there’s nothing wrong at all. ‘I go there to unwind,’ she says.”

		“Maybe you should ask her to leave.”

		“I have, but she won’t go. Says she signed a year lease, she loves the apartment—course I can see why. It’s beautiful, in this old building with lots of Frank Lloyd Wright glass and wood. There’s nothing like it in the neighborhood. I was lucky to get the place. Now, she won’t budge.”

		“And how long has she lived with you?” I started jotting notes hoping I might make some sense out of the mess.

		“Almost three months.”

		“And when did all this start, these notes and messages…?”

		“Except for the bitchy part which seems to come natural to her,” she thought a moment, “about a month after she moved in. She’s totally weird.”

		“And you want protection.” I shook my head. “I doubt, Miss Bennington, that there’s much I can do if you continue to live with her. It sort of goes with the territory that you’re going to see her. It would be hard to separate ‘stalking’ from simply living in the same place.”

		“I knew you’d say that. But you could do a background check on her, and kind of follow her around, see if she’s really in school. I mean if I have a bona fide lunatic in my apartment, I want to know. Sometimes she stands at the bathroom door while I’m taking a shower and just stares. I turn around and half jump out of my skin, she’s so creepy.”

		“Yes, I can do a background check,” I agreed. “Do you know where she’s from?”

		“New York. But she’s vague about that too, and everything else for that matter. I gather she got her degree from SUNY, that’s if she got one at all.”

		“You say her name is Lorna Crandall?”

		“That’s what she said.”

		“You have a picture, any way I can identify her?”

		She smiled, and fishing through her purse, handed me a snapshot. “Kind of fuzzy, but you get the idea. She’s the one on the left.”

		The smiling face flanked by two other smiling women didn’t tell me much, but it was a place to start.

		“Well, Miss Bennington, I’ll see what I can come up with. She’s supposed to be enrolled as a graduate student at the University?”

		“Yep.”

		“Do you know what department?”

		“Ancient religions.” Bridget shuddered as if that too was just another part of the spooky package of her odd roommate. The result created a delicious jiggle of her flesh beneath her dress and with it came a whiff of her perfume, something like roses, I think, though I’m not good at recognizing scents. Drawn to her again, part of me wished she’d just stay so I could stare at her awhile.

		She was on her feet a second later, the two of us shaking hands. Her warm palm against mine seemed to generate a delightful electricity between us. I wanted to kiss her. All this seemed as odd as Bridget’s strange roommate. I never fall in love with a woman at first sight—and I rarely allow myself to feel anything for a client. It usually takes some dates before I can say I’m even attracted to a woman; but Bridget took my breath away, stole my heart and I was lovesick the moment she left the office. I wanted more of her. Hell, I’d have to find something on this roommate of hers just to keep her coming back.

		Bridget Bennington left me with an envelope of cash, as though she were reading the script of an old movie and a check wouldn’t do—this was such a clandestine endeavor. I had to chuckle.

		

		The next few days, I did the usual checks on both my client and her roommate. Oddly, after my initial investigation, Bridget Bennington seemed as odd as Lorna Crandall. It wasn’t the first time a client lied to me about themselves and their circumstances, especially if they were out to get someone else. Divorces, especially, can get ugly, which is why I try to avoid that kind of work. The moment that the discrepancies started to surface, this case took on the same feel. I usually take the half-truths in stride, but for some reason, I was particularly annoyed that Bridget lied to me so easily. Perhaps I wanted to believe that the right woman had finally crossed my path. To have her integrity unravel so quickly really pissed me off.

		Three days later, when I had Bridget back in my office, I thought the confrontational style might be a good way to cut through the morass my information presented me.

		“I did some checking, Miss Bennington.”

		“Oh, please, Mr. Fox, just call me Bridget.”

		“All right, Bridget,” I answered, “I have some interesting results, a few things you could explain.”

		“Like what?”

		“You implied that you leased the apartment, Lorna Crandall became your roommate later.”

		“Yes.”

		“According to the apartment manager, it was the other way around. You actually signed the lease after Lorna, and moved in two weeks after she was already living there.”

		“Well, yes, I suppose technically that happened. But it doesn’t make any difference, I still have every right to be there.”

		“Yes, you do.” She wasn’t getting my message. “And there’s the matter of the boyfriend. From what I could gather, he was dating Lorna before he started dating you.”

		She looked honestly embarrassed by this find, and then annoyed. “I didn’t hire you to investigate me,” she snapped.

		Funny, even when she was pissed, which she obviously was, she charmed the pants off of me—or would have if I was in that frame of mind. Still, she was pissing me off not being the woman that I wanted.

		“Investigations have a way of unearthing the truth,” I advised her, “and the facts just don’t lie.”

		“Well what does it matter who dated who first? She’s weird and getting more so. John wasn’t particularly interested in her anyway, and he is in me.” As she pouted, her lovely chest heaved so I could see the flesh shimmy above her bra. This one was cut pretty low, her nipples still erect enough to pierce through both the bra and her tiny tee-shirt. I could see her lovely legs beneath a pair of bright red short shorts. Her small toenails were painted red, and her sandals with their tiny straps looked a fright to walk in. Bridget carried off the carefree look with the aplomb of a woman used to dazzling men—even if her effortless manner was totally unconscious. I was still pissed, and should have blown her off for lying. But still so infatuated, I couldn’t help but pursue her case further—even if it was based on foolishness and fantasy.

		“I need my clients to be honest with me, Miss Bennington.” I think reverting back to her surname jarred her a little.

		“Well, I was…” My eyes narrowed. “Mostly.” She seemed to appreciate the stern look I gave her.

		“Let’s just keep things to the letter from now on, shall we?”

		“Certainly.” She wiggled in the seat of her chair, my eyes observing how her bottom looked as it moved inside her tight shorts. I wished I could see her ass when she was standing—from behind of course. One thought leading to another, I was thinking of my old friend and client, Andrew Lassiter, the one who’d filled me in on his amazing spanking fetish. Observing Bridget Bennington, it was the first I’d thought about those amazing conversations in years. But if there was ever a spankable woman, this one was it. Cute body, childlike innocence, petulant, likely very bratty when she wanted to be—yep, she fit the bill.

		I rather liked the thought of spanking her, but put it out of my mind as soon as it entered. This was a professional relationship, and I had no business thinking such personal and unlikely thoughts. “Did you gather any other information—I mean about my roommate?” she asked.

		“I’m sorry Miss Bennington, so far, I haven’t found anything weird about Lorna Crandall. Her story checks out. She is a graduate student working on a thesis in ancient religions. She received her BA from SUNY two years ago, and spent a year in Greece and Rome doing research. Last year, however, is still unaccounted for, but I’m working on that. I’ve had little time for much surveillance, but what I’ve done, her habits seem reasonable for what she’s doing. I’ve seen her shop, meet with friends, and once drop by your boyfriend’s place of business. He does work at the diner on Second Street?”

		“Yes, when he’s not playing in his band.”

		I nodded, my expression apparently one she didn’t like.

		“What’s wrong with that?” she asked.

		“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

		“Well, there has to be more. She’s a total wacko!”

		“Give me some time. I have a few more inquiries I need to hear from. But just for the record, no more lies. You won’t get half-truths from me and I’ve had enough from you.”

		She seemed to tremble as I scolded her that way.

		“Now, how long have you been dating your boyfriend?”

		“About three weeks?”

		“And this is a serious relationship?”

		“Yes. Why not?” She easily took offense.

		“You don’t suppose Mr. Michaels is more interested in playing the field, so to speak.”

		“Why would you say that?” Her eyes suddenly snapped angrily.

		“No reason really.” I did have my reasons but I wasn’t about to tell her.

		“Well, we are serious. I’m sure he loves me. Besides, I told you before, I don’t sleep around.”

		“Really?” It sounded as though I didn’t believe her, and I’m not sure why I answered that way. I know she didn’t like it. But it was a response I couldn’t stop, and not one I would have used on any other woman but Bridget Bennington. For reasons I couldn’t fathom then, and only understand a little more now, she begged to be dominated. Something about her jarred a real fatherly concern for her—fatherly to a point; the rest of my feelings for her had a very sexual aspect that wasn’t fatherly at all.

		“Yes, really, I don’t sleep around,” she was annoyed again. “And I don’t like what you’re suggesting.” She put her foot down emphatically.

		“I’m not suggesting anything and I’m not here to judge, Miss Bennington.” I tried to let the matter drop, moving on, “Any more incidents with your roommate since we spoke?”

		“You mean those eerie notes and messages? Yes. There have been several.”

		“Anything different about them?”

		“Not really.”

		“Perhaps it’s just her way.”

		“Well, I don’t like it!” She spit out emphatically.

		“Then, you do have a problem here. She’s the first name on the lease. If she wants to stay, she stays and you’ll have to go if you can’t live with her. I can’t see any other way. As far as your boyfriend, I’m afraid the old saying is true. All’s fair in love and war.”

		Though Bridget wasn’t happy hearing me lay out her few options, she might as well face reality.

		“I think your roommate is a little odd, yes. But then, so are a lot of people. I don’t know what more I can find for you.”

		“That’s all? That’s all you’re going to do? What about that missing year?”

		“I should have something by tomorrow. And if it’s important, I’ll let you know.”

		

		What I didn’t tell Bridget Bennington that I’d gleaned from my research was the amount of information I collected regarding her. Unfortunately, it made my client as suspect as her suspicious acting roommate. Miss Bennington was an heiress living off a trust fund established for her by her now deceased father. Her parents were divorced when she was twelve and her mother was out of the picture. On her thirtieth birthday, her trust would be hers in its entirety, but until then, she was given just enough to get by. She’d dropped out of Wellesley and Barnard, and was marginally employed by the gallery that bore the family name. Apparently, her uncle was quite aware of his niece’s lack of good judgment. He’d arranged the job himself to instill a little responsibility. Sometimes she proved her worth, at other times she wouldn’t show up for several days. Her relationship with John Michaels, a moderately successful bass player in several local bands, was probably no more than a passing fling for him. He went through women like water through an open hand, having enough success to garner a reasonable quantity of groupies from which to pick his next sexual indulgence.

		My source for the information seemed reliable, a member of the Bennington museum board who had strong opinions of the Bennington progeny—none of which were particularly complimentary. Bridget’s uncle, Harry, and his wife Gretchen, spawned three children. The most responsible of the three was doing social research in Africa; the others, Tricia and Ryan, had histories as sordid as their cousin. Both were on the West Coast raising hell with what little inheritance money that leaked through Harry’s tight sieve. Ryan wasn’t likely to return at all; he was doing carpentry in Marin County and smoking a lot of grass. Tricia might actually make something of herself. She was now, however, more intent on pissing off her father, serving food in a soup kitchen for the homeless in LA. She was the kind to finally get over being wealthy and return to take over the family holdings with a natural finesse that suggested she was born with the gift.

		All this meant that Bridget was Harry’s immediate concern. What worried him most was her lack of ambition. She was smart, obviously pretty, but often insecure and a total disaster in her love life. Maybe she too just needed to come around. He told my source on the Bennington museum board that he imagined, eventually, the girl would grow up.

		Hearing all this information, I worried about Bridget Bennington. She was at loose ends and perhaps a little too imaginative for her own good. Maybe she was looking for a father figure, the reason why my fatherly instincts seemed to perk up when she was around.

		

		Two nights after my second meeting with Bridget, the phone rang in the middle of the night, jarring me out of a decent dream. I answered with a groggy hello to hear my newest client crying from somewhere in the middle of a god-awful night. The thunder of an electrical storm was pounding in my ears from both outside my window and over the phone.

		“Bridget, are you okay?

		“No, I’m not okay.”

		“What happened?”

		“She had a knife.”

		“What!”

		“Lorna had a knife!”

		“Where are you now?”

		“I ran out of the apartment and I’m soaked to the skin,” the tears were coming so fast, she choked on her words .

		“Where are you?”

		“Phone booth, Sixth and Terrace.”

		Just five blocks from me. But how the hell did she get there? It had to be at least a mile from her apartment.

		“You have your car?”

		“No,” her voice was wounded.

		No car? “Is there anyplace around you can go where it’s dry?”

		She snuffed and sobbed some more. I imagined her looking around for someplace out of the rain.

		“I, I don’t know,” I could hardly hear her.

		“Get a hold of yourself, Bridget. Is there a diner? Gas station?”

		“Yes, yes. I’m at a gas station.”

		“Good. Then, for crissakes sake, get inside where it’s dry, I’ll pick you up in five minutes.”

		“Oh, Mr. Fox, please hurry.”

		Pulling on my clothes, I was out of the door like a light, driving into the murky, pitch black night. Across the street, the lights were out. Good lord, I thought to myself, I don’t need a blackout now! There was nothing but my headlights to navigate by in the driving rain. Thankfully, it didn’t take but a few minutes to find the gas station—the one Bridget Bennington had just left. The uninterested attendant informed me that, yes, a bedraggled blonde had left puddles all over the floor, then took off a couple minutes later.

		“You didn’t try to stop her?”

		“Why should I have?”

		I shook my head. “What direction did she go?”

		He shrugged. I could have slugged the guy but he wasn’t worth my time. Back in the car, I tried a little intuition to deduce the direction of her flight. The rain was starting to let up so I could see to the east and west, deciding neither was likely. I just came from the south, so I took off going North, hoping I figured right. Three blocks down, I caught sight of something white, but it disappeared so quickly I thought maybe it was just a piece of paper flying in the wind. When I passed that white apparition, something in an old apartment doorway, I stopped the car, backed up and there she was, shivering under an overhang, her long blonde hair a dead giveaway.

		Opening the window, I shouted, “Bridget, get in here!” Thankfully, she heard me, and padded angelically toward the car, jumping into the seat beside me.

		“Why the hell didn’t you stay at the gas station?” I was pissed.

		“I waited, but you didn’t come.”

		“I did come, young lady, you just weren’t patient.”

		“I didn’t like that guy. He kept looking at me.” Her eyes were dark and critical.

		She was soaked, looking beautiful beyond the water, but definitely soaked to the skin. Far as I could tell, she was wearing nothing but a white tee-shirt and a thin white summer robe. She hardly looked clothed at all, but at least most everything was covered. Even so bedraggled she stirred my loins. What was I going to do with her?

		

		***

		

		I took Bridget to the only safe place I knew—my apartment. Cuddled up in my big terrycloth robe she looked lost inside it, but certainly frightened. Still pissed, I let her have it.

		“Your apartment is fifteen blocks from here,” I snapped at her angrily. “How the hell did you get so far?”

		“I ran.”

		“You ran!” I fumed as I paced in front of her.

		“Yes, I was scared.”

		“It’s the middle of the night!”

		“I was scared.” She started to cry.

		“Don’t do that!” I barked a lot louder than I should have, pointing an accusing finger in her direction.

		She straightened up instantly. Just as I thought—the tears were an act.

		“You know, what you need is a good spanking!” I shot off.

		That jarred her loose. Her expression of chagrin was priceless. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t think. Lorna had a knife.”

		“So, what was she doing with the knife?”

		“Standing.”

		“Standing?”

		“At the bathroom door. Like she didn’t know where she was.”

		“And you ran out?”

		“Yeah, I was scared, I thought she was following me. Before I realized it, I’d gone six blocks. I was close to my friend Jeanette’s, but she wasn’t home, or maybe just too crashed to answer the door, so I kept walking, trying to find a phone.”

		“Walking away from the mini-mart on the corner of your own block?”

		“I was too afraid to go back.”

		We stared each other down for several minutes before either of us spoke again.

		“You really would spank me?” she finally asked.

		I thought about it for only a second and the truth spilled right out, “If it weren’t so damned politically incorrect,” I shot off with a snarl, “I surely would.”

		There were tears in her eyes again.

		“What are you crying for now?”

		“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in a long time.”

		“Oh?”

		“You hardly know me and you care that much.”

		I did care about her, enormously, unwisely perhaps, but I did care.

		“I understand you were scared, Miss Bennington. But this stunt was really stupid.”

		“How come you’re calling me Miss Bennington, again?”

		I had to think about that one, “I suppose because it puts a little distance between us.”

		“You think that’s necessary?” She was mighty coy, her head cocked sweetly. She’d brushed her hair, dried it with my hairdryer, and it glistened in the light from my fireplace. She was more beautiful now than ever. I think being humbled served her well.

		“Maybe so,” I finally answered her question. “I’m not sure if you need a friend or a father.”

		“I guess I was a little rash.”

		“You certainly were. You might have been running away from nothing, and you put yourself in jeopardy. There’s a wild thunderstorm out there in case you didn’t notice…” I was getting pissed again. “And leaving the gas station was completely stupid. Look how you’re dressed!

		“Maybe you should spank me,” she said as her lips formed a sexy snicker.

		“I don’t doubt you need one and probably a few more.”

		“A few?” she looked up at me with eyes like question marks. “Why would you say that?”

		“My investigation of Lorna and you, led me to a very talkative woman who knows a whole lot about the Bennington family.”

		“Oh my!” she winced. “All my sordid life, I suppose.”

		“I heard an earful. And none of that particularly squared with what you told me in our first meeting. Looks to me like you’re lacking in basic discipline.”

		“It was hard to come by when I was growing up.”

		I stalked the carpet in front of her, wondering what the hell to do. The thought of taking her over my knee and giving that lovely behind a good going over was sounding pretty good—at least good for me. Might get some of my anger out. But then again, it was damned inappropriate so I had to think of something else.

		“Tell you what?” I finally said, “you’re tired and so am I. We both need some rest. I’ll get a pillow and blanket and you can sleep here.”

		“I’m really sorry, Mr. Fox. I am. I don’t know what got into me.”

		She was all vulnerable and sweet, her limpid eyes shining brightly through her wet tears. My feelings were escalating to the point I thought my next move might throw aside good judgment. If I was trying to suggest she behave responsibility, then I needed to myself.

		Offering her a grim smile, I took off to find some bedding and left her in my living room, hoping that we could both get some sleep.

		
	
		
		Chapter Five

		

		The morning came much too quickly, the garbage man banging as loudly as he could beneath my window. It was 7:30, and considering the night I’d had, I might have turned over and gone back to sleep once the racket was over, but there was another hunch gnawing me in the gut. Jumping out of bed, I went straight for the living room, and just as I feared, Bridget was gone. The bedding was folded in a neat pile, her pillow fluffed, with a note on top. “Thanks for rescuing me. Don’t mean to be such a bother. Lorna’s probably gone by now, so I’ll just sneak back home and see what’s there. Funny, in broad daylight things don’t seem so scary…” B. B.

		

		Damn it! Scrambling into my clothes twice within six hours was really pissing me off. I wasn’t sure why I was so confounded upset with her—I’m sure she was trying to get out of my hair—but I had an uneasy feeling about this roommate, and until I had some firsthand knowledge that the woman was harmless, I didn’t want Bridget there.

		Before I could find her apartment, however, I had to stop by my office. I knew the vicinity of her building, in fact the very block where she lives, but not the exact address. It’s not like me to panic about any case, but the longer it took to find her, the more anxious I got. What galled me was her naïve presumption that whatever she did was okay, as though she thought she was protected from the consequences. (Maybe that’s what happens when you grow up rich.) I wondered if I could get through to her.

		My knock on Bridget’s apartment door was loud enough to wake the dead, but apparently not loud enough to rouse someone from the shower. Didn’t matter though. Testing the knob, I found the door unlocked, and figured one way or another I’d get a better fix on my client and her case—if she had one. If Lorna was home, it might actually be helpful. If just Bridget… well, there were lots of possibilities.

		My client, not expecting anyone to be there, jumped a mile seeing me wandering through the apartment. She was right—the place was beautiful. And by the looks of it, these two weren’t hurting for money. Bridget’s allowance may be a pittance, but it appeared she’d already inherited a few of the family treasures.

		“Mr. Fox!”

		“Might as well call me Geoff after last night,” I said.

		“But you didn’t need to come.”

		“Oh, I sure as hell did,” I assured her. I noted her short silk bathrobe, which fit perfectly in my plans. “What do you think you were doing coming back here by yourself?”

		She shivered and smiled cutely, and of course, my cock was starting to throb. But then, I had a few other things in mind before anything like that was going to take place.

		“I figured it would be safe. Lorna’s usually out of here by 7:30 and I could tell if her car was gone.”

		“I thought I told you to stay put.”

		“Well, not in so many words.”

		“But it was an understanding, young lady. You call me hysterically in the middle of the night, I rescue you from lord knows what fate because you don’t know where the hell you are, and then you run off before I get up this morning. Don’t you ever think?”

		She winced. “That was stupid, huh?”

		“Yeah, it was stupid. And I think it’s time you had that spanking.”

		She looked surprised. “Are you serious?”

		“Oh, you bet I am.”

		We were standing near the kitchen, where what I needed was hanging on the wall in plain sight—a big flat wooden spoon, one of those that’s part of a set. Tearing it from the wall, my dander was up and she knew it. I saw her tremble, at the same time look at me excitedly, as though this was exactly what she wanted me to do.

		“I don’t know what your reasoning was, but if you thought coming back here would send me over the edge, well you figured that one right. If you think I’d let you come here alone, you don’t know me very well.” I was steps from the shivering young woman, her hair was wet and clinging to her shoulders, and the closer I got the more she started to look like the drowned rat I picked up on the street hours before. Taking her firmly by the arm, I led her to the prim little button-tufted settee in the living room. The seat was solid under my ass, and feeling mighty good. Pulling Bridget Bennington over my lap felt just as satisfying, and she didn’t balk one bit. If anything, I think the reckless brat was eager for it—if that was possible. I expected she wouldn’t be as eager by the time I finished.

		There wasn’t much point in protecting her sassy ass, since the robe barely covered her lovely behind—besides I wanted the satisfaction of seeing it redden before my eyes. Those long and very interesting conversations with my spanking aficionado client were suddenly so fresh in my mind, it could have been yesterday that I had one of the stirring discussions. I could see why there was such a fascination with the practice, with the ritual and the form involved. Though right now, I didn’t care about form; my entire pissed off being was anxious to get on with the spanking.

		Pushing the robe away with my hand, I bared her twin mounds and they almost took my breath away—so white, so gloriously white, like pristine fields of pale snow in the morning light. They jiggled slightly as I adjusted her on my lap and I could feel her trembling inside the grasp of my arm. Holding her tightly about the waist—because I remember my friend saying that was imperative—I began. Packing a good deal of punch to the strokes I laid on that lovely rear, the results were quite astounding and almost immediate. There was a beautiful pink blush rising within seconds, and the more I paddled her, the more the hue of her flesh deepened in color. The more I worked Bridget’s behind, the more eager I was to make her skin righteously smart. I’m sure my scheme was inspired by her response. She moaned quite sweetly at the start as though it were hardly anything at all. But with my anger fresh and unassuaged, I was determined she get my message. She would not be groaning sweetly when I was done!

		As much as the spanking was beginning to hurt Bridget’s bottom, it was satisfying for me. Not only was she getting what she deserved, it was turning me on. The crude way she moved against my lap inspired a sexual desire in me I can’t ever recall experiencing. I knew then what Andrew meant when he claimed that spanking was an aphrodisiac. I would have liked to quit the spanking and enjoyed myself in her delightful body, but instead, I chose to ignore the pleasant effect and let the reason for the spanking drive me forward.

		“Oh, Mr. Fox, please!” she wailed like the dickens. “I can’t stand this!”

		“Just like I can’t stand a bratty, undisciplined woman!” I roared right back at her.

		My comments didn’t shut her up, nor did the strike of the spoon on her ass. She kept wailing away, and except for a few necessary pauses for the both of us to catch our breath, I kept going, at an exhausting clip. Eventually, with Bridget turning frantic, I finally slowed and began to lecture her in earnest.

		“You probably need one of these every week, Miss Bennington.” I smacked her hard.

		“Oh, ouch…” She squirmed, but she wasn’t crying.

		“Until this matter with your roommate is settled, you’ll follow my instructions. Is that clear?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“And you won’t go running off on a lark!”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“You’ll think before you act!”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“All right.” I gave her bottom one last, firm smack and put the spoon down next to me.

		Seeing the extraordinary effect the spanking had on Bridget’s bottom, I wanted to caress those heated mounds in the worst way. But taking a deep breath, I let her rise and pull her bathrobe back around her waist.

		“I’m so sorry,” she snuffed as though she’d been crying—though I know she hadn’t shed a tear.

		“You should be. I don’t think kindly of being pulled out of a good night’s sleep to rescue a damsel in distress only to have her run off as if it didn’t matter at all.”

		“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

		“Obviously. Now perhaps you’d better get dressed.”

		She hustled quickly to get presentable and ten minutes later, except for the damp hair, looked as ravishing as the day I’d met her. I did see she was dressed more formally than I’d ever seen her.

		“You have to work?”

		“In a half hour.”

		“Then get a few things together, leave some sort of note for your roommate and we’ll get going.”

		“I’m not going to stay here?”

		“No. Not until I have her checked out.” Seems I had to repeat myself before I could get her to understand.

		“Oh, yeah.” She thought a moment. “Did I tell you that the knife was sitting on my bed when I walked in here this morning?”

		I had my own nervous shiver about that one.

		“No, I don’t believe you did, but then, perhaps I didn’t give you time.”

		She smiled. “I guess I deserved that.”

		“I know you did. Now, do you have any friends you could stay with?”

		She thought a moment. “I’m sure Alecia wouldn’t mind.”

		“Who’s she?”

		“An artist. Her work is shown at the Bennington,” she added as though she was proud of the fact.

		“You know her well?”

		“She’s been my best friend since Barnard.”

		It all seemed reasonable. I could only hope that this Alecia might be a stable influence on my impish client. While Bridget got ready to leave, I made a quick perusal of the apartment looking for clues about the absent Lorna. Nothing seemed amiss, but for reasons I couldn’t quite account for, I felt uneasy about everything I saw. Maybe, Bridget Bennington was right; I acted more on intuition than I thought.

		“By the way, I need your friend Alecia’s address in case I need to see you,” I said as I joined her in the living room. I was relieved to see an overnight bag in her hand—at least she was taking my instructions seriously.

		“I could come by the office? Maybe tomorrow?” she suggested.

		“Maybe. But I’ll call first. Even so, I’d feel better if I had your friend’s address.”

		I watched the luscious blonde scratch a few lines on a slip of paper, which she handed my way.

		“No phone?”

		“Oh, yes.” She grabbed the paper back and scratched out the number. “I think that line’s still working?” Like she wasn’t sure.

		I had my apprehensions about this friend of hers, but I let that much slide. After making sure my client was safely in her car on her way to work, I left, determined to get my head clear, and a few things straight about Bridget Bennington and her knife-wielding roommate.

		It took the better part of three days to track down anything on Lorna Crandall. She was an odd woman, an attractive brunette with hard looking eyes. I followed her for nearly three hours and had my partner tail her for nearly six on two subsequent days. She did a lot of shopping in everything from trendy boutiques to rundown thrift stores. Her bearing was proud, highly aloof, and her dress just plain weird. The second day, she appeared on the street dressed in black, a plain, but obviously expensive tee-shirt and slim silk slacks. Her dark hair was tightly brushed back from her face and clamped in a bun—a style that was apparently her favorite since she wore it that way often. It might have been quite stunning on some women, but on Lorna, it only enhanced her high cheek bones and sharp nose, making her look like a gaunt crow. As if the severe black wasn’t enough to make her appearance odd on a warm summer day, she wore a broad-brimmed black hat with a chiffon scarf that tied under her chin. Her lips—the only color on her pale face—were painted the color of blood. I fully expected to see claws for hands, and was relieved when they proved quite normal. Though she’d seemed a little strange before, this version of Lorna Crandall was particularly chilling and I could see why Bridget was so frightened.

		Except for her curious attire, however, Lorna’s movements gave me little cause to worry. Though it was clear she had too much time and perhaps too much money on her hands—I couldn’t see that she was doing anything toward the master’s degree she was supposed to be pursuing. In the midst of one of her many shopping sprees she often dropped into a nearby tavern or restaurant where she ordered rum and tea, and occasionally ate croissants or pastries—birdlike. She never finished even half of what she ordered, though her drink was always polished off, elegantly. My partner thought she was freaky. And after three days gathering info on this woman, I was thinking the same thing. When I finally got a report about a Jaye L. Crandall from the State hospital, I jumped on the information. Perhaps all I needed was an hour’s drive north to get the matter of Lorna Crandall settled.

		

		While I spoke with Bridget every day at the museum, I decided not to mention the trip and fuel her fears until I had all the facts in hand. When I called her, I kept the conversation light.

		“How’s your friend, Alecia?” I asked her just before I left for the State Hospital.

		“Great.” She sounded happy.

		“You’re sitting tight?”

		“Not a move without your approval, Capt’n,” was her cheery reply.

		“Good.”

		“Is something wrong?”

		I suppose she heard the concern in my voice.

		“I told you, I don’t want any doubts in my mind about Lorna.”

		“So, I still can’t go home. I was thinking that it might not be as…”

		“No! You can’t go home,” I snapped.

		“Okay, okay, but I’m going to run out of clothes.”

		“Then I’ll take you there tomorrow when I’m back.”

		“You’re going somewhere?”

		“All work.”

		“Oh,” she said with a little sensuous empathy. “Maybe you need a vacation, Geoff Fox.”

		“I probably do. But as long as I have damsels in distress to take care, I’m off on my conquering steed.”

		She laughed with a mellow lilt to her lush voice. I thought of her ass and her struggling body, and the feel of her skin. I missed her. I hadn’t felt a longing for any woman like this since I could remember.

		

		***

		

		After my visit to the grim looking State Hospital, including a long discussion with one of the nurses, I had even more reason to protect my client. I was certain that Jaye L. Crandall, a patient recently discharged from the facility, was Bridget’s roommate—former roommate that is. My client wouldn’t be returning to her apartment for anything but her belongings.

		On my way back to town that afternoon, I decided it was time to report my discoveries to Bridget in person. Not finding her at the museum, I took off for the address on the slip of paper she’d handed to me three days before. I knew the street well and hoped I’d find the apartment building on the more respectable end of Division Road.

		Still, I wasn’t surprised when I ended up in a transient neighborhood jammed with rundown houses and old factories converted into loft apartments. These were supposed to be part of the inner-city restoration, but one look at the seedy warehouse where I was supposed to find my client, I had that sinking, queasy feeling again. The building gave me the creeps. Knowing what I did about Bridget and her lack of good judgment, I realized that for all her money and connections, she still didn’t have a decent place to go until this matter with her roommate was settled. Wish I’d check the place out first, but, perhaps, my worries were groundless. I could always hope.

		Up two flights of stairs, the building looked a little better on the inside that it looked from the street.

		Answering my knock, Bridget was all smiles.

		“Hi!” she gave the huge sliding door a shove and it opened on its own. “Come in.”

		Following her inside we made a twisted journey into the vast interior of a gigantic loft, moving between partitions and artist canvases until we came to a small sitting room in the middle of a forest of color and paint smells. The light was good from the ceiling skylights, which I imagined must be perfect for an artist—perhaps I shouldn’t be so judgmental about the place, but it still gave me the creeps.

		“Looks as if my investigation turned up exactly what you were afraid of.”

		“It did?” She was surprised.

		“’Fraid so.” I sat on the one cleared divan, sinking nearly to my ass inside the lumpy thing.

		“Oh, maybe you should have tried the chair,” she snickered.

		I shook my head, “Naw, this is fine.” She sat opposite me, on a rickety couch. There was an odd looking sculpture between us. I think it was supposed to be a coffee table.

		“Ah! We have company!” a pert redhead in overalls and smeared paint suddenly peeked her head around one fake wall.

		“This is Detective Fox,” Bridget introduced me.

		“Ooo, yeah,” the redhead marched right in and sat on the arm of the divan. “You get the goods on that lunatic Bridgey’s been living with? I always thought she looked like the devil.”

		I smiled. Here I thought my client was a sassy slut, this one had her beat in spades. “Geoff Fox,” I held out my hand.

		“Alecia. Or Leetsia if you prefer.” (I wasn’t sure what she meant until a few months later when Bridget explained to me that Alecia liked changing names when the mood of her paintings changed.)

		“I suppose Alecia sounds more normal to me,” I said.

		“Sure. So, what did you get on her?” She looked at me as though I were supposed to be reporting to her. Ignoring Alecia, I turned to Bridget.

		“You were right. Lorna may well be a little off balance. I think it’s time you moved out.”

		“Me?”

		Skipping right over her objection, I went on, “Lorna spent the better part of last year in the State Mental Hospital. And though she was treated, classified harmless, and released, she has had some violent incidents in her past that make me wonder if she’s well at all. Her mental state is supposed to be controlled through medication, but we can’t be sure that she’s taking it. While she’s enrolled in the graduate program—her credentials in that are very sound—I have to agree with you, she doesn’t seem to take it seriously. No one in the religious studies department at the University seems to know who she is.”

		“Well, I’ll be damned!” Alecia exclaimed as if this were the most interesting thing she’d heard in days.

		But while her friend seemed almost elated by the news, Bridget looked white as a bed sheet.

		“She could be perfectly sane, Bridget, but I don’t want you taking any chances.”

		“But why can’t she move out?”

		“And why can’t you?”

		“I told you, I love the place,” she whined fretfully.

		“What’s going on here?” a man’s voice suddenly exploded on the scene. I turned to look behind me, seeing a handsome, but strangely unappealing fellow appear from nowhere. I thought I recognized the face and my queasy stomach started acting up again.

		“Lyle, this is Detective Fox. He got the goods on Bridgey’s spooky roommate.”

		Hearing the name Lyle, I knew I recognized him from old police blotters.

		“So, what’s that mean?” he said shrugging. “She has to stay here?”

		“Hey, why not? There’s plenty of room,” his redheaded girlfriend offered.

		“Oh, you think so?” he looked around at the clutter finding it disgusting.

		“C’mon, she won’t take up much space.” I could see a war brewing between these two, and decided it was time to leave.

		“You know I think Bridget and I need to discuss this between ourselves,” I said, struggling from my seat. Grabbing my blonde client’s hand, I pulled her to my side.

		“Hey, you don’t need to go,” Alecia immediately chimed in.

		“Yeah, I think we do,” I countered right back. “Grab your purse.”

		“But…”

		“No, buts,” I said as though I was laying down the law. All this made Bridget dazed and speechless. Giving Alecia a quick hug, she was out the door and in my car in a matter of minutes.

		

		***

		

		“So, how about pizza?” I asked as we drove toward a more respectable part of town. It was nearly eight o’clock and I was starved.

		“You don’t like them, do you?”

		“Who?”

		“My friends.”

		“This is not about your friends.”

		“Well, they’re who I’m going to have to live with for awhile, if I have to move.”

		“You have to move,” I jumped in tersely. “You hired me to protect you and find out if you’re safe. I have the info you need and you’re going to take my advice.”

		“Okay, so I move.”

		“How about to your uncle’s?”

		“What?” She looked as though I’d gone mad.

		“Don’t you suppose you could live with him until you find another place?”

		“I’ll live with Alecia, thank-you,” she rejoined with an angry scowl.

		“Oh, no, you won’t.”

		“Who do you think you are telling me who I’m going to live with?”

		“Her boyfriend’s an ex con,” I tried pointing out.

		“You know that?” Bridget looked surprised

		“Did you?” I answered.

		“Well, sort of.”

		“Don’t lie,” I warned, wondering if I was going to have to argue every point with the brat.

		“He’s been out for nearly a year,” she reasoned, “and he’s perfectly harmless.”

		“He’s not perfectly harmless, Bridget, and that’s not where you’re going to live. I didn’t rescue you from one bad situation to drop you into another.”

		“But if you won’t let me go back to my apartment, and I can’t live with Alecia, what the hell am I suppose to do?”

		“Live with your uncle.”

		“No!” she shouted. I thought she was going to spit in my face.

		It amused me seeing her pout like a kid; any second I expected her lip to protrude like a scolded child. Sitting back in the seat, she wouldn’t speak to me until we had two frosty beers and a thick deli pizza with mushrooms and peppers sitting between us.

		“I’m sorry I snapped at you,” she finally said, just as I was pouring her another glass of beer.

		“Glad you said that,” I replied, “since I was about to find a way to take you over my knee again for being so bratty.”

		Her eyes perked. “You’d do that?”

		“Yeah, I think so.”

		“So, how come I couldn’t stay with you?”

		“Not appropriate, Bridget.”

		“And why not?”

		“I’m a single guy.”

		“I’m a single woman. Who cares?”

		“I do.”

		I knew she didn’t understand so I tried to explain. “It’s tough enough keeping my personal feelings out of our business relationship, Bridget. It would only get worse if I let you sleep on the couch.”

		There was that sly snicker once again, as she downed another gulp of beer. “I like personal feelings,” she said, her voice lowering to a sexy hush.

		“You’re flirting.”

		“And what’s wrong with that?”

		She was too damn cute, and completely artless in some matters. My crotch was tingling again.

		“You can stay with me tonight because it’s late, but tomorrow we make other arrangements.”

		Her self-satisfied smile was only a forecast of things to come.

		
	
		
		Chapter Six

		

		I decided to make a quick move, anything else, and I wasn’t sure if I could stay in control of my cagey blonde brat. While I nursed a dozen fantasies, all concerning her sweet bottom upended over my lap, I reminded myself that she was footloose and foolish, that as soon as I had her safely tucked away in a new apartment, my responsibility to her was finished. I didn’t need to go to all this trouble, but she had her claws in me so far, it was all I could do to restrain myself from taking over her life altogether. Love had never hit me so hard or so fast. No woman had ever climbed inside me and refused to leave the way Bridget Bennington had.

		When I picked her up at the museum after work the following day, I had nearly all her clothes and a number of other personal items from the apartment in the back of my Suburban.

		“What’s all this?” she stared at the piles of boxes in the back of the truck.

		“Your stuff.”

		“You took my stuff from the apartment!”

		“Some of it, we’ll go back for the rest together. Then, I’ll rent a truck for the furniture.”

		“My, you are efficient.” She didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry. But I think she was secretly happy with the move.

		“So, where are we going?” she asked as she climbed in the seat behind me.

		“Your uncle’s.”

		“Oh! No we’re not!” she roared. Before I realized what she was doing, she’d grabbed the wheel of the car and I had to slam on the brakes.

		“What are you doing!”

		“I’m not going to my uncle’s.”

		“It’s been settled. I spoke with him today and he’s more than willing to help out.”

		“To take over my life,” she charged. “I’m not going.”

		I hadn’t planned on quite this much resistance, but that didn’t matter to me.

		“Oh, you are going,” I spat in my best warning tone.

		“You take me there, I’ll leave. Trust me, you won’t find me there in the morning.”

		It was obvious that her determination matched mine, and I could figure only one way to win the war. Turning the truck around, I made for my office, and then calmly suggested that we go upstairs with Bridget not having a clue what I was planning to do. The building was deserted, ours the only light on in the whole place. I figured she could whoop and holler all she wanted and no one would know. For good measure and despite the warm night, I kept the window closed and the fan turned on.

		“I could stay here,” she said, as she wonderingly looked toward the broad leather couch on the far wall. She still hadn’t caught on.

		“But you won’t,” I informed her curtly.

		While I rummaged through my desk for a ruler, Bridget waltzed around the office peering into pictures and fingering the leaves of my fichus. With the long wood slat in hand, and her back turned to me, I surprised my grouchy client, hauling her to my desk, and flinging her skirt up over her ass. She was bent over in seconds, her bottom getting paddled as hard and hotly as I could.

		“Ouch, that hurts!” she screamed, “What are you doing!”

		“Knocking some sense into you!” I blared right back.

		“I’m not going to my uncle’s!”

		“Oh, I think you will,” I informed her, “unless you don’t want me to stop!”

		Smack! The ruler struck with a good sharp snap. It had a nice firm feel closed inside the palm of my hand. I think I could go on all night with the feeling of control it offered me.

		“Ouch, you bastard!” Bridget blared at me every ten seconds. She started to struggle but I gathered her hands in my free one and pinned them to the small of her back, all the while striking her bouncing behind with the flat of the wood.

		“Ouch! You can’t do this! Ow! Ow! Ouch!” she howled again.

		“Seems I can,” I countered back.

		“Ouch dammit! No, no, ouch!” She struggled crazily and finally managed to blurt out, “I can’t take this!” in a pleading voice. Maybe we were getting somewhere.

		“Fine. I’ll stop when you finally give in.”

		“I won’t!” she warned me renewing the battle with another nasty tug.

		“I beg to differ, brat. You’re going to your uncle’s, and you’ll stay with him until you have a decent place to live.”

		“Ouch.”

		“Yes.”

		I shut up and kept on going, hearing her howl and screech, and finally fall into the hard edge of the desk when I paused for a few seconds. She was out of breath, her smoldering ass red as coals in a hearth.

		“What’s it going to be?” I asked, almost out of breath myself.

		I could hear her thinking as loudly as I could hear my own thoughts, trying to figure out what she was going to say or if there was any way to win the fight—which there was not.

		“Bridget?” I jolted her with another strike as I spoke.

		A deep sigh and I felt her whole body relent. Her white-knuckled fists relaxed and she started to cry. “Okay, okay, I’ll do what you want.”

		With her agreement, a wave of tenderness swept aside the unrelenting part of me and I took her in my arms. I had no plans for kissing her; but when she looked up at me, her blue eyes were so soulfully sad… our lips just happened to meet as though we were enacting a scene from an old movie. It was swift and gentle, my fingers running through her bounty of blonde hair. I wanted to have her all, to own every bit of her life. She roused my cock, blew aside my better judgment, and completely confounded me. When we came out of our clench, she was smiling amusedly, just as she had in the tavern the evening before.

		“I suppose if I have you hooked, maybe I shouldn’t complain,” she said sweetly.

		“I’m sure this is a mistake,” I said trying to counter her enthusiasm. “Don’t you have a boyfriend?”

		She squinted her nose cutely, “I think he’s out of the picture,” she admitted. Not that I was surprised. I let her explain with some silly story intended to put a good face on the fact that she’d assumed too much from this guy from the beginning. I’m sure his continued association with Lorna pissed her off as well.

		“Still, let’s just go one step at a time.”

		“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

		“It means we get you to your uncle’s before we do anything rash.”

		“Oh, I wouldn’t mind if we stayed here a while,” she replied taking another longing look at the couch.

		And I probably wouldn’t either, I thought to myself. “Not tonight,” I said to dampen her mirth as I led Bridget out of my office and back into the night.

		

		***

		

		After thinking I had everything handled with my bratty client, all hell broke loose once inside her uncle’s house. I’ll agree he is a bear of a man—portly, balding, and sporting a bulbous nose that was quite unattractive and hard not to stare at. His manner was so stodgy and dictatorial that Bridget’s homecoming was characterized by gruff remarks about her need to get her life together. I’m sure they were meant lovingly, but I could see her recoil at every one, her ire mounting with each comment made. After nudging her upstairs with a firm hold on her waist, she turned to me at her bedroom door and glared, hands on her waist like a petulant kid. “I’m not staying,” she snapped. “You heard the man.”

		“It’s only a couple of days, you’ll survive.”

		“I’ll kill him, I swear.”

		“No, you’ll keep your tongue,” I said calmly.

		She seethed while I snickered.

		“I’m not staying, that’s all there is to it.” She tried to muscle by me but I had her by both shoulders, pushing her right back into the room. Deciding not to waste my effort with threats and kindness, I dragged her with me to the bed, flung her over my lap, and picked up where I left off in my office, spanking her bottom with the palm of my hand.

		“Geoff no! I can’t stay here.”

		“You made a promise.”

		“I did not! You coerced me.”

		“Perhaps. But you are staying.”

		“No, I can’t, I won’t!” The vehemence of her protest alarmed me—especially after we’d already been over this before, but I stopped for an instant, and laid my hand on her hot bottom. (At least for the moment I’d enjoy the feel of her skin while I settled the matter once and for all.)

		“Is there something about your uncle I should know about?” I asked.

		“You saw what he’s like.”

		“And it wasn’t all that bad. Does he abuse you?”

		“No.”

		“Come on to you sexually?”

		“Heavens no!”

		“Then you’re just being obstinate, and you’re going to stay.”

		She struggled again as though I’d let her up, but firming up my hold of her, she remained right where I wanted her.

		“You want me to start spanking again?”

		She didn’t answer.

		“I suppose I could do this in front of your uncle,” I even suggested.

		“No!” she screeched.

		Interrupting our banter, there was a knock on the door. “Is there something the matter?” a woman’s voice startled us both.

		“No, Consuella, nothing’s wrong,” Bridget called to the maid in a cool clear voice.

		“You sure?”

		“Absolutely.”

		We heard the woman’s shoes click on the floor as she retreated, and I turned my attention back to Bridget’s ass. The rough red on her bottom was gone, but there was some lingering warmth. I realized that, quite unconsciously, I was caressing her ass, enjoying the delicious feel of her punished skin. Bridget realized this too and responded by groveling rather lustily against my thighs.

		“Are you ready to settle down?” I asked. As much as I enjoyed spanking her, I thought we’d both had enough for one night. I really hoped she’d just give in so we could get some rest.

		“You’re not going to give up, are you?” she sputtered.

		“Not about this.”

		“Okay,” she finally said with an exasperated sigh.

		Apparently she enjoyed the little massage as much as I did and I had to give her a gentle shove to get her off my lap and on her feet. Standing in front of me, she looked down with a defeated but sweet look on her face.

		“I mean it, Bridget, if you go wandering off or run away, I will find you. And when I do, I’ll take a razor strap to your behind. Is that understood?”

		“Yes, sir.” It was a grim response, but seeing that it was relatively sincere, I rose from my seat and went downstairs to get my client’s luggage.

		Once Bridget was settled, I reminded her of my threat and then left her to stew in her room. “We’ll look for an apartment on Saturday,” I said as I was walking out. “Maybe we can have you out of here by next week.” That seemed to perk her up and I could finally breathe a whole lot easier.

		Bennington’s mansion was an immense place, about as lush as you’ll find anywhere. Being the art collector he was, the walls of his home were covered with valuable paintings. From a professional point of view I was glad to see an elaborate security system. And if I wasn’t mistaken, I’d heard Dobermans when we drove in the gate. I wouldn’t be surprised if Bridget thought herself imprisoned behind the eight-foot walls surrounding the Italian style villa and its manicured acres. For my purposes, however, I knew she was safe, and at least as long as she stayed there would keep out of trouble.

		Harry Bennington cornered me as I poked my head into the living room to say goodbye.

		“You two have some trouble there?”

		“Nothing that I couldn’t handle.”

		He shook his head knowingly. “Nothing like a good over-the-knee reminder to keep a kid like her in line.” I had to agree with Bridget, the longer I was around the man the more I understood why she objected to him.

		“I’m afraid she should have had more of that when she was growing up,” he added.

		“Ah, she’ll be all right, Mr. Bennington. We’ll find her a place to live and get her settled next week.”

		“She can always stay here as long as she likes.”

		“Yeah, but I imagine she’ll want to be out on her own again.”

		He seemed to agree. “Well, ‘settled down’ is exactly what she needs. If you have any influence on her at all, you’ll suggest she get back in school and get that degree. She might do a great job managing The Bennington Museum, but don’t you dare tell her, at least not yet. She’s not getting anything handed to her without working for it.”

		“No, sir,” I replied. “Now, I’ve got to get going.” I thought of Bennington’s last comment as I skipped out the door while eyeing the vast display of wealth around me. Seems to me that Bridget Bennington already had too much handed to her, but perhaps a man in his position couldn’t see that.

		
	
		
		Chapter Seven

		

		Bridget got her apartment, and me, my peace of mind—at least until the next crisis came crashing down. In the meantime we started dating, if you want to call it that. We went out for beer and pizza. I stopped by the museum to say hello. Even went to a couple of movies. I purposely kept it cool and out of the bedroom. As much as I was smitten—and I was smitten—there was no other way to explain the feelings I had for this reckless brat—I didn’t want to do something totally stupid until I really understood her better. As far as spanking her ass—that I considered a topic too hot to handle for just a casual practice. I think we both realized the erotic possibilities. As long as I was punishing her for something stupid, I could handle the arousal by ignoring it. It had obviously been a good way to get my point across and let off a little steam when I was pissed. But to tease her with the idea, or playfully spank her? That was way too risky considering the way it aroused us both.

		I did threaten her regularly, because a good threat seemed to put a smile on her face and wiggle to her ass. It also kept her behaving. She liked the excitement of being controlled as much as I liked controlling her. It was clear that no matter how far our relationship progressed, I’d be the one in charge. I had no clue how much I’d like that arrangement, or even why it appealed to me so. But it seemed perfectly natural for the friendship we were forging.

		After a time, the rest of my social life seemed to die away until there was just Bridget: beautiful, charming, impish Bridget Bennington.

		

		For nearly six months, there were few fireworks in my relationship with Bridget. I did exert more and more influence in her life. She started college again, just three semesters left to go for her degree. At least her four erratic years had amounted to something. But getting back to a full load of classes turned out to be a harrowing time for us both. She resisted the work from the start, though it had been her idea to quit her job and concentrate on her course work fulltime. “If I’m gonna do it, I’m gonna get it over with!” I don’t know how many times I heard her say that, and how many times I think she regretted it when she’d have to spend an entire evening studying. “This is playing havoc with my partying, you know!”

		“Your choice,” I reminded her just as many times.

		To ease the pain, I occasionally invited her over to study at my apartment. Or I’d go to hers and settle her down when I felt her zeal lagging and one of her break-out schemes about to circumvent her better judgment. My stern presence usually put her at ease. I’d read. She’d study. We’d break to share a pizza, or I’d whip up something in the kitchen—she loved chocolate chip cookies and still does.

		Some nights I could feel the sexual energy between us begin to rise, my crotch would start to ache and I’d see Bridget squirming her lovely rear end into the chair beneath her. I’d watch her type at the computer, so absorbed in her work, she had no idea how erotically appealing she was as she practically danced in the seat, her blonde hair swaying about her shoulders. This was usually when she was writing for her fiction class and the sassy stories were turning her on.

		To keep my vow of chastity, I made sure we were both too tired for anything but going home and diving into bed when the evening was over. I just wasn’t sure when we’d take our relationship another step. Bridget was antsy to move things along. But for at least six months, I knew it wasn’t time. Bridget was coy and flirtatious, willing to sway her ass and tease me with her eyes. We’d kiss and I’d think I’d just melt into her the way she’d melt into me. But it wasn’t right, not yet anyway. It would take another conflagration to change my mind.

		

		The night in question, Bridget was expected at my apartment. I planned dinner and we were all set when a last minute crisis with one of my current clients made me cancel. I’d canceled dates several times with no adverse fallout and expected none this time. She seemed perfectly okay with it. “Hey, I understand. I should probably stay home anyway, I have this huge final in Brit Lit tomorrow, I’ve got to pass or I’m going to be really pissed! Her determination made me smile and I figured I could safely put that part of my life to bed for the night and let it resume the next day. I’d be seeing her Friday night with no studying and hopefully no clients to track down.

		When I got home that night, it was nearly two a.m. and the message light on the phone was blinking so ominously you’d have wondered if it was responding to the anxious words behind that message.

		“Oh damn! You’re not there!” Bridget’s voice came through loud and clear. “If you get this before midnight, call me at Alecia’s. I don’t know where we’ll be after that.” Click.

		What kind of message was that? Two a.m. now, she could be anywhere. I hunted the apartment for Alecia’s phone number, secretly praying I might still find her there, and then very glad I didn’t when a cocky, drunken Lyle McCall answered. He had nothing useful to say, and informed me that he was in the loft alone, “you can come look see, if you like,” he drawled sullenly. The offer was a threat, and what was behind it worried me.

		Bridget had told me little about her friend Alecia and the ex-con boyfriend because she knew I didn’t like either one of them. I had a bad feeling about this I couldn’t shake. I tried Bridget’s apartment letting the phone ring two dozen times before giving up, then sat at my kitchen table trying to figure out where she might have been. I could have tried Bennington, but it was only a slight chance she’d be there. To get the old man out of bed at this hour might raise more of a ruckus than I wanted, so I played my hunch and declined to call. There were two other possible friends to contact, and neither one had heard from Bridget in days, they told me in sleepy voices.

		Getting nowhere, I poured a scotch and soda and sat on the couch, turned on the TV, and finally fell asleep about dawn watching a grainy TV movie from the 70’s. This was not the way I planned to spend the night.

		

		I woke with the phone ringing and practically knocked the portable off the table diving for it.

		“Geoff?” Her soft voice was almost a whisper.

		“Bridget? Where are you?”

		“Maryland.”

		“Maryland?”

		“It’s a long story, but could you come get me?”

		“Didn’t you have a Brit Lit final today?”

		“Ah, shit,” the memory suddenly came back. “I’m just off the Interstate.”

		“What are you doing there?”

		“Lyle beat up Alecia last night, and I helped her pack her stuff. She wanted to go to her sister’s in Maryland. Then some jerk broadsides me while I’m pulling onto the highway just outside Baltimore.”

		“You okay?”

		“We’re both fine. Alecia has a few bruises.”

		“And you?”

		“There’s a tiny little cut right over my eye, but it’s fine. I swear.”

		“And where are you now?”

		“Hospital in Baltimore. The car’s gone, Geoff,” she was about to cry.

		“It’s okay. I’m just glad you’re all right. Is Alecia with you?”

		“Her sister’s coming.”

		“Good.” I looked at my watch. “It’ll take a couple hours, but you sit tight and don’t go anywhere.”

		“I promise. I’ll be in emergency, or the cafeteria.” She gave me the hospital name and rambled on for a few blurry minutes.

		“I’ll have you paged,” I finally cut her off.

		“Thanks, love. I really appreciate this.”

		“I know you do.”

		

		Bridget looked like a poor, sad puppy when I found her crunched into a chair in the emergency waiting room trying to sleep. She hopped into my arms and stayed there for at least three minutes. Holding her closely, after all the anxious waiting, all my sexual, protective, and fatherly feelings for her surfaced.

		We rode home in near silence. She knew I didn’t want explanations as tired as I obviously was. Bridget, being remorseful as hell—she’d better be—knew there was a lecture coming and likely a good dose of my belt to boot. I was glad she finally fell asleep, it was better than letting myself get worked up and angry. By noon, I had her tucked in her own bed.

		“I really should go take that test,” she said sleepily.

		“I thought the test was this morning?”

		“It was, but I need to fix things with the prof.”

		At least she was trying to sound responsible.

		“You can explain it tomorrow, right now you need some rest,” I assured her.

		“But what if she doesn’t let me make it up?”

		“She will. That cut over your eye should be proof enough of your accident.” She winced at my suggestion as though she’d forgotten the cut was there.

		“You’re not too mad?”

		“No, not too mad. I’m just glad you’re safe.” I held her hand looking down at her childlike face.

		“So, no spanking?”

		“I didn’t say that at all, but right now you need to get some sleep. I’ll be by about seven, and don’t you budge an inch.”

		“I won’t.”

		

		At seven that evening, I found Bridget in bed almost exactly as I left her. She was exhausted, and so was I. Working on three restless hours of sleep wasn’t easy, even though I should be used to it—I suppose the stress of this incident was more than I was accustomed to handling. Bridget was not a client anymore, and I’d never treated her with less than compassionate interest. When I shook her awake, she pulled up in bed and gave me a hug. “Here,” I said handing her a McDonald’s bag. “I’m sorry but I didn’t have time to cook.”

		“You are a sweetheart.”

		“I suppose I am. But I don’t imagine you’ll think so when I get done with you. I’ve told you to stay away from Alecia. She’s bad news.”

		“It wasn’t her fault we got in a wreck, it was that blasted truck driver.”

		“Maybe so, but it’s always about Alecia. If she hadn’t conned you into taking her to Maryland in the middle of the night, you would have studied for your exam, been home in bed where you belonged all night long, and taken your Brit Lit final today.”

		“She was in trouble, Geoff. What was I supposed to do?”

		“Lots of things. She certainly didn’t have to go to Maryland.”

		“She had to get away from Lyle.”

		“He’s that bad?”

		“He was horrible,” she looked away as though she was going to cry.

		“What’s going on?”

		“He was just horrible.”

		“And there’s something you’re not telling me.” It was all too clear.

		“Nothing,” she shook me off.

		“Don’t lie, Bridget.”

		She turned back, one tear making its way down her cheek. Seemed we were at a standoff, my intuition not about to let her get away without explaining herself, Bridget warring inside over exactly what she was going to tell me.

		I let a finger fall tenderly along her brow where the cut above her eye created a nasty bruise. “Did you really get this cut from the car wreck?” the question sort of fell out without my knowing where it came from.

		More tears fell down her cheek, one dripping on to the sheets. “No. It was Lyle.”

		Something vile clutched my stomach, right down at the very pit where a sense of revenge brewed disarmingly toxic.

		“He hit you?”

		“Knocked me against a table.” She was frightened then and frightened still.

		As much as I wanted to spank her for being so utterly stupid, I couldn’t then. Instead, I took her in my arms and held her tightly, kissed her hair and stroked her cheek. The next day we’d get around to pressing charges. If this was what had happened to Bridget, I suspected that Alecia was even worse.

		

		***

		

		I wasn’t sure when things would get back to normal between Bridget and me. For several days, I nursed her fears while helping both she and Alecia file charges against McCall. I wasn’t surprised that Alecia was more reluctant than Bridget to talk to the authorities. Once she got back in town, the three of us had a nasty session in a lawyer’s office. The messed up artist finally broke down crying and agreed to see the prosecutors.

		For a time I figured that spanking Bridget for the incident was unimportant, particularly seeing the sobering effect it had on her. Oddly, it was Bridget who brought up the subject after the commotion over the affair died down. McCall was out of jail pending trial, and we had a restraining order filed against him. Alecia moved into Bridget’s apartment and supposedly, the bastard didn’t know where that was—and furthermore didn’t care to see either woman again. I held my breath. Putting him behind bars seemed the only safe option.

		With the dust reasonably settled, I planned a normal date with my recovered blonde beauty—dinner, movie and perhaps a stay at my apartment. I had the feeling that the mess with McCall only made me more protective of the brat I loved, and more willing to take the step we’d been avoiding for months.

		Seems Bridget was anxious, too.

		Our date began pleasantly enough. We ate Mexican at an authentic restaurant Bridget picked out. She seemed to go at it with some relish, but as the meal ended, I could see she was unusually nervous. The movie soothed the waters for awhile but her agitation returned as we were on the way to my apartment. My usually loquacious girlfriend was unusually silent.

		“Maybe I should take you home?” I wondered aloud.

		“No, no, no,” she chimed in, though almost absently.

		“Then maybe you could tell me what’s the matter?”

		She was all fidgety again, wringing her hands in her lap.

		“I think it’s time to tell me what’s in that pretty head of yours.” We were on the street just outside my building. “Why don’t we go inside?”

		I saw her shudder, and wasn’t sure if it was excitement or fear I saw—likely both.

		She was trembling even more by the time we got upstairs and in the living room, seemed almost too lightheaded to stay on her feet. Even so, I sat down, while she remained standing in her unsteady manner.

		“What going on?”

		She looked at me with eyes that tugged my heart. Her innocence was sweet and soulful, and there was suddenly a childish look of shame on her face, as though I’d just caught her doing something very bad.

		“I thought you were going to spank me, Geoff.”

		This was certainly a surprise. “For what?”

		“For running off with Alecia, silly,” she looked cutely impatient.

		“Ah, so you’re asking for it?”

		“I’ve been waiting for days.”

		“I thought I was being kind.”

		“I don’t want you being kind, I need to get spanked.”

		“Hum. Well then, I suppose I’d better consider it.”

		“Oh! Please don’t make me wait.”

		I smirked rather happily. She was in quite an agitated fix, which did nothing to stifle her erotic allure. That was as potent as a fine perfume. Toying with her for a while would be so tempting, but there were other matters more pressing. I could feel myself physically gearing up for a spanking, and my mind was entertaining scenarios regarding how and what kind of implement to use. Hairbrush, belt, wooden spoon, or just my hand? What she might really need was her bottom caned as well, though I hadn’t yet purchased the proper implement for that. Seeing her apprehensions rise with each moment that ticked by, my own desire mounted unchecked.

		“Waiting is its own kind of torture, isn’t it?” I suggested.

		“Yes. And I can’t stand it anymore.”

		I chuckled to myself as I rose from my seat; here I thought I was being kind and generous given the circumstances, and Bridget was only tormented by my lack of action. Perhaps we’d stumbled on something I’d have to consider for the future. Retreating to my bedroom I found a long, heavy work belt in the closet, and knew the instant I saw the dangling leather that it was what I wanted to use. Having it in my hand for the purpose I intended it only confirmed in my mind and body the need for Bridget’s spanking. Maybe she knew more about herself than I did. Perhaps compassion could only go so far, and tenderness was just a trap that kept us from what was obviously real about our relationship.

		Returning to the living room, I found my quivering girlfriend looking waif-like waiting for me. Seeing the belt in my hand, her eyes moistened with tears.

		“Over the back of the chair, young lady,” I spoke as sternly as I could, realizing this was long overdue. “And perhaps you’d better lower your pants first.” I could have bared her ass myself, but I didn’t wanted my affections for her getting in the way. Considering her obvious need for a good going over, she’d get the treatment with little compassion.

		I stood back watching as Bridget undid the button of her jeans and slowly lowered the denim over her hips. Either her panties down came with the jeans or she was naked underneath—the thought of that stirred my crotch. Seeing her bare behind was always a glorious sight; the two round moons glowed pale pink in the luminescent light of the room. Every time I saw the lustrous look of her submissive behind, it inspired my own desires.

		The belt, too long to use full-length, felt perfect doubled in my grasp. The loop of leather had a heavy feel like a paddle or hairbrush, though the flexibility was something I particularly liked. Striking quickly, I raised a rosy blush on the center of each mound, then stood back and let us both rest. Hearing little protest in her response to the spanking, I concluded this might be a long workout—and I was certainly ready for that. There was inspiration in the doing and I was inspired. Starting in again, my arm swung back and I delivered several hearty smacks, one atop the next, soon straying to the tops of her thighs, then returning to the hot centers of her cheeks where I gave her another steady stinging round. I paused, repeated the same scheme, paused again, and then started increasing the intensity, smacking her forcefully until I heard her first passionate screams.

		I had the feeling that Bridget had waited too long for this. Her sexual arousal was so high that I might never really find her pain threshold. If so, the punishment wouldn’t be punishment at all, instead a sexual turn-on. Certain that would be a disservice to the needy brat, I zeroed in on the hot centers of her ass cheeks until I finally heard her shriek. Moving immediately to her thighs, I raised a stinging burn on that tender skin, only to return to her ass where I increased the severity once again. At last, she was frantic, stamping her feet, wriggling her ass as though she wanted to bolt, and then crying desperately for mercy.

		“Geoff, please nooooo.”

		After a brief pause, I continued despite her mounting histrionics. I measured the pace, taking her to the peak of pain, and then backing off, just enough to let her catch her breath and the sting subside. I continued this miserable tango until it was clear she could go no further. Giving her two final smacks in the very center of her scarlet cheeks, I stopped, throwing my belt to a chair.

		Though Bridget’s tormented ass was hot to my touch, the pain was quickly transformed into waves of pleasure that swept her body through. As my massage became more vigorous, we started down a path we both knew would end in bed; and the timing finally seemed appropriate. The essence of her moved me, her yielding body bending like a sapling in a spring breeze. As I pulled her to me, she submitted lithely inside my arms. Kissing me on the mouth, her wet lips then moved over my face with tiny tender kisses.

		“Better get these off,” I chuckled, seeing how her jeans were bound up at her ankles.

		She laughed, leaning against me as she struggled to free herself. Finally pulling her to the bedroom, we fell to the sheets where our hands made up for the months of holding back, stripping away all the barriers we’d erected between us out of caution. The combining of our disparate energies was the natural end we’d been seeking and there was nothing to get in the way this time. If I had to throw aside common sense, it no longer mattered. I loved her and I know the feeling was enthusiastically returned.

		My cock erect, poised between her open thighs, I was finally coming home.

		It was difficult to describe the feeling I had making love to a woman as yielding as Bridget. Her submissiveness made me more aggressive. I had little doubt that anything I asked from her she’d gladly give. Though her eagerness to please me was so completely different compared to other lovers, I realized she was gaining as much in satisfaction as I was. I could tell from the beginning that I’d have unlimited access to her body, that she’d open for me in any way I chose. She waited expectantly for my next move and seemed to flow easily into them all. There was nothing that didn’t make her passions soar, whether I spanked her wounded ass again, toyed with her tight anus, tweaked a nipple playfully, or sucked it until she shrieked with pain. She’s an animated lover with few reservations—and certainly none that I discovered that first night. My cock was bold, her cunt was hot; and those feelings didn’t falter for two hours. When they did, it was only because we were too exhausted and needed to rest.

		

		“So, my dear brat,” I whispered to her softly as we stared into the dark of the room. “Did you get what you wanted?”

		“Oh, yes,” she answered dreamily, “everything and more than everything.”

		“Then you need some sleep. I certainly do.”

		“And we can fuck more in the morning?” she quipped.

		“Oh! Only if I can spank you more,” I joked as I tickled her side lightly. Truth was, I’d screw her in a heartbeat without any spanking.

		“Okay,” she answered happily as she snuggled into my side.

		I don’t think I’d ever seen her more peaceful. For that matter, I couldn’t remember when I was more content.

		
	
		
		Chapter Eight

		

		Bridget Bennington and I were married on the first of May. She was dressed in white satin, her hair long and loose falling in gentle curls around her shoulders—the way I like it best. She was a picture of innocence—but noting the saucy gleam in her eye, I knew our marriage would never be an easy ride. I had some assurance that we’d manage to survive each other, as long as I could influence her behavior by taking her over my knee. I think that knowledge was as reassuring for her as it was for me.

		What our wedding guests didn’t know that joyous afternoon was that my blushing bride had two pairs of blushing cheeks—her bottom ones as richly colored as her rosy face. As though she couldn’t start our marriage without a spanking, Bridget had her last one as a single woman high in the turret of the old Presbyterian Church, away from the throng of excited revelers below. It was actually her uncle that initiated the confrontation, complaining to me that his niece was being “miserably stubborn” about her walk down the aisle. At the last minute, she declared that she’d do it alone—she was not going to be ‘given away’ by anyone because she wasn’t anyone’s to give away. Ranting to her aunt who was co-hosting the nuptials, Bridget put the woman into a frantic dither. To which the high-strung woman turned to her brother, Harry Bennington, and expected him to solve the messy dilemma. The poor man, unable to handle two hysterical women at one time, came to me, knowing that I often had a special cure for the bratty child at the center of the problem.

		“You’re not supposed to see me before I walk down the aisle!” Bridget snarled when I opened the door to her dressing room.

		“And you’re not supposed to turn into a miserable shrew on your wedding day.” I took her firmly by the arm, leading her through the narthex of the church and up the stairs where we could debate the issue in private. “You need your butt spanked?” I asked when we were inside an abandoned classroom, safely out of hearing distance.

		“No!” she snapped, and she turned her back on me, her long hair and the full train of her skirt swishing beautifully being caught on a breath of air.

		“Bridget…” I said her name in a calm but warning tone I often used when she was going too far. “You owe your aunt and uncle an apology.”

		“I will not apologize. I have a perfectly reasonable request!” she snarled at me turning abruptly my way, her face not half as pretty as it should be, scowling so disparagingly. I had a feeling there was only one way we were going to end this discussion and it was over my knee. But I kept hoping for an easier solution; I couldn’t imagine trying to lift all that satin and lace over her ass, and she certainly wouldn’t feel a thing if I tried spanking her over top of it.

		“We didn’t rehearse your triumphant entrance that way last night.”

		“I really don’t care.”

		“But I do. The ceremony goes on as we planned. Now I suggest you get your sweet little behind down there, put a smile on your face, or I might just be moved to take you over my lap and paddle your bare behind in front of the whole crowd.”

		Her eyes widened in recognition of the threat, but it only seemed to annoy her more. She stood stock still in front of me looking about as stubborn as I’d ever seen her.

		I had to choose, and choose fast. The church was filling rapidly, the ceremony only five minutes from its scheduled start. We could not afford a messy argument, and the truth was, I couldn’t figure what brought this on in the first place. She’d been as charming and amiable as she could be the night before. I suppose it was just nerves. Perhaps all I needed to do was circumvent her stubborn mood in the most efficient way I knew how so we could get on with the wedding.

		Taking action, rarely a problem for me, I gave my saucy bride a shock that propelled her over my lap. The otherwise empty table in the sparsely equipped room confirmed my decision, providing me the perfect tool to embellish my plan: a fat wooden ruler right there in plain sight. Pushing away the mountain of skirts before me—the immensity of it billowing into my face—I then grabbed the ruler and began smacking Bridget’s behind hard and hot. Of course, she squealed madly, but it was hardly the worst clash we’d had. I think by that time she realized she needed exactly what she was getting. She protested as usual, but kept her voice muffled, and other than kicking her legs, she took the whole of it until I had her lovely bottom scorched underneath her tiny lace panties. Pushing her off my lap, she was on her feet not two minutes later, trying to catch her breath.

		“Now, I’d suggest you fix your face a bit, put on a smile and walk down the aisle on the arm of your generous uncle. Anything else and I’ll live up to my last threat.”

		“Yes, sir,” she said as though she was in a daze. I’m sure she was. But at least for the moment, she seemed a whole lot more relaxed than she was when I pulled her up the stairs.

		My rash plot worked like a charm. Bridget did everything she was told without a moment’s hesitation and she was sunny and bright the rest of the day. Every once and awhile during the reception, I’d pat her butt gently and she’d look at me, smiling, a lovely gleam of desire in her eye. Once, she whispered in my ear. “I can’t wait for tonight!”

		“Oh, you want more?” I whispered back, referring to the spanking.

		“Hummm…” was all the reply I got since we had more guests to greet.

		Our honeymoon was heavenly, my bride as beautiful, loving and obedient as I could hope for. Then too, she also got a spanking nearly every night—for erotic purposes so we said; but the treatment seemed to work as well on her behavior as our sex life. I couldn’t have wanted anything more.

		

		***

		

		I sometimes think if it weren’t for Alecia Bricker Morehead my marriage to Bridget would be perfect. I’m sure I’m just kidding myself, but the number of times that impossible woman has stirred the waters of malcontent in my life makes it easy for me to blame her for any marital woes. Perhaps, too, I’m partly responsible for her continued presence in our lives. It’s been pointed out to me more than once that I was the one who introduced her to her husband, Charlie. No matter how unpremeditated my plan, it had the result of bringing my wife and her ditsy friend together, not breaking them apart.

		Charlie, my stockbroker, attended a party Bridget and I gave shortly after our honeymoon was over. You’d have thought Cupid himself was shooting arrows the way Alecia and Charlie hit it off. If Bridget and I looked like the odd couple, those two took ‘opposites attract’ to the extreme. My button-down friend looked positively weird next to Alecia in her black lace cat suit and denim overalls. His brown hair was gentlemanly groomed so not one hair was out of place, while Alecia’s red mop had been cut just an inch long, her curls spiked in some otherworldly fashion that, on this offbeat artist, looked remarkably appropriate even if it was bizarre. Her lips were blue to match her fingernails, while her dark green eyes were lined with black, making her look as though she’d stepped from an alternative music video. Next to her, my bride looked like a heavenly angel—too bad the devil in Ms. Bricker rubbed off on her so easily.

		I had no clue Charlie would find this vamp beguiling.

		So what did I know about love? They talked all night.

		They talked in the corner of my newly refurbished apartment, on the fire escape when it got too smoky for Charlie’s asthma, then for five hours, Charlie told me later, when they left our place and drove around the city, Alecia pointing out to him all her favorite haunts. They finally landed in her new loft where I understand the sex was terrific. That part of Charlie’s tale should hardly surprise me. My mild-mannered friend wasn’t exactly conventional when it came to his sexual habits. It was one place where he had quite a creative imagination. Hearing him talk about their first time, I visualized the sky lighting up in rainbows above the apartment as they clashed and came together. What Charlie suggested when I saw him next was that he’d found the woman of his dreams.

		I tried to warn him about his naughty artist, but it didn’t matter.

		“I’m not making a mistake, Geoff,” he told me in his most sincere voice. I had no choice but to believe him.

		After six months, when the shit started to fly, he still vowed that he’d found his soul-mate. Who was I to say otherwise? I did clue him in to the practice of spanking, and though he was initially surprised—especially because he couldn’t believe that Bridget and I were into anything ‘that kinky’—he quickly found it a suitable way to curb the most reckless lapses in Alecia’s behavior.

		Only when she started up with her old gallery friends did their relationship hit the rocks. But for Charlie it was never a matter of breaking up, just how best to tame her streak of wildness. When I mentioned the tribunal, he was very intrigued—I have the feeling that Charlie’s dominant streak was even wider than my own. I admire him for never giving up on his rebellious artist. Once Alecia had been before the tribunal a couple of times, they announced they were getting married. Like she’d been cured! It seemed unimaginable, but there was no stopping the two. I’ve sometimes wondered if she made him crazy—or worse yet, conjured a spell that stole away his sanity.

		The unexpected pairing of my best friend and Bridget’s made us look like one big happy family. But regardless of Charlie’s faith in his wife, and Bridget’s undying affection for her, I didn’t trust her and I never will.

		A year now since the stockbroker married the artist, I wonder if my gloomy forecast of the relationship has finally come true. Alecia’s ‘grounded’ like a teenager in Andrew Lassiter’s house, taking a heaping dose of corporal punishment and hard labor, while my friend seems to be studiously appraising his life. The rosy glow of self-confidence seems to have faded from his cheeks, his brow is more furrowed as though he’s aged ten years, and without his outrageous vixen in bed every night as he’s accustomed to, he’s just plain grumpy. He bends my ear every day or so to assuage his pain, (that incident in the warehouse with McCall really hurt) but I know there’s not much to soothe there until his wife is home again—and hopefully reformed. Now, all I hear is the longing in him, as if he’s lost his whole world—and yet. I wonder if that world has been no more than an illusion all this time.

		Meanwhile, as my best friend grieves his predicament, my wife is tiptoeing quite cautiously through her life, careful not to rock the boat of our world. She knows she could end up in the same rude circumstances that Alecia’s in if she doesn’t watch her step. These are sobering times in our household. I have the feeling that until Alecia is out of her predicament, our life will be more restrained than normal. And that’s just as well. Hopefully, my darling wife will find this the last necessary wake-up call in marriage that has been punctuated by far too many.

		
	
		
		Part Three

		Blackholes & House Arrest

		

		
		Chapter Nine

		

		Despite Geoff’s gentle warnings about getting overly excited, I can’t help myself. Lecia’s free as a bird again in three days. I thought this last week of her imprisonment would fly right by, but it seems worse than the three weeks previous. Maybe it’s the anticipation with the end of her ordeal clearly in sight that makes her act so weirdly.

		Oh, yeah, I see her at the museum, but it’s not the same. She’s tight, pinched, and I think a little in pain. That’s almost something to giggle about, but I would never mock her in the middle of her suffering. It’s not just her smarting behind that’s uncomfortable from all the punishment; Lassiter’s had her wearing a corset the past ten days, and she says the thing’s a pain everywhere it touches. Plus, it makes her look starched and she can’t wear her favorite clothes. Lassiter’s sort of picky about that too. He has all sorts of dos and don’ts about what’s proper for a lady’s attire and what’s ‘common and sleazy.’ Alecia’s wardrobe was way too quirky for him.

		She moans about it to me, but there’s nothing much to say.

		I don’t care what Geoff says; I can’t wait until this purgatory is over!

		

		***

		

		Three months later…

		Before Alecia, and Lyle McCall and Geoff and my weird roommate, Lorna Crandall, and two times before the tribe, there were three months in Paris with Nick Ritter. It is the black hole of my existence, the time I least want to remember—even though the reason for that black hole is difficult to forget. Nick Ritter is a sculptor of gargantuan proportions—that is, his work is gargantuan—lofty carvings in marble or cast bronze that rise high into the air, not heavenward as though they would touch something on a spiritual plane, but rather, forbiddingly hellish examples of art from the man’s ghastly nightmares. I asked him once why his work was so dark. He answered that he had no clue why anything happened in the world, or in his mind, and he refused to even consider the question—it was extraneous to the process of creation and would certainly limit his muse. We never discussed his work again.

		I should have taken my first impressions of his sculptures, assumed they were indicative of his true soul, and split with the first queasy feeling that nagged at me. But apart from his art, Nick Ritter, the man, looks like a jewel—kind, fawning, sexual and a gas to be with. He’s emotional, exuberant in his excess, and a hell of fuck. He is the first to spank my ass with erotic results—something I haven’t confessed to Geoff. Then too, Geoff knows nothing about Nick Ritter. In my mind, the artist resides in the black hole of my life I refuse to discuss. I refuse with such vehemence that Geoff assumes by the very brief mention of my trip to Europe, that it was no more than a rich girl’s holiday.

		For all his genius, charm and wit, I know Nick’s behind the mess of a woman I’ve become. And, he was certainly instrumental in creating the miserable mess that’s now threatened my marriage—all this when I expected smooth sailing in my life. Though he appears harmless on the surface, he has a heart as black as Lyle McCall’s. His schemes are as devious and his aims more deadly. Lyle stumbles on trouble through stupidity, Nick walks there as though he likes it.

		He’s dangerous for women—though that’s only a conclusion we reach after we’ve been psychically ravaged by the man. Before the truth hits, a woman in the face of his seductive charm becomes so mesmerized she can’t imagine anything but being in love.

		Nick Ritter is not a handsome man, but he carries himself like one. He’s stocky with a muscular build, big hands, and dark shaggy hair. However, I think it’s the eyes that first capture an unsuspecting heart. I’ve never met eyes as expressive, as bold, wild, direct or loving. They enfolded me within him, all of him, and rocked me gently in a cradle of affection. It was love at first sight.

		Nick loved me hard with a love I was sure would never cease. But it was just his way of living—love women voraciously and then throw them out like the leftovers from a holiday meal. Before I knew anything had changed between us, he’d seduced my best girlfriend in Paris, and screwed her in the bed we shared. The hurt made me insane; the jealousy ate at my stomach until I developed an ulcer. I came limping home from Paris in a daze, and lived in that dazed world for nearly six months. I lost the will to reason, and finally settled for playing bratty little games with Alecia Bricker—who was as defunct on virtue as I was. After all, she was living with Nick’s soul twin Lyle, getting her insides ripped apart as completely as mine had been.

		Once Nick Ritter used me up, he slipped into the black hole, remaining there out of sight, banished forever as far as I was concerned.

		When he walked into the museum a few weeks ago—just weeks after my life returned to normal following the Alecia Morehead/Lyle McCall incident—I didn’t even recognize him.

		

		I was walking down the corridor headed toward a new exhibit of sculpture from a Paris gallery. The exhibit was not my work, but I’d been assured by Patsy Wilson, the Bennington’s director of acquisitions, that this would be a terrific temporary collection, since we had little meaningful sculpture in permanent residence. Listening to my heels click on the marble floor, I was lost in my thoughts—pleasant ones I recall—when I felt this annoying sensation in my shoulders. I shuddered head to toe and kept on walking, figuring it was just a draft in the air-conditioning system. The feeling didn’t end there, however, but swelled inside me as though a great dark cloud were combing through my being.

		I turned around for no reason—the same reason you turn around when you walk down a hallway in the dark and get spooked. But this was broad daylight, when the skylights in the building lit everything with a gentle, sunny gleam. Getting spooked seemed pretty stupid. Besides, I was not alone, there were visitors and Patsy’s crew roaming about, no different than any normal day at the museum.

		Turning around, I found Nick Ritter behind me, though I didn’t recognize him then. Seeing nothing to get spooked about, I decided the weird sensation was completely nonsensical. I simply noted the nondescript man with a nod and went back to my business. Still, the odd feeling did not disappear.

		I didn’t see Nick again for several hours, not until he suddenly landed in my office. He strode in without knocking and closed the door. I was engaged in a business conversation I would just as soon not have in front anyone else. Though as I took note of the man’s abrupt appearance, while I tried ending my conversation, it slowly dawned on me who my rude intruder was. By the time I got off the phone, the dark hole had opened wide and the emotion sweeping from that place—grief, pain and fear—punched a hole in my stomach in such a way I thought I’d retch.

		“Why on earth are you here?” I asked not at all kindly. I tried calming my gurgling stomach without much success.

		“Ah, you didn’t bother to look at the work that’s sitting in your Reiman Gallery.”

		“Yours?”

		“Some of it.” He stared at me with his seductive smile and a familiar sexual flutter in my tummy replaced the soreness.

		“You never did anything small enough for our small gallery.”

		“I’ve changed my style.”

		“The style or just the size?”

		“The size,” he admitted without apology. “How about lunch?”

		“I’m married.”

		“What does that have to do with anything. We’re old friends.”

		“I’m your discarded lover. And I never was your friend.”

		“Five years. That’s a long time to harbor a grudge.”

		“I want you to go away.”

		“‘Fraid I can’t,” he said, now looking charmingly chagrinned. “I have showings, interviews, all sponsored by the museum. I believe you’ll be introducing me at the opening Friday night.”

		I sat back in my chair trying to breathe, trying to be poised as my heart thumped rudely in my chest, and my voice box was clenched so tightly it would be painful to say anything.

		“Then I’ll see you Friday,” I finally managed to speak.

		“That’s all?”

		“That’s all,” I repeated. I was in shock.

		

		I could have strangled Patsy Wilson. But it certainly wasn’t her fault. Nick Ritter was big news in art—bigger still once his sculptures descended into reasonable forms that mere mortals could handle. I still found his work too dark to look at—seeming like twisted gargoyles from some Medieval hell.

		Unfortunately, I wasn’t successful in the following days averting the reincarnated sculptor. Before the week was out, before my introduction Friday at the opening, we had the lunch he proposed and my world was upside down.

		The result of fears and lies is hell. One I made all by myself. I figured the first lunch was innocent enough—business, right? The second was a courtesy I might extend to any visiting artist. That all seemed reasonable. The problem was, I felt guilty the first time I laid eyes on him again. Everything I’d do until Nick left would be fuel for self-doubt. Nothing I would do would be without the price of fear. Even though we walked into the deli near the museum in broad daylight, I felt as though I were sneaking around on the sly. When I might have mentioned a casual lunch with an artist to Geoff, I was purposely silent about Nick, afraid that the minute I mentioned his name, my husband, would know that I was committing adultery.

		At least for the first two weeks, the adultery was all in my head. But the fact that I was secretly fantasizing about the man—I didn’t even want to admit it to myself—seemed like the worst kind of crime against my marriage. Everything tucked in the black hole came out in moments of unguarded reverie. With Nick as delightfully witty and bewitching as ever, I remembered mostly the good times. My memory of the hell he caused seemed to vanish as though it never happened.

		I know Nick was seducing me to sleep with him, but I hoped I could handle the situation and give him the kind of rejection he deserved. I was a married woman, I kept reminding him, and he kept reminding me that he didn’t care.

		After two weeks of anxiousness, I knew Geoff suspected something. I remained mute, however, and my husband’s worried glances made me climb the walls. Though, on the tip of my tongue dozens of time, the words just weren’t there. What would he think of me, that I’d never mentioned this awful man that twisted my heart so cruelly? I couldn’t believe he would understand. I certainly didn’t, as guilty as I was. I never stopped to ask myself what crime I’d committed. I just assumed I was in the wrong.

		I might have escaped the consequences if Nick had left at the end of the second week, as was scheduled. But he’d captivated the museum board and its faithful audience so completely that they invited him for another week, scheduling a special showing of his lesser-known work at a private reception.

		We went to lunch together three times that week. I couldn’t turn him down, though each occasion became more difficult and more intimate. Each time, my crotch attacked me hotly—insisting I give in to what he wanted. On Friday afternoon before the reception, we were sitting in a window of a plush café, Nick next to me with his one hand on my knee, the other drawing the hair away from my neck, his lips starting a trail of kisses down my shoulder. I shook him off but he started in again. I shook him off again and he started over a third time.

		“Not here!” I whispered to him as emphatically as I could. “We’re in the window, for crissakes!”

		“Then we’ll find a hotel room.”

		“No!”

		His hand was between my legs, those traitorous thighs parting involuntarily so his fingers could make their way unhindered to my juicy panties.

		“No,” I tried again as I attempted to struggle out of his grasp.

		“Then, we’ll find a room,” he repeated, and he pulled me to my feet.

		I shouldn’t have had the two glasses of wine. I thought that the alcohol would relax my nervous fears, but it only dulled my determination to be brave against him, and raised my sexual arousal to even greater heights. It was a huge mistake.

		I walked down the street, playfully bantering with Nick, trying to keep his hands off me, which was almost impossible to do. Then suddenly, he pulled me into an old hotel. I was prepared to panic knowing what he wanted from me, but the surroundings so shocked me I couldn’t act fast enough to stop what happened next. The hotel was surprisingly well kept for the neighborhood. I think if it had been like the other seedy, threadbare ones in the area, my stomach might have turned sideways as I realized what a terrible thing I was doing. I’d have made an abrupt about-face and fled for the sake of my sanity and my marriage. Unfortunately, there was nothing but romance inside the ancient corridors and along the papered walls of the hotel. The redolence of old sex lingered in a steamy atmosphere where I could imagine madams and prostitutes once leaned against polished doorposts, breasts popping seductively from their cinching corsets. Our room on the third floor had a dusty odor and the smell of mildew, but the light inside was heavenly, filtering through lacy curtains at the window. The breeze contained the aroma of the coffeehouse on the first floor, and the bed was covered with a pink spread strewn with faded crocheted roses. I can imagine Nick had spent some time finding this place in advance of our being there, knowing how I’d think of our best moments in Paris the minute I stepped through the door. I drifted back, deep into the black hole he created in my heart.

		My pussy jolted every time his lips met my skin. I was naked before I understood he was taking off my clothes, lying on the bed before I realized he was naked, too. He kissed me from my neck, down between my breasts, stopping to suckle each one, then returning to his downward journey, pausing at my navel where he lapped the hole as though he were quenching his thirst. By the time he reached the tuft of pubic hair at my snatch, the urgent feeling of raw need so engaged my Venus mound and all its crevices that I thought stars were shooting through me. I pushed his head to my vagina were his tongue lapped my hole and I began to orgasm. My insides clenched against his fingers, squeezing so tightly I thought he might just leave them inside.

		Rising over me, he turned me to my stomach, snapped orders for me to grab the bedposts above, and then began to slap my ass briskly. I fucked the spread and sheets beneath me, a wad of them stuck between my thighs, poised against my clit, rubbing like fingers. I came again as he spanked me harder still. There was no pain. This was the kind of sex I enjoyed with Geoff, but this was more intense, like a hundred years, not five of lingering arousal, were all focused in this one moment of senseless lust.

		He spanked me until my ass was hot and his penis was like a spear that would impale me in my last dying act. Delirious from the wine, I moved in reply to his forceful hands, as limp as an aged ragdoll. I could hardly think. When he raised my hips in his hands, I felt his thighs against the inside of my thighs, keeping them wide apart. He thrust. I screamed. Then he fucked me hard, grasping my hot cheeks with such zeal that I fell into another orgasm as though I’d never stop.

		Nick was finished in me quickly.

		Afterwards, he sat on the side of the bed and he stroked my ass, while I climbed inside my guilt and began to cry silently. I thought him tender. Reminders from the black hole reemerged, as did my sense of shame. The stains of it were everywhere he touched. My mind suffered the worst of it. There’d be no way to bandage the wounds it left. The knowledge that I’d never, ever, be safe from this man hurt most. I wondered if he’d drugged my wine, or if, perhaps, I’d drugged myself with self-deceptions so I could succumb to him again.

		“You’re as good as ever, Bridget.”

		I didn’t reply.

		“It wasn’t so bad, was it?”

		I couldn’t talk. My eyes were closed—I didn’t want to see his face.

		“Maybe we’ll do it again before I have to leave.”

		“No!” I finally had the strength to speak.

		“Ah, don’t be so sure,” he said. He rose to dress while I lay motionless and unresponsive. I think my apathy unhinged him. If I didn’t gnash my teeth, or spit in his face, if I denied him my passion, he had no way to control me. That’s what made him come alive, made that black spirit in him breed. If I annoyed him with my lack of emotion, I’m glad; but truly, I just wished he’d go away.

		The next thing I remember was opening my eyes, staring into the lonely room; Nick Ritter had vanished just as I hoped he would.

		

		***

		

		I wasn’t sure what world I should inhabit when the reception for Nick Ritter began. If it had been a gala event, I might have lost myself amidst the gaiety and a crowd of people. But the intimacy of this private event pitted my two worlds together in a prescription for disaster.

		Geoff, who I’d invited long before my afternoon in bed with Nick—just so he could protect me from the man—was immediately aware of my inner turmoil. He hadn’t seen me quite so nervous since my last egregious error in judgment. After nearly two weeks of suspicious behavior, I did nothing to settle his concerns when he walked through the museum entrance and I stared at him wide-eyed in panic. I’d totally forgotten that he’d be coming.

		“You look surprised?” he said.

		“I’m just not used to seeing you here.”

		“Oh, really?” He smiled generously, but there was something knowing behind his remark. I knew he could see the adultery written in my expression as though I had the fact tattooed all over me. His eyes were strange, lively when he was speaking with one of the directors he knew, but then cool and distant with me. Several times, he noted Nick Ritter with a look of distrust. He knew, he had to know. My husband has a keen sense of people and especially what they fail to say.

		Avoiding Nick was simple since he hardly seemed interested in me anymore.

		But when I stumbled over my introduction of the artist and my afternoon lover gave me a magnanimous hug as he joined me on the podium, I could see Geoff’s inscrutable gaze tearing away the lies that my tense behavior could not hide.

		When the night was over, Geoff was at my side, leading me out of the museum with a firm hand on my ass. He insisted that I leave my car in the garage and we journey together.

		

		It was a tough ride home. I tried engaging Geoff in a friendly conversation about the showing. I even tried to talk about the guest artist in a casual way. Geoff was amiable enough, though there was a painful tension behind our innocent discourse. The moment we stepped through the apartment door the painful tension broke free with his first comment.

		“Tell me about your sculptor,” he said without emotion.

		Good thing he couldn’t see my face because I’m sure it was a deadly shade of pale. I tried looking poised when I turned toward him, but I could see by the look in my husband’s eyes that there would be no easy answer.

		“What do you want to know?” I asked.

		“What he means to you.”

		“Means to me?” I was stalling, unsure how to answer. “He’s an artist, a good one. What else do you want to know?”

		“I suppose he’s the reason you’ve been so edgy lately.”

		“I’ve been edgy?”

		“Very.”

		I shook my head as though I had no idea what to say.

		“Covert lunches, and not so covert lunches, an afternoon in the Hamilton Regency… perhaps there’s more…”

		I knew the color was draining from my face—what little there was left—at the same time my whole body began to burn so hot I thought it would explode.

		“You must have followed me,” I replied flatly.

		“Nate did. I didn’t want to see first hand. And trust me, Bridget, that happened only after he’d seen you and Ritter at the Panda Gardens eating Chinese and looking very cozy.” He stared at me blankly as if there were no emotion in him. My words were stuck in my throat and I couldn’t pry them loose. “You were in Paris, did you meet him there? Or was this the first time?”

		He took me back in time with that astute guess, and suddenly my black hole swallowed me like a great white whale.

		I must have stared at Geoff for five minutes. He was waiting for me to speak, and content to let me suffer in the anxious silence. Once my tears finally fell from my eyes—how they burned! —they seemed endless. I broke down sobbing and told him everything while he impassively listened to me and my theories about the man.

		I told him about Paris, the affair, the monstrous hurt that had devoured me for months, and then the great black hole that took the pain to some far distant corner of my personal universe where I’d never let it affect me again. I blamed all my stupid behaviors on the scoundrel, and then returned to present time, where I swiftly spelled out the torture of the last three weeks having Nick Ritter trying every ploy he could to seduce me. I didn’t shirk the fact that I’d been weak, and probably foolish not to confess all this before it landed me in bed. I confessed my lust, the burning desire that tossed away my marriage vows, and the nagging shame brought on by my guilt. I spilled out every explanation I could, offered the most solemn apologies and then stopped speaking. There was just no more to say.

		“Quite a story, Bridget,” Geoff finally opened his mouth—though he hardly let me off the hook.

		“It’s the truth, every bit of it,” I swore.

		“I’m sure it is.” His face hadn’t changed during my whole sorry narrative. There was not one flicker of anger or disgust, though not one trace of compassion.

		“Perhaps you should spank me?” I finally offered. My voice was so timid, the suggestion so meek, there was so much fear behind my words, I was certain he no longer cared enough about me to do even that.

		“Humm,” he almost looked as though he was considering the possibility and I had hope. “I don’t think so, Bridget. We’re both tired, I think it’s time to go to bed.”

		That’s all? That’s all he had to say! He was leaving me in the middle of this horrible hole in my belly! My mind was screaming at the top of my lungs, but I didn’t say a word.

		“I’ll take the bedroom, you can sleep in the den.”

		He had to have seen the stunned look on my face. We’d never, ever, slept apart. But it didn’t seem to phase him, as he left me in the living room and closed the bedroom door behind him. If I wasn’t so exhausted, I probably would have been up all night.

		

		***

		

		Geoff thought of my stay at Andrew Lassiter’s as a necessary separation.

		The tribe convened an emergency meeting on Saturday night just to handle my case. And it didn’t surprise me when my sentence was handed down that I’d be on “house arrest” just as Alecia had been hardly a month ago. Unlike the verdict in her trial, however, my tenure within the tribe’s jurisdiction was open-ended. “…until you’ve taken the necessary measures, both in your behavior and your attitude, that indicate a sincere penance has been served…” The words stung when I heard them and stung each time I remembered that awful scene.

		What was worse was having Geoff leave me in the hands of these five men. He walked out the door as soon as he’d delivered me that night and I didn’t see him again for two weeks.

		

		The trial is all a blur now in my mind. The words of condemnation were so forceful that I let them fly right through my brain. I could only think of Geoff and what had happened to my marriage.

		I was, however, determined to serve this time on ‘house arrest’ as perfectly as I possibly could. I wanted Geoff back. I wanted my sincerity to be noticed. I wanted the punishment hard, hoping it would assuage my guilt and eventually wipe the slate clean. The only good thing I could see from all this misery—I no longer felt the black hole looming like Godzilla about to mangle me—the mangling was already over.

		Nick Ritter meant nothing any more… if I would have seen him again, I would have walked right by him without giving him a second glance. The thought of him repulsed me, all his charm was so false; I could finally accept the truth. I secretly hoped I’d have an opportunity to shun him when I went back to work on Monday, but it was probably a good thing that he returned to Paris Sunday night. That scene was better left a fantasy.

		
	
		
		Chapter Ten

		

		Since Alecia’s stay in Lassiter’s home, I’d wondered what happened on that ominous second floor of the house. I’d imagined many things—even tried to pull out the information from Alecia. But while she told me plenty—much more than she should have—there was a good deal that she didn’t dare say. The rules about revealing the tribe’s precious secrets were strict. That was made quite clear to me before I agreed to submit to their verdict. I’d never realized how serious they were about enlisting my agreement, but they were adamant that I understood this treatment was my choice. I could agree as easily to leave the house and not return.

		Despite my trepidation over what I faced, I knew I would submit. I needed the strict discipline, and perhaps, I needed the time away from Geoff as much as he needed time away from me. Even so, I missed him terribly! And when it came to taking the stairs to Lassiter’s second floor, I wished I had his arm to hold for moral support.

		

		I’m not sure what I expected to find once I finally clutched the polished banister and made my way to the top of the old house. I shouldn’t have been surprised, however, that the second floor was pretty much a carbon copy of the first, as dark and unpleasant with the same dank carpets and creepy wallpaper and heavy wood. I was led to my room by a housekeeper and told to sit awaiting further instructions. Perhaps the room was cold or perhaps it was just my fear that kept me frozen, but I seemed to shudder all the way down to my bones. Weird though, I could almost feel an erotic heat start to pulse between my thighs. This seemed impossible and yet…

		After nearly one half hour waiting in the nondescript room—bed, chair, table and chest of drawers its only contents (I somehow, unconsciously, blocked out the punishment implements that hung conspicuously by the door)—Andrew Lassiter finally entered with the housekeeper at his side.

		“Stand please, Mrs. Fox,” he ordered immediately as though he was in a rush to get these preliminaries over with. “Listen, and listen carefully. I will not repeat my instructions. If you fail to remember what I tell you, your memory will be refreshed with a sound paddling at your first error.” He paused, cleared his throat and then continued. “Since you have such a close relationship with the former occupant of this room, I’m quite sure you know a good deal of the routine involved in this house. Hopefully, you’ll regard our rules of discretion with a little more respect than Charlie Morehead’s contrary wife.”

		I almost snickered thinking of Alecia in this room getting her first instructions. She’d be half-mad, half-appalled and chuckling all the way at the absurdity of the whole ceremony.

		“Strip, please,” Lassiter suddenly said, shocking me from the pleasurable thought of my artist friend.

		I hadn’t counted on this and could hardly move.

		“Mrs. Fox, I’ll only say this once,” the man jumped in as I hesitated. “You follow orders immediately and without question. Such vacillation will only increase your physical suffering. Be assured that Mrs. Davies has seen many young women as repentantly naked as you will be.”

		Ouch! I thought to myself. Embarrassed as I was to be stripping in front of these two dour faces, I worked quickly to remove my blouse and skirt, continuing when they didn’t say to stop, undoing my bra and garter belt. Of course, I hadn’t worn panties, so I was virtually naked as soon as my skirt slipped to the floor. Standing before the two, there was not a thing hidden, from my pert nipples that were becoming erect from the cool air in the room, to my softly swaying belly and the damp hair between my thighs. I wonder if they noticed my damnable arousal.

		“Good,” Lassiter snapped when I was finished. “For the duration of your stay, you’ll be spanked nude morning and evening, and any other time that you fail to obey unquestioningly. You’ll exercise vigorously on rising at 5:00 a.m. and then complete the tasks Mrs. Davies assigns you before getting ready for your regular job. In the evening when you return, you’ll again have duties to perform, and finally an hour of personal time before lights out at ten o’clock. You may write letters, read or accept visits from your husband should he desire to see you.” Lassiter paused once more staring haughtily into my eyes. I could see the disgust in his expression—a sentiment that seemed to match the housekeeper’s appraisal of me. “In addition, during your stay, you will be subject to intense and sometimes very anal disciplinary treatment—which is designed to both punish you for the egregious errors that have condemned you, as well as train you in a submissive attitude that is lacking in your character.

		“You are not alone in your inability to be a yielding woman—most modern women fail in this way. But, it’s been acknowledged by your husband that you have a predisposition to submissiveness, and thus, we feel that we can help you attain the proper respect and attitude necessary to become the gracious and surrendering creature that you were born to be. It will be difficult, I’m sure. But I’m also sure the results will please you.” Lassiter abruptly finished and turned to his housekeeper. “You may initiate Mrs. Fox, and brusquely, please.” He was out the door leaving me alone with the grim looking woman.

		

		Brusque all right! The woman was savage. Once Lassiter was gone, she pushed me over the footboard of the bed, scowling rudely as she instructed me to put my palms on the mattress. The bed must have been purposely constructed to give any woman going over the end a good deal of discomfort from the awkward position. The railing hit me at the thighs, so that when I bent over, my toes barely touched the wood floor at my feet. It seemed a long way down to the mattress, which strained me even further, forcing me into a pose where I was almost teetering on that top rail. I managed a tenuous balance at best.

		I cringed right off seeing the awful paddle in the old woman’s hand, and was immediately reminded of what Alecia said about her punishments—leather in the morning, wood at night. It looked as though my trial might just duplicate hers. Feeling the first of the strikes hit, I shrieked. The woman packed a mean punch. It wasn’t until she was nearly at the end of the first dozen that I realized there was a mirror attached to the wall in such a manner that I could turn my head and see my ass getting spanked. I’d never had such a view of my own distress: the agonized look on my face, the intensity of my eyes, the way the skin on my bottom brightened as each strike added to the ones that went before. Mrs. Davies was an interesting picture. Her determination was obvious in her furrowed brow, the gritty locked-jaw expression and her intense brown eyes. She was a hefty woman capable of putting a good deal of power behind a strike, and I was sure I was feeling the full force of it for my first punishment in Lassiter’s house.

		I howled like the dickens, jerked, cringed, even shouted—this was a miserable ordeal. Nothing, however, fazed the woman. Certainly not the tears that were beginning to sting my eyes.

		When she was done, she was done! Giving an emphatic “humph,” she turned to the wall by the door and hung her dreadful paddle on its hook. Only then did I see that next to the flat wooden implement was a strap, a whip of many talons, and a sleek black cane. Now called to my attention, the reality of my plight increased my weariness and my tears. Oh! If I’d only had the strength to spurn Nick Ritter! If I could only take back the horrible day before. If I only had Alecia’s shoulder to cry on. If only… a dozen more regrets passed through my mind, but there were none to save me from this unspeakable turn of events.

		Mrs. Davies backed out of the room with a few instructions that I failed to hear clearly. I couldn’t take much more stimulation. My ass was hot and so too my loins—like all of this was erotic? I’m sure it was just pent-up energy that had no where to go. Spankings always turned me on. What the hell was I suppose to do now!

		There was a long nightgown lying over my pillow, which I presumed was for me to sleep in. Letting the soft cotton fall over my aroused body felt comforting. The only real comfort I’d have for some time. That night, I masturbated in the dark sanctuary of my room. A second comfort was the thought of my dear friend, Alecia, here in this bed, going through the same trauma as I was now. If she could survive it, certainly I could too.

		
	
		
		Chapter Eleven

		

		My first morning and every morning thereafter, were truly miserable. I wasn’t used to the strenuous activity. It had been some time since I worked out as vigorously as Lassiter required me to. He had an amazing array of exercise equipment on which I was given complete instructions. Then, once removing my nightgown, Mrs. Davies handed me a pair of tiny shorts, to protect my privates. They were all I was to wear during this period of my day.

		After working with weights for a half hour, twenty minutes on the stationary bike, and ten minutes cooling down, the ever vigilant Mrs. Davies had me remove the shorts and turned me over one of the benches. With my hands and legs to either side, she laid into my ass with a thick whip of leather straps. Again, Alecia’s words came back to haunt me. The sensation of the whip was, at first, quite sensuous. As the leather fell across my exposed behind there was a generous roar of feeling that was at the same time painful and erotic. If she’d taken her time, paused every dozen strokes to let me catch my breath, I’m sure I could have gone on with the treatment for hours—it was just that remarkable. However, Mrs. Davies apparently knew exactly the results I was experiencing, and since this was not intended to be pleasurable, she increased the force behind her blows, not stopping until I was finally begging her. Funny, she actually seemed to be listening to me. I couldn’t help but think the old woman was delighting in the sight of my wounded behind as well the suggestive way I struggled with the blows. I have the feeling that the whip was intended to arouse as much as it was intended to punish. Perhaps my disciplinarians wanted to be sure that I experienced a bit of sexual excitement as well as pain—keeping that erotic connection between pain and pleasure alive. If so, they certainly succeeded with this amazing whip.

		My first labors in the Lassiter house were on hands and knees, scrubbing and polishing the marble in the foyer. At least I was given something to wear while I worked—but this was only a pair of tight knee length stretch pants and a simple tee-shirt that seemed one size too small. It was the kind of thing I’d wear at home if I wanted to get Geoff’s attention. If he could have only seen me. The advantage of my provocative attire was the effect a paddle would have laid over top the pants. While it didn’t sting quite as fiercely as it would on my naked behind, the impact was surely felt from my waist to my knees, the strike reverberating in hot and stimulating waves. I learned that fact on my first morning, when, not working fast enough scrubbing the floor, Lassiter himself walked through the foyer scowling at my failings and delivered a number of sharp and repeated swats on my upturned behind.

		“You’ll never finish with your work at this rate, young lady. And I will not tolerate slackers.”

		Obviously not!

		By the time my labors were over, it was nearly eight o’clock, and because it was Sunday, I didn’t have to go to work. I would have done anything to have dressed and left for the museum, anything if it would mean I could regain even a little piece of my life. Instead, however, I spent the hours between eight-thirty, when I finally got dressed, and five o’clock, when my schedule of servile labors resumed, reading, writing in my journal, and eventually looking for something interesting in Lassiter’s library. By three o’clock, I was bored and willing to journey from my room to find something to amuse me.

		The day ended with another two hours of vigorous housecleaning—I wish it were my own apartment, it would have been spotless if I’d spent that much time on it in one stretch. But in Lassiter’s house, all I managed to do was polish the woodwork and furniture in several downstairs rooms until I could see my face shine inside the surfaces.

		At eight o’clock, just as I was finishing for the evening, I was called into Lassiter’s tribunal room; he alone was there to greet me.

		“I’m going to begin your anal training tonight,” he announced. I was totally unprepared for this. “With most of our trainees, I usually wait several days to begin these rituals, but I think it best under the circumstances (those circumstances he never explained) that your discipline be expeditiously begun. Once Mrs. Davies joins me in the enema chamber, we’ll begin.

		Enema chamber! No one ever said anything about that!

		I didn’t have the opportunity to voice my protest, though I’m sure I looked aghast. Lassiter ignored my pale, drawn face and marched ahead of me into an adjoining room. As I entered, still shocked and shaking over the man’s intentions, I found myself standing before a metal examination table. At its side was a tray of unspeakable looking implements as well as a thick rubber bag and hose hanging from a tall rod.

		This would definitely be a new experience in my submissive life, and one I’m not sure I could handle. I had no idea how I’d feel about it, but I’d obviously find out.

		Once Mrs. Davies arrived, she reached out from behind me and suddenly jerked my pants to my knees. She hastily tugged them down my legs, while I awkwardly tried to retain my balance. I was, within seconds, bared below the waist. With the same swift moments, she pulled my tee-shirt over my head and tossed it to a nearby chair. So stunned by the whole scene, I could do nothing but limply wait for this astonishing nightmare to unfold—a demeanor that probably served in my favor since it was observed to be submissive.

		With a firm nudge, the woman then urged me forward until I was climbing on the table, my ass waving in the breeze. I’d never felt so completely humiliated and exposed. Though the feeling was oddly thrilling, I was hardly given the opportunity to digest the meaning or that remarkable sensation before I felt a pair of fingers grease my anus. In fear, every muscle in my body clenched, and I shut my eyes as though I never wanted to see the light of day again.

		“It would be advantageous for you to relax, Mrs. Fox,” I heard Andrew Lassiter recommend. His voice was strangely soothing. I still wasn’t sure who was administering the regimen, but it really didn’t matter. I was quickly lost inside myself, swimming inside my head in a sea of thought, while my body was flooded full of warm liquid.

		There was a stunning jolt in my abdomen as my insides began to cramp. Lassiter, as though recognizing this, stroked my bottom soothingly, then continued on letting the rest of the waters fill the deepest spaces inside me. Indeed this was a submission of a different sort. I felt as though I were diving down inside myself. The sensation throughout my groin and ass was phenomenal. My blood ran hot. My pussy juiced. And there were sexual spasms firing fast through my crotch. I was afraid of how this would end—if I’d suddenly, spontaneously combust, consumed by the extraordinary emotion of the moment.

		Lassiter’s voice continued to encourage me when the struggle to hold the liquid became difficult. Once he withdrew the nozzle, a plug replaced it, fitting snugly in place. I was certain that I’d feel another punishment on my poor behind—it already seemed too sore to take much more; and it had only been one day! But to my surprise, the leather paddle used to strike my ass acted more like a lover than another disciplinarian. My eyes were still closed, so I had no idea who was striking the flesh so thoroughly, but whoever was responsible effected a most dazzling paddling. Each strike combined with the many other bodily sensations of the experience to increase both the heat and my sexual hunger. Though the leather was laid on hard, it never hurt. Not from beginning to end. And then, without my expecting the awesome result, my own being seemed to brighten for sixty seconds of delicious climax—not like any climax I’ve had before, but different and somehow better, most surely one of the most memorable and unusual I’ve ever experienced. I almost cried just from the glory of it.

		Once my physical senses became calmer, it was clear that I wouldn’t be able to hold the water much longer. Lassiter and his housekeeper, recognizing the fact, hustled me to a water closet at the side of the room, where after the plug was removed, so too was everything else. Even that became a bizarre pleasure.

		Returning to the main chamber, I was given a robe to cover my nakedness.

		Lassiter stared me in the eye once Mrs. Davies left the room. It was just he and I and a whole lot of silence until he broke through the sensuous serenity saying, “I think you understand a little better now what I mean when I speak of surrender.”

		I think he might have smiled, but it wasn’t necessary. I understood, as though we’d communicated at a different level. I didn’t know what was happening to me. I do know that night I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep that kept me peacefully submerged in another world until I was rudely awakened at five a.m..

		

		The morning after my first anal treatment, after I’d endured the exercise ritual, the punishment, hard labor and finally my breakfast, I was told to dress for a day at the museum. I wasn’t sure how I’d survive the real world now that I was so completely inside this new one. But that didn’t seem to matter. Whatever Lassiter ordered, I did so without questioning him. At first, I thought it might be a relief to be away from his stringent regimen, but just before I dressed for work, Mrs. Davies came to my room, ordered me to bend over, and shoved a butt plug into my ass. I shrieked when the fat bulb finally slipped beyond the tight ring of my sphincter. Then, I waited in agony for several seconds while I became accustomed to the rod that so determinedly expanded that channel. Once the initial discomfort passed, Mrs. Davies secured the thick device with a strap that ran through my crotch and then snapped to a belt around my waist. I was instructed to wear the plug all day—the message was clear. I wasn’t to forget, for even a second, that I was under Andrew Lassiter’s guidance and training.

		
	
		
		Chapter Twelve

		

		My days with Lassiter were truly weird if you compare them to a normal life—or even the sometimes offbeat one I was used to. At work, I’d be aware of those around me, living their normal lives in a normal way. What would they think if they knew that Bridget Bennington Fox, the museum’s associate curator, was wearing an anal plug in her ass most of every working day? Sometimes, I imagined they could see it, that my skirt had suddenly disappeared leaving me vulnerable to giggling snickers and infatuated eyes. I wondered how many were curious, as I’d wince as I sat down, when the plug would make an uncomfortable shift in my ass. Sometimes too, I winced because my ass was just plain sore from the spanking I’d had the night before. If Lassiter used the cane, my bottom was sure to be smarting for at least two days after.

		“Is something the matter?” my boss, Jessie Markham, asked one lunch when I very gingerly took my seat. This time the butt plug—a new and larger one—made my whole belly ache.

		“A little too much exercise,” I said with a smile.

		She gave me a knowing nod. If she only knew!

		

		My colleagues knew I was separated from Geoff and was undergoing intense therapy of the sort they could only guess about. This caused some uncomfortable moments when our conversations lagged for lack of meaningful explanations. But what was I to say? The arrangement I lived with might have seemed peculiar—what little they knew of it—but eventually their curious questions and wondering stares ceased, and my working life resumed in a more normal fashion.

		I missed Geoff more than I could imagine. Just to hear his calm voice might have put me at ease. But Lassiter had informed me that I was forbidden to phone him. “If he wants to speak with you, he’ll initiate a call.”

		For two days, every time I answered the phone at work, I hoped it would be Geoff’s voice on the other end. But after two days of disappointment, I stopped being anxious. The silence was obviously the way he wanted it.

		Three days into my first week, when I finally heard him speak, I was so jittery I hardly knew what to say. Anything I might have rehearsed just slipped my mind completely.

		“How are you, Bridget?”

		“Okay, I’m fine.”

		“Are you eating?”

		“Yes, I can’t not eat. It’s sort of the way it is there.”

		“I see. That’s good.” He knew when I got panicky that I sometimes couldn’t keep food in my stomach. “And you have all the clothes and make-up you need?”

		“Yes. You packed everything.” I wish he hadn’t done such a thorough job, or that I thought of something he forgot he could bring by Lassiter’s house.

		“Good. I know how careful you are with your clothes.”

		There was an awkward pause. I wanted to scream something like, “When the hell are you going to rescue me from this!” I wanted to plead with him, tell him how bizarre and awful and wicked and miserable this was—but that would only make me cry. I’d be blubbering like a kid, make a total ass of myself, and get no where. And Geoff, hearing me go off, would only reassure me, ever so calmly, but in that very strict and knowing tone of voice, that this was the best thing for us right now. Oh, he might give me the option of leaving, but even I didn’t want that right now. No. Not until Geoff thought I was ready to come home. He had to be convinced that I was serious about preserving our marriage—serious too about changing.

		“Well, Bridget, I just wanted to check. I’ll call in a day or so.”

		“Good,” I managed to say, “I’ll look forward to hearing from you.” Good lord, I sounded so professional, so official like I was speaking to an art donor, not my estranged husband.

		The phone clicked, the conversation was over and that was that.

		Sitting back in my desk chair with the blasted butt plug riveted inside my ass, I started to cry. I blubbered like an idiot for nearly fifteen minutes. When someone knocked on the door, I snuffed, wiped my eyes on a Kleenex, and thinking I was ready to go back to work again, said, “Come in.”

		Thankfully, the only other person that I might have wanted to see popped in the door. While her face looked carefree and excited, it changed the minute Alecia saw my puffy eyes.

		“You’re going to have to check in a mirror and get that make-up handled,” she let me know.

		“Thanks.” Didn’t surprise me that it was smeared all over my face.

		“You’re in the thick of it, aren’t you?” she said with so much compassion in her voice that I wanted to break out in tears again.

		“Yes!” I held back the urge to cry with my eyes stinging.

		“You’ll get through it,” she said more cheerily. “I did!”

		I could see that. And for the first time in ages, Alecia and I weren’t in trouble together. Her life seemed to be happily breezing by while mine was in shambles.

		“You know, I am really pissed,” she went on, now ignoring my continuing misery. Her eyebrows were furrowed severely as though she were truly mad.

		“Why’s that?”

		“Who the hell is this Nick Ritter!”

		I didn’t know what to say. Fact was, I owed her no explanation after all the past that Alecia kept wading through—dragging everyone else with her. I certainly didn’t want to talk about it now.

		“You might say he’s my Lyle McCall.”

		“Well, I could guess that! But there’s a juicy story behind him you’ve never told me.”

		“And I’m not going to now. I’ve got a meeting.” I got up from my chair just to inspire her exit.

		“When you’re done then.”

		“No, maybe light-years after this whole thing is history, I’ll feel like going over it again.”

		“Oh, no you don’t. You know everything about me.”

		“That’s not true!” I snapped. “Besides, I’m not suppose to be spending any time with you.”

		“And did that make a difference when I was in your shoes?”

		“Actually, it did. You only pestered me half as much.”

		It felt good letting a little emotion find words; and by the time I pushed my sassy friend from my office, I was feeling much better—as long as the damn, fat butt plug didn’t suddenly shift.

		

		***

		

		At the end of the first week, I took another trip over the punishment bench. Friday—the day for the regular tribunal, there I was in the middle of it. The only good thing was having no hard labor that night—that particular ritual was suspended for this more important activity. I’m not sure which one I preferred—or better put—which I liked the least.

		The only difference in my spanking from the last rude session was the plug in my ass. By that time of day, it was normally removed; but because I was going to have the pleasure of my ass being disciplined in front of the whole tribe, Lassiter thought it would be best if they could see firsthand how well I was handling the rigors of my training. How nice for them! I thought to myself quite sarcastically when I heard his explanation.

		Actually, the spanking itself was much easier than I imagined it might be. Perhaps I was becoming hardened to the treatment. Perhaps, my butt was getting calluses. Perhaps, I actually enjoyed the sensation—more than I ever had. That would be difficult to admit, but then, perhaps that wasn’t a bad idea. I was obviously going to be going through this for some time.

		What was worse about the ordeal was the audience. In addition to the ghoulish tribe, there were four husbands and wives observing my spanking. When they filed into the chamber, I was naked—something that I’d grown used to in the short time in Lassiter’s house. I never took a punishment clothed—except those corrections I received if I was slacking in some task. (Thankfully, those times were few.) I didn’t think there would be a problem exposing myself to the tribe; they’d practically seen me naked several times. But when the others marched into the room, my nakedness turned humiliating. The eyes that stared at me, inspecting my body, looked like those of judges. I could see the women shirking as they viewed me, both appalled and titillated by the blatant nudity. They appeared to blush—as if they were the ones without clothes? The husbands were more critical, as though they were adopting the severe attitude of the tribunal. I challenged them by looking straight into their eyes. Three diverted their glances, but a fourth one looked as though he wanted to take over—and had the balls to do so. I met his gaze for only an instant before I turned my eyes submissively downward. If Lassiter had seen my brief defiance, he’d have added to the punishment planned for me. Thankfully, the little mutiny went unnoticed by everyone but that one man.

		My humiliation was complete, when, once draped, bound and secured over the bench, Lassiter began to lecture his guests on the virtues of the device. “Gentlemen, this affords maximum delivery and maximum anguish to your wife. There is no bouncing ass to follow around, or hold in place. The position distends the buttocks, prevents clenching, and gives the administrator a full target for impact. The wide stance of the knees parts the anal cleft; and the bench itself brings the pubic mound into view. Your submissive enjoys a degree of unparalleled humiliation in such a pose.

		“Enjoys!” I wondered to myself as I listened to his contemptible explanation.

		My ass twitched, itchy for him to get going. But I thought this crowd would stare at me forever.

		“Of course, this unfortunate wife is enduring an additional punishment with the anal plug—all part of a disciplinary ritual for the more incorrigible. The impact of the blows will be felt far beyond the surface of her skin each time the paddle jolts her ass.”

		“Oh, lordy, please get started!” I wanted to wail. Actually, I wanted to spit in his face, but by then, my mouth was so dry, I don’t think I had the saliva in me.

		“I encourage you each to take your place behind Mrs. Fox, gentlemen. See how it feels.”

		“What was he doing? Hawking the device like some TV infomercial?”

		

		When the paddling finally started it was a long one. Probably twice as long as the others I’d had this way. This time, however, length didn’t make it worse. With so many getting a crack at my behind, there were lots of pauses, and husbands a little reluctant to let go—except that one formidable fellow that beat me in my staring game. I didn’t get off easy, and some jolts to my posterior and the anchored plug were excruciating. But I’d been through worse—at least worse paddlings. Yes, it was getting easier to take.

		“She looks aroused,” some man chimed in after it was over. My ass was so hot I was sure it was glowing like embers in a fireplace. The sensation was at that amazing moment when the intensity of the burn had been at its peak, and the spanking finished, the erotic heat was beginning to spread through my body. Yes, I was aroused and he just had to point it out.

		“Arousal is common,” Lassiter explained. “For a submissive woman it’s natural and to be expected.”

		I thought the comments and conversations over my bruised behind would never end. Hell, I didn’t know if it was bruised but it certainly felt that way. If it was, all the better. I hoped they really got their jollies at my expense, and these wives took note of what they saw. Maybe they could prevent themselves from getting in my position—at least that’s if they wanted to. I wondered how much my own submissive nature and my desire for punishment unconsciously contributed to my being in this predicament. How much was I enjoying it?

		

		Most often, I handled my house arrest with sarcasm, nonchalance and just plain spunk. I was thankful for those days, when for some reason, Lassiter seemed to go easier on me—when I went to work without the butt plug, or the evening paddling was less brisk, or the labors seemed easier to manage—like the times I prepared meals alongside the Lassiter’s jolly cook. Of course on those days, when I thought I was deriving some pleasure out of my ordeal, I could always count on my dutiful trainer to redouble his efforts to cause me pain and humiliation the next day.

		Sometimes—and more often as the one day piled on top another—I was overcome with the unmistakable eroticism of my training. It was never so sweet as the first enema spanking—and rarely orgasmic, but there were those moments when the combination of surrender and sensation played with my body and effected my brain so I was swimming in that erotic sea again, and I didn’t want to surface. I was so peaceful after such trials, whether it was another session of anal discipline or an intense whipping that I couldn’t imagine my life any better. And that was totally absurd!

		Some days I felt as though I were floating through work. Alecia called me spacey, looking at me with knowing glances. She assumed she knew everything that I was experiencing and I knew she didn’t. When Geoff called, I would be dreamy and vague with him—I’d only learn later that he worried when I got this way, thinking I was losing my grip on reality. (He even called Lassiter to speak with him about my state of mind. The man assured him that I was learning the benefits of submission—that my training was like a dance between the horrifying nightmare of punishment and the occasional allowance for pleasure.) I admit, I had to be especially careful when I was in that altered reality to concentrate on my job and not do something stupid. But then, as long as I paid attention, even work seemed to breeze by more easily than ever. I even started two new projects on the inspiration that suddenly came to me when I was at the end of a particularly surrendering session.

		

		***

		

		The second Friday of my house arrest was completely different than the first and much more like the other tribunals I’d been through before my training began. It started the same as the others, though I was not as nervous as I’d been in the past. I waited in the foyer with three submissive wives. By then, I knew that nothing beyond those closed black doors could hurt or humiliate me anymore than what I’d already been. I sort of smiled to myself seeing the terrorized expressions on the faces of the other women. One, I recognized from the week before. She must have really wanted what she saw to have acted so quickly. Or maybe, the die had already been cast when she and her husband showed up for the demonstration.

		I waited through three tribunals, wondering if they’d ever get to me. And when it was time, when I heard my name called out, I walked much more casually into the chamber than I had on any other dreadful Friday night.

		To my total shock, however, it was Geoff’s face that greeted me when I entered the chamber.

		“What are you doing here?” I blurted out, completely forgetting my place.

		“Mrs. Fox!” Lassiter, his voice booming like thunder, rebuked my lapse immediately. I’d never heard him speak that way, and instantly averted my eyes, looking submissively at my feet. “Face me, please.” He continued, his speech thick with indignation. I obeyed, turning my attention away from Geoff and focusing it on the tribe of five.

		While I looked at their implacable faces, I could feel Geoff’s eyes burning at my shoulder. He was standing to the left of me, so that in my peripheral vision I could see half of him. “I don’t think we need to belabor your reason for being here, Mrs. Fox,” Lassiter went straight to the point. “It’s evident—especially after that unfortunate outburst—the reason why you need this.”

		“I’m sorry, sir.”

		“Indeed.” He acknowledged my apology with a nod of his head. “Tonight, you’ll be spanked by your husband.”

		Just that simple. No lecture, no longwinded scolding. That was it? It felt rather anticlimactic after my long wait. But the result of the verdict was as stunning as anything else he could have decreed.

		I was dressed in my work clothes—the leggings and tee-shirt I wore when I was cleaning house. I’d actually felt sort of skuzzy next to the properly attired wives that waited with me, and I felt just as skuzzy now with all these formally dressed men and my handsome husband nearby.

		“Mr. Fox you may proceed,” Lassiter said.

		I stood for some seconds waiting for Geoff to address me. Then I realized that he was rummaging through the implement wardrobe looking for something in particular. My hands were wet with sweat, and my heart beat hard and rapidly. My stomach turned into an angry knot. For a second, I thought I’d pass out. The reality of going over Geoff’s lap, even just seeing him after two weeks, was making me dizzy. I wondered what he was thinking—if he was the least little bit nervous. Likely not, Geoff was never nervous.

		“Bridget, turn around,” his voice grabbed me in both crotch and heart, and like all those many other times when it soothed me, it soothed me now as well.

		I moved carefully, a sheepish look on my face. My hair had been in a long ponytail all evening, and for some unknown reason, I pulled it out just before I entered the room. Geoff liked the look—he found it sexy—even though he always said it made me look ten years younger. Maybe it was my intuition that prompted the sudden act. Lassiter preferred I keep my unruly hair primly out of the way. I have the feeling he would have liked it even better if I chopped it off. Geoff, however, would have been pissed if I’d done that.

		As I turned to face my husband, there were fat tears welling in my eyes. I hadn’t planned to cry, at least not from sorrow. My first glimpse of him in two weeks there was nothing but great passion in his expression—determination, affection, tenacity and love. I sensed him reaching out to me with his whole body, as though he’d prefer to take me in his arms. In just seconds, my fantasies were dreaming of him whisking me away from this dreary house. But obviously, that was not the purpose of the evening or his plan.

		While the tribe looked on, Geoff pulled an armless chair into the open, and sitting down, motioned me to his side. I moved with ease, though I’m not sure how I accomplished that. My legs felt so weak, I was sure they wouldn’t hold my weight. I almost felt as though I were floating when he pulled me over his lap. The feeling of intimacy surrounding the gesture, the tender touch of his hands, the way he briefly stroked the back of my thighs as he prepared to strip away my pants, gave rise to more tears. As his fingers gently tugged the elastic at my waist, lifting it carefully away from my skin, my whole body shuddered. I could feel the sensation in my toes. Drawing the stretchy fabric over my hips, my bare bottom cheeks felt a sudden and cool draft of air tickle the skin. I was so erotically charged I didn’t think this spanking would be punishment at all, but something gloriously sexual between my husband and me. I didn’t care if there were five priggish men looking on. I didn’t care if the whole world saw. Let them get their jollies; I would enjoy this session no matter what happened.

		Geoff used a firm leather spanker drilled with a dozen holes. I knew it would hurt, and expected the power he put behind the blows to be substantial. I wasn’t wrong. As much as I knew this would be the best erotic experience of my life, it was that, and a good deal more. The slap of the paddle was hot, the staccato beat unrelenting, the blaze on my behind so searing I assumed it would be charred by the time he finished. Geoff didn’t go lightly, but he wasn’t brutal. He wanted this to last for some time—perhaps he missed me in this position. I could fantasize—later of course—that he regretted turning me over to these lifeless old men, and this was his way of telling me. He thrashed me hard for sixty seconds, then paused for at least half that time, running the leather over the skin he’d just spanked. Starting again, he gave me another sixty seconds of sheer brutal terror, then backed off, arousing my ass with his gentle strokes of kindness. I came to anticipate the sudden and very rude awakening when he delivered my ass into that fiery hell again. At first, I took it all sensuously, moaning like a climaxing whore in reply; but as his scheme worked the pain deep into my flesh, it became too difficult to feel anything sensuous at all from the stinging paddle. My moans turned into cries, then into passionate wails.

		I can’t be certain, but it seemed as soon as my distress reached an impossible peak, he began to back off, spending more time caressing the leather over my bottom, letting the strokes of the paddle die off. My bliss revived again. By the time Geoff finished punishing me, each last smack tantalized my crotch as dearly as his hand might have. I could feel my climax near, and imagined that powerful surge of ecstasy sweep me through, or in gut-grinding spasms end this session explosively. To my dismay, I wasn’t given the chance to go that far. Instead of being affectionately fondled, when he finally laid the paddle down, Geoff pushed me rather brusquely to my feet. I suspect his cock was as raging as my raging cunt, but it was clearly not the time for sexual endings.

		I was as limp on my feet as I’d been before I went over my husband’s lap. He steadied me for a minute, then pushed me back to confront the five faces of gloom.

		“I suspect this was a treat for you tonight, Mrs. Fox, being over the lap of the man you love. I assure you, however, that a more vigorous discipline will be required of you in the next week. You’re hardly finished with your training, something about which your husband is in complete agreement. You may be dismissed.”

		In preparing to exit, I stared at Geoff, hoping he might say something to placate my mind as much as my body had been. However, I was allowed to leave the room with no such reassuring word, and proceeded across the foyer, my discarded pants swinging from my hand, my red, but fading, derriere wiggling as I walked.

		Halfway up the staircase, I heard the black doors open and turned to see who was exiting the chamber. Seeing Geoff, my hopes were raised again and I stopped.

		“We will survive this, Bridget,” he said as he approached.

		I smiled. “Thank you.”

		We stared at each other for a while, to the point when I was sure he’d come with me to my room. But then he sighed—his restraint has always been remarkable—and said, “I think you’d better get ready for bed, you look tired.”

		Tired, yes, but certainly not too tired to make love—make love for hours, for days, for as long as he wanted to stay in bed with me. I could have pleaded with him, but I think he was counting on me to obey. It seemed a more mature response than breaking into tears as I begged him to stay.

		
	
		
		Chapter Thirteen

		

		Geoff came to the museum at noon on the following Tuesday, totally unannounced. It was the first time he’d been in the building since that horrible day with Nick Ritter. I thought I would jump through the roof with excitement, but I kept my cool, walking out the door on my husband’s arm, accompanying him to lunch.

		We talked nonstop for an entire hour, though Geoff’s only condition was that we not talk about my house arrest, the tribe, or anything having to do with my present situation. At first, it was tough, but then he drew me into some pleasant memories of our past. We even discussed tropical vacations we might take when we could arrange the time. This was encouraging. It was an innocuous lunch that resolved nothing, but asked very little from either of us. Perhaps that was its purpose—I’m not sure if Geoff was astute enough to understand what he was doing, though it surely appeared that way. We spent the entire time enjoying each other’s company, the smiles, the laughs and even some of the sexual banter characteristic of our life together. When it was over, I felt so refreshed the feeling almost took away the sting of my grueling hell-week at Lassiter’s, and the discomfort of the thick plug the man shoved in my ass earlier that morning. At least the moment gave me hope and something to remember as I faced the rest of the day, knowing there were nasty things awaiting me.

		As promised, Andrew Lassiter renewed his training efforts on my behalf. I was faced with a nightly enema ritual, which seemed aimed at driving me deeper into a surrendering frame of mind, as well as widening my back channel so I could comfortably take a large cock inside that place. So much constant stimulation in that area did go far in changing my demeanor. I could feel my whole body and brain softening, my spirit become more yielding, my strong-will seeming to bend much easier. I was less prone to finding annoyances in my world, to jump at people, or even think badly of myself. If this was the purpose of the training, then Lassiter was obviously succeeding.

		On Thursday night, when it was time for me to go to bed, I was greeted by the second great surprise of my week. Having dutifully submitted to Lassiter in his enema chamber, and then completing my assigned tasks, I only awaited the final spanking of the day—a ritual I still found miserable to endure. Waiting at the side of my bed, I was again stunned to see my husband walk in and take the cursed paddle from the wall.

		“Geoff!”

		“Stand up,” he announced looking very serious.

		“Yes, sir.” I immediately hopped to my feet. While he remained somber, I was ecstatic. We were going to have sex, I was sure of it! Everything in my body was immediately geared for something wondrous. I didn’t care how much the spanking hurt as long as I had the ending I’d been missing for too many nights.

		“Over the table,” he ordered.

		I bent forward as he instructed, letting my husband spank my perpetually aching butt with the broad flat end of the wooden paddle. Lassiter had already spanked me once that night when I was on the enema table; and I wasn’t sure I could take much more. The slaps came hard—unlike the sensuous buildup of the Friday before. They came in three fierce rounds of non-stop strokes until I was howling each time. And then, they stopped. My ass was scorched, every nerve in me bright with fire and I was completely out of breath as I waited for Geoff’s next move.

		My husband’s fingers felt like feathers following the blistering sting of the paddle. They nursed the skin with a delicacy that drove me wild. I could hardly hold back my desire to attack him. But certain that would be a major mistake, I held on for some minutes while he slowly massaged my body, eventually bringing me into his arms.

		We were silent, although I imagined the roar of passion that exited the room sounded loudly through the house, that it reverberated through the corridors, dissolving into its walls, and rose beyond the rooftop into the fragrant summer night. It was mindless, kinky and carefree. When Geoff entered my ass—a feat previously quite difficult—I accepted him fully, every inch of his stiff erection fitting easily inside the tight passageway. His presence there only augmented the satisfaction I was gaining from the anal training Lassiter lavished on me.

		After the first climaxes were just memories, we played, tickled, spanked, poked, laughed and kissed. I wanted him to sleep with me, be there in the morning when we woke up, there to watch me dress, and take me to work, and bring me home at night. That was too much to ask, but it seemed the possibility was not so far away. When he left that night—bending the rules he stayed until almost ten-thirty—I didn’t even cry. I was much too happy and filled with the hope that my training and discipline were nearly over.

		

		***

		

		I was a little depressed not hearing from Geoff all weekend. Friday was bearable, my excitement fueled by the night before. My hopes for seeing Geoff propelled me happily into the regular Friday tribunal with a smile on my face and a sunny disposition. However, when I entered the chamber to face the tribe, my husband wasn’t there and my heart sank. I took the punishment spending most of the harrowing ordeal over the punishment bench thinking of Geoff and how I missed him. It was the thought of him that fueled my tears—far more than the feel of the angry leather striking my behind. When the pain became so intense that I could no longer brood about my plight, I screeched and hollered so much the disciplinarian gave me an extra dose for being so unrestrained.

		“You should know better than that,” Andrew Lassiter scolded me when I was standing before him again, red ass bare, my cheeks flushed, tears falling down my face. “You’ve been here much too long, endured too much with a submissive grace to put on that kind of ridiculous display. You’re lucky I didn’t have you caned tonight.”

		“Yes, sir, I’m sorry.”

		He looked at me rather oddly. Was this compassion I was seeing in his eye? I doubt that. It was probably just a twitch.

		“I’d like some explanation,” he announced to my surprise. He never asked for explanations. Why now?

		I wasn’t sure what to say, but staring into his impervious expression, my mind whirred a bit and I finally blurted out, “I miss Geoff.” I thought that might start another round of tears, but I managed to hold on, biting my lip until I was sure it would bleed.

		“I see. Well, I’d suggest you enjoy the memory of your meetings. Savor them. By my estimation, you still have a few weeks left of your training.

		A few weeks! That would be longer then Alecia’s house arrest. I couldn’t believe that Geoff really wanted this anymore than I did.

		

		I went to bed despondent, my heart aching, my pussy grabbing at itself; I felt so empty. I didn’t even want to masturbate. I wanted my training over, and was certain that I couldn’t make it through another punishment, another exercise period, another minute of work in Lassiter’s dismal house.

		The following day, I was immediately humbled by eight grueling hours of labor. The day was hot, the windows open—the air-conditioning was being repaired so I was dressed in a small tank top and thong panty. In addition to the humid weather, there was a method to Lassiter’s choice of attire for me. He wanted my ass readily available any time he took the notion to spank my butt. I’m sure that every hour of that miserable day, I took the paddle on my ass. My raw skin reached the point I began to beg for mercy. If he heard my plea, however, he only laid into the back of my thighs instead and I hated that more. By six o’clock that night, I was exhausted, but not yet finished with the trial Lassiter had planned for me.

		As I crawled up on the metal table in the enema chamber, I might have cried. The idea of subjecting myself to more than I already had that night seemed cruel—going much too far. But once the warm water began to flow inside me, the distress disappeared. I felt as if my body were melting away. My thoughts ceased—even Geoff didn’t cross my mind. I had surrendered. Given up. There was nothing left in me but submission and the peace it brought me.

		Following my anal ritual, I was gently removed to the tribunal chamber. The lights were low in the room so I could barely see. The gentleman attending me draped me over a padded bar and motioned where I could rest my knees and hold on. This apparatus seemed almost like the spanking bench, but it was much more comfortable and less severe. Nonetheless, my ass was spread wide, so my tight, puckering anus was as vulnerable as it was on the punishment bench.

		Once I relaxed as best I could, I felt hands, many of them working my wounded flesh, and dildos inserted deeply into my back channel. I was spanked again, not with paddles but the palms of hands bringing rich fresh heat to the tender skin. The inserted plugs were worked vigorously, others massaged like gentle caresses. My erotic heat began to boil from deep within me. Though I felt it about to crash orgasmically on several occasions, the men backed off and let the most pressing sensations die away.

		I was surprised that this intimacy was permitted. Up to that point there’d been a line drawn between what was appropriate between another man’s wife and the members of the tribunal—I only assume it was the tribe that were so attentively working my ass, though I didn’t take the time to look at their faces.

		Knowing how they were attending me, I had little doubt that before I was finished for the night, I’d be fucked by them all. But was that right? Was that what they were expecting? Despite my regular nudity, the exhibition of my private parts, and the liberties that were regularly taken with my body, no one took submissiveness to a sexual level—as if my trial wasn’t sexual at all. Although there was an undercurrent of sensuality about many of the rituals—what I’d masturbate to when I was alone in my room (and what I expected these men masturbated to when they were alone in their beds), that part of my training was ignored on the surface. My ordeal was cloaked in the mantle of punishment and education, steeped with a sobriety that would never allow anything so base and distasteful to enter the scheme of things. What was I to do now? Should I call a halt to this adultery? Certainly, this wasn’t right! But I could hardly make sense of anything in my position.

		Then, as if those in the room were reading my mind, I felt the crowd of them back off and just one man at my side with his warm hand stroking my tender and wounded ass. Smelling Geoff’s cologne, I sighed, relieved.

		“Submit to them, Bridget. I want you to do this for me.”

		He didn’t need to say more. Though there were a hundred questions suddenly crowding for answers in my brain, they all disappeared the moment the first cock breached the channel door they’d worked so hard to open. This was not the same as having my husband in my ass, but it was surrendering and erotic. After the second man, I was lost, unable to fix on exactly what was happening as though I were drunk. The rest of the evening went by in a blur. By the time I was helped to my room, the only things I was certain of was that I’d had the tribe in my ass, all five of them, my bottom was miserably sore, and Geoff had at some time left the house. My only other memory would be the long climax, the jerks and jabs and gut-grinding clenches each cock produced.

		As they lifted me off the padded bar, I was too exhausted to be disheartened when I didn’t see my husband. Even if he’d taken me to my room and wanted to sleep with me, I would have been too tired to respond.

		The next day, Sunday, I spent quietly. A few of the normal rituals were demanded of me, but even those were tempered in respect for the ordeal I’d been through the day before. At dinner, I was dressed quite conservatively, in schoolgirl attire, flannel skirt and broadcloth blouse. The style matched the clothes worn by the other women dining at Lassiter’s table. This was uncommon. I usually ate in the kitchen and it seemed strange to be eating with the man whose critical eye was often inspecting everything I did. He was really quite amiable, talking effusively about the house, its origins and history. We hung on his words as though we were actually interested. I was nervous, though not as nervous as the two women across the table from me. Seeing their wedding rings, I guessed that they too were naughty wives, here to receive punishment and training no different than mine. My heart begged to hear that my trial was about over; but I went almost numb as Lassiter turned to me, once we finished our entrée, and said, “I may have you help Mrs. Winslow and Mrs. Fogarty with their training next week.”

		“Yes, sir,” I said as I took a deep breath and smiled kindly at the sheepish faces. I did my best to hold back the dam of tears threatening in my sad eyes.

		
	
		
		Chapter Fourteen

		

		Monday at the museum was a delightful day. There were new paintings—ones I particularly liked being arranged for a new showing. All the Nick Ritter sculptures had been shipped off the week before, back to where they belonged in his Paris gallery. I couldn’t have been happier. What replaced his work was an exhibition of pastels, summery watercolor prints I loved. If I weren’t in the position with Geoff I was now, I would have begged him to buy me one, and he probably would have. Figuring that wasn’t possible, I spent as much time as I could helping the gallery designers get the show ready for the opening the following Friday. I realized that I wouldn’t need to go through the tribunal that night, seeing that it was my job to be at the gallery for such a special occasion. Small consolation. I took whatever I could get in a pinch.

		For lunch, Jessie, my boss, took me to lunch and praised me generously for the work I was doing.

		“I’m afraid to promote you, as it will put me out of a job,” she said.

		“But I don’t need a promotion,” I said truthfully. “I love exactly what I’m doing.”

		“Ah, I think you’ll get the promotion anyway, and not too long from now.”

		“And what’s that mean?” I said with a curious smile.

		“There might be a promotion of my own happening very soon,” her eyes sort of danced excitedly.

		“Really? Does that mean you’ll be leaving The Bennington?”

		“Very likely. But don’t say anything, not yet. I just want you to be sure you work your charms on your uncle.”

		“Oh?” Now I was very suspicious. “Why’s that? I get along with him pretty well at the moment.”

		“His daughter is returning home. Tricia.”

		“I didn’t know. She’s the one he expected to have your job by now.”

		“I know that. And that’s why I’m warning you. It’s your job, not hers. So, don’t do anything to screw up your chances.”

		I was sobered, but not undone by the information. If anything, I gauged my own response, finding myself less worried than I might have been a year ago, or even three months before. I felt more confident with myself, sure that I was up to the challenge of the directorship. This was a feeling I’d never had before. And if Tricia was given the post instead of me, I could deal with that too. The Bennington was not the only museum or gallery in town.

		“I appreciate the advice, Jessie. I hadn’t thought about having your job since you’re so good at what you do, but now, …” I considered it thoughtfully.

		“Well, you won’t have to worry about it for a few weeks yet. But I’d suggest you get things straightened out with your husband. If it hits, the change will come fast, and you’ll want as little stress as possible moving into the position.”

		I heartily agreed. What Jessie still didn’t know was that I had little influence on my fate. My future with Geoff, or any man, was held hostage until Andrew Lassiter and his tribe were finished with me. I had no clue when that would be. Seeing more possibilities for my life stretching out before me, I could get excited. After what I’d been though, I knew I could handle anything now—all the pressures, all the stress, even the Nick Ritters—though hopefully there’d be no more of them. If only Geoff believed that too and could have the faith in me that I had in myself.

		
	
		
		Epilogue

		

		The bright sun slinking low in the afternoon sky did little to take the edge off of an unbearably hot day. Bridget’s day had been busy—not quite as pleasant as the previous one, but for a Tuesday, it was much as she would expect—details, dozens and dozens of details. She was exhausted when she finished work and her feet were sore; she’d been running from one end of the museum to the other all day long. The prospect of going to Lassiter’s to scrub floors, or pots and pans, or stripping wallpaper weighted her spirit. Walking into the stifling air was as depleting. Oh, well, she’d have a few minutes in the cool comfort of the limo to restore herself before the other side of her life began again.

		Bridget stood on the street for some minutes looking toward the south. She covered her eyes with her arm to blot out the bright burning ball of fire in the sky. The fierce glare prevented her from seeing if the limo was near. The driver was rarely late, but there was street construction on the other side of the boulevard, jackhammers still drilling through concrete, and the sound of honking horns, impatient taxi drivers and construction foremen shouting orders. The limo was no where in sight, and though she was hardly anxious to get back to Lassiter’s, she wasn’t too keen on waiting by the curb as a jostling crowd of pedestrians moved back and forth around her.

		She heard a honk, but initially ignored it. Then another honk. She was still peering toward the south looking for the limousine when she heard her name, “Bridget!” loud and clear. Suddenly she realized that her small Mazda had pulled up to the curb, and she could see her husband leaning toward the passenger side to open the door. “Hop in,” he shouted when he finally had it open.

		“Really?”

		“Yeah. You’re going home.”

		“Home?”

		“Yes. With me. To our apartment.”

		She was too stunned to move.

		“Don’t you want to?”

		“Oh, my yes, I do.” Her body was suddenly quite weak.

		“Then, let’s go.”

		“You mean my training is over?”

		“Yes, your training is over, now get in before a cop decides to ticket me.”

		“Sure, no problem,” her weak legs seemed hardly able to carry her, and she almost stumbled getting inside. Her mind was spinning fast, her whole being so elated she didn’t know whether to scream or cry. It had been so long since she’d done anything as normal as ride in her own car that it seemed strange. Now she stared around at the odd familiarity in wonder.

		The reunited husband and wife rode in silence through an angry traffic jam, although the noisy battle outside the car didn’t matter to Bridget or to her husband.

		“You did well, Bridget.”

		“Thank you,” she was practically screaming inside. “I’m really going home, I mean home, not Lassiter’s.”

		“Yes. Home. I stopped by Andrew’s this afternoon and picked up your things.”

		She sighed, still not sure if she believed her good fortune. The long nightmare was over. Her job, her marriage, her life seemed more complete than she could have ever imagined. There was much to say, but despite her growing excitement, she didn’t know where to begin—not until they’d wound their way through town, and two blocks from home she spied an old billboard announcing the show that brought her great black hole to town—big, bold letters with Nick Ritter’s name next to a picture of his Canyon Masterpiece—“At the Bennington this summer.”

		Summer was nearly over. There was a whole new world ahead, but all at once, the painful memory of her reckless fling jolted her back to where it all began.

		“So, Nick Ritter’s forgotten?” She ventured hopefully.

		“He is for me. And you?” Geoff replied.

		“I only thought of you while I was gone,” she said.

		He nodded pleased. “Then, I guess I’ll have to make them take that billboard down.” Smiling, he squeezed her knee. “But first, we’re having dinner with Alecia and Charlie.”

		“We are?”

		“A little welcome home.”

		Bridget didn’t know whether to be happy or disappointed. She really wanted to be alone with her husband, not with anyone else. But it was interesting to note that Geoff had planned an evening with her best/worst friend. “You really trust me with Alecia?” she finally asked because she was so very curious.

		“I think after the four weeks at Andrew Lassiter’s, I’d better trust you in a room with a hundred Nick Ritters and ten Alecia Moreheads.”

		“Oh, please no!” she sputtered.

		He chuckled “Don’t worry, that’s not going to happen, and we won’t be staying long at the Moreheads, I have plenty in mind for you tonight—like a house that needs to be cleaned. And did I tell you I bought some new exercise equipment?”

		“Oh, Geoff, no,” she groaned.

		He laughed. “I’m only joking,” his smile was broad and happy. “The only hard labor you’ll be doing tonight is in bed with me!”

		That said, Bridget settled back and took her husband’s hand, relishing the way it felt, both its softness and the firm impact it would make the next time she went over his lap and he spanked her bottom. Of all the punishment she’d been through, she liked that kind the best. Then too, maybe after her one long month of hellish training, she was out of the woods and the great black hole—free and clear of such disasters. She could always hope.

		Bridget sighed again, chuckling to herself. Ah, who the hell was she kidding? There would always be something to put her over her husband’s lap, always some excuse, some silly faux pas, some foolish misstep, or reckless prank that would end with that wild and thrilling moment, where she’d be poised and ready for the strap, the cane or her husband’s hand to turn her fair and tender bottom a brightly blushing shade of red.
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