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   Chapter 1 HER
 
   "Can I get a Knob Creek neat?" trying to keep my voice from breaking after being at the club for awhile, too much dancing and yelling to be heard over the thumping music and people. 
 
   The bartender leans in over the drink-soaked bar like he didn't hear me, "That's a big order for such a little girl." Before I can respond, I don't think the dumb open-mouthed look is sufficient, he's turned away.
 
   Good. At least he got my order then. I like bourbon, it warms a spot that needs warming.  My drink of choice when it's Saturday and I have no plans the next day. And I think it makes me sound sophisticated and mysterious...usually the finance and computer geeks in these clubs are impressed anyway. Damn right it's a big girl drink, so there Mr. Hot Bartender! I need to stop talking to myself like this, I just laughed out loud for fuck sake.
 
   He returns with a drink that is definitely not bourbon – it's pink. "On me," he says with a wink. Who winks anymore?! 
 
   "Hey, wait a sec…I ordered bourbon. This isn't mine," as I push the drink towards him, really getting a good look at his hands and arms for the first time....olive skin, lean muscles and surprisingly manicured nails. 
 
   "I know what you ordered. This one's on me though...vodka cran," his voice is deep, no accent, must be from here, born and bred Midwesterner. 
 
   I give the same dumb look. Say something already! "I'd like the drink I ordered…please." His crinkly-eyed smile is almost a laugh, probably because my voice squeaked at that last bit. Hard to sound demanding with a high voice, but I'm trying for a strong look to go with it.
 
   "Sorry, watered-down vodka's all you're going to get." His smile goes up a little on the left and he leans in again. I can smell a hint of his cologne; like his hands, a surprising mix, musky spices and clean linens. It distracts me, disarms me in the middle of this pulsing people-pushing place to have his scent fill my nose like that. I quietly say, "Thanks," and turn around.
 
   Looks like tonight is going downhill fast. I came out tonight with my friends, Tracy and Laura, who are now trying to dance with what looks like brothers, really drunk brothers. Tracy is pushed against the opposite wall and staying out of the way of Brother #1's gyrating arms; Laura is laughing more than dancing, holding her sides while sidestepping Brother #2's feet.
 
   I pass them to the steps just to the side of the dance floor. Laura and Tracy quickly join me, sharing the blow-by-blow I missed during my trip to the bar. Seems the drunk brothers are VIP's and have a table behind the roped-off section behind us. They offered to let us sit at their table and buy us drinks and be groped while dancing. Yippee for us. Yep, tonight sucks.
 
   I usually enjoy nights out like this...freedom to let loose, drink a little too much, maybe meet a guy or two, and dance with my friends like it's an Olympic event. But tonight feels off. Maybe it’s the stress of work lately. Maybe the stress of my folks visiting next week. Maybe the stress of feeling lonely in a crowded room…again.
 
   Nope…I won't allow myself to wallow in this feeling. Won't let this night go without a fight! "Come on. Let's dance…and not with the dynamic duo!" Putting my oh-so-pink drink down on a ledge, I push both Tracy and Laura back onto the floor.
 
   I'm not a great dancer...a little too free with the jumping up and down to really get a groove thing going. At 5 feet, I still manage to take up a lot of dance floor though and soon we're screaming along with every other girl to "I will survive,"  a remix, but still a good mood changer. Feeling better already. 
 
   Tracy is a great dancer, no self-consciousness, just pure movement. Guys can’t help but watch her. Laura tries hard to match Tracy’s moves, but her own slightly heavier body makes her want to hide more than stand out. I end up grabbing Laura's hands and twirling her around, giving her something else to concentrate on.
 
   Tracy has already turned down two guys trying to push their way in between us. Laura and I exchange looks. We hope we don't have a repeat of last week. A guy had put his hand on Tracy's ass, so she turned around and hit him in the stomach. We ended up leaving early to avoid more trouble.
 
   With a few turns, I get a view of the bar again. The same crooked grin and laughing eyes are on me each time. Maybe tonight isn’t so bad…I may just have to get another drink before last call.
 
   A slow song. Laura and I start dancing cheek-to-cheek. Tracy leaves for the bathroom to quickly avoid the guy to her left. He's a whole head shorter than her and has tried to dance with her whenever we're at Club French. Poor guy must live here waiting for his chance at the tall redhead.
 
   A glance at the bar shows the hottie bartender talking to three girls. At least he's not smiling at them.
 
   "If we dance any longer like this, I will never get a guy to ask me," Laura pushes me off. She and Tracy have been my best friends for the last two years, since we started at the same company. We met in orientation and have stuck together ever since. She is always looking for a guy to ask her for something...a date, a dance, anything.
 
   "But, baby, I was just going to dip you," I laugh with a fake pout. 
 
   "No way...you dropped me last time! And I have to pee." Laura leads the way to the bathrooms. We pass in front of the bar. When the bartender looks up, he winks at me again. What is with the winking?! Is this a new/old thing guys are doing now?! Do I wink back?! Instead, I opt for raising eyebrows and smiling halfway. Lame-o. I look back and see him smiling at me still, making my neck ticklish and warm.
 
   Tracy is in line ahead of us, but moves back to wait with us. "I'm gonna get a drink instead. You guys want anything?" I take their orders and head back to the bar.
 
   Even though a group of girls are trying to get his attention, he comes right over to me. "Let me guess. Knob Creek, right?" His eyes are a mix of green and gold or maybe it's just the bar lights making them appear cat-like. 
 
   "Yes…please," I falter. I didn't expect him to remember...the club is packed with drunk girls. "Oh, and two Greyhounds too...please," my voice squeaking again over the music. Why is he making me want to be extra polite, like I need a bartender to like me in order to serve me a drink?
 
   He returns with two Greyhounds and one pink drink. No smile. "Is it just me or are you a bad bartender to everyone?" I try to make it sound like a joke.  
 
   Still no smile. "Just you. Bourbon isn't a girl's drink."
 
   "Is that in the Bartender's Handbook?" I'm still trying to get a smile...wanna see if his eyes are the same color when they crinkle up. 
 
   "Nope, Just my handbook." A small smile, crooked but closed, no crinkling.  
 
   "How much for the drinks?" I try to match his small smile. 
 
   "On me, Lucy."  He reaches across the bar and grabs my hand. "I'm Max Traeger by the way." And he doesn't let go of my hand.
 
   "How'd you know my name?"  
 
   "It was on your credit card." His hand is a little wet from the bar towel, but very warm. I feel cold when he finally lets go.
 
   Just as I'm turning to hand a drink back to Tracy and Laura, he asks, "Can I get your number?" I can almost see the looks they must be exchanging behind my back.  
 
   I give him Tracy's line, "How bout you give me your number instead. Girl's gotta be safe ya know." 
 
   A small lowering of his brow makes his crooked smile seem bigger, his eyes darker. "Call me old-fashioned. I believe it's the guy's job to do the calling. If you change your mind, let me know."  He turns slightly to take the order of the couple to my right, but gives me one more smile before moving away. I'm a little numb by his instant response. It always worked for Tracy.
 
   Turning all the way around, I can see the girls are both open-mouthed too. "What was that about?" Tracy wants to know. 
 
   "Yeah, what'd we miss," chimes in Laura.  
 
   "Nothing. Just harmless flirting for free drinks. Drink up!" Oh, well. Not meant to be my night after all.
 
   "I'm hungry. You guys wanna grab some food? The restaurant upstairs is still serving and last call here will be any minute," Laura loves the french faire, at least the french fries, next door.
 
   ….
 
   “The kitchen will be closing in thirty minutes and the only tables available are in the bar area,” the hostess shows us to a table near the empty bar. Before we can even order though, the waitress brings over fried calamari, mini burgers, french fries, and chocolate cake, “Compliments of Mr. Traeger, ladies. Enjoy." 
 
   We say, "Who?" in unison. 
 
   I follow up with, "Do you mean Max, the bartender downstairs?" 
 
   “Um, yes. He thought these items would be to your liking. Enjoy ladies. And let me know if you need anything.” The waitress walks away before we can answer, “Thank you,” in unison again.
 
   Tracy is used to getting free stuff from guys, “It's no big deal, he must have overheard us. And the restaurant is attached to the bar, so he probably gets free stuff here too.” 
 
   Laura doesn’t care how we got the food, she’s just happy to have some so quickly, “I'm starving. Dig in.” They take turns making fun of my goofy smiles. The fries taste better somehow.
 
   Leaving the restaurant, I stop between the street and the steps leading back down to the bar, “You guys go ahead. I'll catch my own cab.” 
 
   “Are you going back to the bar to give a great..big…thank you?” Laura giggles and makes a smacking kiss sound I hope never to hear from her again. 
 
   Tracy is laughing as they get into their cab. “Just to say thank you and leave your number you mean? You know my rule...make the guy wait for you.” She says this so loudly that the drunk guys walking my way all laugh and start yelling out “I’ll give you my number” and “I’ll give you more than my number without making you wait, sweetheart.” I hurry down the stairs before they get too close.
 
   ….
 
   “We’re closing up, no more entries even with a hand stamp,” the bigger of the two bouncers says. 
 
   “Can I just leave a note for someone that works here?” Smirks from both bouncers. I bet girls leave lots of notes all the time. I feel lame, but ask for a pen and tear off a corner of a flyer on their entrance table.  Folding the note, I ask them to give it to Max the bartender. 
 
   “You mean Max Traeger?” The bouncers look a little nervous, like I just said something wrong. “Ya know if you wanna go in, go ahead. You can give him the note yourself,” says the shorter guy. 
 
   I feel lame enough without having to track him down in an emptying bar. “No that's ok. Just please give him the message,” I turn around quickly before they can say anything else.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1 HIM
 
   “Hey, Jimmie. What side you want me on?” I just got to the club. The music is loud. The bar is a mess. The two bartenders are running back and forth. The bussers aren’t in sight. 
 
   “Thanks for showing up, Max. Tonight’s been crazy with Mike out again. Take the front station...it’s the most action,” he says with a laugh. 
 
   “Ha, great. Haven’t tended bar in a long time and you throw me to the wolves?!”  I like Jimmie. He keeps his cool in a rush and doesn’t lose bottles or money like some of the other guys. 
 
   After a few orders, I feel like I’m back in college. Not missing a beat with mixing drinks, opening bottles, wiping down the bar, pouring shots for smartass girls and dumbass guys. 
 
   I notice the petite blond edging around the packed dance floor. She was up to the bar earlier with her friends, but let the redhead do the ordering. Well, let her get a couple guys to buy them drinks. 
 
   I like the way the blond looks. She stands out from the other girls who are squeezed into clothes way too revealing for my taste. Bouncing, slightly frizzy curls, blue eyes, tight skirt. Can see she has a nice body, but isn’t trying to sell it. 
 
   And I like the way she moves. Not quite touching the guys she’s trying to get around, just putting her right hand near their backs in case they bump her, her left arm behind her back. Looking down instead of smiling at everyone.
 
   “Can I get a Knob Creek neat?” Her order makes me want to laugh. Probably read it in a book and thinks it sounds grown-up. Her voice is perfect, soft and high. I’d like to make her squeak for real. Name on her card is Lucy Shannon.
 
   The confused look on her face when I set her drink down makes me smile even more. She’s speechless for a second, with a slight frown, but almost said “thank you” automatically I think.  
 
   Her hands are delicate, pushing the drink back towards me, the nails a little chewed. She’s blushing at my response. Her thanks sounds tiny. 
 
   I keep an eye on her, hoping she’ll come back up to the bar. Instead I get a great view of her tits bouncing as she sort of dances, mostly jumps in the middle of her friends. Clenching my jaw, I make out three other guys taking an interest too. She really shouldn’t bounce around like that.
 
   Just as two of the guys are moving closer to her on the dance floor, she starts making her way towards me again. Nope, damn, just heading to the bathroom. 
 
   I didn’t have to stop her on her way back though. She’s smiling again, white teeth almost fluorescent in the lighting. I take my chance to get her number before the night’s over or some asshole goes for her first. Her response isn’t good. Sounds like she’s saying something for her friend’s benefit; the redhead gives me a knowing smile behind her. I don’t play that game. 
 
   Too bad, but maybe I’ll see her again. They’re heading upstairs to French Brasserie.
 
   “Jimmie, I’ll be right back.” He nods my way. I take the back stairs up to the kitchen. “Hey, Manuel. How was it tonight?” 
 
   The cook thumbs-up and keeps moving around the counters, “Bueno. Estaba ocupado, Mr. Traeger.” 
 
   “Good man!” clapping him on the back as I leave the kitchen. 
 
   End of the night, the only area still serving is the bar. I see a waitress and call her over to me. “Hi, Mr. Traeger. Can I get you something to eat?” 
 
   “No, Melissa, thanks. But see that group of girls over there, just sitting down,” I nod towards Lucy and her friends as the hostess is directing them to a table. “Can you send over some of our appetizers...ya know, burgers, calamari, whatever, and chocolate cake? Get ‘em whatever they’d like on me.” 
 
   “Of course, Mr. Traeger.”  I smile as I head back down to the bar for last call. Let’s see if she has good manners and stops by to say thank you.
 
   ….
 
   Sitting at the bar while the crew works around me, enjoying the drink she tried to order...girl’s got taste. Brett hands me a torn piece of paper, “A blond left this for you.” 
 
   “Is she still here?” looking around at the stragglers as they are herded out of the now overly bright bar. 
 
   “No. But I told her she could come down to give it to you herself,” he adds quickly. 
 
   “All right. Brett, next time...don’t take my messages. Got it?” He nods and quickly walks away.
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   Chapter 2 HER
 
   Opening my eyes to the sun just spreading across the brick wall next door. Must be about 6:30 then. I love getting up early on my days off. Have the whole day to myself with no plans. Well, plans, but nothing stressful. And, bonus, no hangover! Guess not drinking bourbon paid off. This makes me smile thinking about Max again.
 
   I think he was in a dream I had....something about pirates in an office building and him sweeping in on a vine to the rescue. In my dream, he was shirtless, the muscles that stretched his black t-shirt last night clearly on display. Wouldn't mind getting to see that in real life. The middle finger of my left hand absently rubbing my pussy through my sleep shorts. Laughing out loud kills the mood though...he's probably a hairy monkey! Yep, that's how I'll picture him if he doesn't call. 
 
   Lazy bones…get up...running through my plans today. Gotta clean, do some laundry and head to the beach.
 
   .....
 
   It's early, but Tracy already has a throng around her blanket. For a redhead, she's able to get a good tan and always wears a tiny red suit of some sort to show it off. Today, it's red and white polka dots.  I'm more conservative in a black bikini that definitely covers my ass a whole lot more. And I keep my t-shirt on while playing volleyball. I'm not exactly self-conscious of my large chest, but I've learned that guys will purposely spike the ball my way to see me jump and slide around if I don't cover up. I'm just not that into sports that I want to try that hard or risk a sand burn from a face-flop.
 
   I know most of the people here...all friends of Tracy and a few folks from work, mostly from marketing.  I'm the token human resources friend.
 
   I walk over to Kalli, Steve, and two guys I don't know. "Hey, Lucy. Cute shorts. Maybe you can settle a bet for us. Steve says that there's going to be a corporate picnic this year at the CEO's Lake Michigan manse. Do you know anything about it?" 
 
   Kalli is actually only an intern, still finishing her marketing degree from DePaul. So I don't have the heart to tell her that she probably won't be invited. And I already know from Tracy that Steve is thinking of breaking it off long before we get to the annual summer party next month. "I haven't heard any specifics yet."
 
   Steve introduces me to the other guys, "This is Tad and Bullet. My old Sigma Alpha Epsilon brothers. Bullet is interviewing for a spot in acquisitions Monday. Is he scheduled with you, Luce?" 
 
   Bullet is tall, at least 6'5 and lanky, with sandy blond hair and light brown eyes. He looks like he's spent the summer as a lifeguard so far. "Um, is Bullet your last name?" 
 
   "Nah, it's a stupid nickname that I can't shake," his laugh is cute, sort of stoner-ish and higher pitched than I'd expect.  "Name's Billy MacIntosh."  
 
   "Right…you'll be interviewing with Brenda. She's a sweetheart, but she always asks the craziest questions to try to through off her candidates." 
 
   "Uh-oh. Can you give me any pointers or is that considered insider trading in HR?"  
 
   I smile and laugh, taking off my white eyelet shorts and setting my bag down on Tracy's world map blanket. I can already feel sweat trickling between my tits. "I think we're cool.  Let's see...One of her favorites is to ask what kind of animal in a zoo you'd like to be and why." Stoner laugh again. "Or if you could go back in time, when would you like to live and why? Really, I think it's because she's bored with the standard stuff. She's been doing this forever." 
 
   "Cool, thanks. Can I get you a beer...we have a cooler on the other side of the net?"  He points beyond the game ending. Tracy is being grabbed and tackled to the sand by Josh, her on-off boyfriend. 
 
   "I don't really like beer, but thanks." 
 
   "How bout a swim then to cool off?" Is he flirting with me? 
 
   "Sure. I just rode my bike here, so I'm already melting." We pass Tracy and Josh as we walk to the edge of the water. Tracy's eyes are big and questioning. I roll mine at her. 
 
   The water at Oak Street beach feels great...super cold and only a hint of Lake Michigan filth today. We wade out to my waist, the water only darkening the bottom of Bullet's boardshorts. "You are a shortie." He says. 
 
   "Good things…small packages," my patented response, with a squinty smile looking up at him. 
 
   "And cute," he says. 
 
   "Why Billy MacIntosh, are you flirting with me to get more insider info?" I try for a southern belle and splash a little water up onto his stomach. 
 
   "No, ma'am, a true southern gent would never take advantage of a lady." He grabs me around my stomach and throws me over his shoulder, heading into deeper water. 
 
   "Let me down," play pounding on his back. He doesn't throw me into the water, but gently puts me down and holds me steady as a wave splashes water from just below my chest to my chin, sand shifting underfoot. "I'm going to tell Brenda to throw every stupid question she can think of at you!" But I'm laughing. 
 
   I move a little away from him, though, making him drop his hands from my waist finally. He's nice looking and I certainly like how he can pick me up like it's nothing, but I don't like when guys think they can get hands-on so quickly. Not to mention that he's obviously had a few beers, so I'd rather not have him leaning all over me in an hour.
 
   Tracy and Josh join us, making a circle in the water. She forces more flirting between Bullet and me, even making crude jokes about his nickname hopefully not meaning something sexual. I'm blushing and laughing more than flirting, but Bullet is being a good sport.
 
   Before we leave, Tracy asks if I got his number. "No, he's interviewing tomorrow. I think it would be awkward. If he gets the job, I'll see him later. If he doesn't, then maybe I'll see him with Steve sometime. No big deal." I'm shrugging. 
 
   She is rolling her eyes at me, "It's a wonder you ever get a date without me! I asked Josh to see if he wants to join us Wednesday night at Romona's."  
 
   "Tracy!" We're walking our bikes to the corner. I bump her hip with mine, "What did he say?" 
 
   "Knew you liked him! He said he'd love to." She's very satisfied with herself now. 
 
   Shaking my head, I get on my bike, "You should be in recruiting…you're very good at picking out people for others!" 
 
   "You're welcome." I stick my tongue out at her and smile as we head in opposite directions.
 
   .....
 
   My cell is ringing just as I am unlocking my front door. Unknown local caller. Excited, I pick up, trying to get my shoes off at the same time to wipe off sand. I almost fall over, barely getting "Hello" out while catching my shoulder on the doorframe.
 
   "Hi, Lucy. This is Max Traeger." His voice sounds even deeper over the phone. I like that he doesn't feel the need to add 'from the bar last night.’ "Did I catch you at a bad time? You sound out of breath." 
 
   No just a klutz. "No, I just got home from the beach. Still trying to get sand off of me." 
 
   "Wish I could lend a hand." I'm blushing all the way to my ears. "I'm glad you changed your mind and left your number for me. I would hate to have had to track you down on my own." How does his voice sound both sexy and laughing at me at the same time?! 
 
   "Well, you do know my full name already, so I figured any good detective could figure out the rest." How did flirting become suddenly so easy? "Besides, it's really more my friend's rule about not giving out numbers." 
 
   "You always follow rules." He says it not quite as a question. 
 
   "Tracy can be pretty...stubborn. But it was the least I could do since you so nicely took care of dinner for us. Thank you again." 
 
   "Sweet and good manners...a perfect package. You're welcome." I'm smiling too big to trust saying anything in return.  He fills in the void, "I know this is short notice, but I have an event to go to tonight, and wonder if you'd like to go with me and have a late dinner…are you free?" 
 
   I had plans for an early night to prepare for an earlier start to a stressful week.  "Um, yeah, that sounds nice." 
 
   “Great. I'll pick you up at 7:00 then. What's your address? Or is that against the rules to give out too?" 
 
   "Haha. Yes it is, but you now have my name and number, so I may as well save your private dick the extra leg work." Did I just say dick?! I quickly give him my Lincoln Park address. 
 
   "Oh…it's cocktail attire," he adds just after saying bye. 
 
   "Uh, O...K...I think I have something that will work...hopefully." 
 
   "I'll see you soon, Lucy." I already like hearing my name from him...sounds softer with extra vowels or something.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HIM
 
   I arrive a little early. Jeff, my driver, made good time around the park and there isn't much traffic on Sundays at this time.  She lives in a slender three floor building, first floor. Her door is directly off the street, behind a wood gate. Hmm...not very safe, girl.
 
   It sounds like the neighbor's dog is big at least. I can hear barking from upstairs before I close the gate. No doorbell. I knock and wait. The door to my right opens, a small elderly woman looks out. I give her a smile and adjust my tie. She pushes a large German Shepherd head back behind her leg and closes her door. The neighbor makes a good watchdog anyway.
 
   I can hear Lucy behind the door. I try not to smile before she opens. Wow. That's some dress. Not like last night. Tonight everything is on display...little black dress, tight, high, with ample view of the tits I only saw bouncing yesterday. Hourglass doesn't begin to describe this girl.
 
   "Hi, come on in. I'm still figuring out jewelry and shoes. I'll only be a minute." Her smile makes up for the dress, and no caked-on makeup.  
 
   "No problem. I'm a little early." I whistle. "Some dress." She blushes a little and smooths her hands over the sides of the short dress. 
 
   "Oh, thanks...I wasn't really sure about it...ya know, not knowing your event and all." She keeps fidgeting.
 
   As we walk further into her place, I can see that it's a studio. The front is a small seating area, loveseat and chair, two small windows look out on the front walkway and sidewalk. I can see her bed tucked around the corner. On the bed is another dress. I walk straight towards it.  
 
   She follows right behind, uncertain, "That was my other choice. It's a bit more sparkly." And better...a little longer, with short sleeves, small black beads, a higher neck, and open back. 
 
   Holding it up to her, "I like this one." 
 
   Her eyes get a little bigger, face frozen with a smile before slowly saying, "Oh…ok. I can quickly change." Good girl. She takes the dress from me and starts to head through an opening towards the kitchen and I'm assuming bathroom. She turns around quickly, and instead goes to a bedside dresser. Blocking my view, she fishes something out of the dresser and hides it behind the dress. "I'll be right back." I stop a chuckle. She didn't want me to see her underwear change obviously. 
 
   Her closet is open to my right. There are several shoes lining the floor, typical girl. I see a pair of black heels, tall stilettos, my favorite. She returns quickly, but stops under my appraising her up and down with an intense stare. "You're stunning.” That she blushes so easily makes my pants stretch in the front a little. “I picked these for you." 
 
   Taking the shoes from me, "Thank you!" she keeps looking down. 
 
   I put out my arm as she wobbles into the second shoe. Her small hand creates a barely-there pressure that I can feel down to my cock again. She grabs a pair of earrings sitting on the same dresser. "I'm ready then." 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HER
 
   Shit. He's early. I'm still running around trying to finish. I didn't clean my place before heading to the beach earlier, so I spent too long straightening up before getting ready.
 
   I finish dropping my keys and lipstick in a satiny black wristlet, leaving it on a side table by the door. The neighbor dog is already barking before I can answer his knock. I sneak a peek through the hole. He looks good...dark suit, nice tie, dark hair shining. Every first date should be like this. 
 
   "Hi, Come on in." I move out of the way to let him in. Before closing the door, I glance outside. Is that a town car with a driver waiting?! He went all out.
 
   He's holding up my other black dress, the one I wore to a wedding last year. One of Tracy's cousins...the bride insisted everyone wear black so she really shined. Tracy wore lace with not much underneath. I think she told me they're divorced already.
 
   "I like this one." I'm speechless for a second. He actually wants me to wear the dress that shows less of me? Wow. "OK, I can quickly change." Oops. I need a different bra though. Excuse me while I just sidestep ya and dig through my special undies pile to find the uber-uncomfy-push-up-convertible-bra, aka torture device.
 
   Returning to him, I’m still adjusting the dress in the back, making sure the low bra strap doesn’t show. I see he's holding shoes. And of course, they’re the most uncomfortable and high pair I own. At least I won't be as short next to him now. 
 
   He calls me stunning…never been called that before! He holds out his arm for me...yep, his arms are as strong as I thought. I stop a giggle from starting. Calm down, dammit. “I’m ready.”
 
   He closes the gate behind us. “You didn’t have to get a car…a cab would’ve been fine.” I feel lady-like as the driver opens the door for me. 
 
   “I don’t like to wait for cabs. And Jeff here has been my driver for…what’s it been, Jeff…3 years now?” He’s walking around the other side already. I hear the driver respond, “Almost 4 years, Sir.” Max holds my left hand on my knee for the whole ride, a constant reminder of the heat I feel being near him. My palm feels sweaty but his is nice and dry, his touch gentle.
 
   “So what event are we going to?” 
 
   “It’s a silent auction and dinner, proceeds go to several charities. I just have to stop by for a little work…shake and hold a few hands.” What kind of work does a bartender have to do outside a bar? Am I going to be sitting by myself while he serves trays of drinks? “We’re not staying long. I’ve made reservations for us at my favorite steak place in River North,” he lightly squeezes my hand, “Hope my girl has a big appetite.” 
 
   “I’m starving. Haven’t eaten anything except a hotdog earlier.” I smile at being called his girl…maybe if you play your cards right, mister. 
 
   …..
 
   We pull up to the hotel. Max stops me from opening the door with a little squeeze of my hand, “Let Jeff do that.” 
 
   Max got out on his side before me and a very short, blond elderly woman in a full-length fur is calling to him from the curb, “Yoo-hoo. Max. Over here.” He goes to her side and takes her bejeweled hand in both of his. I come over to stand slightly off to the side of them, feeling awkward.  
 
   “Robbie is frantic. Do you have what he needs?” She’s loudly whispering up to him. Max pats her hand, then pats his left breast pocket, “Right here.” 
 
   “Good, I won’t have to talk him off the ledge tonight. That boy!” She's shaking her head.
 
   “You have fun tonight, Mrs. Standosh…don’t spend all your time at the auction tables.” She’s giggling like a young girl as he gives her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   Turning towards me, he puts his hand on my lower back and directs me towards the doors. I squirm away from him. Just inside, I turn on him, “Are you selling drugs?! Is that the ‘work’ you have to do tonight?! I won’t be any part of it…so just tell me and I’ll go.” I’m pissed. Can’t believe I fell for this guy. 
 
   He’s laughing at me though, “No,” more laughter, “I swear to you,” still laughing. His eyes are crinkling, I can see that they are a bright green, with the tiniest flecks of gold around the pupils, his lips are switching between a small smile and a crooked grin. 
 
   A large, balding man claps his hand on Max’s back, extending his hand in between us. “Max! How are you? Mother says you brought my paperwork? Please tell me you did…Stella is inside and I need to give her good news tonight!” What is going on?! 
 
   Max is still smiling at me, but turns his body towards the other man, shaking his hand. He pulls out a folded bunch of papers from his inside pocket. “Lucy, please excuse us for a moment. I’ll be right back.” There’s the wink again.
 
   I watch as Max directs the man towards a long table on the outskirts of the lobby. Their progress interrupted a few times by various groups, Max quickly saying hi and herding the man on before they can be stopped. I’m actually shaking my head a little watching. 
 
   All the dressed up people are walking up a flight of stairs to my left.  I follow along slowly trying to fit in, but stop at the bottom of the stairs. Looking over my shoulder, I see Max shaking hands with the man again, putting the papers back in his pocket. 
 
   He’s smiling at me through the distance, not the small or crooked smile, but a full teeth-showing smile this time. How can he exert this feeling from so far away even…like I’m the only one he sees? My knees actually feel wobbly, my hand on the stair rail steadying. Should’ve eaten more today.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HIM
 
   She has no idea the effect she has on the men that have tried to catch her eye, several turning to check her out as they've walked by. Her full attention is on me. Good girl. She fidgets and looks like she’s holding onto the rail for security. Can’t help but smile…wouldn’t mind feeling that grip. 
 
   My right hand naturally goes to the small of her back, my left arm out directing her up the stairs. “Sorry for leaving you. That was part of the work I needed to take care of tonight.” Her hips roll nicely just below my hand as she climbs the steps. 
 
   “So who are you? The world's most famous bartender?” She’s looking sideways at me, small laugh. 
 
   “No…I'm not a bartender anymore,” a little laughter in my voice too. “I'm a lawyer. But I don't even do much with that anymore. This was a favor for my dad. The Standosh family has been clients of the firm for a long time.” 
 
   Entering a large chandeliered room, I point out Robbie running over to a plastic surgeon sculpted woman, explaining that he’s trying to get a quick divorce to remarry even quicker, the latest society page scandal to hit the family. “It’ll probably get messy. But that’s not my problem. My favor only goes as far as delivering some papers for signatures.”  
 
   A waitress with a tray of champagne circulates nearby. Taking two glasses, “Cheers…to our first date.” She takes a little too big a gulp, her cheeks blooming with a flush.   
 
   “So why were you behind the bar last night then?” 
 
   “I'm part owner of the club, one of the silent partners with Lincoln Park Entertainment group. One of the guys has been out for family problems and I said I'd help. I tended bar through undergrad, so it was fun for me….and I got to meet you.”
 
   Sheepishly, her head down, grin appearing, disappearing, “Sorry for jumping to conclusions earlier.” 
 
   “Oh, you mean mistaking me for a drug dealer? No problem,” I move my hand up her back, feeling her smooth skin where the dress stops, I give a small squeeze to her shoulder, my fingers reaching down her chest. She's so tiny. “Glad to know you’re such a good girl.” 
 
   “I’m not a prude or anything, just don’t want to be on a date with a dealer, thankyouverymuch.” She clinks my glass again even though hers is empty. Need to slow her down.
 
   “My favor also extends to hand holding a few people tonight, but I’ll get that part over with as quickly as possible.” I spot my friends at a low lounge table and walk over.  
 
   One of the guys gets up, “My man, Max, glad you could make it.” One of the girls sitting looks Lucy up and down, and snottily says, “I thought you were bringing Nicole again. I liked Nicole.” 
 
   I ignore her and introduce Lucy to everyone at once...Dan and Becca, Mike and Stephie. Mike quickly adds, “Don’t mind Stephie, she hasn’t had enough to drink to be nice yet.” She glares at him and leaves the table. Good, I never saw what he liked about that loudmouth anyway. 
 
   “Lucy, I have to finish shaking a few hands. Do mind waiting here for just a few minutes?” 
 
   She doesn’t hesitate, “Sure…no problem,” and sits in the now empty seat. 
 
   I don’t go far from the table before I see one of the men I need to schmooze. I can overhear Becca complimenting Lucy’s shoes and asking “How’d you meet Max?” 
 
   “Last night at a bar,” is Lucy’s blunt answer. 
 
   Dan cracks up, "That's Max." Becca doesn’t say anything more. 
 
   “So how do you all know each other?” I can see Lucy in a reflection from a mirror over the bar, she keeps looking my way. 
 
   Dan answers for them, “From law school. Well, Max, Mike, Stephie and I went to Northwestern together; Becca’s been my ball and chain for about as long.” 
 
   Becca slaps his shoulder, “See if I ball you tonight.” Lucy laughs with them, a high and sweet sound that matches her voice. My friends go back to talking quickly and without Lucy. She gets up from the table, but I can’t hear what she mumbles. I'm saying only the minimum to the two older men next to me, hiding my concentration on Lucy.
 
   She beelines for a group a few feet away. I can no longer see her in reflection, so I move for a more direct sightline of her. A girl squeals loudly and grabs Lucy in a bear hug, clearly a little unsteady…must be tipsy already. She introduces the guy who has his hand on her ass. The guy goes to grab Lucy around her hips too. 
 
   The heat in my stomach is instant. But Lucy turns and steps away, putting her hands out in protection. The move causes her to twist her foot a little, catching herself on a chair back. He continues to reach out and touch her arm, though. 
 
   I excuse myself from the two men. Taking long strides, my right hand in a tight fist, I am quickly by her side. She backs into my chest as she’s turning further away from the the guy and girl. I put my arm around her back, holding her left arm gently, closing my other hand around her right arm to steady her. I force a smile through a clenched jaw, eyes steely, silently challenging this asshole to try to touch her again.  
 
   "Oh, Max, there you are…are you all done? Christine, it was nice seeing you…” She trails off as I allow her to turn us both away, walking back towards the table of my friends. 
 
   I stop her halfway and turn her to face me, reluctantly releasing her arms, the hold had pushed her tits out nicely. “Friends of yours?” 
 
   She lightly laughs, “Not really. Just someone I recognized in this crowd.” 
 
   “He seemed friendly,” I try to keep my voice from sounding too gruff.  She nervously laughs a little more. 
 
   “Are you all right?...I saw you twist your foot there,” Taking advantage of the opportunity to look down her tiny frame, my hands itching to wrap around her waist tightly. 
 
   “I'm fine...it was nothing...just not used to such high heels,” she pats my chest. 
 
   “Didn’t like the way that guy grabbed you.” 
 
   “No, it’s fine….he's just not somebody I know really...just a drunk idiot,” she answers like I had asked a question.
 
   “l shook enough hands…no need to stay longer. Let's go before the auction starts,” or I lose my cool with another guy hitting on you. My hand in place on her lower back again, we walk towards the doors.  I gotta keep my temper tonight, don't want to scare her off. 
 
   Jeff is waiting for us. He opens the door for her. Lucy gives him a big smile, clearly she's not used to this treatment. It feels natural to hold her hand in mine again, our fingers intertwined.  Brushing my thumb lightly across her knuckles, the smallness of her causing a strain to my cock. Watching her legs open ever so slightly, the movement causing the smell of her perfume to linger in the air a little longer, isn't helping either.  I resist the urge to adjust my pants, but don't look away from her smooth, glowing legs as they close again and rub against each other slightly.
 
   “Who’s Nicole…your ex?” 
 
   That Stephie; Mike really needs to keep her on a leash. I explain that she's just a friend of sorts, “I have alot of events throughout the year, from my connection with the LPE Group as well as the law firm. Nicole was never my girlfriend but she did look great at these black-ties.” Lucy gives a small frown to this, but says no more. A little jealousy showing maybe? Good. We’re like-minded then on that note.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HER
 
   At the restaurant, everyone seems to know him. Well, he did say this was one of his favorite places. The hostess treated him like a returning king though. Our waitress starts to hand us thick menus, but is interrupted by a squat, round man with a white jacket and red cheeks.  He is exclaiming in an Italian accent that “Mr. Max doesn’t need a menu,” double cheek kissing Max who has stood again.  “I have the finest Fiorentina steak just for you…and your bellisima lady,” the chef kisses my hand. I'm hiding a bigger smile when the chef pats Max on his shoulder and adds, "I'm glad you finally bring a date here!" 
 
   "Thanks, Paulo.” Max makes a little small talk, the chef kind of hard for me to follow with his thick accent though. As Paulo walks away, Max orders a bottle of wine and salads for us. It dawns on me when the waitress returns with the wine that he didn’t ask what I’d like to order. Well, I don't have a menu anyway.
 
   “You were at the beach earlier?” he asks while pouring more wine into our glasses. 
 
   “Yeah, it’s become my standard Sunday routine since the weather’s been so nice.” He has this way of looking so intensely at me, almost uncomfortable, almost…too hot. I find myself looking down at my hand in my lap to avoid fidgeting under his scrutiny. 
 
   “That’s nice. Almost every morning I jog the path around the lake, but usually before the crowds kick in. I love the beach, but can’t stand the crowds anymore.” And now I can’t get the image of him sweaty and jogging shirtless out of my head. Down girl, damn…think of the hairy monkey!  I almost laugh out loud. 
 
   "What’s so funny?” He’s smiling and leaning in a little. 
 
   “Oh nothing…I’m just…not that athletic is all. I admire anyone who has the determination to stick to a workout routine, though,” I try to recover. 
 
   “Maybe you’re not properly motivated is all,” his crooked grin distracting me again. I’m just starting to feel the effects of the wine when the waitress thankfully brings over some bread and salads.
 
   “I play beach volleyball sometimes. My friend, Tracy...she was with me last night...she’s really good. I just try to avoid getting hit by the ball or making too many mistakes,” starting the conversation back up.
 
   “Was she the redhead from last night?” 
 
   “Yeah,” and I realize that I’m a little irked that he remembers her, he didn’t even say anything to her, “she and Laura are my best friends. We work together…well, for the same company…they’re in the marketing department and I’m in HR,” I babble to avoid hearing him say more about Tracy first. Surprisingly, he doesn’t ask more about what I do for a living, the standard first date "20 questions" sort of thing.
 
   "Did you grow up around here?" Instead, he changes the subject.
 
   "Yeah...I'm from a small town in Indiana, more corn that people. How bout you?" I smile at his hand covering mine on the table.
 
   "I'm from here. Lived most of my life in a high-rise near the lake. More El tracks than corn." He laughs at me.
 
   "I liked being from a small town, but I don't think I could ever live in one again." I try to take small sips of the wine...between the champagne earlier and not enough food, I am feeling the effects too quickly.
 
   He keeps moving his hand to touch me in small ways, only briefly though...brushing hair off my shoulder, rubbing my fingers holding the wine stem on the table, feeding me a small tomato when he saw I really liked them. For some reason, I don't mind all his touching...maybe because he doesn't linger?
 
   "Not even when you have kids?" He's looking intensely through me again.
 
   How odd he is. "Maybe then." Most guys woudn't dream of bringing up having kids on a first date! I smile back at him. I have to ask what I've been dying to know. "So...how old are you?" 
 
   He laughs at my abrupt change of subject. "I'm 35."  He leans forward. "And you, young lady...how old are you?" His eyes are crinkling at me.
 
   "26." I like our age difference...I actually thought he was a little younger than that. I tend to date guys older than me. "Ever been married?" A few guys I've dated have been divorced...and bitter, dating too soon after a tough breakup.
 
   "Not yet." He's still crinkly-smiling at me. He is odd.
 
   The giant steak arrives, and our conversation turns to the meal and food likes and dislikes in general. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "Thank you for dinner. It was delicious!" We're heading towards the car, his driver is leaning against it a few feet away. Max suddenly grabs my arm and pulls me around to the side of the building, just out of reach of the street light. "Hey..." but I'm silenced by his right hand cupping my chin and ear, his left hand flattening against my ribs as he gently pushes me back against the wall. 
 
   I can feel the brick pressing into my naked upper back, cold and rough. His kiss is slow, tender...firm. His lips are warm, tongue smooth and flat, filling my mouth...I can't even feel my own tongue...taking my breath away with his. He continues pressing, but moves his face inches away. "Ready to go home?" Crooked grin again, twinkle in his eyes now. 
 
   I can barely get out a breathy, "Yes."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   The night air is cooler. Hard to believe next week will be the Fourth. As I'm opening my gate, my left hand feels chilled after the enveloping warmth of his hand in the car again. "I'll be right back, Jeff." Phew...he's not thinking that he's coming in. Many a second date has been refused after an awkward goodnight at the first one. 
 
   I've never been able to have a one-night stand, despite Tracy's attempts to make them happen on my behalf. And a guy who tries too quickly to get inside my pants, just isn't the guy for me. Ya gotta work to earn that privilege. I'm laughing silently to myself.
 
   His hand on my lower back again...amazing how quickly I've gotten used to his touch...my face, back, arms, hands.  I'm smiling as I turn towards him with my key in my hand. He surprises me by taking the key and inserting it in the lock and opening it slightly. But he doesn't step near the door. 
 
   "You should lock the deadbolt, too," his jaw a little more set. 
 
   "Tell my landlord. It sticks on me too often." 
 
   The stern look deepens a little, but he changes the subject, "I hope you had a nice night tonight." 
 
   "I had a great time." Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me! "Did you have fun?!" I ask a little challengingly, chin tilting up. 
 
   He takes my chin in between his thumb and fingers, tilting my head back a little more. My lips are already parting as he bends down. Gently, slowly, firmly...just like the first kiss. The warmth of his breath fills my mouth, making me more lightheaded. He's still holding my chin when we stop kissing, our faces inches apart. He looks back and forth between my eyes before letting go.
 
   "I'd like to see you again...soon." 
 
   "I'd like that too," I answer a little too quickly, my voice extra high. 
 
   "Good. Wednesday. We can meet downtown around 6:30." 
 
   "Oh...Sorry...I have plans Wednesday..." I trail off, a dark look drifting across his eyes. "Another night this week...Thursday maybe?" I try for up-beat to chase the look completely away. 
 
   He smiles but his eyes don't pick up the message, still darker, "Ok. Thursday then. 6:30. The corner grille on Chestnut and Michigan." He kisses my nose before turning away. 
 
   He takes two of the steps down towards my gate before turning around, "You were beautiful tonight. Thank you again for such a nice time, Lucy." I can feel my cheeks burning. Hopefully he can't see how much affect his words have on me in the poor lighting. 
 
   "Thank you, too," a smile clearly in my voice. I turn quickly and shut the door. Sighing and giggling at the same time as I turn on a light. I wait till I see the car pull away before closing my blinds.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 HIM
 
   Wednesday, the night I wanted to meet up with her again...hmmm, wonder what her plans might be tonight. I rub my tense neck, the frown I've been wearing all day starting to wear on me. I haven't been able to stop thinking about this girl....the way she smiled, the feel of her skin and hair, the sweetness of her mouth...the way she looked down at her hands over dinner. 
 
   I haven't been this excited about a girl in a long time...hell, since Natalie...and that was almost 5 years ago. Dan reminded me of that over lunch yesterday. He kept trying to get details about Lucy to see how serious I am. I played it off, but I think he saw through me....kept telling me to take it slow. Like I need advice from him...he moved in with Becca after that first semester.
 
   But he does have a point. Things ended pretty badly with Natalie. I need to be sure about this girl before I make any real moves.
 
   I keep going over our date in my head....how she responded to me. There's definitely something there. She may have a few bad habits to break, I smile thinking of this, but she's really a sweet girl. And that body! My cock stirs just thinking about her.
 
   Looking at my watch, it's 8:30...let's see how sweet she is. I call her...voicemail. Her voice is as soft and high as I remember. My pants get a little tighter again. I hang up without leaving a message. Bad habit #1...she should've answered her phone. I sigh heavily, a cross between a sigh and a growl really.
 
   Time to concentrate on something else again. The piles of paperwork delivered this afternoon sit on my coffee table. LPE business, rental agreements, renovation plans, and hiring policy changes I recommended last month. Pouring a glass of Glenlivet, I absently eat Malnati's pizza and dig into the pile, the Cubs in the background. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 HER
 
   Coming out of the bathroom stall, I see I missed a call from Max. No message though...hope he's not cancelling our plans. 
 
   Tracy is still talking through the door of the other stall. "..and I told Josh that I can't go with him to a cabin in the woods next week. It's the Fourth of Juu-ly and I need to part-tay with my girlfriends." She's already a little tipsy. Hell, so am I. Italian wine really goes to my head fast. 
 
   I hand her a paper towel, "Bet he liked that. Didn't you promise him last year that you'd go away with him this year if you guys were still together?"  
 
   "So?" She puts a fresh coat of lip gloss on, "Besides, we haven't been together the whole year...so it doesn't count." She sticks her tongue out at her own reflection. "And it's his roommate's party...it'd be rude not to go!"
 
   I laugh.  "Well, the fireworks just wouldn't be the same without you...so I'm glad you're blowing him off." 
 
   "No, I told you! I won't be blowin him off silly, that's why he's mad." She slaps my butt as we leave the bathroom laughing. 
 
   This is our tradition. Get together on hump day, eat too much pasta at the small Italian restaurant around the corner from our office, and complain the next day that our fuzzy heads must be somebody else's fault for ordering too many carafes of Chianti.  
 
   We also love the free cheesy breadsticks and tiramisu that "Romona" would send to our table.  Her real name is Rosa, but she and her husband didn't change the name of the restaurant when they took over, so we always call her Romona to tease her.
 
   Tracy pushes me into her chair, between Josh and Bullet, and takes mine a little further down across the table instead. She's anything but subtle. 
 
   Laura has been flirting with Steve since he didn't invite Kalli. She's hopeful that this is a permanent thing, but I can see that he's really not into her that way.
 
   Maybe it's something I've picked up being in HR, a recruiting specialty...being able to get to the heart of a person quickly, what makes them tick. I take the opportunity to assess Bullet...gotta start calling him Billy...can't take him serious with that nickname. He's above average looking, but not my usual type, last blond I dated was in college I think. I have my type...Max instantly pops into my head...tall, dark, broody. Ahem.
 
   I snap myself back to the table. Tracy and Josh are arguing over a six-way split of the check, "Guys, it's family-style, so why don't we all just split it equally?" Is Bullet/Billy's suggestion...a real peacekeeper.
 
   And he does smell nice, like a scent I'm used to. "Thanks again, Luce, for your help with my interview. I'm supposed to hear something by Friday...unless you know I didn't get the job already...in which case," he play rubs his nose, sniffing and leaning back, spreading his arms wide, landing one arm on the back of my chair. "Aah, ya know, that's cool." He's funny too. 
 
   "I'm sure you did fine, but I really don't know where that team is at with the position.  I'll keep my fingers crossed for you," crossing fingers on both hands. Yeah, he's okay.
 
   Tracy has been trying to get us love-crossed all night, suggesting future foursomes...I think we're booked until Christmas in her mind. She's working on Steve now, trying to get him to take Laura home tonight. Poor Laura is shrinking in her chair, but not saying no.
 
   I glance again at my phone, realizing I haven't put it away since the bathroom. What would I do if he called again right now?! Smiling, I know I'd be happy to juggle that problem.
 
   I haven't been able to stop thinking about Max for the past two days. He monopolizes my dreams. I have even been daydreaming about him, imagining his hands on me again with those small touches. My boss hasn't noticed, but work has been the last thing on my mind lately.
 
   Outside, everybody waiting for cabs. Josh is pawing at Tracy and they take off together in the first one. Laura lives my way, so we're going to share the next one, despite Tracy's attempts to pair us all off tonight.  Billy yanks my sleeve, "So think we can get together sometime, grab a bite to eat or something...lunch even?" 
 
   "Um, sure, that'd be nice." His hesitancy is just what I don't like about guys my own age....can't help but compare him to Max...so decisive. 
 
   I glance at my phone, still showing no messages...but maybe he didn't mean to call me after all and just hung up before it went to my voicemail. Billy is asking me about Saturday, "We can meet early, around 11, bike around the lake, then grab a bite to eat?" 
 
   "That sounds nice," is that all I can say? 
 
   He's pulling out his phone, "Give me your number, I'll call you Saturday morning to firm up a spot to meet." I give him my number, but wonder why...I'm not very enthusiastic.
 
   Laura babbles about Steve in the car, alternating with questions about Billy and our date. "Maybe we can make it a double date if Steve asks me out too?!"  
 
   Wishful thinking my friend, but I just shrug and hug her as I get out, leaving my portion of the cabfare with her.


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 HIM
 
   I have my back to the door, but a good view of everyone entering from the mirrored cabinets behind the bar. She comes in just behind a couple, looking around before she spots me on a barstool. I glance at my watch...she's 17 minutes late.
 
   I don't turn around, enjoying watching her walk up to me. Tight black skirt, not too short but showing off her legs, short sleeve white top showing a small amount of cleavage, hair pulled tightly back. She puts her hand on my left shoulder. "Hey stranger. This seat taken?" She sits on the barstool before I turn around, her knees brushing against my side. "Oh, wait...is someone sitting here?" She points to the glass of red wine in front of her. 
 
   "No, that's for you. This place fills up quickly for happy hour, so I took the opportunity to get you a drink and save you a seat at the same time." I place my hand on her leg. 
 
   "Very thoughtful of you!" She takes a sip, "This is yummy...what is it?" 
 
   "A Cote du Rhone blend. One of my favorites." 
 
   "Do you know alot about wine, Max?" Two good signs...she hasn't moved away from my hand...and no bullshit for ordering a drink for her.  
 
   "Sort of a family preoccupation really. My Dad's family came from wine country, back in Italy, long time ago...but the tradition of enjoying wine is alive and well today." I clink her glass, "Salute, bella." 
 
   "Cin cin," she responds. 
 
   "Nice...have you been to Italy?" 
 
   "Too briefly...with my college roommate and her family. I haven't travelled nearly as much as I'd like. How bout you?"
 
   She hasn't stopped smiling, leaning on the bar with her whole body turned towards me. I remove my hand from her leg for a second. She crosses her legs, left over right, skirt rising a little higher, offering more of a view. I return my hand, rubbing my thumb across the top of her knee, spreading my fingers fully across her exposed skin. She lowers her head, but keeps smiling.
 
   "...and I still try to get to Italy once a year if I can get away from work. My Dad really spoiled us with a love of travel." I haven't even paid attention to what I'm saying, so distracted by the liquid electricity of touching her.
 
   We talk more about travel, mine mostly about places I've been, her's about places she'd like to go. The conversation is easy.  The whole time, keeping my hand on her; she tentatively responds now and then by placing her hand on my arm. 
 
   The bartender interrupts to ask if we'd like anything more. I answer before Lucy, "Two of the same, thanks...Do you want to get some food here, they have pretty good burgers...or go someplace else?" I ask as the bartender pours more wine into our glasses.
 
   "Um...here's fine." 
 
   "Can we also get two burgers...cheese on yours?...ok, no cheese, and an order of curly fries? Thanks." The bartender walks away to add our order to the computer.
 
   "Ya know...that's the second time you've ordered for me?" Her head is tilted to the left side, her lips pressed together but still smiling, eyes narrowing a little. Here we go.
 
   "Is that a problem?" Keeping my voice low and calm, still rubbing her knee. I resist the urge to swallow hard, keeping her eye contact.
 
   She continues to look at me narrowly before slowly responding, "No...I guess not...just not used to a guy...ya know...being that..." She's clearly out of her element here, shrugging with each pause.
 
   "What...that decisive, take charge?" I try these words out, testing her reaction again. 
 
   "Um...well, yeah." She gives a little shake of her head and small laugh, "Most guys don't want to make any decisions...ya know...leaving all the choices of a date up to a girl...at least most guys I've known."
 
   "Guess I'm not most guys then," I tip my drink to her. Her smile remains tight, but her response so far is good. "And some girls would take offense at a guy ordering a nice dinner for them..."
 
   "Guess I'm not most girls then," her hand goes to my arm again...a very good sign. 
 
   "No, you are definitely not." She returns my big smile.
 
   We're off to a good start.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 HER
 
   He holds the door open as I walk outside. Looking at my watch, I can't believe it's 11:00. We talked and laughed for so long, I completely forgot about my early meeting tomorrow. 
 
   "Does that thing work?" His eyes are twinkling as he indicates my watch. 
 
   "What?" My face actually hurts from smiling so much.
 
   "I just thought maybe that's why you were late tonight...that I need to get you a new watch." He continues smiling and twinkling, but his jaw is more squared. 
 
   "Oh...yeah...sorry. My boss likes to talk alot and I couldn't get out of the office on time....and you might as well know now that I'm habitually late...my friends all make fun of me for it." We walk arm in arm towards Jeff across the street. 
 
   "I'd appreciate you being on time in the future, Lucy." His crooked grin only makes his jaw appear even harder from my sideways glance. He smiles more and winks at me as he walks around to the left side of the car.
 
   "Good evening, Lucy," Jeff has the door fully open for me. I'm too distracted thinking of a response to Max though to do more than smile at Jeff's politeness. I feel chastised...he didn't say it jokingly...he said it bluntly...he meant to chastise me?
 
   And the strangest thing is...I'm not angered by this. He was so soft-spoken, matter-of-fact...like a boss telling me what to do. And I'm not angry...huh?! I can't say how it makes me feel, just strange.
 
   By the time we're pulling away from the curb, I'm unsure if I should respond to his comment after all. He thankfully changes the subject, "My friend, Dan, you met him and Becca the other night...it's his birthday tomorrow. Becca is throwing a not-so-surprise party for him, she does this every year...I'd like you to go with me." 
 
   "Sounds like fun...as long as it's not black-tie again!" I squeeze his hand over my knee. 
 
   "Definitely not."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Our goodnight kiss is just as steamy. Same routine...opening my door, but not trying to come in.  I lose track of time in his kisses, lips travelling from my cheeks, lips, neck, lips...I feel the heat of his breath on my face, the pressure of his hands on both sides of my ribs. 
 
   He pulls away after a final kiss on my cheek. "I'll pick you up at 8:00 tomorrow." He squeezes me a little more, tickling a little. "8 sharp." His lips playful, one brow cocked. I just smile in response and go inside.


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 HER
 
   "I'm so tired," I mumble through a yawn while in line for a second Grande coffee this morning with Tracy. 
 
   "You look it too," she gives me a toothy smile as I push her away. "You know you're beautiful!" She bumps my hip in return.
 
   It took forever to fall asleep, then I woke up several times with dreams of Max lingering. "I couldn't sleep last night."
 
   "Thinking of the bartender?" Tracy drips sarcasm on the last part. 
 
   "I told you, he's not a bartender." 
 
   "I know, I know...but it was because you were thinking about him, right?"  Tracy knows me too well. I pinch my lips together and squint at her in answer. "So you have another date with him tonight? That was fast." 
 
   "Well, it's a friend's party, so I think he just wants someone to go with..." I don't know why I'm feeling defensive about Max. Maybe because Tracy keeps making jokes about him and talking up Billy every chance she gets. 
 
   We stop to finish chatting in the hall outside my shared office.  Lucky for me, my boss is taking a long weekend with her husband. So my tired ass can coast a little today. 
 
   "Hey...what's that?" Tracy pushes past me into the office. A red box with a bow is sitting on my desk. I open the attached card. Tracy reads over my shoulder, "Looking forward to spending more time with you. M." 
 
   Inside, the box is marked Cartier. "Is that real?!" Tracy's jaw is wide, I'm too stunned to take the simple watch out of the box to look at it closer. Tracy takes it out for me and examines the front and back, "Sure looks real!" She whistles a little, "Nice!"
 
   Kevin, my officemate, comes in. "So whatdja get?" Tracy holds it out for him, he whistles too. "Girl, I was tempted to read the card, but I waited for you! I was itchin to know if that was Cartier red. Who's M?"  He raises his eyebrows and flips his wrists several times while holding the card. I can feel my blush deepening as I hold the watch against my wrist. 
 
   "Max...her bartender," Tracy answers, pushing me again. 
 
   "Lordy, girl, you have got a serious drinkin problem if your bartender sends you goods like that!"  He's fanning his face playfully with his right hand. I just laugh, still a little too stunned by the gift to trust my voice. "Put it on, put it on....let's see how it looks!"  Shakily I replace my old watch with the new one on my left wrist. "OOH...it fits perfect too!" Kevin squeals, clapping his hands, "My boyfriend gave me a new wok for my last birthday....you hold onto this Max, girlie!" Kevin goes over to his desk.
 
   "I can't believe he got me this," I finally find my voice. 
 
   "It's crazy expensive," Tracy is still staring at the watch as she moves my arm closer then farther away. "Makes me think of the old saying...about a guy expectin something for expensive gifts," she tickles my sides as she says this. 
 
   Pushing her away, laughing, "Well, we'll just have to see about that!" 
 
   "Slut!" She tries to tickle me again but I move back with my arms out. "Takes one, baby..." We're both laughing. 
 
   "Maybe you won't always be late anymore," Tracy says from the hall. I didn't tell her about that part of the date. Hmmm...that same strange not angry feeling comes over me. This time, without wine, I have a name for it though. Lust. I shake my head to get this thought out of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 HIM
 
   She looks great. Hair down, curls bouncing with the motion of opening the door, long blue dress with tiny straps brightening her blue eyes even more, cleavage pushed up a little, but not slutty. I glance at her arm and frown.  
 
   I put my hands on her waist and kiss her hello, "You don't like my gift?" 
 
   "Oh, God no...it's not that..." her hands on the sides of my arms, "I just think...it's too much." 
 
   "Why don't you let me decide that. I wanted you to have it." I see the box sitting on the coffee table. Taking her hand, I walk over to the table, take out of the watch and put it on her left wrist. "I want to give you nice things. And I want you to accept them from me..." I tilt her chin up, "Please."
 
   "I still think it's too much...." She looks back to the watch then me, "But...thank you, Max. It is really beautiful!" As she puts her arms around my neck, my hands travel to her lower back, brushing her ass, feeling the outline of the top of her thong. I resist pinching her round bottom as we kiss deeply. 
 
   She grabs a purse and opens a lipgloss tube, looking in a mirror by the door. "You don't need that. You're beautiful without so much makeup." I stand behind her with my arms around her waist again, looking intently at her face in reflection.  She starts to say something in protest, opening the gloss again. "Besides, I want to be able to kiss you often tonight without looking like I'm wearing makeup." 
 
   She twists her lips and wiggles her nose, but finally puts the gloss down. "Ok, you win." 
 
   "Good girl." And I kiss the top of her head, breathing in the vanilla and orange blossoms scent of her hair.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Dan and Becca's place is not far from Lucy's, so we walk hand in hand. I smile that in flats, Lucy's head doesn't even come up to my shoulders, "I like how tiny you are next to me." 
 
   "Small packages..." with a big grin. 
 
   "Well...not all of you is small." She slaps my shoulder playfully in response. "I meant your smile!" 
 
   "Sure you did!" 
 
   "You do look great in that dress!" 
 
   "Thank you!" She's all smiles again.
 
   We reach the brownstone and enter with another couple I know as friends of Becca. "Wow," is Lucy's instant reaction to the dramatic foyer. Becca painted it all black to showcase her large art pieces even more. "Yeah...Becca really likes the drama. She's a buyer for private art collectors, so she goes a little crazy with art everywhere."  
 
   "It's really impressive!" 
 
   "Thanks!" Becca just entered the foyer, finished with air kissing the other couple and directing them towards the living room. "Max here doesn't like anything that isn't sleek and modern, so he can't appreciate fine taste like mine, dahrling!" She one-arm hugs Lucy, who seems pleased by the immediate welcoming nature of Becca. "The birthday boy should be here any minute. If he isn't fucking late again this year! We're waiting in the living room this time." She waves us towards the room to the right of the stairs. 
 
   "Does she really expect us to yell 'Surprise' at Dan when he comes in?" Lucy asks with a giggle as we walk away.
 
   "Yes...yes, she does.  And she'll put you in charge of cake cutting if you don't...made that mistake two years ago." 
 
   The living room is already packed with friends. Most from here, a few from out East where Dan grew up. I spot Mike and Stephie sitting on the sofa and head in their direction.
 
   "Hey!" Mike high-fives me and smiles at Lucy, "It's Lucy, right?" He shakes her hand as she nods.
 
   "You remember Mike and Stephie from last week?" She smiles and only nods again. I think she's waiting for Stephie to be rude again. 
 
   Mike must have warned Stephie to be nicer though. She smiles up at Lucy and puts her hand out. "Glad you could make it. This party is one of the highlights of the year!" 
 
   Lucy relaxes her shoulders. "This place is amazing! I don't think I've ever seen this much art outside a museum!" The walls and tabletops are covered with a mix of contemporary and baroque art. Mike stands up and lets Lucy take his seat next to Stephie.
 
   "Yeah, Bec has a great eye for it! She'll give you a tour later...the best pieces are upstairs..." I'm glad Steph is being nice tonight. She is either hot or cold with people. For some reason, though, Mike really loves her. 
 
   "I love to check out other people's houses! I am a secret peeping-tom, looking in windows when I can." Lucy is laughing at herself.
 
   Stephie sits up more, almost spilling her drink, and laughing. "Oh my God...I thought I was the only one! Mike always makes fun of me. I love when it's night out and people don't close their blinds and I can see how they've decorated!" 
 
   "Me too!" They both erupt in laughter. Lucy's face scrunched up, putting her hand over her lips to cover her open mouth laugh, her tits more visible from my angle and shaking nicely. I look around to make sure no one else is enjoying my view though. I make a mental note to talk to her about how she dresses when she's not with me. She looks up and sees me staring down at her. She self consciously puts her hand over her cleavage and pulls her dress up a little, giving me a small smile.
 
   And it's in this moment, that I fully realize how much I like her. I'm a little shocked at how quickly I've developed such a strong feeling for her. 
 
   "Max! Get Lucy a drink...rudeness!" Stephie grabs my forearm and shakes me a little.  
 
   "We'll be right back." Mike grabs my other arm and pulls me towards the kitchen. I just wink at Lucy as I let him drag me away. 
 
   "Two champagnes, please," I tell the woman behind the island, set up now as a full bar. Becca goes all out, hiring bartenders and waiters to circulate and keep the party going into the late hours. 
 
   "So...wow...you brought a date this year!" Mike is slapping my back as we wait for our drinks. "You must really like this Lucy?!"
 
   "I do." I know I should hide my goofy smile from him, he'll not let me live it down for weeks, but I can't help smiling bigger.
 
   "Look at that puppy love look!" He rubs my hair, having to reach up over his own head to do it.
 
   I smooth my waves back down. "She's special." I already had this conversation with Dan. But Mike isn't as cautious as Dan, he's more willing to go with the flow and I know he won't try to put the brakes on how I'm feeling right now.
 
   "She's hot!" He laughs at his own joke. 
 
   For a second I forget that he's one of my best friends, a brother to me, and I clench my fist before relaxing again. I respond with a grin, "She is that."
 
   "Have you...?" He makes a grinding motion with his hips against the bar.
 
   I just laugh and push him away. Our drinks are set on the bar, so I pick up two flutes and head back into the living room before he can question me more.
 
   Becca is just coming in, waving her arms. "Ok everybody...Quiet! He's coming up the walk!" 
 
   Someone hits the lights, the room darkening to only candlelight. I find Lucy on the sofa and pull her hand to stand her up next to me again. We quietly clink our flutes and take a sip. I put my arm around her waist and she crowds in closer to me, putting her free hand on my back. I can't believe how happy I feel with her at my side, her smallness making me stand even taller. I probably do look like a lovesick puppy! But I keep smiling, she smiles looking up at me too. 
 
   I lean down and whisper, "Surprise," into her ear. She shivers at my side, her nipples pushing against her dress. She only bumps my back in response though, smiling into her glass and looking around. 
 
   "Surpise!" Everyone yells as the door opens and Dan walks in, arms already out for the cheers. His smile is huge and wide open. Becca runs forward and grabs him around the waist. He dips her and kisses her to more cheers.  
 
   "He's such a ham!" Mike leans over to say to me quietly over Lucy's head. Dan says he doesn't want a party every year, but we both know he loves it! We just laugh more.
 
   After getting more hugs, handshakes, and pats on the back from the people closest to the doors, Dan makes his way over to us. 
 
   He puts his arms out and hugs all three of at once, smooshing Lucy in the middle. She's laughing and ducking down.
 
   "Did you assholes bring a gift this year?" 
 
   Mike feigns looking hurt and shocked. "What?! Becca said no gifts...you're too old to deal with the excitement!" Dan back-hand slaps his stomach and Mike slaps his head. They're laughing harder as Becca comes over to drag Dan away for the toast.
 
   He stands on an ottoman, with Becca trying to push him down. He waves her off and she comes to stand next to Mike who puts his elbow on her shoulder. She stands with her arms crossed, laughing though.
 
   "Friends...Brothers...Cubs Fans!" He gets a few boos, cheers, and napkins thrown at him. "And my be-A-U-tiful  wife!" Hoots and hollers now. Becca curtsies, Mike almost falls over from leaning on her. Everyone laughs, he's always been a clown. Stephie pulls his shirt back and he sits next to her again. 
 
   "On this the blessed day of my birth," Dan bows his head and continues through the boos and cheers, "I am reminded of a poe-em." All boos now, Becca is shushing people, but laughing too. Dan clears his throat loudly. "There once was a man named Dan," he lifts his brows wickedly, all hoots again. "Dan the man lived in a van," dramatic pause, "until he met...the ravishingly rapacious Rebecca." The hoots take a second to die down now. Becca is covering her face and laughing harder. "The HOT Rebecca tamed this nomad man Dan," more hoots, "and set up house...here!" He opens his arms and almost falls off the ottoman. He raises his brows up and down once more to cheers. "So all you fuckers can gather round... once a year!" Everyone laughs and cheers, he play acts falling into the arms of his adoring fans. Becca pushes him away when he tries to slobber kiss her face. Everyone cheers a glass to him. 
 
   "The party is officially started now!" Mike says from the sofa, standing up and downing his glass. "Drink up, Ladies!" Lucy clinks glasses with Stephie and they both down their drinks, too.
 
   "Did he really live in a van?" Lucy asks us, laughing.
 
   "For one week, he was in between campus housing." I answer laughingly, also downing my drink.
 
   "Man, do you remember how bad that van smelled?!" Mike and I both laugh at his comment. "More drinks! To the bar!" He takes Stephie's glass and I take Lucy's, heading back towards the kitchen.  
 
   Dan joins us and is immediately handed a gin and tonic. "My wife knows what I like!" He cheers and takes a sip. Becca always informs the staff to keep Dan's drinks coming. He usually takes the next day off if he has to work.
 
   With a smile, I order Knob Creek and another flute. Mike makes an impressed look. "The boys came out to party tonight!" He orders gin and tonic too. We raise our glasses in a circle and drink deeply.
 
   "So you brought a date this year?" Dan is leaning on the bar looking at me intently.
 
   "What the?!...Mike asked the same thing! I have brought a girl here before, ya know." I try to avoid more of his questions. I had enough of that already.
 
   They answer in unison, "No you haven't!" and laugh. 
 
   I roll my eyes and raise my palms up, shrugging. "I've brought lots of girls around." 
 
   Becca comes up to us, putting her hand on Dan's back and mine at the same time. "So you brought Lucy...is it serious?" Mike and Dan start laughing before I can even say anything. Becca just looks between all of us.
 
   "I think he's in looove." Mike makes a puckering noise. I smack his head.
 
   Becca answers seriously though, "It's about time!" I smile at her, she's the mother hen to Dan's big brother routine.
 
   Dan just keeps looking at me. I shake my head and Mike and I head back into the living room.
 
   We find a guy I don't know standing over Lucy and Stephie. He's right in front of Lucy, though. She has a half-full flute in her hand, again, too. 
 
   She's laughing as I walk up to the guy. I don't say anything, just take in what's happening. The guy is obviously looking down her dress and standing too close, his own flute empty. She's leaning back, but laughing loudly, tits shaking too much, taking a sip of champagne. I have to calm my instant reaction, taking a breath before taking the step into her view. 
 
   She sees me and a look of confusion crosses her face. She's reacting to the steely look I can feel, my jaw clenched, lips pressed into a tight line. "Hey..." She sees the glasses in my hand, Mike standing behind me and she freezes in mid-greeting. Stephie just looks at Mike with a hand out for her gin and tonic, a small smile on her face.
 
   I imagine for a second what I would like to do in this situation....if Lucy and I were further along in our relationship. I take a deep breath and try to calm myself, my fingers squeezing both flutes. Good thing Becca insists on good glasses or I might need stitches tonight. I allow a grin to cross my features.
 
   As Lucy falters, the guy turns in my direction. Mike immediately steps in between us. "Hey, we haven't met...I'm Dan's old college buddy, Mike. This is Max." He remains between us. The guy smiles slightly and takes in the two glasses in my hands. He figures out that Lucy is with me and he quickly takes a step back. He's probably also reacting to my hard look and tensed arms.
 
   "I work with Dan in publishing." He quickly puts out his hand for Mike to shake, then for me. I just shrug sarcastically with the two glasses still in my hands. Stephie jumps up to stand next to Mike, with a quick glance at me and eyes wider for a second, a smirk on her lips.  I move passed him and look at Lucy.
 
   She has the most perfect look of guilt and shame...like I caught her in the act of misbehaving. I have to stop myself from smiling...I want to keep that look on her face as long as I can. She looks down at the glass in her hand already and then back up at me. She tries to smile, but only gets to a small one before  stopping again. 
 
   I hand her the glass of wine I'm holding and she takes it with a small, "Thanks," now holding two glasses, looking embarassed again. 
 
   I lean over her slowly and put my hand on the other glass, with an edge to my voice and a wink, "I'll take this for you." I take it out of her hand violently quick, the liquid swishing, but not leaving the glass, the base of the flute hitting her fingers. She just looks up at me with the perfect cocktail of emotions...a heaping amount of shame with a splash of fear. I sit next to her and put my hand high on her thigh. 
 
   I ignore the guy as he quickly walks away; Mike pulls Stephie away, too, she gives us one last look over her shoulder. 
 
   I decide not to say something about her behaviour...we're not there yet...not the right time to reveal that much of myself...and certainly not around a bunch of other people. Lucy is rubbing her fingers against the coolness of the glass I gave her. I take her hand and kiss her palm, her fingers are a little red where the flute hit them, but she relaxes somewhat.
 
   "Is that bourbon in your hand, mister?!" She's leaning over me now, looking at the drink I'm holding.
 
   "Yes." I'd forgotten all about teasing her with it. "Knob Creek actually...I believe you're familiar with it." I'm grinning at her now. 
 
   She hits my chest and leans over me. I notice her glass is nearly empty again. "Give me that!" She reaches for the glass, but I just leave it on the arm of the sofa, out of her reach, pushing her shoulder back with my hand.
 
   "Nope...told you. Not a little girl's drink." Our faces are close together, her upper body now fully leaning on me, only my hand keeping any distance between us. Her laughter dies down in response to the look on my face though. I'd meant to only tease her and let her have a sip, but my anger from earlier makes my look harder than I intended. 
 
   She starts to move back and say something, but I pull her towards me and kiss her. She responds by pushing into me more and kissing back harder. 
 
   "Get a room!" Dan is standing over us. Lucy blushes and hides her face behind her hair, turning towards me, smiling.
 
   Stephie walks over with Becca, "Come on, Lucy, the tours starting." 
 
   Lucy laughs and gets up without saying anything else. I watch her walk away, the sway of her ass under the thin material of her dress making the outline of her thong clearly visible.
 
   I stand up next to Dan now, take a big gulp. "So, what did Becca get you this year?" He raises his brows up and down wickedly again.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "I had a really nice time." Her words are slurred. I am keeping her up as much as holding her as we walk down her street. 
 
   "I can tell!" I'm laughing as she nearly trips on the sidewalk and I have to pull her upright again.
 
   We make it up her stairs and I find her key in her purse. She is trying for a seductive look, but only manages a sloppy grin, "Are you going to come in this time?"
 
   "Yes." I push the door open and lead her inside.
 
   "Oh, Goody!" She is laughing. I keep one hand on her to keep her from falling as she ping-pongs around her living room in an effort to kick off her shoes. Suddenly she is pushing herself against me, "Wanna carry me to bed and have your way with me?" 
 
   My cock stiffens instantly at this thought. I pick her up and carry her over to her bed, she yells out, "Oh, Goody!" again.
 
   I stand her up, keeping her in one arm against me and pulling her covers back with the other. I get her to lie down and pull the covers over her. Her arms are pulling me down around my neck. "No...get in bed...please?" Her little girl voice is almost too much to resist. But I don't want our first time to be like this...her drunk and unable to decide for herself. She nearly kills me when she says, "I want you to tell me what to do...to control me like you like to do....you do like to be in control don't you?"
 
   "Get some sleep, little girl." I go to kiss her forehead, but she turns her head up and I give in to kissing her deeply, pulling her up to a seated position.
 
   "I am your little girl, arently I?" Her eyes are sparkling, her lips wet, a smile playing across them. Her hand tries to reach into my pants. I pull her hand away gently and hold both of them in mine. She pouts, "I thought you wanted me."
 
   "I do." 
 
   "Then take me." She falls back against her pillow, her tits bouncing. She opens her eyes when I don't move towards her, just keep her hands in mine, watching her. "I'll do whatever you want, Max...whatever you command...I like that you're old fashioned...controlling..." 
 
   I have to hold my breath to calm myself before standing up. I lean over her again and kiss her forehead one last time. 
 
   "Tomorrow, little girl."              
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 Her
 
   Slowly opening my eyes, I'm a little disoriented for a second. I'm in my own bed, it's still dark, so it must be early? As I roll over to see the time on my nightstand, my dress twists arounds my legs more. I went to bed in my clothes?!
 
   In an instant, I recall Max leading me into my apartment and getting me in bed. I cover my forehead with my hand. Oh, God...Is he still here?! No...I don't hear anyone else around. I vaguely remember him kissing my forehead before I fell completely asleep.
 
   It's only 4:00 a.m., the clock greenly illuminates a bottle of water and two aspirins on my nighstand. How sweet of him to think to do that! I down half the bottle in one gulp, getting out of bed. I pad into the bathroom, change into a tank top and sweatshorts hanging on the door.
 
   As my head melts the pillow into shape, I fall back asleep wishing for Max in bed with me.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Bolting awake. The dog upstairs is barking, louder with each knock on my door. It's 10:00 a.m. now. Rushing to the door, I can't see who it is. Max must have closed my blinds last night too. 
 
   I see him smiling at me through the peephole. I open the door a little and he walks right in...trailing the most wonderful coffee smell behind him.
 
   "Good morning, sleepyhead," he kisses my head. God, I didn't even look at myself before I opened the door. I stop in front of a mirror...wipe my raccoon eyes and push my bedhead hair down and back into a knotted ponytail. He's setting down two cups and two bags on my coffee table, "I figured you might need some coffee this morning." His smile is sweet but his expression is a little chastening. 
 
   "Yeah...sorry about that....I didn't realize how much I had until we were walking home," I take the coffee he hands me. "Thank you! ...And thanks for being such a gentleman last night too," I say quietly into my cup.
 
   "No problem...I think my friends were a little to blame too." He nods his head towards the bags. "There's milk and sugar in the bag if you like. And I wasn't sure if you like sweet or savory in the morning, so there's chocolate croissants or bagels and cream cheese." My stomach actually growls at the mention of food.
 
   "My hero! I like my bagels toasted...how bout you?" As I head into the kitchen with the bag of food, already eating a croissant.
 
   "Toasted is great, thanks."
 
   "What's in the other bag?" upon returning with knives and plates of toasted goodness.
 
   "A new deadbolt... I'm going to install it for you." He pulls a large plastic package out to show me.
 
   "You don't have to do that!"
 
   "Yes, I do...it's not safe for you to have a door to the street and only a tiny lock," he is pulling some tools out of the other paper bag. "Your safety is important to me." He returns to the sofa and kisses me as he sits back down to eat his bagel.
 
   "Well...thank you...I'll have to tell my landlord."
 
   "There's an extra key you can give your landlord too...see I thought of everything." He gives a very self-satisfied smile with this.
 
   "And humble too," I pat and push his shoulder a little.
 
   After finishing our bagels, I continue eating the rest of the croissant while Max starts on the lock. My cell phone starts ringing by my bed. I jump up with a guilty look towards Max, but he ignores this.
 
   Billy calling. Shit. I totally forgot about our plans for today. It's 10:30, we're supposed to be meeting in an half hour.
 
   "Hey, Lucy. It's Billy. How are ya?"
 
   "Um...great...Uh...I know we had plans to meet today..." I walk into my kitchen, so Max won't overhear me.
 
   "Yeah. I was thinking by the parking lot entrance near the old boat building."
 
   "Um...I'm sorta feeling under the weather today...can I get a raincheck?" I feel awful lying to him, but I can't very well leave with Max here. 
 
   "Oh...yeah...no problem. I'll give ya a call later this week." 
 
   "Thank you!"
 
   "Feel better, Luce.  And text me if you need anything...I can always stop by with some soup?"
 
   "That's sweet...I'll be fine. Thanks, again, Billy."  Hanging up, I don't want to go right back into the living room yet in case Max heard any of that. I head into the bathroom instead, brush my teeth, wash my face and add a little makeup...and think about last night some more.
 
   I keep replaying what I said to him...and how he responded. I know I was drunk, but I've never been so direct with a guy before. Probably because I've never had a guy be so direct with me before.
 
   I had a boyfriend once who liked to role-play in college. He would order me around and have me strip-tease for him, but he wasn't like that all the time and he certainly wasn't like that outside of sex.
 
   Max is different. He likes to be in control all the time and last night I confessed to liking it that way. I'm blushing again thinking this.  
 
   ...and we haven't even made out yet! 
 
   I'm still laughing at myself as I quietly return to the living room. Max is almost finished with the door. He proudly shows off my new and improved safety. "Thank you, again."
 
   He wraps his arms around my waist. "Gotta take care of my girl." I smile at his use of that phrase again. "Get dressed and let's go for a walk." 
 
   Now that I blew off my plans with Billy, I might as well enjoy the day with Max. "Ok. Be right back." I quickly change into cutoff shorts and a clingy t-shirt. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 HIM
 
   The park is full of kids, parents, and couples like us. The ducks and geese are vying for an old man's bread. Lucy's laughter matches the kids' and doesn't fail to make me smile even more. "This is one of my favorite spots in the city."
 
   "Mine too!" As she squeezes my upper arm again.
 
   I walk us towards a park bench a little way from the water and pull her onto my lap. I barely feel her weight on my legs, but adjust so the response of my cock isn't so obvious. I brush her hair away from her neck and kiss lightly from her earlobe down to her shoulder. I feel the goosebumps on her arms, her nipples standing out, and she turns her face towards mine for a deeper kiss. My hands explore her back, thighs, neck. We start to get some stares from the uptight moms and older women.
 
   "Maybe we should keep walking," Lucy says shyly looking around and getting up.
 
   "Are you hungry? There's good Thai near my place." 
 
   "I can't believe I'm saying this after all those carbs this morning...but I'm actually hungry. Thai sounds yummy!"
 
   I hail a cab. "I thought you hated cabs." She pokes my ribs.
 
   "Gotta give Jeff a day off sometime." 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "Let me guess...you want to do the ordering?" She's poking my ribs again, but smiling at least. The restaurant is just thinning out from the lunch crowd, so we have a corner of the place to ourselves.
 
   I grab her chair seat and yank her closer to me, "Of course."  I take the menu out of her hand and set it down on the table. She doesn't protest and I smile. "What's your favorite kind of curry?"
 
   "Green, please!" 
 
   "Excellent choice." I fight back a wider smile remembering this as one of the biggest problems with Natalie. She took offense that I always ordered for her. But, then again, I didn't start out the right way with her. Hopefully, I am with Lucy. By what she said last night, I am.
 
   She just smiles while I give our order to the waitress. "I love Tom Yum Gai...excellent choice!" She is squeezing my arm with both hands. "So what's with the old school you ordering everything, anyway?"
 
   I'd hoped to avoid this conversation for a little longer, so I give a half answer. "It's how I was raised. My Dad..well, he's actually my Stepdad really...he was very old fashioned and strict. He took really great care of my Mom, me, and my little brother....taught me everything I know about being a good man." 
 
   "Was your Dad around too?" Her hand hasn't left my arm, the warmth trailing her fingers up and down.
 
   "No...he ended up leaving when I was just a kid...I think he did some merchant marine shit in Alaska for a while. My Stepdad, Ron Traeger, actually adopted us when he married my Mom. And I never heard from my deadbeat Dad again."
 
   "That sucks...I'm sorry you had to go through that." Her voice is so soft and sweet, I can imagine hearing it in bed.  
 
   "It wasn't so bad. Ron's been a good Dad to us. He really helped my Mom be a better person too." I'm not ready to get into that yet. "How bout you? Mom and Dad? Siblings?"
 
   "My folks are still married. They're visiting me tomorrow actually. They live in Arizona now and are coming through on a trip. I have an older brother. He's married and lives here with their two kids. My nieces are adorable."
 
   "Are you close with your family?"
 
   "Not really....I mean...well, we get along fine, but I don't see them often. I see my parents once or twice a year, my brother about the same....I usually go up to their place for holidays. He's 15 years older than me, so we weren't really raised together. How old is your brother?" She seems uncomfortable talking about her family and quick to change the subject back to mine.
 
   "My brother, Jake, is 32. He lives with his girlfriend in Old Town. We hang out alot, but he went down a different path than our Dad wanted for us. We were both supposed to be lawyers and take over the family firm...Jake dropped out of law school...he's still finding himself I think."
 
   "Ah...family pressure...that's something I know all too well..." Her whole body has tensed up, shoulders raised, hands between her legs now.
 
   "What kind of pressure does your family put on you?" I take her hand and place it on my leg instead, putting my hand back on her thigh...not letting the physical connection with her go.
 
   "My folks think I should be married and barefoot by now....I mean, they are proud of me...My Dad just doesn't like that I live alone in a big city...I think they worry more about me since they've moved away." She keeps her hand on my leg, but remains tense.
 
   "Sounds like good family values to me." Good sign...she doesn't move her hand away. "If I had a sister, I wouldn't want her living alone in this city."
 
   "I had roommates in college and I hated dealing with their shit all the time. I like being on my own...for now anyway."
 
   I touch her nose lightly, "You should watch your language, young lady." I'm pressing my luck.
 
   She just laughs, "Yeah, I talk like a sailor sometimes...drives my Mom crazy...she thinks it's because I hang out with Tracy, who really is an artist with words!" She laughs again. I decide not to say more for now.
 
   She changes the subject, "Do you like working for your Dad?"
 
   "I only work for him when he needs something. For the most part, I have my own clients and dealings with the LPE Group and some other developers." We're both sipping and blowing on our soup, but I keep my hand on her the whole time.
 
   "Do you like being a lawyer...the kind of work you do?" 
 
   "Yeah...I do. It's interesting and each project, each client is a little different...keeps me busy." 
 
   "Well...I told you I'm in Human Resources..." She is looking at me more than eating now. I know she wants me to ask her more about what she does. I only smile.
 
   Natalie had been such a pain in the ass about her job. Always using it as an excuse to put distance between us. I don't want to encourage Lucy to do the same. I don't really care what she does now...it's more what she's willing to do later that matters to me. I grin thinking about this, raising one eyebrow. I still can't believe I'm already this far gone for this girl!
 
   She smiles questioningly back at me, but continues talking, "...I do recruiting for an accounting firm. I mostly fill the non-accounting jobs though, like marketing and."
 
   I interrupt her. "You must have good instincts when it comes to people." She smiles at this and doesn't look offended that I stopped her from saying more. Good.
 
   "I think I do..." She takes a bite again. "I like to believe that I can get to the heart of a person pretty quickly and judge a good fit."
 
   I take her hand and place it on my chest, "How bout my heart?" 
 
   "It's beating pretty fast." She blushes and starts to pull away, but I keep her hand there.
 
   "No...what do you think of our fit?" I continue to look her directly in the eye. 
 
   Her blushing increases, she breaks the stare and looks down, but I wait for her to look back up again with a smile changing back and forth from big to small. "I like you..."
 
   "I like you too, Lucy." I kiss her, tasting the chili sauce from her last bite. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   We walk slowly down my street. In front of my building, I stop. "This is my place." 
 
   She looks straight up the high-rise and back down into the lobby. "Nice. What floor are you on?"
 
   I open the glass door for her, "The top."
 
   She purses her lips, "Of course." She giggles. We walk passed the doorman, who waves at me. 
 
   I press my keycard against the elevator lock and the doors open. "Is this a private elevator?" 
 
   "Sort of. It's for the top floor condos only. There's four of us." I can see that she's trying to hide being impressed. "With one of my real estate deals, I was able to buy into this building while it was still in the development stage."
 
   "Wow...very impressive. I thought finding a one-bedroom in Lincoln Park was hard enough!" 
 
   "I like your place...it's very sweet and warm...like you." I squeeze her waist to my side as the elevator opens again. I keep us walking this closely all the way to my door.
 
   I open and let her enter first. I know my place is impressive and I want to see her reaction for the first time. Mike always jokes about how much pussy I must get with this address. But he knows that I don't let many people up here. I like my privacy.  
 
   The entry hallway is all white, with a long table and tall mirror behind it. I take her purse and set it on the bench under the table.  She continues walking in without saying a word, just looking around with her mouth wide open. I stopped walking behind her, enjoying my view too.
 
   Finally, she turns to me at the end of the hall where it opens up to the main living room, "Wow! This place is great!"
 
   "Thanks. I hired a decorator, so I can't take credit for everything in here, but I do love it." I catch up with her in the long living/dining room combo. The floor to ceiling windows highlight the surrounding cityscape. I lead her out to my terrace for a better view. 
 
   Standing with my arms around her, pressing her legs against the low wall, my face in her hair. "This is such a great view of the city! Is this patio just yours or do you share it with the other apartments?" 
 
   "Just mine." I press myself a little more into her lower back, giving in to the urgency her curves create. She presses back slightly, but then freezes...a little uncertain of what she's doing. Her hesitancy only makes me harder.
 
   I turn her around to face me, her mouth awaiting mine, lips wet and soft. My hands travel from her hips up to her tits, using just my thumbs to whisper across her erect nipples. Her gasp is quick and soft inside my mouth. 
 
   I pull her tank top up over her head before she can stop me. Her eyes dart around, but I silence her protests, "No one can see us." My kiss more firm, her response more urgent. Her hands go to my waist, but again freeze...uncertain. I lower my kisses to the tops of her tits, pushing the lace bra aside to tease her nipples harder; her hands find a home in my hair, pulling nicely.
 
   Taking her hand, I lead her back into the living room. I sit on the sofa, positioning her standing between my legs, my hands on her hips. "Take off your bra." 
 
   She frowns and smiles, but says nothing, reaching behind her to unhook. She slowly lets the straps fall down her arms, keeping her hands over the front. I raise one brow and nod my head for her to continue.  
 
   She hesitates, but then quickly removes the bra, keeping her tits covered with her left arm. I move my hands to her ass, cupping both cheeks and squeezing hard, forcing her off balance. Her hands automatically go to my shoulders to stop from falling forward, her tits gently pendulum in front of my face. I slowly wrap my tongue around one then the other nipple, looking up into her eyes. She's biting her lower lip.
 
   She digs her fingers into my shoulders and slides onto my lap as I pull her down. Her thighs are tight against my sides. My arms cover her whole back, both hands in her hair. Pulling her head back gently, I nibble her neck, pressing her down.
 
   "Push your hips against me," my voice low and deep, more of a growl. She moves her hips, a rocking motion, her thighs pressing harder, back arching more.
 
   I pick her up, her legs stay around me, she buries her face in my neck. I carry her with my hands under her ass into my bedroom. 
 
   I stop next to the bed and stand her up, pushing her off me a little. "I want to see you. Take off your shorts."
 
   She drops her hands from my shoulders, puts her tits out a little more. "You first." 
 
   I harden my look, but decide to let it slide...this time.
 
   I unbutton my shirt and let it drop to the floor behind me. With two fingers, I grab the front of her shorts and pull her forwards, then quickly push her back, keeping her balanced with only my fingers. Her look of fear is all too fleeting, quickly changing to surprise then a smile. "Undress. Now." I keep my look hard but my voice quiet.
 
   She hesitates again, looking down at my hand. I move it away. Not looking up again, she slowly removes her shorts, letting them pool at her feet for a second before kicking them behind her. 
 
   She still hasn't looked up, her hair covering her face more as it falls out of the loose knot. I close the step between us, push her purple thong down her hips and thighs. She leaves it at her feet. She lightly touches my chest, just her fingertips tracing the outline of my muscles. The heat of her kiss on the middle of my chest sends a charge down my stomach. My cock twitches. 
 
   I walk her backwards to the edge of my bed. She's staring up at me now. The blue of her eyes brighter. I undo my belt, taking my shorts and boxers off together. They fall heavily to the floor.  With my arm bracing her back, I kneel down onto her, laying us flat against each other. 
 
   I have to hold myself up not to crush her. Her hands are digging into my arms. I push her legs open with mine, her low moan muffled in my chest. My right hand opens her pussy, middle finger barely entering, her heat wet against my palm. She moves her hips slightly to try to pull my finger in deeper. I press her clit down with the length of my finger. Not yet. She squirms but stops pressing.
 
   I kiss her face, lips, neck, continuing to gently stroke her clit with only one finger, barely inside her. When I feel her pussy lips tighten, I don't want to wait any longer. I force my hard cock inside her in one rough push. She lets out a high pitched moan. 
 
   I stay deep inside her, not moving, feeling her depth trying to take all of me, her hips pushing down into the bed, away from me. 
 
   "No...stay still." She stops moving, her fingers digging into my back, nails scraping. I push harder into her. "Does that hurt?"
 
   "No," it's barely a breath out of her, "a little." 
 
   "Squeeze me." Her eyes pop open at this. I grin at her. "Go on."
 
   She closes her eyes again and gently bites my chest as her pussy firms around my cock. "Good girl." I pull out quickly and push in again harder. Her moan is louder, her head thrown back against the pillow. I thrust several times just as hard, my breathing matching hers. 
 
   Slowing down again, I feel her hips grinding into mine, trying to push me faster. "I said stay still!" I stop thrusting with my cock just inside her lips. Her eyes pop open, again. Her look almost makes me cum...surprise, fear...and shame. I grab her hands and hold them down above her head, still not re-entering her. 
 
   "Can you stay still, Lucy?" I kiss her nose. I'm holding back as long as I can.
 
   "Yes...yes," her answer is more a plead, a moan. I enter her as hard as I can, her breath catches her scream turning it into a strangled moan. My body slaps hers faster. We climax together, as I collapse on top of her.  
 
   It takes awhile for our breathing to even out, staying in rythme. I slide off to her side, keeping my arm draped across her stomach, hand caressing her tit gently. She slowly opens her eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 HER
 
   My pussy is still pulsing under the weight of him. When he moves off, the air feels too cool and I can feel my nipples hardening, his touch helping.
 
   I still can't believe I'm in bed with him! It's been over eight months since my last time, as Tracy keeps reminding me. Well, she won't worry about me re-virginizing now! I press my legs together...hell, I'm actually sore.
 
   I open my eyes and am surprised to see it's still light out. Who has first-time mind-blowing sex in the middle of the day?! I turn my head towards him and return his smile.
 
   His teeth are so perfect, his lips a deeper shade of red now, his forehead still glistening from sex. I could stare into his eyes all day...Oh, God...I think I'm having dreamy love thoughts already!
 
   "Are you thirsty?" He moves to get out of bed. His back muscles stretch and tense, his arms popping out in detail. I pull the sheet up to cover myself.
 
   "Yes...please." I can't look away as he stands, his ass two perfectly hard cantaloupes, his legs lean and lightly covered in soft brown hair. I blush seeing nail marks on one of his shoulders.
 
   He walks around the bed and picks up his boxers. I look down so he doesn't catch me staring. He goes over to a tall dresser and takes out two t-shirts. He puts one on and tosses the other onto the bed at my feet. "Put this on."
 
   I sit up after he leaves the room. Getting out of bed, I pull the t-shirt over my head appreciating that it reaches to my knees. I also retrieve my undies from the floor and head into the attached bathroom. 
 
   This place is amazing. The bathroom is a sea of marble...floor, walls, counters, a shower stall the size of my whole bathroom, a tub I could swim in. I find the toilet behind it's own door. Yep, I am definitely sore...and my face is going to hurt if I don't stop smiling.
 
   He didn't come back into the bedroom, so I slowly walk out into the hallway. I can hear him moving around and follow the noise around the corner. His kitchen looks out into the open dining and living room, an all black and stainless steel place. He's opening a bottle of champagne as I enter. The pop startles me and I laugh.
 
   "We're celebrating! Grab those glasses." He points to a countertop and I follow him out to the sofa with two flutes.
 
   Tucking my legs under myself, covering my knees with his shirt, I lift a glass for him to pour. "You are so beautiful!" He wetly kisses my mouth, handing the glass back. 
 
   I've always hated how easily I blush. "Thank you." 
 
   From the hallway, I can hear my phone ringing, the tone getting louder. I jump up and race over to my purse, thinking it might be my parents. I answer without looking at the callerid.
 
   "Hello."
 
   "Hey!" It's Tracy. "How was your big date with Billy the Bullet? Was he faster than a speeding...bullet?!" She's laughing at her own joke. Oh, God...I have her on speaker. I quickly switch this off.
 
   "Um...Trace...I'm going to have to call you back later." I turn towards the mirror. I'm beat red now. I turn quickly away.
 
   "Oh! Is he there? I want details later!"
 
   "Yeah...ok...I'll call you when I'm home."
 
   "You slut! I'm proud of you." She laughs before hanging up.
 
   Setting my phone down, I wait before walking back into the living room. Max isn't sitting on the sofa. I look around and see him standing on the patio again. Maybe he didn't hear that?
 
   Picking up the other glass of champagne, I walk out there. "Sorry about that. I thought it might be my folks...they're driving in and said they might arrive early."
 
   "But it wasn't your parents." So he did hear. His look is distant and dark, brows shading his light eyes, his voice harsher.
 
   "No...that was Tracy." I feel warm and red all over suddenly.
 
   "I gathered that." He takes a slow sip of wine, not taking his eyes off of me. "So who's Billy? The guy who called earlier?"
 
   I take a sip and swallow loudly. "Um...yeah...I had plans for a bike ride today..." I'm not really sure what to say after that.
 
   "Is he someone you're seeing?" His voice is so low and steady, it's almost hypnotic.
 
   "Um...not really...I just met him...friend of a friend sorta thing..." I'm really uncomfortable now, I drop his gaze and take another sip, turning towards the view.
 
   He stands behind me like earlier, pressing me into the low wall. He pulls me towards him with his arm around my chest, holding my left shoulder. I can feel his heart beating against my back. "I know this may be too soon to have this conversation, Lucy." He takes a deep breath, my body moving with his. "But I want you to know that you're special. I haven't felt this in a long time...how I feel about you. I think we could have something very special if you're willing to give it a chance."
 
   I'm floored. Speechless. He is definitely more direct than any other guy I've ever known. I turn around to face him and am surprised at how stern his face looks, jaw set, eyes piercing. "I really like you too, Max." It sounds so lame, but I'm uncertain of saying anything else. That feeling in my stomach has returned...the lust.
 
   He lifts my chin with one finger up to him. "I want you all to myself."
 
   I just blink in response, unable to think of what to say. We did just sleep together...but, we hardly know each other. "You hardly know me."
 
   "And I want the chance for us to get to know each other without...distractions." His finger continues holding my head up.
 
   "You aren't seeing other women?" I try for an accusatory tone, but fall short, I can hear the hope in my voice.
 
   "Not since I met you."
 
   "Well...you made it sound like you date around alot." 
 
   He takes my hand and leads me over to a u-shaped sectional in the middle of the terrace. He pulls me onto his lap. His left arm rests behind me, his right hand goes under my shirt and holds my hip. The intimacy of his touch and this conversation continue to make me squirm.
 
   His fingers squeeze into my hip a little more. "My last serious relationship was about five years ago. I've dated a lot of women since then." He pauses to smile, to take the sting out of his words. "But I haven't truly cared about anyone. A date was just a woman to take to an event or spend a little time with...no one that I've truly been myself with. Does that make sense to you?"
 
   "Yes..."
 
   "And I see in you...someone I want to spend alot of time with...that I want to be myself with you." He says this like it holds a different meaning for him, a significance I'm not getting. His eyes staring for an answer in mine.
 
   "What do you mean...be yourself? How are you different with me?" I brush a wave away from his eyes, staring into the stark green.
 
   "I have certain...beliefs...in how it should be between us." The confused look on my face must have been enough for him to continue trying to explain. "I want more from you, so I'm willing to put in more effort to have you. That's how it's different with you...for me."
 
   "I...I...I really like you, too, Max." I falter in trying to match his honesty. "And I haven't been this excited about a guy in a long time too.  My last real boyfriend was two years ago, so I don't jump into relationships...or bed...with just anyone." I finish with a small laugh, trying to lighten our talk.
 
   "Good. I don't think you'll believe this...but I do know you, Lucy...I believe I know the real you...the one you may hide from others, but not from me... the one you showed me last night."
 
   I blush at this...so he does remember everything we said too. "So...what...after only a couple of dates...you want to be exclusively dating?" This whole conversation seems surreal...isn't it usually the girl who pushes for commitment?!
 
   "Yes." I wait for him to say more, but he just keeps holding my gaze. 
 
   "Oh." I have no idea what to say.
 
   "Stop thinking so much...and just tell me how you feel." His crooked grin is in place again. My back relaxes at seeing this.
 
   "I'd like to see where this goes with us, too."
 
   "Good." He lightly slaps the side of my butt and hip. "Then it's settled. No more friends of friends, sorta seeing other guys." 
 
   "...And no meaningless dates with other girls for you?" I poke his chest.
 
   He pulls me into a kiss in answer. His hand moves up to my nipple, giving it a tweak, then pressing with his thumb. I can feel his cock hardening at my side. I squirm against him and move so I can put my hand between us. Through his boxers, I rub the top of his cock, illiciting a moan from us both. 
 
   He startles me by picking me up and heading inside. I feel very light in his arms, his broad shoulders anchors for me to hold onto. He tickles my side, making me laugh and move around, but he doesn't drop me.
 
   Just as we're entering his bedroom, my phone rings from the hallway. He puts me down quickly and turns before I can get through the doorway. He looks at the callerid before handing me the phone, "You're lucky...it's your Mom." His look is unreadable as he walks back into his bedroom, but my stomach responds to him again.
 
   "Hi, Mom." I'm distracted thinking about what Max meant by lucky. Mom is going on about their trip so far, and how they'll be at my place for dinner. "Ok, great. There's some nice places around me that I think Dad will like."
 
   I hang up and decide to turn my phone off.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 HIM
 
   I head into the bathroom and start a shower. Bracing my arms on the counter, I stare closely at myself in the mirror. I need to slow down...but every part of me wants to push forward. Maybe it's better this way. I waited months before talking to Natalie about my expectations and that definitely didn't go over well then.  And girlfriends before Nat didn't work out any better...I wasn't sure about what I wanted enough to be clear with them.
 
   But with Lucy, I want to have a very clear start, to be clear on what we have together. So no matter how much I fear pushing her away, I need to be true to myself on what I want...what I demand. I grin at this. She's already shown a readiness to please, to listen, an attentiveness...last night she was hard to leave. I just need to see how far she's willing to go when she’s thinking clearly.
 
   I can hear her in the bedroom again. I step into the doorway, "Come here." Watching her walk towards me, I'm on my way to hard again. One foot in front of the other like a dancer, her arms crossed in front pushing the shirt up to reveal more tanned and toned legs, her tits perky sitting on her arms. But it's the look on her face that has my cock hard. A blending of desire, uncertainty, and shyness. 
 
   I put my arms around her, crossing at her back. "So are your folks in town already?"
 
   She puts her arms around me too. "Not yet..they'll be here for an early dinner though. I should probably get going...need to clean my place more before my Mom gets here and starts doing it herself."
 
   "You need to get cleaned up too...I could help with that."  I pull her towards the bathroom, where the shower is steaming behind glass doors.
 
   "Well...I do need to shower today..." She smiles and I let go of her. I pull her shirt over her head and follow with mine. She waits till I drop my boxers before removing her thong.  I lead her into the shower, blinded for a second by the steam.
 
   She moves to the back wall, I press a button and several sprayers turn on. She laughs as we're pelted with warm water from all angles, her hands up, pushing the water away. I press another button, and the water is directed through two rainheads in the ceiling. I'm under one, she's under another.
 
   I signal with my index finger out for her to come to me. She slowly comes into focus in the steam, legs moving one in front of the other again. Standing under the rainhead, the water cascades over her, flattening her curls against her head, shoulders, chest; her tits shining, nipples perky. I kiss her mouth, water rivers between us, pushing it away with my tongue as it fills even the small spaces between our lips. 
 
   I reach down, my hand following the contour of her stomach and soft hairy mound to her pussy. Her legs spread for me quickly, wanting. I look at her...eyes closed, head leaning back slightly, forehead in the water, arms clutching my shoulders to her. Her mouth opens willingly for my tongue. I kiss her hard, pushing my fingers into her harder, crushing her clit. Her gasps take in a little water, but I don't stop for her small coughs. She's gasping again with my fingers in and out, pressing deep into her.
 
   I pull my fingers away, and she lets out a pleading little moan...wanting more, fingers digging into me. Her eyes open.
 
   I shove her hard against the tiled wall, away from the water now. She gasps, but her arms are up for my embrace, pressing against her tits, leaving tile indentations in her back and ass.
 
   I lift her quickly, rubbing her raw against the tile, her arms clutching around my head, her legs snaking around my middle. My cock finds her pussy and stops. Just the head inside.
 
   She bucks against me, trying to get me inside more.
 
   I wait till she stops moving, before shoving deep inside her. Her screaming moan right next to my ear, the water muffling the volume, but not the pain mixed with pleasure.
 
   "You want more?" I stay deeply pressed inside her, pinning her against the tile, water running down my back.
 
   She digs her fingernails into my shoulders, the hot water stinging now. "Yes...please!" A moan, a plea, an animal growl to match my own.
 
   I hold her against the tile and fuck her hard. My cock slamming up into her, my knees shaking when we finally come together, her head smashed next to my mine, arms squeezing my neck, my fingers digging into her.
 
   I wait until her arms loosen before letting her legs down. She sways a little, and pushes aside her hair plastered by water to her forehead. "I think I'm dizzy."
 
   "You're welcome." I laugh as she slaps my one shoulder, but I don't let her go until I'm sure she can stand alone. 
 
   I grab a bar of soap and suds up my chest and underarms, watching her watch me. I pass her the soap and look on as she does the same, passing it back to me. We take turns washing, until I turn her around and rub her back with warm sudsy water, feeling the contour of her muscles, tensing and relaxing with my massage. Her moan is soft and long. 
 
   I hand her the soap and turn around, she runs her hands up and down my back, even lightly going over my ass before applying pressure to my sore shoulder muscles. I moan too.
 
   I turn around, "Hand me the shampoo." She reaches and puts some in her hand, then gliding them over my fingers. "Turn around again." I put my soapy fingers in her hair and massage, pull, and rub her head into a sudsy ball. "I love your hair!"
 
   She laughs, an echo in the enclosed space only slightly softened by the water. "I hope you have conditioner too...otherwise you're gonna have to love frizz!"
 
   I slap her butt lightly. "Conditioners over there," I point over her shoulder to another bottle. She does the same, rubbing a small amount off onto my fingers, and stays facing me. I finger comb this through her tangled mop. The action pulling her face backwards for me to see more, causing her to frown and groan in pain slightly. I kiss her lips each time her head is thrown back. She responds each time, her fingers still loosely around my waist, tongue darting around mine, eyes half closed. Damn...she's beautiful!
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "I want to meet your parents." 
 
   "Hmm...not sure that's such a good idea..." She's hesitating at the door, still scrunching her hair dry with her fingers. "My folks are only in town for a day or two...and I don't know if I can spring a new guy on them just like that."
 
   "I'm not just a guy, Lucy. And since your parents don't live around here, I'd like them to meet me...wouldn't you?" This is a perfect opportunity to push her a little.
 
   "Um...well.....how bout I tell them about you tonight over dinner and you can meet us for breakfast tomorrow?" 
 
   "Perfect." I open the door and take the elevator down with her, holding her close the whole time. "I called Jeff to give you a ride home."
 
   "I thought it was his day off?"
 
   "He doesn't mind the extra hours." She reaches for the door and I push her hand away. "A lady lets a gentleman open doors for her."
 
   "You are old fashioned!" She laughs. "Thank you."  
 
   Our kiss lingers as Jeff waits by the car door. "Thank you for such a nice day!" She's almost whispering even though no one is near. 
 
   "Thank you." One last kiss. "Call me after dinner tonight...I want to make sure you are home safe." She kisses my nose and says she will call. That's my good girl.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 HER
 
   My Dad is walking around looking at my windows, while Mom has disappeared into my bathroom. Probably snooping. "I don't like the idea of you being right on the street like this. Anyone could get in these windows." He's pointing to the front windows off the porch. 
 
   "The windows are safe, Dad. Besides my neighbor's dog would let me know if anyone was walking around here. Butch barks at everyone."
 
   He doesn't look convinced. "At least there's a good lock on the door."
 
   I've been nervous about bringing up Max, but this seems like a prime time. "Max put that on for me."
 
   Behind me, Mom asks, "Who's Max, honey?"
 
   "He's a guy I'm seeing..." She smiles bigger. Of course she's happy to finally hear about a guy in my life again! "Actually, I'm hoping you won't mind if he joins us for breakfast tomorrow?"
 
   "Of course, not!" Her smile cannot get any bigger. "How long have you two been dating?"
 
   I sidestep this question. "Only for a little while, but I think you'll like him." 
 
   "Does he have a job?" Subtle, Dad.
 
   "He's a lawyer." So there.
 
   "Hmm..." As close as he can get to approving.
 
   "Well, if you like him, I'm sure we'll like him, honey." Mom hugs me. Yeah...like that's always been true.  
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "Hey."
 
   "How was dinner?" 
 
   "Good. I took my parents to a pizza place near here. I think they liked it." I'm in bed already, with the lights off. His husky and deep voice sounds even better in the dark...I can imagine him lying next to me, with his mouth on my ear.
 
   "Did you tell them about me?"
 
   "Yes...I think you scored points with my Dad by adding that lock to my door. And I told them you are joining us for breakfast."
 
   "Good. I can't wait to meet them!" He actually sounds excited about it. I've had to drag past boyfriends to family functions before. 
 
   "My brother might be there too...just so you're warned." Let's see how he really feels about meeting my family.
 
   "Great!" Hmm...he may be too good to be true. "I'll pick you up and we can go together. What time?"
 
   "10 o'clock. We're going to Eggceptional."
 
   "OK...I'll be there at 9:30. Get some sleep, baby." Gee...my first nickname...he is too cute! 
 
   "Good night, Max." I choke on a nickname for him.
 
   "...Lucy?" I pause before hanging up.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "Wear a skirt tomorrow."
 
   I pause before answering, my brows going up and down in the dark, "...sure." My stomach reacts with that tightening, flipping feeling again...a charge pulsing down to my pussy.
 
   "Good night." He hangs up before I can say anything more.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 HIM
 
   "Are you sure you want to meet everyone?" She paused in front of the door, looking into the restaurant.
 
   I can just see an older couple and a guy inside waiting for a table. "Yes." I open the door. 
 
   "Hey, kiddo!" The guy comes over and hugs Lucy, before turning to me for a handshake. "I'm Paul."
 
   "Max. Nice to meet you." Shaking his hand, I can see the family resemblance, same curly hair and blue eyes. I turn to the older couple who are standing on either side of Lucy now. Her Mom is small like her, same eyes and hair. Her Dad is staring me down.
 
   "Mom, Dad, this is Max." She looks so nervous. I want to plant a kiss on her right there, I only smile.
 
   "Max Traeger, Sir." I shake his hand firmly.
 
   "Paul and Elizabeth." Her Dad's shake is equally firm. Her Mom's hand is delicate in mine, just like Lucy's.
 
   I turn towards the hostess stand, her Mom says behind me, "We put our name in, but they say for a larger group it'll be a twenty to thirty minutes wait." 
 
   I walk over to the stand and return with the hostess and menus. "Right this way." I direct her Mom to follow the hostess.  She raises her eyebrows and smiles at me.
 
   "Bonus points with my Dad...he hates to wait for food." Lucy is poking my ribs as she follows behind her brother. I watch her ass sway just visible in her tight cotton skirt under a long matching tunic tank.
 
   We're seated at an one end of an extra large round table on the second floor of the restaurant. Pastries, coffee, and juices are brought over before we've even settled into our seats.
 
   "We didn't order these, dear," Her Mom is shooing the server away. He looks at me confused.
 
   "It's all right, Elizabeth. I asked that they send over some starters for us. The cream puffs and muffins are the best here." Her Dad is already buttering a muffin.
 
   "Oh...well...thank you, Max!" She looks much younger with a full smile. 
 
   "Do you know someone here?" Her brother is looking around the room.
 
   "This restaurant is part of a group that I partner." He nods his head. 
 
   "I used to come here before we had kids. My wife and I lived around the block when we first got married." Paul Jr., is working on his second cream puff. "And these are the best! We would have to get here early to get a table though. Or wait in a long line and munch on these."
 
   "Where are Cathy and the girls?" Lucy hasn't eaten anything, probably still too nervous. I squeeze her hand under the table.  "My neices are soooo cute!" She informs me.
 
   "Well...I wanted to wait till we were all together." Paul puts down his puff and takes hold of his Mom's hand. "We're pregnant!"
 
   "Oh, Son. That's great news!" Paul Sr., is grabbing his other hand across the table, while Elizabeth is hugging him. "The best news!"
 
   "Congratulations, PJ!" Lucy gives him a hug and kiss too.
 
   "Thanks! We're really excited...Cathy unfortunately is having alot of morning sickness this time, so she wasn't up to making a trip downtown. And the girls were acting up this morning, so she figured it would be best to leave them at home. Besides, I know you'll want to see them...Cathy's hoping you'll come back to the house and stay tonight at least."
 
   "That sounds like a good plan." Paul Sr., says through a mouthful of muffin. "We can stay an extra day or two for our grandkids!"
 
   Elizabeth is grinning even more and squeezes Paul's hand. "Ya know...I had alot of morning sickness with you, PJ...maybe it's a boy!" But she keeps looking at Lucy. Lucy avoids her stare, looking down at her plate instead. 
 
   "That's what Cathy said too, Mom. We'll know in a few weeks. Luce...you wanna come over too, the girls would love to see you! There's a train that'll get you back into the city not too late."
 
   "Yeah...I'd love to see everyone too." Something in Lucy's response sounds sad though.
 
   The waitress comes over for our orders and Lucy looks to me. I stop myself from kissing her right then. Does she already understand that I'll order for her, no matter who's around? Before she opens her mouth, I order pancakes and bacon for us both. "And I would like the fresh berries on top for the pancakes, not the pre-mixed in kind. Thanks." 
 
   "That sounds delicious. I'll have the same." Elizabeth closes her menu. Lucy smiles at me. She looks more relaxed now. No one noticed that she didn't even open her menu. My good girl.
 
                                                                         .....
 
   Standing outside the restaurant, Lucy in my arms. I give her a small kiss, knowing she's uncomfortable with her parents and brother standing not too far away.
 
   "Call me when you get home tonight, baby."
 
   "Will do." She kisses my cheek on more time. I walk her over to her family.
 
   "It was nice meeting you, Max!" Elizabeth and Paul Sr., shake my hand again. "Hopefully, we'll see you again..." Her Mom looks pointedly at Lucy, who rolls her eyes in response.
 
   "You definitely will," I hug Lucy to my side a little.
 
   "And thanks for the extra cream puffs...Cathy is going to love these!" Paul Jr., holds up the cake box in his hands.
 
   "No problem." I kiss the top of Lucy's head as a final goodbye.
 
   As I walk away I can hear her Mom saying, "He's such a gentleman! You should hold onto him..."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 HER
 
   This morning has been a nightmare. I over slept, my boss has been Hell on Heels, and this damn report keeps failing to save with my updates. There is not enough coffee in the world to help right now.
 
   "Hey, stranger." I pull my hands away from my face and turn around. Tracy is standing in the doorway.
 
   "Hey..." I know she's probably pissed at me for not calling her back this weekend. "Sorry I didn't call you....the weekend got suprisingly busy." I smile despite the bad day I'm having.
 
   "I figured...are you going to spill the details or do I have to torture them out of you?!" She doesn't hold a grudge...one of the things I love most about her. 
 
   "How bout over lunch? I'm swamped and Cruela is riding her broom today." 
 
   "OK. Meet downstairs at noon...I'll tell Laura." She gives me her coffee. "You look like you need this more than me today."
 
   "You are a Goddess!"
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "So...how was your date with Billy?" Tracy is wasting no time. We only just ordered our sandwiches.
 
   "Um...well...actually...I didn't make my date with Billy." I crinkle my nose and smile guiltily. She and Laura give me matching blank stares.  
 
   "What the fuck were you doing all weekend then?" Tracy slaps my shoulder. "Or should I say who the fuck?"
 
   I just blush and press my lips together for a second before answering, "Max."
 
   "Oh my God..." Laura is laughing.
 
   "So wait...You spent the whole weekend with Max? What happened to Billy?" Tracy is wide-eyed and laughing too.
 
   "Max came over early on Saturday, before Billy called...so I just cancelled. And one thing led to another..."
 
   "You whore!" Tracy is loud and a few people look at our table.
 
   "Shhh..." I'm laughing though. I've been dying to tell them about Max. "I didn't spend the whole weekend with him. Remember, my folks were in town. But he did have breakfast with them yesterday." 
 
   "Wow...that's major. You introduced him to your parents?" Laura is leaning in, waiting for more details.
 
   "And my brother. He actually suggested it." I still can't believe how easy it was to have him there with my family. They couldn't stop talking later about what a great guy he was. Cathy was disappointed she didn't get to meet him.
 
   "Why would he want to meet your family?" Tracy is looking sceptical.
 
   "Well...because they don't live around here...so he....just wanted to...to be friendly I think." I can't explain it to her...she hasn't even introduced Josh to her family and they live thirty minutes away. 
 
   "Well I think it's sweet!" I can alway count on Laura to be the romantic.
 
   "I think it's weird." Tracy is devouring her sandwich and mumbles this around a biteful. "Did you have sex at least?"
 
   "Tracy!" Laura is slapping her now.
 
   "Yes..." I'm shy about saying more.
 
   "Thank God...at least you know it still works...hasn't closed shut on you!" Tracy's laughing again. 
 
   "Oh...it works...just fine thankyouverymuch!" We're all laughing loudly now.
 
   "So when are you going out with Billy the Bullet? Maybe you can make this a streak..." Tracy raises her eyebrows obnoxiously.  
 
   "Um...I don't think I'm going to go out with him..." I don't want to say why. 
 
   "Why not?" This time it's Laura's turn to grill me. "He's cute!"
 
   "Um...well...I want to see where this goes with Max..."
 
   "So...there ain't no ring on your finger!" Tracy is flipping me off with her ring finger. "And you don't have to get serious with the first guy you re-pop your cherry with!"
 
   "I know that!" I'm feeling defensive now.
 
   "Do you like Max that much already?" Laura is watching me closely.
 
   "Yes...I do." I want to put an end to this conversation. "And he likes me that much too. He even said so."
 
   "Wow...a guy in touch with his feelings...sure he's not gay?" Tracy is trying for a joke again, backing off.
 
   "Definitely not gay!" We're laughing more. "I think I'm still sore..." I whisper this knowing Tracy would get a kick out of it.
 
   "Ok...now I need more details! And we should have drinks! Let's go for happy hour tonight." Tracy is her usual loud self.
 
   "OK...but I'm meeting Max at 7:00." They exchange a look as we're getting up from the table, but don't say anything until we're outside.
 
   "Tell him to join us," Tracy pushes my shoulder. 
 
   "We'd like to get to know him, too," Laura adds.
 
   "Um...well, we have plans...but I can see if he can join us for Wednesday?"
 
   "I think Billy might be there...Josh already invited him and Tad." Tracy's smile is more a grimace.
 
   "Oh. Well." I feel a queasiness in my stomach at the thought of Max meeting Billy. "Then maybe you can meet him Friday instead."
 
   "Friday is the Fourth party." Laura reminds me. "But we can get to know him at that."
 
   Hmm...not sure how I feel about introducing Max to a party full of people.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 HIM
 
   I look at the time on my computer again. 10:17. She said she would be home early tonight.  Looks like I need to define early for her.
 
   My cell is buzzing, the photo I took of her laughing in the park last weekend on the screen.
 
   "Hey. Are you finally home?"
 
   "Yes. I just walked in and wanted to call you right away." She sounds tipsy. 
 
   "It's later than I expected you to be home." I'm trying to keep my voice even. We'd been out together the last two nights. Tonight though she said she had a weekly dinner with her girlfriends planned. I didn't like it, but I know that I can't push her on everything at once. This next part could go badly and mess everything up.
 
   "Nooo...it's only...10:30 silly." She is definitely tipsy, her slurring more pronounced.
 
   "I expect you home by 9:30 if you're not with me." I hold my breath waiting for her response. I may be making a mistake doing this while she's drunk. I've made this mistake before.
 
   "Is that a curfew?" She's laughing and sounding very cutesy, a hiccup interrupting her last word.
 
   "Yes." I wait again.
 
   "Well...I'm a big girl...and I can decide...for myself...what...time..." Her hiccups cut off the rest.
 
   "You are my girl." I stress the word and pause. "And you'll behave yourself...even when I'm not with you to take care of you."
 
   "Max...are you mad at me?" Her little girl voice is driving me crazy. My cock insistently stiff. 
 
   "Get some sleep, Lucy. Call me at 12:00 tomorrow and we'll talk more." I hang up before she says anything else.
 
   That went better than I'd hoped. But I'm going to have a hard time falling asleep now with this hard-on. I'm smiling though.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 HER
 
   My fuzzy head isn't the only thing making my stomach flip-flop today. I left the office early to avoid seeing Tracy and Laura before I could call Max. I feel guilty about last night.
 
   Billy had been there and it was like a triple date. Tad and Laura ended up hooking up at the end of the night and Billy ended up sharing a cab with me.  He kept trying to kiss me and I finally had to push him away and say I have a boyfriend to get him to stop. I don't think he believed me, but he didn't try anything more, just said "You're a real tease," when I got out.  
 
   On the bright side, I know he didn't get the job...he'll get that happy news tomorrow. 
 
   Max finally answers, "Hi, Lucy. How are you feeling this morning?"
 
   At least he can't see me blush over the phone. "I'm fine....sorry I was so tipsy last night...Chianti just goes right to my head."
 
   "You shouldn't have stayed out so late." I can hear traffic in the background. He's probably in the car, with Jeff overhearing everything. I blush more, embarassed.
 
   "Yeah...our Wednesday night thing always goes a little later than we plan..." I trail off, I don't want to talk more about last night. I don't want him to ask who was there. I realize that I wouldn't be able to lie to him if he did, because I care about him too much. But the calm anger in his voice is already making me a little nervous. I'd be too afraid of how he'd react to answer him. This revelation makes me swallow harder. 
 
   "I need to know you're safe. That means home, in bed, at a decent hour....and not out drunk with your friends."
 
   I can't believe he's chastising me like this. But the guilt I feel about Billy being there last night makes me not say anything back. I didn't do anything to encourage Billy, but I think I could've discouraged him more too. I don't want to say anything that will make Max ask me any questions. I finally say in a small voice, "OK."
 
   "I have a work dinner tonight. Call me when you're home...and it better be before 9:30." 
 
   I just say a small, "Ok," again and he hangs up. I stare at my phone, sitting at a corner table for a little longer. I debate calling him back and telling him he can't talk to me like that...but he is just doing it because he was worried about my drunk ass. 
 
   And the lingering feeling of being chastised...the guilt of disappointing him stays with me. That and the stomach flip. I can feel that I'm wet again.
 
   I hold my forehead. I really don't know what's come over me. I know that I like Max, but I'm still shocked at how much I let him push me around. I smile...he literally pushes me around in the bedroom alot...But when I think about how controlling he is...I know I should be angry with him...but I'm not. 
 
   His directness makes me feel safer with him than I've felt with any other guy. Like I can trust him to take care of me...to be honest with me. I don't have to second guess what he's thinking or feeling for me. He's only too happy to tell me. And I really want to please him. 
 
   This simple statement hangs in my head. Please him. That's what it's come down to...is what I'm doing pleasing Max or not. I swallow hard. He pushes me to please him...and that's all I want to do. I move my hand away and laugh at myself. If Tracy could hear my thoughts, she'd kill me!
 
   Laura is standing in line at the counter as I get my to-go order. "Hey! I wanted to ask you...are you ok with skipping movie night tonight? Tad is coming over!" She is so excited that she is actually jumping up and down a little.
 
   I smile at her, "No...that's cool. I thought maybe you'd invite him...I do not want to be a third wheel." And I can stop at the grocery store, do some laundry...be home early to talk to Max.  My stomach flip-flops more thinking about how pleased he'll be with me. I'm startled again by the reality of how much I care about him...and what he thinks of me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 HER
 
   He opens the door and I immediately jump into his arms. "Happy Fourth of July! Or as I like to call it...who cares as long as it's a long weekend to celebrate!"
 
   "Our Founding Fathers would be proud of their contribution to your happiness." He's laughing as I twirl out of his arms and walk in. 
 
   I bounce back to him, putting my arms around his waist. "I look forward to the Taste and fireworks every year....and now I have a great boyfriend to share them with...I wanna celebrate!"
 
   "All right." He's still laughing, pressing our bodies tighter. "Let's go then!"
 
   "I told Tracy and Laura to meet us here, since you're so close to the Taste. And they wanted to see this place since I've been raving about it for a week." 
 
   "OK...I'll call down to the lobby, so they will be let right up." 
 
   He takes his phone over to the sofa, and pats his lap for me to sit on while he makes the call. I snuggle into what I now think of as my spot, his arms automatically wrapping me in linen-musky warmth. When he sets the phone back down, his hand goes up the back of my shirt. "You're wearing a bikini?"
 
   "Yeah...but I brought some clothes to change into for later too." 
 
   "But we won't be on the beach." His look is flat, eyes sharp and dark.
 
   "No...but Tracy's boyfriend's roommates are doing this whole luau theme this year...tiki and grass skirts...You'll see when we get to the park. She said Josh has been driving her nuts all week."
 
   He doesn't say anything else, so I keep talking. "Every year, Josh's roommates put together this Taste and fireworks blow out. They arrive extra early at the park and literally stake out a large area. Last year, we had enough room for a volleyball net. Tracy said this year, they are bringing a hottub and generator." I laugh at this, but Max just smiles slightly.
 
   The door buzzes and I get up quickly. Max stays on the sofa.
 
   "Hey!" I yell, opening the door.
 
   "Wow." Laura is open mouthed walking in, giving me a hug.
 
   "Holy shit! Look at this place!" Is Tracy's first words, but she's already walked past me. "Oh...hey, Max. Great condo!" He stands up as we enter the living room, a deep frown pulling his brow down.
 
   "Thanks." Tracy is already walking towards the terrace doors, so Max follows her out. 
 
   "What a great view!" Tracy and Laura are looking down and over the low wall.
 
   "Thanks." Max stands with his legs apart and hands in his pockets. I walk over to him and put my arms around his waist again; he puts one arm around me, but remains stiff. 
 
   "Are we ready to par-tay?"! Tracy is rubbing her hands together.
 
   "Hell ya!" Laura is uncharacteristically boisterous today...she's happy to have a guy to celebrate with this year too.
 
   I feel Max tense a little more, but he just turns and walks towards the hallway.  There are several bags that Tracy, Laura, and I dropped on the floor. "Let me get these." He reaches for their bags, but leaves mine. "Baby, do you need anything out of your bag for now?"
 
   "No. I'm good...thank you." Tracy is mouthing 'baby' behind his back. I ignore her. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   It's early afternoon, but there are already over a million people here. Laura spots the flags, so we work our way through the crowd towards a large corded off area in the grass. 
 
   Even though Tracy said Billy wouldn't be here, I take a quick look around to make sure. Good. I don't want anything to spoil our nice day together. 
 
   Tracy sees Josh and jumps on his back. He grabs her ass from behind and bucks a little before she slides down. She pouts and points towards a large blowup pool, "I thought there was going to be a hottub!" 
 
   "Yeah...we decided that the police would probably shut a generator down from the noise and smoke. But the pool is deep!" 
 
   Tracy rips off her shirt and shorts and heads towards the pool, dragging Josh with her. "Come on!" She yells at us over her shoulder. Laura heads after them.  
 
   Max pulls my upper arm, "You're not parading around here in your bathing suit." He keeps his voice low so only I can hear him, despite the crowd. His eyes have that same steely glint.
 
   "Um...I wasn't going to get in...I have a phobia about unclean water." I try to laugh, but it catches in my throat. He releases a little pressure, but doesn't let go of my arm.
 
   "Good. It's not decent to run around nearly naked in public like that." He nods towards Tracy and Laura. I follow his eyes and see a group of parents and little kids next to our area. They are picking up and moving their stuff.
 
   Suddenly I feel ashamed of our loud music, not-so-hidden drinks, bright grass-skirt covered tiki bar, and the smell of pot from a group of guys sitting on a blanket next to the pool.
 
   "Let's get some food." Max pulls me out of the area and towards the food stalls nearby, taking my hand now.
 
   He hasn't said anything for a while and I just keep looking up at him to see if he's no longer frowning. So far, all frown. As we turn onto another blocked-off street of stalls, I pull at his hand. "Hey...are we going to get some food or what?" I'm smiling up at him, trying to get him to smile back. But his look remains hard.
 
   "Lucy..." He starts but then looks over my head, breathes out deeply. He starts over, "Lucy...I don't like that this is your idea of a fun time."
 
   "I'm just hanging out with friends...that is fun to me." I'm hurt with his directness. His eyes narrow even more. I feel a knot in my stomach forming.
 
   "No...you're hanging out with a bunch of stoned guys, half naked." He lifts my chin up to him. "And I don't like it." 
 
   I yank my chin away from his hand. "Can't we just have a nice day...we can walk around...and we don't have to stay here that long." I can hear the whine in my voice.
 
   "We're not staying, Lucy. We're going to go back to your friends and you're going to tell them we're leaving. Now."
 
   I look up into his face again and want to cry. His eyes and mouth are set so hard. My stomach is doing back-flips now in response, but my head is trying to make sense of everything. I want to please him...but I've looked forward to this day for awhile.
 
   I suddenly feel a hand on my shoulder and jump with a small squeak. A homeless guy is touching my back. Max reacts quickly and pushes himself between the guy and me. "Something I can help you with?!"  The guy waves his hands in front of Max like an umpire calling safe. "Then move along...Sir." Max waits until he's walked away before turning around to me again.
 
   "Are you ok?" His look is soft and concerned now. I put my arms around him and press my face against his shirt. He rubs my head and kisses the top. "Come on. Let's go." I feel safe in his powerful arms and know that he's just looking out for me.
 
   Returning to the corded area, I feel pretty good about leaving early. Josh's roommates are loudly judging a hula contest between two drunk girls in one corner, the stoners haven't moved, and Tracy and Josh are making out in the pool. I don't see Laura anywhere.  Max doesn't cross the cord, just stands with his hands in his pockets again. I squeeze his arm, saying, "I'll be right back." 
 
   I head over to Tracy. "Hey...we're going to take off."
 
   "What?!" Tracy splashes water towards me.
 
   "Yeah...Max isn't into the pot smoking crowd," I point a thumb over my shoulder towards the blanket. "Where's Laura?"
 
   "She went for food with Tad. I'll tell her you bailed on us for Gramps over there." She splashes again, just missing me.
 
   "Not funny!" I reach in and splash her back, jumping away before she can try again. "I'll call you tomorrow. Have fun!"
 
   Walking back to Max, the knot in my stomach tightens. He smiles and drapes his arm around my shoulders, putting me at ease. "How bout we eat our way back to my place?"
 
   "Sounds good to me!" And I put my arm around his waist again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 HIM
 
   It feels good sitting around my coffee table, Lucy in my t-shirt again, pizza cheese stretching between her and a plate. I smile remembering her mouth around my cock earlier.  We spent hours exploring each other. She responded to my every touch and need. She was especially eager to please me.
 
   She keeps surprising me. I thought she might give me shit about making her leave her friends. She looked so torn when I told her we were leaving. I thought she might speak up then.
 
   But she seemed to be happy to get away from the crowds, as much as I was. She was only a little defensive when I said her friends shouldn't act so wild. That their boyfriends shouldn't let them. But even then, she remained quiet and didn't argue with me.
 
   It's been so easy between us, that I'm almost afraid of what I feel for her. I want to have faith in our connection so far. How she's responded every step of the way...she's been pliant and giving. No arguments, no talking back...just giving in to me, giving herself to me. 
 
   I fear that it's only because she doesn't really care about me, about us...maybe, she's not pushing back because she's just having fun and it doesn't matter what I say or do?
 
   But I don't really believe this. I know this is just old fears of what went wrong in the past. I’ve been more controlling with Lucy from the start....guiding her with small rules to follow, slowing opening up about myself and what I want, pushing us into a deeper connection each time. She has been responsive, even anticipating my demands, all along. She even said herself that she liked that I was in control...but that was when she was drunk.
 
   Outside, there's a boom. "Hey...the fireworks!" Lucy jumps up, her tits jiggling under the shirt nicely. "Can we see anything from here?" She's heading towards the terrace and I follow behind her, the night air feeling cold on my exposed chest.
 
   We can just see the tops of firework explosions, the clouds all around turning a kaleidescope of colors.
 
   "Not a good night for fireworks." She sounds disappointed, but she squeezes my arms around her. "I love this terrace!"
 
   "I love you." I whisper this into her hair. She turns around to face me.
 
   "You do?" Her look sends shockwaves to my cock again....eyes wide and pleading.
 
   "Yes." I kiss her open lips, pushing my tongue around hers.
 
   "I love you too, Max." Her eyes are wet.
 
   And I know that I haven't been wrong. She is the girl for me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 HER
 
   Isn't there a song about all the love songs having more meaning when you're in love? That's how I feel. Cloud frickin' 9. Yesterday, I fell asleep snuggled into his arms, head on his chest, waking in the middle of the night and still in the same spot.
 
   I'm wide awake now, but Max isn't in bed with me anymore. I pull on his t-shirt, smiling that he'd insisted we sleep naked together, his warmth more than enough for me.
 
   I find him in the kitchen, on the phone. He waves me over to him and pulls me into a side hug, kissing my head. He mouths 'coffee' and nods towards a counter.
 
   "...So when will you be back?" He is listening intently on the phone, his eyes on me though. "OK. Next Saturday then. We'll come up there." More listening. "All right. I'll take care of that, Sir. Have a safe trip. And give my love to Mom."
 
   "Was that your Stepdad?" I am putting more sweetener into the trucker-strength coffee. 
 
   "Yeah...My Dad." He stresses the word, so I know he prefers not to call him 'step.' "His business trip is set a little early, but we're going to go up there next weekend, so you can meet my family."
 
   I practically spit out my sip of coffee, burning my lip a little. "You want me to meet your family?!" 
 
   "Of course. I met yours." He says this so matter-of-factly, leaning against his counter with his arms crossed. His arm and chest muscles stand out more.
 
   "Yeah...but that was because they were in town...not a specific trip to meet them.  Where do your folks live?"
 
   He puts his arms out for me to come to him, wrapping them around me. "It's not far. They live in Evanston; but over the summer, they have a lake house in Wisconsin."
 
   "And you want to go there next weekend? With me?"
 
   "Yes...I want them to meet you." He fills my mouth with kisses before I can say anything more. "We'll head out early Saturday and come home late Sunday."
 
   "We'll stay the night there?" I'm nervous about spending the whole weekend around his family. "What will the sleeping arrangements be?"
 
   He half smiles at this. "Are you worried about what they'll think of you if we sleep in the same room?" He's teasing me, kissing my nose. "You are so cute."
 
   "Yes...I can tell you that we would not be sleeping together at my Dad's house!" I push his chest a little. "I think it's too soon for this...for me."
 
   His jaw clenches for just a second. "Why don't you let me worry about that?" I let myself melt into his kisses again. "I'm an adult...and my parents wouldn't expect you to sleep anywhere else except with me." 
 
   "I thought your family was so old fashioned..." I say this into his chest, still nervously thinking about next weekend.
 
   "They are. That's why my girl would be by my side." He kisses my head again, breathing warmth onto my hair. "I wouldn't take any risks with you. It's important to me that they like you. So trust me, ok?"
 
   "OK...but you'll have to keep talking me into this all week!" I push against him again. He laughs and I feel his body shake against mine.
 
   "How bout I entice you into it...I'll take you shopping today for some new dresses you can show off?" He squeezes my ass and doesn't let go, lifting me towards him.
 
   "What's wrong with this...it's a dress on me?!" I'm laughing since his t-shirt comes almost to my knees.
 
   "And you're beautiful in it!" He picks me up so my legs go around his waist, my hands twining his hair, his hands cupping my ass.  "I need food, girl, before round two!" His smile big.
 
   "I think you mean round four...teen!" I lightly bite his neck before he puts me down.


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 HER
 
   "Hey...come out so we can see you." I'm trying to zip up in the dressing room, but can hear Max around the corner. I get the dress most of the way up and come out. Max is standing with a saleswoman in front of the loungers and tall mirrors.
 
   I've never shopped in Needless Markup before. I'm having a very princess-y in a movie moment. Standing in front of the mirrors, Max finishes zipping me up and I ask him, "What do you think?" The dress is more ladylike than I would usually choose, a blue and white seersucker material with large criss-crossing straps in the back, just above my knees. 
 
   The saleswoman answers first, "We need to take in the waist a little. But this is easy with the darts and seams boning here." She stands next to me and pulls the dress in the back to lie flat against me.
 
   "Perfect." Max is all smiles. "Cassandra, can you pick out a few more options for her try on?"
 
   "Of course. What is the occassion?" They are talking around me, while I continue looking at the dress from different angles. 
 
   "A weekend getaway...we're heading to the lake next Saturday."
 
   "So, dresses, skirts, shorts, and tops?" She is already turning away.
 
   "No shorts." Max calls after her. She turns around again and just nods. I know Max prefers me in something very feminine. I'm used to his demands about what I wear already. Laura said she thought it was so sweet that he cares that much to comment on my clothes; Tracy said he must be gay for caring about clothes that much at all. I didn't really tell them just how demanding he has been though. Making me change out of several of my favorite outfits, deemed too revealing or not girly enough for his tastes.
 
   "Do you like it?" He is standing behind me again. 
 
   Turning around to face him from my dais, I am closer to his height and put my arms around his shoulders. "Yes. I feel very grown-up, garden party, mint julep sipping in this." I kiss him. "But you really don't need to buy me a dress. I have lots of summer stuff to wear."
 
   "I am going to buy you a whole new wardrobe for next weekend...I want you to feel special...to know how special you are to me." 
 
   "Hmm...or it is that you want your parents to be impressed with me?" I squint up at him with a pressed lip smile. 
 
   "That too." He kisses my frown away. "It's a weekend retreat...but they are more formal people. I want you feel comfortable...to not worry about fitting in."
 
   I turn to look at myself in the mirror again. Hmm...maybe he has a point. If this is a dress that fits in with his parent's crowd, then I definitely don't have anything quite like it in my closet. All my clothes are either super casual or business.
 
   Cassandra returns with a salesgirl, both their arms are loaded down with clothes. "Wow. That's alot to try on!" 
 
   She laughs and says, "These are only the dresses. I'll return with a few shirt and skirt options too." 
 
   "You better get started..." Max is shaking his head at me, chuckling.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Sipping champagne under the rotunda, my princess moment just keeps going. Max picked out four dresses, four shirts, and three skirts...way more than I would possibly need for an overnight trip. A seamstress came into the dressing room to tailor everything just for me. They said it would all be ready by the time we finished our lunch upstairs. 
 
   "I can't believe how patient you were during that marathon fashion show...for a guy who hates to wait for cabs even!" I tip my flute towards him. 
 
   He gives a wicked grin. "Well...I was patiently waiting for the next part." He raises one eyebrow and sips the last of his wine. 
 
   "Why am I suddenly afraid?" I'm laughing.
 
   "You'll need new lingerie to go with all those new clothes..." His smile is huge.
 
   "Oh God. I am not trying on a bunch of lacy stuff for you and some saleswoman!" The thought of walking out of a dressing room in nothing but a bra and thong makes me cringe in my chair.
 
   "No....But you will have to pick out some things to show me later...in private." His brow is arched again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 HER
 
   "...So how much did he end up spending on you?" I'd been telling Laura about my weekend with Max while we waited for Tracy to show up for drinks.
 
   "I'm not even sure...he paid for everything while I was busy with the seamstress. It was crazy...I felt like I was in a movie!" 
 
   "What movie?" Tracy finally arrives and plops her bag down on the table. 
 
   "Max took her shopping and bought all these clothes for her!" Laura blurts out.
 
   "How very Pretty...wasn't she a whore in that movie?" Laura rolls her eyes at Tracy.
 
   I take a sip of my drink before snarking back, "Isn't that high praise coming from you?" 
 
   Laura fills us in on her weekend with Tad. She spent Friday night with him, then went to his softball game on Saturday. "Billy was on his team...he asked about you." She's looking at me over the rim of her beer.
 
   "I hope you told him I have a boyfriend now...he didn't seem to believe me last time." 
 
   "Uh...no...I just asked what happened between you guys. He said he acted stupid and asked me to apologize to you for him." She downs a gulp of beer. "What did happen?"
 
   "He wouldn't get off of me in the cab home. I told him I was seeing someone and he just laughed and called me a tease."
 
   "What a fucking asshole punk." Tracy...ever the artist.
 
   "Huh..well he seemed sincere. I thought he was sweet..." Laura doesn't like conflict.
 
   "Not sweet...asshole." Tracy downs her drink. 
 
   "Well...it doesn't matter now. And Tad's not an asshole, so who cares?" I don't want Laura to feel badly about one of Tad's friends. She's wanted a guy in her life for so long, I wouldn't want to ruin it for her. 
 
   "Tad is a sweetheart!" She's all bubbly again. "Hey...I just realized...we'll all have dates for Romona's for the first time!" 
 
   Tracy cheers her empty glass against ours. "Assuming Gramps will be ok with that!" 
 
   I shove her shoulder. "You better not call him that Wednesday!"
 
   "I'll be on my best behavior...I promise!" She crosses her heart. "So...will he be bringing a joint or should Josh bring his bong?" She erupts in laughter as I attack tickle her side, Laura pushing her into me.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Tonight is going great. Josh and Tracy aren't falling all over each other for once. Tad is being so sweet to Laura that her face looks like it's going to break from smiling. And Max is the perfect gentleman, holding open doors and pulling out my chair for me.  Rosa comes over with our breadsticks and we introduce her to Tad and Max. 
 
   Max stands and shakes her hand. She makes an impressed face towards me and gives an 'ok' sign with a nod. Tracy rolls her eyes, but Tad stands up too after that. Laura beams.
 
   "So you girls want the usual." Rosa is clapping her hands together. "How bout you boys?"
 
   Max answers, "Lucy and I will share your Puttanesca with a side of garlic spinach."
 
   Rosa and Tracy raise their eyebrows at the same time. Rosa turns to me, "You sure, honey...you girls always get the spaghetti and meatballs to split?" 
 
   "Um...yeah...I can have some of the meatballs too." Max is watching me closely. He puts his hand on my knee under the table and gives a small squeeze while leaning over to kiss my cheek.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Max returns from the bathroom and stands behind my chair. "Baby, you ready to go?"
 
   "We're just waiting on the check still." Josh and Tracy are counting the money we've pooled in front of them. "I threw in our portion." For some reason, it feels weird saying this to him...I realize that this is the first time that I've paid for one of our dates. Even though I've offered to chip in before, he always refuses to let me pay for anything.
 
   "I took care of the bill already." He pulls my chair a little, so I stand up.
 
   Josh looks up at this. "You didn't have to do that, Max." He kisses Tracy. "Now what are we going to argue about on the way home?!" He shakes his head at Max, "Man, you ruined makeup sex night!" Tracy hits his chest, but she's laughing with him.
 
   "Thanks!" Laura is already putting her money back in her wallet and giving Tad his share back from the pool too.
 
   "Yeah...thank you, sweetie!" I kiss his cheek.
 
   We all walk out together. Max stops to shake hands again with Rosa and her husband, raving about their sauces. Rosa is proudly waving at us, "See you girls next week. Be good!"
 
   Outside, Jeff is waiting for us with the car door open. "Does anyone want a ride...we're heading south." Max offers.
 
   Josh and Tracy are already walking down the street. Josh answers walking backwards, "No thanks. We're heading to Mullihan's. Anyone wanna join us?" 
 
   Tracy adds, "I'm going to kick his fucking ass at pool so we have something to fight about." Josh grabs her around the waist and tries to pick her up, but she pushes him off, both laughing loudly. Laura and Tad follow behind them, holding hands.
 
   I look up at Max and see his jaw clenched. I know his answer without asking. I wave them off, "Have fun. I'll see you tomorrow."  
 
   Max doesn't relax his jaw in the car. I put my head on his shoulder, waiting for him to say whatever he's thinking.  Finally, he breathes deeply and relaxes a little. "That girl has quite a mouth on her." I knew it had something to do with Tracy. She had been nice, but a little edgy with him all night. 
 
   "Yeah...cursing's an art form with her." I shrug my shoulder against him. 
 
   "Josh shouldn't allow her talk like that." I know without looking that his eyes match his steely voice.  
 
   "Ha. I'd like to see him try to stop her." I laugh at the image in my head. "She's not likely to change for anyone." 
 
   He squeezes my hand harder. "Just so you don't talk like that." 
 
   I look up at him and try for a seductive fluttering of lashes, whispering, "What? Don't you want a girl who can talk dirty to you?"
 
   His look only hardens. "No, Lucy. I'm serious. I won't tolerate that from you." He doesn't look away and I feel that heat in the pit of my stomach, spreading down again.   
 
   "Well...I've heard you curse before..." I swallow loudly, but keep his gaze.
 
   "I'm a man." 
 
   I can't believe he just said that! "So...?!"
 
   "So...a girl has to be careful with how she's perceived in this world. If you talk like a fucking whore, then you'll be treated like one." He lightly brushes my cheek with his finger. "And I would never let that happen." He kisses my forehead.
 
   "That's a very misogynistic view of the world, don't you think?" But I say this quietly, looking down at our joined hands. I feel confused...a part of me wants to call him an asshole and jump out of the car...and another part of me thinks he's chivalrous. I've had these thoughts before when he says things like this.
 
   "Yes...it is." When I look up at him though, his smile is tender. I decide to let it go and just lean against his shoulder again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 HIM
 
   My hand on Lucy's knee, I let out the deep breath I'd been holding before turning the car off. She looks great, her figure on display, but still modest in the form-fitting yellow dress, her eyes bright and smile big, face in full view with her hair pulled back.
 
   "You ready?" I squeeze her knee. We'd been talking about how nervous she is for the last half hour of the drive up. She swallows and nods. "Stay there." I stop her from opening her door. She's still getting used to that rule.
 
   Walking around to her side, I put my hand out to help her stand. Behind me, I can hear the front door opening. "You'll be fine." I quickly kiss Lucy before turning towards the porch.  
 
   "Max!" Mom is hurrying down the stairs with her arms wide-open. She kisses my cheek and quickly rubs off any lipstick. Ron joins her side, his arm around her. We shake hands first, then he pulls me forward for a quick one-armed hug, too. 
 
   "Mom, Dad. This is Lucy." I stand back so they can see her. 
 
   Mom puts her hands on Lucy’s shoulders and gives her a small hug this way. "Welcome, Lucy!"
 
   "Yes. Welcome to our home, Lucy." Dad gives her forearm a squeeze at the same time.  "I'm Ron; this is Alex."  
 
   "Thank you for having me!" Lucy's voice is even higher than usual. I put my arm around her shoulders. 
 
   "I hope you kids are hungry! I've been cooking and baking all morning." Mom leads the way inside. 
 
   Their lake house is shaker-style, a blown-out bungalow with wide doorways, dark polished floors, shutters on all the windows. The back of the house has a great view from every room, french doors open to let the lake breeze in, beachy colors of sand and blues throughout. "It smells great in here, Mom!" 
 
   "I'm starving!" Lucy couldn't eat breakfast, she was too nervous about this trip. We follow my Dad into the family room off the kitchen.
 
   "Why don't you help my Mom, baby." I nod towards the adjoining kitchen. She hesitates for a second before walking through the dining area. By the look of Lucy's unused appliances, I'm not even sure she knows what to do in a kitchen, so this could be interesting. I can hear my Mom directing her to bring a platter over to the stove. So far so good.
 
   Dad claps his hand on my shoulder. "So did you have any trouble filing the Standosh papers this week?"
 
   "No. But we didn't get them back yet, either. I think you're looking at a big mess, Dad."
 
   Lucy walks in with two beers. "Um...you're Mom thought you guys would like these." She hands one to each of us. 
 
   "Thanks, baby." I kiss her head. "Thank you, Lucy," Dad tips his bottle towards her and continues our conversation as she walks back towards the kitchen. 
 
   "....Yeah...Robbie has himself in another mess that's for sure. We'll be able to bill some nice hours out of this one." He takes a swig and I follow him out to the back patio. The sound of the waves against the dock distant but soothing. "She seems like a nice girl." He gestures back towards the house with his bottle. "How long have you two been dating?"
 
   "Long enough...Sir." I take a big drink. "And she is really nice." 
 
   He doesn't say anything for a while, just stares out at the water. "Since you haven't brought a girl around to meet us in awhile..." He turns to face me. "I assume you're serious about her."
 
   "I am." 
 
   "And..." His face is thoughtful, the lawyer trying to find the best phrasing. "And she isn't like that other girl, Natalie?"
 
   "No." I shake my head and look him direct in the eye. I'm still embarassed about how it ended with her. "No..she's different. I think you'll really like Lucy when you get to know her more." I take a drink before adding, "I can be myself with her."
 
   "Good." He claps my shoulder again. "It's important for a man to have a happy home that he can be himself in."
 
   "Lunch is ready, boys." Mom is standing in the doorway with Lucy just behind her.
 
   "Let's eat out here, Alex." Dad takes a seat at the outdoor cedar table.
 
   "But I have the dining table all set in here for us." Mom is ringing her hands. I don't need to turn around to know that Dad has given her The Look. Her face freezes and she quickly adds, "But it is so nice out here...it'll only take me a minute to set up." She turns so quickly around that she nearly knocks over Lucy. "Oh, sorry, dear...would you like to help me move things outside?" She's already moving quickly around the table, picking up dishes.
 
   Lucy looks questioningly at me, but turns slowly to help my Mom with the table. I sit down and watch her. I can see Dad's face out of the corner of my eye. He hasn't relaxed yet.
 
   The Look is what my brother, Jake, and I called it as kids. When his eyes would deepen, his jaw would harden, his brows would grow in depth. You just knew you were in trouble if you got The Look.
 
   "Lucy, can you get me another beer, baby?" I hand her my empty as she puts plates and silverware on the table. "Dad...you need another?" He hands his empty to her too. She isn't saying anything, but I can see her mind working, questioning all this.
 
   Mom is finally setting the last dish down next to Dad. He relaxes and puts his arm around her hips, "This looks great, honey!" Mom visibly relaxes too. "Dig in."
 
   Dad pours wine for Lucy and passes the bottle to me to pour some in Mom's glass. "Cheers to our son and his very nice girlfriend, Lucy!" 
 
   She finally smiles again. "Thank you! And cheers to you both for having us up this weekend!" She takes a big gulp.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Walking with Lucy along the retaining wall of my parent's property, her hand feels warm in mine. "So what do you think of my parents?" She didn't say much after lunch, but volunteered to help my Mom clear the table. Mom insisted we go for a walk while she cleaned up though. 
 
   "They're nice." She squeezes into my side more, our legs walking in harmony on the grass.
 
   "But...?" I can tell she's holding back. I want to push this conversation with her.
 
   "But...are they always so intense?" She laughs to try to take the edge off of what she said.
 
   "My Dad is an intense guy. He's had to be. He was orphaned at the age of ten and had to make due for himself. He's proud of what he's accomplished in life so far and he really instilled in all of us that same sense of pride. I try to live up to what he expects of me." I'm getting closer to the heart of why I brought her here. 
 
   "But your Mom is tense too...I thought she was walking on eggshells today."
 
   "No..well...maybe a little. But she knows how my Dad expects things to be and tries her hardest to please him." I glance quickly at her to see her reaction. Her face remains relaxed and deep in thought. Good. "It's how I would want my wife to be."
 
   Now she does look up at me. I can tell she doesn't know what to say to this, so I continue. "I told you before that my Dad was strict with us...that includes with me Mom."
 
   She stops walking and sits on the wall, I sit next to her, facing the lake, the warmth of the sun on our backs. She still says nothing, so I cautiously keep talking. "Lucy...I brought you up here to not just meet my parents, but to see how I was raised."
 
   She finds her voice finally. "My Dad was strict too...but what do you mean by with your Mom?"
 
   "I mean...he had rules...that we all followed." I wait for her response. It's important to guage how she's reacting. I'm glad that we are alone, far away from anyone. I need to hear what she really thinks. I never took the time to talk this way with any other girlfriend.
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "Well...like not talking back." I keep my voice even, my arm around her waist. 
 
   She doesn't say anything for a while, just twists her fingers together. "My Dad was strict...with me more than Paul..." She trails off, looking down at her fingers. I cover her hands with mine. "He had certain rules too...but I don't think they applied to my Mom."
 
   "I see something in you, Lucy...something that I respond to..." my voice is deep with emotion, gravelly. "I told you that I want to be myself with you....and a big part of that is you understanding where I come from..." I put my hand on the side of her head and turn her face towards me. "I love you. And I want us to be honest with each other."
 
   "I want that too." Her eyes are bright with wetness. I kiss her and end with my mouth on her hair, breathing in her scent.
 
   I decide to not push anymore. Her response has been better than I could've expected so far. "Let's head back." I get up and put my hand out to lift her up. Before heading up the stairs to the patio, I pull her in for a full kiss.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Sitting around the table, dinner cleared. Dad pulls out his 31 year old Glendronach and pours me a tumbler. Mom puts down a backgammon set in front of me. "Do you remember how to play?" She's smiling down on me, hand on my back.
 
   "Of course."
 
   "Does he remember how to lose, you mean?" Dad is sitting opposite me again, pulling up his sleeves and setting up the game. 
 
   "Why don't you teach Lucy how to play, Dad? I'm going to get our luggage." I stand up and Lucy gives me a pleading look. I kiss her head, turning away.
 
   "Great! New blood," Dad responds, rubbing his hands together. "Lucy..." He turns the board to be in front of her instead. 
 
   Mom sits next to her, "I'll help you...so he doesn't cheat!" Mom squeezes her forearm.
 
   "I played with my Aunt before...but I don't remember all the nuances." Lucy takes a big sip of her red wine.
 
   Coming back inside, I carry our luggage upstairs. The laughter from Mom and Lucy follows me. I can hear Dad protesting something. I remember a lot of family room hours spent around learning games with him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 HER
 
   I take a last look at myself in the mirror. Not bad. Max said he didn't want to see any of the lingerie on me until tonight. This push-up baby-doll top and matching thong doesn't cover much, the white lace strategically placed over my nipples and the top hardly covering my ass cheeks. I had to shave my bikini line extra thin to not be poking out of the sides of the barely-there thong. I smile thinking how much Max will like this. I fluff my hair and wet my lips. Ready as I'll ever be.
 
   "Hey...you going to stay in there all night?!" Max yells from the bedroom. I quickly turn off the light and come out of the bathroom.
 
   "Shhhh...they might hear you!" I loudly whisper. 
 
   "They can't hear us..they're on the other end of the hall." He sits up in bed, swinging his legs over the side. "Stop. I want to get a good look at you." 
 
   I freeze two steps away from him while he looks me up and down. I stare at him too. He's naked and his cock is standing upright, the size of him still startling me. "Turn around....Ok...now you can come here." 
 
   I bound over to the bed, standing between his legs, my arms around his neck.
 
   "Put your arms behind your back." His face is buried in my neck and hair, nibbling and tickling with his stubble. I feel my stomach twinge again.
 
   I cross my arms in back, and he pulls me towards him more, moving both hands to the sides of my face. He gives me a wicked grin. "On your knees." And I awkwardly try to lower myself, but move my arms to use the bed for support. "No. Keep your arms back." His sharpness makes me stop for second, but his grin is still there and he puts his hands on my arms to help me down. 
 
   Kneeling in front of him now, his cock is even thicker and bigger, inches from my face. I look up at him and wait for him to say what I know is next. "Open your mouth." I comply. He puts his cock in my mouth with his hand, then moves his hands to the side of my face again. 
 
   I can taste his saltiness and move my tongue around his tip and length. He moans and pushes into me more. I back away, chocking a little. "No." He keeps me still with one hand on the back of my head, but isn't pushing into me again. I can only look up at him. His warning eyes make me more wet. 
 
   He slowly pushes into me, keeping his eyes locked with mine. I try not to gag and breath through my nose. "Tighten your lips around me." I comply again and he pulls out, scraping against my back teeth slightly, my tongue lapping around him. He moans again. He keeps slowly entering my mouth and pulling back; each time deep and causing me to gag a little, but not letting me move away. 
 
   I'm aware of only the wetness of my thong, his cock, my tongue, his eyes. Everything else has faded to black. He pulls out completely and I keep my mouth open for a second longer, my jaw a little sore. His hand in the back of my hair pulls my head back sharply and I gasp. "Stand up." He pulls me up, using his hand to pull on my hair. I stand quickly, keeping my arms back. He smiles at me, but his hand gives one final yank of my head before letting go.
 
   He grabs my arm, pulling it from behind my back and pushes me onto the bed, face down. My legs hang over the sides. I turn my head to see him, move my hand to push my hair away from my face. "No. Behind your back again." I quickly move my arms to comply. He yanks the thong down my legs.
 
   Grabbing my hips, he drags me further off the bed, my legs dangling more, my pussy exposed. I blush knowing he can see how wet he's made me already. He grips my thighs and pulls them apart, entering me with such suddenness and force that I cry out. From this position, I am helpless to stop him from pushing in too deep, his cock ramming my pussy. His fingers dig into my hips and ass, pulling himself into me more with his thrusts. 
 
   I bury my face in the bed, my screams a mix of pain and pleasure, loud to my own ears. He doesn't stop ramming into me until I think I can't take anymore. His legs shake and he falls onto me as we cum together. 
 
   He stays deeps inside me, his whole body pressing painfully on my arms until the last of his cock spasms. He stands up, but doesn't pull out. He keeps one hand on my crossed arms, pinning me to the bed still. 
 
   "Did you cum?"
 
   "...Yes..." It's a hoarse whisper.
 
   "Good girl." He still doesn't leave me though. I can feel him hardening again. "Squeeze me." 
 
   "...I can't..." my throat sore from screaming into the covers, "I'm too sore." 
 
   "I said squeeze me." He pulls my arms up, sending a painful jolt to my shoulders. I gasp and squeeze him at the same time. "That's my good girl." He slowly starts rocking into me, his cock hardening fast. "Stay tight around me." I'm gasping with the effort.
 
   He starts full speed fucking me. I stop trying to grasp him inside me, my own spasms of cum squeezing him deeper. He cums again, standing up, pressed deep to me. He waits till I've stopped spasming before pulling out. I remain on the bed with my arms behind me for a second longer. I don't trust moving, my head is spinning.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "So what do your folks think of me?" I'm lying in his arms, staring out the french doors, all the stars glittering over the water. My voice is still hoarse, my pussy still throbbing. 
 
   "I can tell my Mom really likes you...she smiles alot at you and gave you a big hug before heading to bed." He sounds sleepy, yawning. "My Dad said he's happy that I found such a nice girl."
 
   "He told you that? When?" Despite the long drive and my nerves all day, I'm not tired...I don't want him to fall asleep just yet.
 
   He adjusts his shoulder under my head and wakes himself up a bit more. "Yeah...when you were helping Mom with dessert. He said you were nice and polite...and that you obviously cared about me alot." He nudges my head with his shoulder.
 
   "I do." I'm happy that this weekend is going so well. I still feel weird about sleeping together with them just down the hall, but they really didn't seem to mind. His Mom even said she put extra towels in the bathroom and two robes in the closet if we needed them.
 
   "Good. Because I care alot about you, Lucy." He kisses my head and I kiss his chest again. "And I want you to be comfortable around my family."
 
   "Well...they didn't seem as tense tonight..." His hand stroking my head is starting to make me sleepy too. The stress of the day melting from me. 
 
   "I'm sure my Dad talked to my Mom while we were out for our walk." I close my eyes listening to the low rumble of his voice against my ear on his chest. This is just as I imagined...his voice in the dark.
 
   "...talked to her about what..." I try to keep my eyes open.
 
   "Her behaviour." The twinge in my stomach awakens me more...alerted by how his heartbeat quickens slightly, although his hand continues its rhythmic movement through my hair and his voice remains steady. 
 
   "What do you mean?" 
 
   "How bout we talk about this in the morning..." He kisses my head again. I shift so my face is up to his even though I can barely see him in the dark.
 
   "No...say what you want to say...please." I kiss his chest. He moves his arm from under me and rolls over. 
 
   I blink against the small bedside light he turned on. "If we're going to have this conversation, I want to be able to see you."
 
   "What conversation?" We're both sitting up now. He props pillows up against the rustic wood headboard and puts out his arm for me to sit back against him again. I curl into his chest, so I can see his face.
 
   "I told you that I was adopted by Ron...me and my brother." I nod my head, putting my arm around his stomach. "Well...my Mom wasn't married to our deadbeat Dad. She was very young when she had us...and kinda...wild I guess is the best way of saying it. Deadbeat left when I was four, Jake was only one." His breathing is steady, but his heartbeat sounds louder.
 
   "That must have been hard for you and your Mom." Most of my friends are children of divorce, so I know alot about broken homes, even though my parents stayed married.
 
   "Yeah...I don't really remember Deadbeat...I saw him once when I was six. He came through town and tried to stay with us. He had baseball gloves for us that were too big. I threw them both away. Mom met Ron the next year and he became our real Dad." I don't interrupt him...his words keep tumbling out.
 
   "The first seven years of my life were...pretty bad." I stroke his chest and stomach, seeing the pain in his eyes, I touch his cheek too. He takes my hand and kisses my palm, smiling at me. "I'm OK now. I just want you to know everything."
 
   "Ok..go on..."
 
   "My Mom had a hard life. Her parents kicked her out when she got pregnant with me, she didn't finish high school even. Deadbeat couldn't hold a job and I think they both were doing drugs. After he left, she waitressed at several places...she was always tired...always angry. She took that out on Jake and me." 
 
   I can't believe the same sweet woman from today is who he's talking about now. "Your Mom hurt you?" 
 
   "I was able to protect Jake for the most part...but that meant that I got the brunt of it...her anger at whatever." He shrugs and I move with him. "It's all in the past now..."
 
   "So...she's not like that now." I trace circles into his light chest hair.
 
   "No." He pushes out a small laugh. "Not since Ron." He pauses for so long, I think I may need to prompt him to say more. But then he continues, his voice even deeper, stronger.
 
   "Ron showed my Mom how to be a good woman...a good wife and mother. He didn't allow her to discipline us." I was no longer looking up at him, but I could feel his head turned down to me, his words moving little hairs on my head.  
 
   "So...your Mom didn't hurt you guys anymore after she married Ron?" I can picture Max as a little boy and I just want to hug him.
 
   "No. She tried once in front of him, before they married. She was embarassed I think because Jake wasn't listening to her about something. She went to smack Jake and Ron grabbed her wrist. He sent us to our room, but I listened with the door cracked. I couldn't hear everything, Jake was crying in his bed, scared....but I heard enough. Mom was never the same after that...and neither were we."
 
   I wait for him to tell me the rest, but he stays quiet for so long, I look up into his face again. His eyes are far away and veiled for a second, but then they clear and look directly into mine. 
 
   "So what did he say to your Mom that changed everything?"
 
   "He told her that she wasn't being a good woman. That she needed a man...him...in her life. That it was his job to discipline...as the man of the house." He pauses, brushing my hair away from my cheek, holding my chin up towards him. "Then he lead her into her room. I crept out of our room and stood outside her door....so I could hear the rest."
 
   "So what did you hear?" I swallow, my chin held up making it louder, but I don't move away from his hand.
 
   "I heard him spanking my Mom...I think they were married a few weeks after that."  I can't believe I heard him right! He continues staring at me, looking back and forth between my eyes.
 
   "I...I...I don't know what to say..." I finally move my head away from his hand and look down. "I..."
 
   "I told you I wanted you to know everything...so you'll understand where I come from....and how I think." He gently pulls my face back up to him, but doesn't hold my chin.
 
   "How you think? You think it's ok that your Stepdad spanked your Mom?"
 
   "Yes." I can only blink in response to this. "I think that she was finally able to be the person she was always meant to be...a loving, caring Mom and wife."
 
   "Because he spanked her?" I sit back from him, to face him fully.
 
   He takes my hand and I don't pull it away, just stare at our joined fingers. "He did more than that...he showed us how to be a family, how to love and respect each other. Jake and I finally had a stable home, with a Mom who never hurt us and a Dad who really cared about us."
 
   "Did he spank you?" I still can't believe I'm hearing this! I'm staring at him again, but our fingers remain locked.
 
   He continues to speak in the same low and steady voice. "Yes...when we needed it, he would discipline us." I start to pull away, but he pulls on my hand. "Hey...he wasn't a monster." He smiles at me and shakes my hand to get me to look up at him again. "He wasn't crazy angry like my Mom was. He set rules for all us to follow and if we didn't, then we knew the consequences." He shakes my hand once more, my fingers feeling sweaty against his. "Are you telling me that your Dad never spanked you?"
 
   "Well...yeah...when I was really little...but never my Mom." Now I'm staring into his eyes, back and forth.
 
   "Lucy...I want you to understand...this is who I am....this is how I expect it to be with us." He says it so deeply, it's almost a whisper. 
 
   I jump out of bed and go to the bathroom, shutting the door quickly and standing against it's coolness. I don't even turn on the light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 HIM
 
   I can see the light’s finally on, a sliver under the bathroom door. I haven't heard much movement, but know that I need to give her this time to think.
 
   I had planned to tell her all this on the way home tomorrow. Now, laughing to myself, that probably was a bad idea...what if she jumped out of the moving car?!
 
   I wait with the light on for her to come out, still sitting propped up in bed. I try not to think about how much it'll hurt if she comes out and packs her bag. 
 
   I keep telling myself that this was a necessary step. I realized after the bad breakup with Natalie that it wasn't going to be easy to find the right girl for me. Natalie's reaction the first time I tried to discipline her was to call the cops. We'd been out to a party and her drinking and flirting had been too much for me to take. She was obviously drunk, so the cops just let me off with a warning after Natalie calmed down and left. 
 
   I tried to reach out to Nat the next day, thinking after she sobered up we might be able to talk it through. She threatened to call the cops again if I ever tried to see her. I never want to go through that again.
 
   I felt something different with Lucy from the moment I met her. She's so soft-spoken, sweet...she responds so easily to my commands in bed...and for the most part, out of bed too. I try to calm my breathing. One way or another, I have to see this through tonight and hope for the best. 
 
   A half hour goes by before she finally opens the door, turning off the light. She stands at the doorway, not moving, crossing her legs and holding the door jam.
 
   I pat the bed next to me. "Come here." Now's the moment of truth.
 
   She pushes herself away from the door and slowly walks over to me.  The robe she has on is dragging the floor, only her fingers visible in the rolled-up sleeves, holding the ties at her waist. She sits on the edge of the bed with her back to me for a minute before twisting around to face me more.
 
   Her eyes search mine. "I don't know what to say to you."
 
   "I love you. How bout that?" I give her a bright grin. She only lowers her face, so her hair veils around her. I reach out, covering her hand with mine. "I do love you, Lucy." 
 
   "And I love you, Max." She chokes this out, a whispered confession in one long breath. 
 
   "That's all that matters." I pull her hand, trying to get her to look up or move closer to me.
 
   "No...it isn't...I don't know if I can be what you want..."
 
   "I know you can." She does look up at this, responding to the demand in my voice. Good girl. "I told you before that I see something in you...from the beginning I've known that we can be great together. I know your heart is sweet and good...and all mine." This time I pull her forearm and she follows, moving across the bed to sit next to me. Her arms wrap around her knees, still guarded though. I wrap my arms around hers, rocking her gently, kissing her head lightly. "Baby...just say you're willing to give me a chance...that's all I need tonight."
 
   "Ok..." Her voice is tiny, muffled into her knees.
 
   I continue rocking, stroking her hair until her breathing matches mine. "That's my girl." We fall asleep with her curled up in the big robe, in my arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 HER
 
   The sun shines in from the french doors. I turn just my head to see if Max is in bed with me. He's not. I sit up and look to the bathroom door. He's not there either. I get out of bed, the robe twisted making it difficult. Looking out the french doors onto the terrace, I still don't see him.
 
   I head to the bathroom and change into the only shorts and tank top I have. Putting my hair in a loose knot and brushing my teeth, I try to think about our conversation again.
 
   I still can't figure out how I feel. I'm stunned at what he revealed, but not truly surprised. He'd been saying all week how much this trip meant to him. Now I know why...he waited till now to say all that..about his family...himself.
 
   I stare at myself in the mirror, the same way I did last night. If I'm honest with myself, I knew that Max was different before he said anything. I let out a shakey laugh...I just had no idea how different!
 
   Other guys I've dated have all been easy-going...not decisive, not demanding...and really not for me. I remember saying to Tracy how frustrating guys can be...never wanting to make a plan, never choosing the restaurant or movie, never taking charge. She laughed at me and said she preferred it that way. The metro-guy was her type. Not mine. 
 
   My last semi-serious boyfriend ended with me leaving him at a club because he wouldn't commit to staying over. I smile at myself thinking of how Max would react if I tried to leave him somewhere...probably spank me! I let out another small laugh. Oh, God, this is still all too surreal for me...
 
   I came out of the bathroom last night after realizing that no matter what Max thought of how he was raised, he was a reasonable man, a loving man...and I wasn't anything like his Mom had been...wild he had said...I was good...sweet he had said. 
 
   Again, if I'm honest with myself, I've liked his controlling nature too...for the most part. I always know where I stand with him. He's direct and tells me exactly what he wants. I smile, thinking, I mean what he demands...
 
   Taking a deep a breath, I leave the bedroom. I can't hear anything downstairs...maybe they're all gone? But I do smell the wonderful scent of something baking and much-needed coffee.
 
   Walking into the family room, I stop at the door to the patio. Alex is sitting on Ron's lap, facing away from me, but I can tell they're kissing. I don't think I've ever seen my own parents kiss, so I feel really awkward and start to turn around.
 
   "Oh! Good morning, Lucy!" Alex is standing up when I turn towards them again. "Did you sleep well, honey?"
 
   "Um...yes...thank you!" I can't look them in the eye, so I focus on the beautiful water instead. 
 
   "Do you want some coffee, honey?" Alex is already heading into the kitchen. "Have a seat, I'll bring it out here, Ron needs a refill too."
 
   "Thank you." I sit next to Ron, facing the water still. I can see that he's staring at me though. "Do you know where Max is?"
 
   "He went for a jog." Ron looks at his watch, "He should be back any minute." He continues to look at me, though, so I turn my head to face him directly. "Do you love my son?"
 
   It's so direct, that I don't answer for a second, just sit there with my mouth open, blinking. "Yes...yes I do." I'm frowning at him. Even though there's no family resemblance, he looks just like Max, strong jawed and intense.
 
   "Good. I can tell that he loves you." He nods his head and picks back up his crossword puzzle from the table. "He's a good man. He deserves to be happy." 
 
   "I didn't know how you liked your coffee, so I brought everything out..." Alex returns with a big tray of creamer, sugar, sweetener, and a large pot of coffee, so I don't have to reply to Ron. She hands me a mug and fills it up. 
 
   I steal a look up at her. I can't reconcile the story from last night...this sweet woman can't be the same one from that. Alex is just as nice as my Mom...hell, even nicer I think. She looks like she just walked out of an ad...hair perfectly in place, an apron over her fitted shirt and skirt...this is the second apron I've seen on her!
 
   I smile at her, "Thanks, again." I add a sweetener and cream to the mug. "And thank you for the robe...it was nicer than my one at home!" 
 
   "I'm glad you were comfy!"  A timer goes off behind me and Alex jumps up again. "Be right back." She kisses Ron on the cheek before heading inside.
 
   I can hear her moving around the kitchen and hope she won't be long...I don't really want more questions from Ron right now. I busy myself with stirring and sipping.
 
   I jump at a kiss on my head. "Sorry...didn't see your coffee!" Max is standing over me with a crooked smile. I luckily had the mug over the table instead of my lap, so nothing spilled on me. I grab a napkin from the tray and mop up the small mess quickly.
 
   Max sits down next to me, with one hand on the table and one on the back of my chair, facing me. "You were so sound asleep, I didn't want to wake you."
 
   I mumble, "Thanks," and shyly look away, but that only has me looking in Ron's direction as he takes this all in.
 
   Alex comes out baring another tray of small plates, forks, and a platter of large cinnamon rolls. "Now this isn't breakfast, Lucy, but this will tide us over until we can have a proper brunch in town." She distributes plates and I again mumble a thank you.
 
   Max keeps giving me sideways glances, but I avoid looking at anyone directly again, except Alex who sits across from me.
 
   "These are the best cinnabons I've ever had, Mrs. Traeger!"
 
   "Please, call us Ron and Alex." Ron answers for her, patting her hand on the table. "Alex is a great cook...and worldclass baker." He tells a story about a family trip to Italy where Alex ended up teaching a group of local women how to make American-style apple pie. 
 
   "We had a lot of fun on that trip...and I think my Italian improved...at least in the kitchen," Alex finishes with a laugh. I take small bites and keep my myself chewing or sipping to avoid saying much during the conversation.
 
   Max finally says, "We should get cleaned up if we're going to brunch," and he yanks my chair out a little before I can say anything.
 
   Heading up the stairs in front of him, I feel very conscious of his closeness. He closes the door quickly behind us and I try to move further into the bedroom to get some space between us before turning around. 
 
   But he's right in front of me as I turn, "Why are you acting so distant this morning?"
 
   "I'm just...I'm..." I don't know how to put into words how I'm feeling right now...I can only lift my hands at my sides and shrug, turning away. But he catches my hand and turns me back towards him, taking me into his arms. I can smell his scent more on his partially sweaty t-shirt. It's even muskier and I take a deep breath. Damn, he smells good.
 
   He pushes me out to arms length and holds me there. "Lucy...you need to relax. I know I said alot last night...and you need some time to process all of it...but today is about a beautiful day on a sunshining lake." He smiles in such a boyish way that I haven't seen before that I can't help but smile back. 
 
   "OK...I'll try."
 
   "Good girl." He kisses me quickly before turning me around to face the bathroom. "Now...take a shower!...I'll wait my turn."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "I'm telling you...it was a mini-mansion...right on the lake!" I'm painting my toenails with the phone on speaker, the TV on mute. I'm telling Laura about my weekend with Max. "...Yes...it was very oo-la-la...if I used that phrase!" We laugh together.
 
   "Did you like his parents? Oh shit!" She's painting her toes too on her end. "I smudged my toe."
 
   I hesitate before answering...I think I could tell Laura almost the whole story, but still..."Yeah...they were both really nice." I swallow, hesitating again. "They're kinda old fashioned though."
 
   "Like Brady-sitcom-style?"
 
   "Kinda...she actually wore not one but two aprons while I was there." We laugh together again.
 
   "Wow...no wonder he's such an ol' fashion guy...he grew up in the Cleaver house!" She's laughing harder. I laugh too, but not as hard. I decide not to share anymore.
 
   "It was a really nice time on the lake! We took a speed boat to a restaurant right on the water." She inserts an 'oo-la-la' of her own, "Yeah...I felt very Jackie O-ish as Max sped us around and there was a valet just to help us dock! I was a looong way from Kansas, Toto." I give into more laughter with her.   
 
   She tells me I missed a great time Saturday night too. That she went with Tad, Tracy, and Josh to a party on Addison. It got so crowded, she was afraid to go out on the wooden deck. "I'm tellin ya, I could hear the wood splintering!"
 
   "Tracy probably jumped up and down on it!"
 
   "She did!" We're giggling again. It feels good to finally forget about the stress of this week. "Josh had to drag her off it."
 
   "Sorry I missed that."
 
   "No you're not!"
 
   "Not!" 
 
   "But...seriously...we've missed hanging out with you...We only see you for lunch and happy hour anymore." 
 
   "And Romona's!...But...yeah...I've missed hangin with you guys too."  Almost every night I spend with Max, either here or usually at his place; and it's assumed that I'll stay all weekend at his place. I can't believe it's only been three weeks and I feel this close to him. 
 
   "So let's make plans...a girls' night out! How bout this Friday?!"
 
   "Um...OK...I'll talk to Max."
 
   "No...you'll tell  Max that you're going out with us!  He can have you to himself on Saturday..." She giggles at this, but I sense a little irritation too. She and Tracy have probably talked about my not being around as much lately. 
 
   "OK...Friday night." I try to ignore how saying this tightens my stomach a little. "Let's go dancing!"
 
   "Now you're talking!"
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Falling asleep without Max is hard. I'm so used to sleeping in his arms, that my bed feels too cold, too empty. I pull his pillow into me and roll over again. His pillow. Too funny that I think of it as his.
 
   I sit up, tossing the pillow to the end of the bed. This is the second night I'm not getting any sleep and it's all his fault! The clock says 12:30.
 
   I get out of bed, leaving the lights off. Even with the blinds closed, the full moonlight is enough to see clearly by. Putting on my short robe, I move into my kitchen. I have to turn on an under cabinet light to find the tea I want.
 
   Waiting for the chamomile to steep, I open the kitchen door. The new deadbolt turns easily. Max insisted on checking all the doors and windows after my Dad pointed out over breakfast that I have another door in the back that needs fixing. He replaced the deadbolt and added locks to all the windows. 
 
   I take my tea and sit on my back porch. And I know that Max wouldn't approve of me sitting outside by myself this late.
 
   Well, too bad! I guess you should be here, Max...I'd be asleep then! I stick my tongue out and laugh at myself...carrying on imaginary conversations with him. I talk a big talk in my own head. But I know if he were here, I'd be doing whatever he said.
 
   When I asked him earlier tonight why he didn't want to spend the night together again, he said it was because he wanted to give me time to myself. To think. And I have been thinking...nonstop! 
 
   Today, I had to stop myself from thinking about what Max said about his parents in the middle of an interview. Tonight, after only meeting Max for drinks and an early dinner, I've been alone...thinking, just like last night.
 
   I've gotten over my initial shock, but what's left is a strange mix of emotions. 
 
   After realizing that I couldn't share any of this with Laura or Tracy, I was in a state of panic on Sunday night. It felt too big to deal with on my own. I'd called my Mom. I wasn't going to tell her anything, but I just wanted to hear her voice. It didn't help.
 
   She asked all the right questions...what the Traegers were like, about their house, what we did and ate. She sounded impressed with them, with what I said about them. 
 
   Then she quickly changed the subject to PJ and the baby. It's a boy. Everyone's so thrilled. Mom had many miscarriages before she was able to have me. I know family is important to her, to Dad. She brought the conversation back to Max and actually said that maybe he'll propose soon and I'll know the joy of motherhood too.
 
   I couldn't believe she was saying this to me. She'd only met him once! And I had confessed to her that night that we hadn't been dating that long really. She'd said that it wasn't about how long we'd been together, it was obvious that he really cared about me and he seemed like such a nice gentleman.
 
   Last night on the phone with her, I wanted to say...yeah, but Mom, that nice gentleman you want me to marry wants to spank me! I'm laughing still thinking about what her reaction might have been if I'd said that. Instead, what I said was that it was too soon to think about proposals and changed the subject to the weather.
 
   My tea is cold, but I drink it anyway. I need to sleep. My mind needs to shut down. But I keep thinking...
 
   Max is a gentleman. A very old fashioned gentleman. He had explained on the ride home more about himself. That previous girlfriends had claimed he was chauvinistic, misogynistic, a bully, possessive, antiquated, abusive. He used those words. 
 
   And he said he didn't care if that's how today's world would view him. He only cared about being true to himself...and about how I viewed him. 
 
   And there in lies the problem...how do I view him?! How do I reconcile the loving, gentle man who takes such attentive care of me, to the one who makes me wet ordering me around, to the one who scares me with how much he demands?! I don't know what to think!
 
   I gulp the last of my tea and put my forehead down on my knee. Sitting on the cold wooden steps, listening to the night move around me, I feel tears starting. My eyes are warm, my chest tight, stomach in a knot, I let out a groan and let the tears come.  I only cry for a minute, but I feel better, clearer.
 
   I can't decide everything tonight. But I do know that I love Max. That's why I'm so scared, so confused. I don't want to lose him, but I don't know if I can be what he really wants.
 
   I lift my head up and stare into the moonlit sky. The trees are darkly defined. Not many stars visible. I feel calmer. I can admit to myself that I'm scared still, but I'm also excited. I need to see how far Max will take me into this strange new way to think, to be.
 
   He's everything that I've wanted in a guy; even more, since I've only just realized what it is that I've wanted...what's been missing with past boyfriends. And I know that I've come to terms with how easily I've let Max take over. How much I've liked that he's taken over.  How scared he makes me and how my fear of him is just as exciting as my love for him. 
 
   I've been unable to admit to myself before now how much I've changed my thinking for him already. I think first about what would make him happy, pleased with me, before I think about what I want. And this realization makes me feel that same tingle in my stomach, along with a tension in my head...I still can't believe my own thoughts sometimes. 
 
   I'm wide awake again as I go back inside to try to sleep. I keep my hand on the deadbolt lock for a second. Good night, Max. I wish his arms were waiting for me in bed.


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 HIM
 
   I knew I needed to give Lucy more space this week. Give her a chance to think about everything. She needs to decide to stay with me on her own. But on my terms. So I decided not to push her to talk more to me about everything or to stay the night at my place this week. I didn't even go with to her Wednesday dinner since she said it was just going to be Tracy and Laura.
 
   This has been harder than I thought...giving her space. Since last weekend, I've wanted to do nothing but the opposite. I want her. Here. With me.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I check my phone again.
 
   "Man, you need another beer!" Mike gets up from the table and heads towards the bar. Since I knew Lucy was out with her friends tonight, I went out with him and Dan after work. 
 
   "You really like this girl, don't you?" Dan is smiling at me. He's tried hooking me up with Becca's friends and others since we were roommates. We don't have the same taste in women though. I always joked that he was just sick of double dating with Mike and Steph.
 
   "Yeah...I really do." I take the beer from Mike. "Thanks."
 
   "So you took her up to meet the P's last week? That is a brave girl!" Mike is sitting down again and laughing.
 
   "She did great."
 
   "How did Ron like her?" Dan and Mike have both met my parents; Dan even spent a few holidays with us since his family is on the East coast. They are like brothers to me, Dan especially.  So he knows how intimidating my Dad can be.
 
   I just smile and say, "He really liked her. Gave me his seal of approval." 
 
   "Wow...I don't think I got that until we graduated." Mike clinks my bottle.
 
   "You never did!" Dan and I say together, laughing.
 
   "Fuck yous." But Mike is laughing too.
 
   "But you've only known her for...what...a month?" Dan is playing big brother. 
 
   "And you were already crying over Becca dumping you for some asshole after a month!" Mike laughs when I say this. We like to make fun of Dan and Becca...the old married couple of our group. 
 
   "She never dumped me for any asshole, asshole!" He throws a peanut at me. 
 
   "So when are you two going to make us proud Uncles?" Dan flinches at my question, a reaction I haven't seen from him before. Touchy subject now?
 
   "We're working on it." This gets a prerequisite nasty comment from Mike and more peanut throwing from Dan.  "But Bec is trying to launch her own art in a gallery and I'm trying to support her...so we may hold off on the whole kids thing." He doesn't look me in the eye as he says this. He knows how I feel about family and careers. "For now anyway..." He turns the subject to Mike. "How bout you? When are you going to make Stephanie a poor honest schmuck by marryin her?"
 
   "I'm waiting for her to ask me!" We both throw peanuts at him. "We talked about it again...over the Fourth actually." He sits up more. "I don't think she wants to get married...maybe ever."
 
   "Well...not if you're just going to talk about it, schmuck! You have to actually get on a knee and ask her to get an answer!" Mike just puts up his hands and grabs his beer to Dan's comment.
 
   "So buy the biggest ring you can find and ask her!" I'm on Dan's side. Stephie is not my idea of good wife material, but Mike always seems happy with her.
 
   "I'll ask Stephie after you ask Lucy!" Mike is holding his beer out to me. 
 
   I know he's making a joke, but I'm serious when I clink and respond, "Deal!"
 
   "You're that serious about her?!" Dan is leaning forward to look at me closer, big brother again.
 
   I sit back and swig my beer. "I am..." Dan and Mike both shake their heads and laugh at me.
 
                                                                         .....
 
   Standing on the curb, it's just Dan and me now.  We're standing next to his car. "Hey, I just want to say...Lucy's a nice girl..."
 
   "She is." 
 
   "And Bec and I both like her...but take it slow, OK, man?" He pats my chest with the back of his hand hard. "I know you had your heart broken by Nat..." 
 
   He doesn't know the details, but he knows that it ended abruptly and I had been really into her. "Lucy's not like that." I cut him off.  
 
   "Good...just...ya know...take it easy." 
 
   I smile at him, "I will..." I walk away before he can say more though.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 HER
 
   "Do you need a cab, Lucy?" The big bouncer at the entrance stops me before I head up the stairs to the street. 
 
   "Oh...uh...no...thanks." I wave as I quickly walk pass their table.
 
   This has been an odd night. It's been an odd week.
 
   Max has been staying away...he still thinks I need some space. I haven't shared with him any of my thoughts, any of the insists I've had this week about how I feel about him and what he said. I still haven't slept much either without him, but I'm hoping this weekend we can talk more and he'll spend the night again.
 
   I was grateful that I didn't have to explain his coming along on Wednesday, though. Tracy would've made a big deal out of me not standing up to him and saying he wasn't invited along to a girls night. And I know that if he had pushed to be there, I wouldn't have stood up to him.
 
   And it felt nice to have the girls-only dinner again. I like Josh and Tad is sweet, but they can be immature sometimes. And Tracy gets bolder with Josh around, laughing and talking louder, making out in the hall outside the bathroom. 
 
   It was also a relief when I told Max about our Friday night plans, he wasn't upset at all. Just insisted that we go to a club that's a part of the LPE Group. I didn't realize how different tonight was going to be though.
 
   From the moment we got in line to get into Club French, I was treated like a star. A bouncer came over to me and asked my name, then he led us passed the long line right into the club. We didn't even have to pay to get in. He introduced me to another guy at the bottom of the stairs and he showed us to a table in the roped off VIP section. 
 
   Tracy and Laura just followed along. Once we were seated, they took turns saying "Oo-la-la" and poking at me. A bartender came over with a bottle of champagne and a bucket. He didn't even say anything, just opened the bottle. More Oo-la-la's.
 
   We danced and drank like usual, but I felt very conspicuous. Like all the bouncers and bartenders knew who I was and were keeping an eye on us. If a guy came up to talk to us, I swear the bouncers seemed closer, ready to step in. 
 
   Tracy started saying that Max was keeping tabs on me, but Laura just said it was sweet of him to treat us to a night out like this. I didn't tell them that Max had made me promise to leave by midnight, too. I just said that I was feeling tired and ready to go. 
 
   They both wanted to stay, which was fine with me, but Tracy kept joking that I was leaving to be with Max and it was supposed to be our night out. Laura just laughed and said, "Don't do anything I wouldn't do..wait...don't do anything Tracy would do!" I left with them laughing and pushing each other. Looking back, I could see another bottle of champagne being delivered to them. 
 
   On the street I turn towards the corner, but am stopped by a yell. "Lucy?" 
 
   "Jeff?!" He's walking towards me.  "What are you doing here?"
 
   "Max wanted me to make sure you make it home ok." He extends his arm back the way he came and I can see the car parked.
 
   "Oh...OK...thanks!" I walk back and let him open the door for me.
 
   In the car, I look at my phone for the bazillionth time tonight. No call or text from Max. Just the one he sent at 6:00, "have fun tonight. be safe!" I know it's late, but he'd want me to call. 
 
   He picks up on the first ring. "Hey."
 
   "Hey!" I'm excited to hear his voice. I realize that I've missed spending so much time with him, falling asleep with him. "I'm heading home, just wanted to say goodnight."
 
   "Good girl...it's midnight on the dot....Are you with Jeff?"
 
   "Yes...thank you for the ride...and for everything tonight. Tracy and Laura were really impressed with our star treatment!" I put my feet up on the seat and relax. It no longer feels weird to have a private driver. 
 
   "Good...I'm glad you had fun." He pauses before asking, "Were you a good girl tonight?"
 
   My stomach tightens and I feel the familiar tingle in my pussy from his deep voice. "...Yes..."
 
   "You didn't over drink...you didn't flirt with anyone..."
 
   "No. I was very good...I danced my as...butt...off though." I stop myself from cursing, smiling to myself that he is probably smiling on his end too.
 
   "But I like your ass just the way it is." I can hear the smile...and the desire.
 
   I open my eyes as we stop at a light and realize that Jeff isn't heading in the right direction. "Hey...did you tell Jeff to take me to your place?"
 
   "Yes...I've missed you."
 
   "Good. I've missed you too."
 
   "And I want to make sure that you've been a good girl..." Same tingling from my stomach down to my pussy at his voice. 
 
   "Well...I'll be happy to see you...I've missed sleeping in your arms."
 
   "You'll be in my arms in a minute, baby."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 HIM
 
   I open the door and grab her arm, yanking her into my chest. She's laughing. "You have missed me!"
 
   "Yes." I growl this into her hair, breathing in her perfume.
 
   "I've missed you!" She stands on tip-toe and kisses me. I can see that she's wearing a tight dress, not one of my favorites, her body too on display.
 
   "I thought you said you were a good girl tonight." I can feel her freeze in my arms.
 
   "I was." She sounds a little defiant, but only a little.
 
   "That's what you chose to wear out with your friends?" We've already had several talks about how I expect her to dress around me.
 
   She looks down at herself and back up to me. The look of guilt is gorgeous, eyes wide, mouth soft. "I like this dress."
 
   She's trying to kiss me again, but I lean my head back a little so she can't reach my face. "And I bet every guy there liked it too."
 
   She stands flat again, only her eyes raised to me, her hands behind her back on my arms. She knows I like how small she is, how sexy she looks this way. "Are you jealous?" She has a half-smile, a laugh waiting to escape.
 
   I wait until she lifts her chin up towards me, no longer confident in her sexiness. She's searching my face, the guilty look back in place on hers. She swallows hard, her throat moving up and down.
 
   "No. Not jealous." I squeeze her to me, lifting her off the ground back onto her tip-toes. "Possessive." She starts to smile, but stops before it reaches her eyes. She's searching my face again. "You belong to me." She completes her smile at this.
 
   I push her away. "Take off that dress." I allow some anger into my voice. "Now!" She jumps in place a little and reaches behind her to unzip. I grab her shoulders and twist her around. Putting my hands at the base of her neck, I rip the dress down the middle, tearing the zipper apart. She half gasps, half cries out.
 
   I push her slightly towards the wall. "Take it off." She moves with her hands shaking and pushes the sleeves down her arms, stepping out of the dress without facing me, standing close to the wall. "Turn around." She slowly turns to me, her breathing short, eyes down, hands crossed in front of her pussy. I like watching her like this.
 
   She finally takes a deep breath, her ribs pushed out, tits pushed up. She raises her chin and meets my eyes. "You didn't have to tear it." She's trying for defiant, but I can see the fear in her eyes. I wait until she blinks away all defiance, leaving just the fear and need to please.
 
   "You won't be wearing that again." I take a step towards her and she takes an involuntary step back, the wall stopping her from moving further. I smile, the steel staying in my eyes, the fear in hers. 
 
   I reach out my hand to cup her face and enjoy how she flinches away. I pull her towards me with my hand on the back of her neck. She keeps her eyes on me and doesn't move her hands. The wary prey. But when I kiss her, she melts into me, her body relaxing and hands going around me to claw my back. I hiss and bite her lower lip so she stops.
 
   I take her hand and lead her into the bedroom. She quietly follows, the willing prey now. 
 
   We stand facing each other next to the bed. I reach around her and undo her bra, pulling the straps down gently. She remains still and looking into my eyes. I gently push her boy shorts down and she steps out of these towards me.
 
   She pushes my t-shirt up and I help her getting it over my head. She pushes my sweatshorts down, taking my boxers with them. She stands with her arms at her sides, waiting for me to make the next move.
 
   I rub my hands up her arms. My touch is smooth and almost tickling her. I gently take the weight of her tits into my hands. Her breathing is picking up again. I squeeze hard. Her eyes open wide, her breath in sharp. She puts her hands over mine. I only shake my head at her, giving her a warning look. She slowly drops her hands to her side again. I continue squeezing until she lowers her eyes. I move my fingers to her nipples. I start to pinch, her eyes jerk up to mine again, I pinch harder. Her eyes plead. I pinch harder. She squeaks out a cry. As I let go, she gulps a breath in.
 
   I pick her up by her arms and throw her onto the bed. I'm on top of her before she stops bouncing, straddling her hips. I grab her wrists and pull them over her head, crushing them with my weight. "...Max...?" She's pleading. 
 
   "Keep quiet." I'm harder at the light moan, her only response. I hold her wrists down with my left hand, letting my right hand travel back down her, roughly grabbing her hair and twisting her head to the right, I bite her neck. She squeaks and moans again. 
 
   My hand continues to travel down her, pinching one nipple again, not having to pinch hard to elicit a cry. I put my hand between her legs, pushing roughly, since my legs are still keeping hers together. 
 
   She's so wet. I shove three fingers into her, jabbing her pussy with my knuckles. Her cry is a little louder now, against my chest. I pull her clit with two of my fingers, pinching and pulling until her moan is long and continuous. Her hips are bucking against me, my cock pressed into her hip. 
 
   I can't wait any longer. Keeping her legs together, I shove my cock into her wet pussy. My next thrust is slower, pushing up, feeling the full length of my cock against her bone as I go in and out. I drag her clit down with my cock and her moan deepens. I continue this slow pace, with her hips pushing her clit into me at the beginning of each thrust in. When I cum, I stay deep in her and grind her clit with my finger as she finishes cuming on me.
 
   I slide to her side, releasing her wrists, she wraps herself around me, pressing her body along my side.
 
   Her breathing is starting to even into sleep. I quietly kiss her head, "You do belong to me, Lucy." I put my hand in her hair and press her head against my chest more. "And I have missed you this week." She turns her face up to me. "I don't want to spend any time apart again. I've given you all the time to think that you're going to get from me."
 
   She lowers her face again and presses into me more, "OK," is her meek reply.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I wake to the sounds of cooking in my kitchen...and burnt toast. In just my boxers, I go see what Lucy is making.
 
   She is so beautiful, moving between the stove and counter, humming to herself, my t-shirt hanging to her knees. She jumps when she sees me leaning against the wall. "Morning, sweetie!" She comes over and gives me a big hug, before turning back to the stove. "I made coffee...probably not as strong as you like though." She laughs.
 
   "I wasn't sure you could cook..." I'm laughing, pouring coffee into the mug she left out for me.
 
   "Ha! I can make breakfast...and spaghetti!" She is putting scrambled eggs on a plate next to sausage patties.
 
   "So long as you don't make spaghetti for breakfast..." I take a plate from her. "Thanks."
 
   "Ha ha." She turns to the toaster and pulls out the burnt pieces. "Oops...apparently I'm not good with toast, though! Sorry. I can make some more real quick..." 
 
   I stop her. "This is fine." We take our plates to the dining table. "You must've been up early...I didn't hear you wake up."
 
   "I finally got some sleep!" She takes a bite before adding, "I haven't slept well all week without you, ya know!" She says this accusingly and with a pout.
 
   "Me neither." I finish a patty. "This is really good, Lucy. You'll have to start making breakfast every morning." I wink at her. She just smiles and keeps eating. I finally do what I've been waiting until today for, "Did you think...about us...like I told you to?"
 
   She looks down at her plate, fork moving eggs around, but not eating. Shyly, "...Yes."
 
   "And what did you think?" I keep eating with my eyes on her. 
 
   She's fidgeting with her napkin, finally putting it back in her lap before she speaks. Sitting back and looking directly at me, "I love you."
 
   I smile. A good start. "I love you." I wait for her to continue.
 
   "And..." She takes a deep breath looking up to my ceiling before meeting my eyes again, "and I want to be with you."
 
   Good. "...On my terms?"
 
   She is swallowing hard again, eyes not blinking. "...Yes..." I can tell she's twisting her napkin in her lap again.
 
   "You understand that this means things will change...between us?" I keep my hands flat on the sides of my forgotten breakfast. 
 
   "I think so..." Her voice is tiny, eyes wet from not blinking still. She finally lowers her eyes. "I don't really know what you mean..." She looks back up to me and her eyes are still wet. "All I know is I trust you...and I want to be what you want..."
 
   I push my chair back and put out my arm. She jumps onto my lap quickly, pulling herself into a ball. I hold her close, my arm around her waist and knees.
 
   "You've made me very happy, Lucy." 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 HIM
 
   Rosa comes over to me, giving me a big hug as I enter the small restaurant. "They're back there." She thumbs behind her. "Just follow the giggling."
 
   I can hear Tracy. She's laughing loudly in the middle of a story. "...And then this big-ass bouncer comes out of nowhere and pushes these assholes off the dance floor. It was like Lucy had a fuckin' entourage..."
 
   I come around the corner just as Lucy is laughing and saying, "It was not a fuckin' entourage." And Laura is adding, "You're just jealous, bitch," at the same time. Josh and Tad are laughing along with them. 
 
   I put my hand on Lucy's chair and she jumps up. "Oh, good! You made it!" She sits back down as I hold her seat. "I wasn't sure your meeting was going to finish in time..." Her smile freezes a little, in response to my stoney glare at her. 
 
   I turn towards the table, though, and put on a half-smile for everyone. "I wouldn't miss Rosa's cooking!"
 
   Tracy tells me to call her Romona, "She hates it!" I'm beginning not to like that girl. "I was just telling Josh and Tad what a wonderful night we had out thanks to you...all Lucy had to do was snap her fingers and we were floating in champagne!" 
 
   "I would hope no one was snapping their fingers at anyone." I say this with a smile, but keep my voice even and edgy.
 
   Lucy puts her hand on my arm and says quietly, "No...of course not."
 
   "No..we just wanted to say thanks...it was alot of fun to be pampered for the night!" Laura is a sweet girl. 
 
   Tad pokes her side making her laugh loudly, "What? You don't call buying you a cheeseburger Sunday pamperin you?!" The table laughs, Lucy quieter than the others. 
 
   Good. She gets that I'm upset with her, even if she doesn't know why...yet. 
 
   She leans over to me and says quietly, "I ordered Puttanesca for us..." She looks at me like a puppy waiting for a treat, all hopeful.
 
   "Good." I keep my hand on her leg under the table, pinching her until she puts her hand over mine. I stop her from rubbing the spot by flattening my hand back over hers. She keeps looking at me, but I ignore her and carry on a conversation with Tad about his softball team's winning streak. "I belonged to a softball league a few years ago...let me know if you ever need a filler."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Before heading to the car, I pull Lucy back from her friends. Her eyes wide-open in surprise at the suddenness. "I want you to be silent in the car. Not a word until we get home." She only nods slowly in response to my gritted teeth command.
 
   "Good night, Max...Lucy, you get some rest!" Rosa is waving from the door. 
 
   Tracy yells back, "Where's our love?" 
 
   "Good night, Trouble!" But Rosa is blowing her a kiss, heading back inside as I close my door.
 
   I take Lucy's hand and kiss her palm. With her head lowered, eyes raised, she Mona-Lisa smiles at me, but doesn't say anything. Good.
 
                                                                                       ..... 
 
   She remains quiet in the elevator, holding my hand and rubbing with her thumb, in an attempt to get me to smile back at her.
 
   I open the door and step aside to let her in. She walks a few steps inside as I just watch her. I haven't spoken either since leaving the restaurant. I drop my keys on the table. And move towards her in two long strides.
 
   Turning around, "Max...why are you so" she doesn't get the rest out.
 
   I slap the side of her face, hard. She falters back a step into the wall, putting both hands up to cover the left side of her face, cowering from me.
 
   "Oh my God." She's staring at me, searching my face, not moving. I wait.
 
   I need to see her reaction...what she does next will determine everything. No matter how much we've talked, tonight decides our fate.
 
   "You...you...Oh my God." She lowers her head and moves her hands to hide her whole face. I wait, inches from her, but not moving.
 
   When she looks up, there's a dawning mix of anger and fear on her face...and what I've been hoping for. Guilt. I still wait.
 
   "Why...?" It's more a breath. "...what...?" She's still searching my face.
 
   I don't move, but speak slowly and with all the anger I feel in my voice. "What did I tell you about your language?"
 
   She just swallows and stares at me with the same mixed look, frown on her face. I wait till she shakes her head slightly and lowers her hands.
 
   I slap her again, just as hard. Her hands go up to her face again and stay there. When she opens them, her eyes have the beginning of tears. Her look is fear. And more guilt. Good. My cock thickens at the sight of her.
 
   "...Max..." She stops, hands still on her face, a tear falling over her knuckles, pleading with her eyes.
 
   "I told you to watch your mouth. Didn't I?" I keep my voice steady and slow again.
 
   "You...I...didn't..." She's shaking her head again.
 
   "I heard you when I got to the restaurant."
 
   Eyes darting between mine for what feels like a full minute. I wait. She puts her one hand out against my chest, warding me off, pleading with me. "I didn't...I...I didn't know you were there..."
 
   "And that's your excuse?!" I yell this and laugh cruelly. She flinches nicely, her hand shaking slightly on my chest. Her eyes go towards the door.
 
   "What...you wanna go?" I grab her arm off my chest and yank her towards the door one step before yanking her back against the wall, shoving her hard against it.
 
   Both her hands go up to my chest now. I take a small step away from her, so she drops them to her sides. "If you want to go, then go." Her head jerks up to mine. "Just understand, little girl...if you walk out that door, there will be no coming back."  
 
   I'm glad her hand isn't on my chest now. She'd feel my heart beating too quickly. If she turns towards the door now...I will have to let her go. And I would be heartbroken. But I need to let her make this one decision. She has to stay on her own.
 
   She keeps looking into my eyes before more tears well up. Her face crumbles and she looks down, hair veiling her.
 
   Now I know she's mine.
 
   "Do you want to go?" I say it quieter, but with the same edge. She only shakes her head, still lowered.
 
   "Look at me!" Her head jerks up at the sharpness. "Answer me. Do you want to leave." I say it sharp as a knife for the last word. She cowers again.
 
   "...No..." a squeak, hardly a sound.
 
   "No...You answer me with respect..say 'No, Sir.'" I say this only a little softer, still slowly.
 
   She squeaks out "...No...Sir..." still staring at me. The tears sliding down her cheeks beautifully as she blinks.
 
   I step closer to her and she puts her hands up again, fear blanching her cheeks. My cock is so hard, I want to take her right now. 
 
   "Put your hands behind your back." But I move them there for her. She's pliant and shaking now. Her head lowers almost to my chest. "When I'm disciplining you, Lucy, you'll keep your hands behind your back."  
 
   She looks up, through wet lashes. "Max...please..." My cock moves.
 
   "Shhh..." I stroke the right side of her head and kiss her forehead. "It's almost over, baby." I'm almost tender when I say this, only a little edge to my voice.
 
   I stand a little taller and see her tense again...she responds so easily. "You know I don't want you to curse." I allow the anger to seep back into my voice.
 
   She hesitates before saying so quietly that I almost don't hear her, "Yes....Sir." 
 
   "And yet you did it anyway..." My anger is heating again, remembering how she sounded with all her friends laughing at her foulmouth.  
 
   "I...I didn't know you were there..." She says this as a plea this time.
 
   "That's no excuse, Lucy. You'll behave how I tell you...whether I'm there or not!"
 
   "OK." She says this quickly, with her whole body tensing away from me, pressing against the wall. I push against her slightly and she quickly adds, "...Sir."
 
   I relax a little and she almost falls onto my chest, burying her face against me. I hold the side of her face with my left hand, forcing her to look at me again.
 
   "Lucy." I stop to admire the look of fear and pleading in her eyes. "I'm going to slap you one more time." I speak slowly. She tries to shake her head, but my hand keeps her still. "Stop!" Her body shakes against me, but she stops trying to move her head.
 
   "I want you to remember this lesson." Her mouth moves like she's going to say something, but doesn't. "I'm going to slap you again," I repeat, looking slowly between her eyes. "And if you're a good girl...keep your hands behind your back...and don't move...this will all be over." I give her a second to think about what I've said. A look of greater fear darkens her eyes to a deep blue. "Do you understand me?" She can only nod, her mouth opening, but no sound coming out, her breath shallow. "Good."
 
   I quickly take a small step back and slap her. Harder this time. I want to leave a mark on her. 
 
   She cries out, bouncing against the wall. I catch her as she bounces back to me, holding her to me before she can move, taking her arms and putting them around my shoulders. She nearly collapses into me, crying and shaking. Picking her up, I carry her into the bedroom. She's buried the left side of her face into my chest, the rest completely covered by her hair. 
 
   The sound of her soft hiccuping cries moves my cock again and I lower her legs to the floor, pressing her into me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 HER
 
   My face is on fire and numb at the same time, pressed into his chest. I don't think I've breathed for the last ten minutes and hiccups mix with my sobbing.  
 
   I'm rubbery and don't trust my legs to hold me. Max keeps his arms tight around me. I can't move. But my brain is on hyper-load.
 
   It's replaying everything like in a movie...in slow motion, in a loop. I keep seeing his hand coming up to my face, his eyes behind so stern, his mouth and jaw so set.
 
   I've only been slapped once before. My Mom was so scared when I ran out into the street when I was five; she almost yanked my arm out and slapped me before hugging me to her legs, crying. 
 
   This was different. This wasn't a knee-jerk reaction. Max was angry. He was very angry...stewing in anger all night. But he was also controlled. He could've really hurt me, but instead he only slapped me.
 
   Oh, God. Only slapped me?! I'm losing my mind!
 
   But even as I think this, I can feel the stomach-to-pussy stabbing sensation again. After he slapped me the first time, I was afraid he would just keep hitting me. When he didn't, I was confused. I felt shattered and scared, but his control and voice also sent that shockwave through my core, down, making me wet. I couldn't think. My brain said run, my body said stay, my heart...my heart was afraid to decide.
 
   I knew he was angry all night. I could feel his coldness. But he wasn't distant...he kept his hands on me. I can still feel where he pinched me. His touch had been rough before...grabbing me, holding me down...but this time it was around other people, my friends. I couldn't believe he sat there, looking so calm, talking...all the while pinching me. And I didn't say anything.
 
   That was the first ping of shock to my pussy. I felt light-headed after that...like I couldn't concentrate on anything but him, hardly touching my food. Rosa asked if I wasn't feeling well and Max answered for me that I was just tired.
 
   When he commanded me not to speak...Oh, God...commanded me?!...I was wet the whole ride home. In this state of confusion. 
 
   I thought we might argue in his apartment about whatever he was mad at, then make up...It even crossed my mind that he might want to spank me...and that thought made it even harder to stay quiet...I almost laughed out loud once...But I didn't expect him to slap me. My head spins again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 HIM
 
   I continue holding her up, forehead down against my chest. She clings to my arms. 
 
   Slowly her sobbing and hiccups taper off. She laughs out loud...short and shakey. Not a sound I was expecting to hear tonight. I hope she isn't getting hysterical. 
 
   I lift her chin to my face. She slowly raises her eyes. The most beautiful light blue, the lids a little red from crying. 
 
   "Let me see you." She blinks the last of her tears away as I turn her face to the right. "You'll have a mark." She tries to jerk her head away, but I hold her in place. Only her eyes dart to me, the fear back in an instant. "You can look in a minute." I let go of her face, putting my hand back around her waist. She's still shaking a little. She sniffs and starts to lower her face again.
 
   "You have one more thing to do before you can wipe your face and nose." Her head jerks back up. I love how responsive she is...how open she is. Her eyes tell me so much...fear, hope, and that beautiful look of shame again.
 
   "You have to say you're sorry for misbehaving." She smiles for a second and I think she might laugh in hysteria again, but quickly her face freezes into shock and fear instead. 
 
   Swallowing hard first, "...I'm...sorry..." She haltingly gets this out, but I'm proud of her for not looking down while saying it. She's learning already.
 
   "Good girl. Go wash your face and blow your nose." I let go of her, but steady her before she leaves my arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 HER
 
   I turn the water off and pat my face dry. I'm gentle with the left side. I haven't really looked yet. 
 
   Just as I pull my hair back and turn towards the mirror, the door opens. I jump and gasp, dropping my hands to the counter to avoid falling forward into the sink.
 
   Max is leaning against the doorway, just looking at me calmly, his arms crossed in front. The look on his face is unreadable...soft...but with an edge that sends warning shocks to my core again.
 
   He doesn't say anything, only nods towards the mirror. I turn my head back, looking at him in reflection now.  I slowly raise my hands to my hair again, my eyes drawn to a small red mark on my cheekbone...almost the size of one of his fingers...and the start of a small bruise under my jawline. I'm a little puffy all over from crying, but especially on the left side.
 
   I can't look away. I see Max move towards me, but I remain statue, only my eyes moving with him. He stands right behind me. His face in full view, his body outlining mine. He takes a deep breath, but doesn't say anything again.
 
   Finally, he reaches forward and lowers my arms from behind. My hair falls to cover my jaw, but not the mark on my cheek. I swallow hard.
 
   "Aren't you...Aren't you going to say something...say your sorry...?" My voice is extra high, shakey.
 
   Max laughs once; it echoes on the marble. "No." I stare in disbelief into his eyes.
 
   And slowly I realize that I didn't expect him to be sorry...maybe didn't even want him to be...at my core. I know he expects me to be the one who is ashamed. And I am. My mind is still reeling. But my heart has already decided.
 
   He puts his hands slowly on my hips, not taking his eyes from mine in the mirror.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24 HIM
 
   She puts her hands over mine and I speak again, "No....keep them on the counter." She obeys quickly.
 
   I rub my hands down her sides, reaching the end of her skirt and pushing it up around her waist. She is pushed forward with this motion and her ass arches up to me more. I put one arm around her front, forcing her hips up more, on tip-toe. She says nothing, but her eyes are very hungry. 
 
   With my other hand, I pull my own pants and boxers down, letting them fall to my ankles. She gasps as I yank her thong down next, it stops at her knees. I force them apart with my hand, the thong cutting into her legs.
 
   Her pussy is dripping wet already, lips swollen and pulsing with her heartbeat. My slightest touch has her moaning and pressing herself into my fingers. I know I'm not going to be able to wait this time.
 
   I shove into her as hard as I can, holding her hips up so she's almost off the floor. She falls forward, hands slapping the mirror to steady herself. Her moan is deep and animal, matching mine. She pushes back against the mirror, her moan not stopping. I know this deep is hurting her, but I keep her hips locked against me, pushing and pulling her with quick thrusts.  She's bucking as she cums. I let go of her hips and push into her one more time, cumming deep inside her. 
 
   I stay inside her, my hand on her back, panting with her. I can't see her face, her head down again, hands still on the mirror. She starts to shake. I slowly take my cock out of her, the feel of her shaking causing a rise again. 
 
   She turns around and is in my arms in one movement, crying hard against me. I hold her until she calms more. Finally, she lifts her face to mine.
 
   "I love you." I kiss her cheeks, tasting the saltiness of her tears.
 
   She sniffs. "I love you too, Max."
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25 HER
 
   My wake up alarm goes off somewhere. I roll over, the weight of his arm sliding with me. I move one leg over the edge of the bed. He pulls me back into his side.
 
   "No." He growls sleepily. "Stay." 
 
   I snuggle back for a second. "I have to get my phone..." 
 
   He just shakes his head, eyes still not open. "You have to stay right where you are."  
 
   We lay like this for a little longer, before he growls again louder. "All right!...go shut that off!"
 
   I laugh at him, eyes still not open, hands over his ears. I sit up and reach for the shirt I wore last night, now on the floor. He grabs my arm, startling me, "No shirt...you're coming right back here."
 
   I smile as I stand up. "I have to pee..."
 
   "You heard me...come right back here." He has a relaxed smile, turned on his side towards me, a sheet wrapped loosely around his waist. I can see his cock clearly outlined and stiff. After last night, even the slight sharpness in his voice makes my heart beat faster, though.
 
   I hurry out to the hall, finding my purse and phone on the table. I shut off the alarm and turn back, catching sight of myself in the mirror.
 
   My left cheek is a deeper red now. I turn my face to the side and can see the bruise under my jaw is also darker. And I have a small bruise on my thigh.
 
   He's in the same position when I slowly walk back into the bedroom. He pats the bed next to him. But I stay just inside the doorway, my tits somewhat covered by my hair, my hands covering between my legs. I feel very exposed though.
 
   In a small voice, "I should head home. I don't have any makeup here." I gesture quickly towards my face, but drop my hand back down just as fast. "And I need to get to the office early today."
 
   He doesn't move, just stays staring at me with his head supported by his bent elbow. I start to walk towards the bathroom.
 
   "Come here, Lucy." I stop in mid-stride. His voice has that more dangerous edge from last night. My stomach hurts from the need to pee mixing with that excitement in my pussy again. I turn around slowly and, letting out a shakey breath, I walk over to the edge of the bed just as slowly. I am in that movie again...except now I'm the one thing moving in slow motion.
 
   He looks at the side of my face and pats the bed again. I sit. His hand is in slow motion too...reaching out and pulling me back into his side again. I'm stiff and not moving.
 
   "We'll stay in bed today." He kisses the back of my head. I can feel his cock hard against me. 
 
   Again in a small voice, "I have to go to work..." I'm feeling so confused...seeing my face bruised made me afraid of him again...and made me feel...I don't even know...this other sensation...a hunger for him that makes me wet. I should be running out of here...but instead I feel his warmth and feel safer.
 
   He kisses my head again. "We're playing hooky....You're not leaving." His tone is final, warning me not to say anything more.
 
   "No one can see me like this," I whisper. I want him to say something about my face...about what he did to me...my anger and fear resurfacing. I move to face him, my body stretched out next to his, but leaving a space between us. I put my hands on his chest to keep him away. "Look at what you did to my face, Max..." 
 
   He looks into my eyes, like he's looking for something. "Watch your tone, Lucy." Damn...that instant pussy pulsing...what has happened to me?! I look down at my hands, unable to keep his stare, then back up pleading with my eyes for him to answer me.
 
   He pushes my hair away from my face on the right side, but I can see him scrutinizing the left side again. The cheek mark is probably just visible to him from his angle. 
 
   "I think you're beautiful." His voice hasn't changed, the same even-toned, depth with a hint of warning.
 
   I smile, then stop, then try again, nervous. "But...?"
 
   "But nothing...I wanted to leave a mark on you." He agains looks like he's looking for something in my expression. I realize he's guaging my reactions and again feel a flutter in my stomach. He's so calm and in control and my head is so not in control right now.
 
   "You...you meant...to give me a bruise?!" I'm completely stiff now, my hands cold on his chest. 
 
   "Yes." He covers my hands with his. I flinch away from his sudden movement and see him smile in response. "I wanted to leave you with a mark last night...as a reminder of what disobeying me will get you."
 
   I stay stiff and quiet, unsure of what to do or say...hell, unsure of what I want to do or say! 
 
   Jump out of bed? Hit him and scratch his eyes out? Crawl into his arms and beg his forgiveness? Bury my head in his chest and cry again?
 
   I can only manage a shuttering breath in and out. My head light again.
 
   "Lucy." His voice brings me out of myself. I open my eyes. "I need you to understand. This is how it's going to be...from now on." He speaks slowly to me, like I'm a child he's teaching. I still have a hard time following his words...good thing I'm already lying down!
 
   "Do you understand that?"
 
   "Yes." It's a stuttered word, my whole body shaking with it. I want him to put his arms around me, to cover me with his warmth, but he doesn't move.
 
   "Is that how you answer me?" Warning voice...fluttering stomach.
 
   And I know that the hungry feeling for him has won against all my other sensible thoughts. I give in to what I need...him.
 
   "Yes...Sir." And I am rewarded with his warmth.
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   Chapter 1 HIM
 
   We're different. Wednesday night, yesterday...it changed everything between us. Clarified everything. 
 
   I smile thinking of how Lucy was yesterday. A shaky start, but a good beginning for us. She was so hesitant, trying to still hold back. She wasn't ready to embrace her new life with me. Not completely. Not yet. She was almost there, though.
 
   Yesterday, she was able to give in to what she really wants...submit to her true feelings. And we had a nice day together, playing hooky, staying in my bed, ordering food in, and keeping the world out.
 
   I knew seeing her face in a mirror would bring back a little of her fear and maybe some of her anger. She had to get used to seeing herself as mine...that I could do as I like to her...punish her how I want...and she'd accept it. Yesterday, she started to do this...with my help. 
 
   But today is the true start. Today the world is let back in; rather, Lucy has to face her world from her newly defined role with me. Today is an important first step for us.
 
   I hear her bare feet on the tile in her kitchen, but I keep my eyes closed. "Are you going to stay in bed all day, again, ya bum?!" 
 
   I only open one eye. Lucy is standing with her hands on her hips. She has a bra and thong on, her short robe open in the front, her blond hair falling in wet ringlets past her shoulders. She also already has on a lot of makeup. It's why I had agreed to sleeping here tonight, instead of at my place. So she could cover the red mark on her cheek and bruise under her jaw for work today. 
 
   I smile at her and still with only one eye open put my arm out for her to come to me. 
 
   She shakes her head and crosses her arms in front. "Oh, no...I'm not getting back in bed with you. We have to go to work!"
 
   I stop smiling and harden my look. She instantly moves to crawl in bed, snuggling in with her back to me. Things are definitely different between us. "Good girl." I kiss her head and feel her relax a little more. "Let me see you."
 
   She knows what I mean. Slowly, she rolls over to face me, putting her hands on my chest. I push her hair away from the left side of her face. Taking hold of her chin, I gently turn her face more. Both marks are well covered. The redness on her cheek is already fading, spreading into a lighter shade; the bruise along her jaw isn't as hidden, the blue of the center showing a little, the surrounding yellow covered only a little better. But her thick hair will cover this.
 
   I actually like seeing the small bruises. I worry that this makes me a monster...I hope my own past won't work it's way into our future...but I know that my love for Lucy is stronger than any violence or anger I've been through...
 
   "You're beautiful." I kiss her nose. She finally raises her eyes to me. 
 
   "You...you can't see anything, Max?" She's shaky still. In the dark before falling asleep, she had said she was afraid of her friends seeing something at work. That she wouldn't know what to say to them. I told her not to worry about it. We could stay home together one more day and then she'd have the whole weekend in between the next time she needed to see anyone from work if she wanted. It was her choice.
 
   "No...You did a good job, baby." I kiss her and she melts into me more, relieved. "Just keep your hair down if you don't want anyone to ask you any questions." She stiffens again.
 
   "So you can see something?!" A hint of defiance back in her eyes.  She drops this quickly though. Her eyes show only fear. "Aren't you afraid of someone asking me about my face?" The shakiness increased in her voice with more of a whine. 
 
   "No." 
 
   She searches my face, my eyes. I don't say more just calmly look back into her eyes.  She finally closes her mouth and swallows hard, before blurting out, "Why not?!"
 
   I speak slowly. This is important for her to understand. And I need to be clear with her about this part from the very beginning. Despite my own fears about my anger and my past, this is important for us going forward. "Because if anyone asks you, you'll have to say what happened. Won't you?" The bewildered look on her face again, mouth opening, then closing. I wait until she only nods, slowly. Good.
 
   "And what happened...is you misbehaved. Didn't you?” I pause again, waiting longer for her to slowly nod a tiny bit. Her eyes show a hint of the shame that made them so beautifully full of tears Wednesday night. "And I had to punish you. Didn't I?" The pause this time stretches longer. Her hands grow warm on my chest, her cheeks flaring red. She lowers her eyes before imperceptibly nodding.
 
   "Answer me, Lucy." Her head jerks up quickly. Good girl. Her responsiveness to the nuances of my voice and facial changes is still a marvel to me. I only added the slightest amount of sharpness and she is quick to reply, "Yes, Sir...." She's learning.  
 
   “Lucy, I’ll make a lot of promises to you. And I will always keep my promises.” She nods, relaxing. "I will discipline you. And my punishments will hurt.” I wait for her to relax again. “I will even leave marks on you sometimes to help you remember to be my good girl long after a punishment.” I rub her hair, her eyes can’t meet mine. “But I will never harm you.” She looks up questioning now. “I won’t damage you. Do you understand?”
 
   She is searching my eyes again. “I think so…”
 
   “I want you to know that you’re safe with me. To not question that part.”
 
   “I know that, Max.”
 
   “Good.” I give her a small kiss on her cheek. “I want you to be afraid of making me angry…this will help you to remember how to behave. “ She only nods, a little look of fear and guilt added to her searching eyes. “But I don’t want you to be afraid of me truly hurting you. I will never do anything to you…that can’t heal without damage.” I falter on how to make this clearer without scaring her more. I want to reassure her, not frighten her this morning. 
 
   She takes her time answering, swallowing several times, “I knew from what you said before…about your family…your beliefs…that you might…that you would...do something…if you were angry with me.” She swallows more. Her chin lifts a bit and her eyes focus on mine, “But I know that you love me, Max. And I know that I love you. And I know that I trust you.”
 
   I kiss her again and she is even more eager to kiss me back. "You better get ready for work...unless you want to stay with me today again?" I tenderly pull her hair forward again, over her shoulder.
 
   "No...No, I'll be ok." I let her get out of bed and watch her select a short-sleeved dress out of her closet. She turns to face me with the dress in front of her, "Do you like this one?" The blue of her eyes pop even more against the pale blue of the dress. She looks anxious to please me. It’s one of the ones we bought together.
 
   I give her a big smile, "It's perfect." We're meeting a few of my friends for dinner tonight right after work.  I don't know if she remembers this with all that has happened over the last two days. "Remember, we're going to dinner tonight...?"
 
   Her eyes answer before she does, "Oh! ...I forgot..." The look of apprehension is back. She just takes her dress and heads towards the kitchen and attached bathroom. At the end of the bed, though, she turns back to me, "You don't really want me to say any of that, do you...I mean...you want me to make something up...if anyone asks...?"
 
   "No, Lucy, I expect you to say exactly what I said." She starts to laugh, but stops herself. Again, she's very quick to respond to the subtle changes in my look. "You earned those marks, little girl. For misbehaving. And I won't have you lying about how you got them." She only lowers her head and turns to walk away again, a questioning look still on her face.
 
   I don't really want anyone questioning our relationship. Not this soon, anyway. Not as we're still figuring this out together. Lucy is still accepting so much...and there's so much more I need her to accept. But I need her to be clear on this point. She has to be able to face up to how things are between us now, no matter who questions us.
 
   I know that this part may be the hardest for her. That today may be one of the hardest in our relationship. She needs to understand that I'm not ashamed of what I did, what I needed to do, to her. I punished her for cursing. She knew my rule about her using foul language and I caught her cursing with her friends Wednesday night. So I slapped her, three times. I actually held back anger; since this was the first time I used our new understanding to punish her. 
 
   However, she's still fragile, uncertain about how this will work, this new relationship. She still needs a little time to get used to her role, her place with me.  Time and training. 
 
   I smile. I'm willing to give her both. I get out of bed and grab my boxers from a chair. I head towards her bathroom. She learned yesterday that I expect her not to close any doors to me. She doesn't have the right to privacy anymore. Her bathroom door is open. Good girl. 
 
   She has the dress on now. She only half smiles at me as she continues to fluff her curls dry, her part dramatic to cover her left side more.  I stand behind her, dwarfing her frame with mine. I zip up her dress and kiss her shoulder, "I like this on you."
 
   "Thank you." Her smile brightens. "Do you need the shower?"
 
   "No. I'm going home and for a run before heading to work." I move to stand in front of her toilet; she blushes and starts to leave the bathroom. "No. Stay. Keep getting ready." She hesitates for only a second before going back to looking at herself in the mirror, avoiding looking my way. I have to think of something besides her cute shyness to be able to pee.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1 HER
 
   Leaving my apartment, Max locks my door, but doesn't put the key into my outstretched hand, though. "I'm going to make copies of both our apartment keys today."  
 
   "Oh...OK..." I've never had a key to a guy's place before. All my boyfriends have either had roommate rules against it or didn't want that much commitment. I've also never given a key to a guy before. I correct myself...I'm not giving it; Max is taking it. Another way that he is taking control. I don’t say anymore, just head slowly down my steps to the street.
 
   I stop in front of my gate and wait for Max to open it. I know this is one of his pet-peeves. That a gentleman opens doors. And again, I'm shocked by how much things have changed in such a short amount of time! How much I've changed!
 
   The last two days have been intense. I never could have imagined him slapping me, let alone me accepting it as punishment for breaking one of his rules. But he did...and I did. And now I'm forever changed somehow. I think and feel differently. It's all about Max, pleasing him, not disappointing him...not angering him. 
 
   I can feel the happiness bubbling in me when he kisses my cheek as he opens the gate. I'm proud of myself for remembering this simple thing that makes him happy. Proud of myself for not disappointing him by reaching for the gate myself.
 
   I'm surprised to see Jeff waiting at my curb. "How did he know to be here?" 
 
   "I text him last night. He's been waiting only a little while." Max heads to the left side of the car and Jeff opens the door on my side for me. I smile as he greets me. I've definitely gotten used to having a private driver. Using cabs and buses when I'm not with Max feels strange now. 
 
   Inside, the smell of coffee and pastries is overwhelming. I didn't realize how hungry I was until now, so distracted with everything that Max said this morning. I lean forward and say, "Thank you, Jeff! This coffee is just what I needed!" He only smiles in return. I turn to Max and give him a kiss on the cheek, "Thank you for thinking of this!" I know it's really his doing. His attentiveness to me, his caring nature, is what I fell in love with first.
 
   "You're welcome, baby." I laugh as he tickles my knee with a squeeze.
 
   In front of my office building, Max stops me from getting out of the car. Jeff waits patiently a step away with the door open. "I'll pick you up at 6:30. Sharp." His look of warning sending that familiar shiver of excitement down from my stomach. Another of his pet-peeves...being on time. 
 
   I only nod in response, but his look further darkens, so I quickly add, "Yes, Sir." And I'm rewarded with one of his big smiles. He kisses me one last time.
 
   My boss walks passed, just as I get out of the car. She stops for me to catch up. "A private car? I must be paying you too much!" She's laughing, the Tigerlady with her fangs out. 
 
   "Oh...no...It’s my boyfriend's." I hurry to keep up with her longer legs. She's always in a rush and expects everyone to be at her pace in everything. 
 
   "Hmmm...How nice," and her laugh is cut off by the revolving door. I roll my eyes while she can't see me.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I've been dreading lunch all day. I know Tracy and Laura will stop by my office to see which spot we're going to today. We always try to have lunch together, but especially on Fridays. Tracy calls it the pre-party to our weekends. 
 
   I thought about skipping out early, but I knew this would be more suspicious and lead to even more scrutiny and questions from them.  Besides, since Max and I have been dating, I've seen less of them. And Laura already told me how upset they both are by this. 
 
   I jump when I hear a loud knock on my open door, "You ready for lunch? Geez...someone's had too much coffee today!" I turn and Tracy is standing with her knuckles still against the door, Laura right behind her.
 
   I grab my purse from a drawer and head out; but not before Kevin, my officemate, adds behind me, "She's been jumpy like that all day, girl!" He laughs and shakes his head, not taking his eyes from his computer screen though. I only roll my eyes in response, ducking my head down more, as I pass Tracy out the door.
 
   Laura puts her arm in mine. "I like your hair today!" I mumble a small, "Thanks," keeping my head down, since she's on my left.
 
                                                                                       ....
 
   I've made it through most of lunch without either of them commenting on anything. I think I'm in the clear. I don't really know what I'd say if they saw something and asked about it. My instinct would be to tell some story about hurting myself. But I doubt either of them would believe me anyway...I can't convincingly lie to anyone, let alone my best friends.   
 
   And then, there's what Max expects me to say. I don't think I could do it. I think I would die at the age of 26 from the heatstroke of that much embarrassment if I had to say those words to them. Tracy would probably die of shock. 
 
   I'd have to tell them something, though. And the sinking feeling in my stomach, the knot that has made me only choke down a few bites of my sandwich, is that I know I'd tell them the truth, a version of the truth anyway. That Max and I had an argument and he slapped me. I can feel my face turning red as I think this. But this isn't even the truth...if I tell the truth it's that I was bad...and Max punished me...just like he warned me he would. But I can’t say that! I’d say the partial-true version…maybe.
 
   I'd have to. Otherwise, if they saw Max and made some comment about a story I made up; he'd be mad and I'd be in trouble. Not an option. Better to deal with my friends than Max. 
 
   I only feel more red and sick with this self-realization. I'd choose Max not being mad at me over keeping the peace with my friends. Max would probably still be a little upset, because I know that I wouldn't be able to tell them everything. But he wouldn't be mad at me for telling a complete lie at least. 
 
   "Hey...you ok...are you still not feeling well?" Tracy is looking a little too closely at me. I realize I've been quiet and thinking my own thoughts for too long. She's referring to my calling in sick yesterday. She and Laura had both sent texts that they could come over after work and take care of me. I text back that I was only feeling a little badly, mostly playing hooky with Max. 
 
   I made sure they sat together in the booth opposite me, so I could keep my head down. I lower my face more, like I'm going to take a big bite of my sandwich, "I'm fine...just a long day already. Cruela is really riding everyone since the interviews haven't panned out lately." Tracy and Laura both know that their own marketing team has two open positions that we've had a hard time filling. My boss has been under fire for not being able to get the right candidates to stay in positions for more than a year. Not the candidates that I've placed, but she isn't discriminating in her broom-riding tirades.
 
   "Well...you and Kevin have been her only bright spots. The most trouble seems to be in the accounting positions anyway. She should lighten up on you." Tracy sits back. Laura keeps watching me though. I take a bite of sandwich from the side, so the left side of my face is more away from her again. She finally looks away.
 
   "So are we still on for tomorrow?" Tracy changes the subject. I almost groan out loud, but stop myself and look down quickly to hide my reaction. 
 
   "Tad and I'll bring beer and popcorn." Laura is excited about the plans we made last Friday. When we were out for our girls-only night out dancing, I'd agreed to a Saturday movie night at Tracy's this weekend. 
 
   So much has changed in only one week. I completely forgot about making these plans, but I cover it, "We'll bring wine." 
 
   "Great! Josh and I'll have pizzas delivered! This'll be fun!" She and Josh, her on-off boyfriend, have been more on than off lately. She doesn't want to admit that since their last breakup over three months ago, she's been more into him.  Laura and I share an eye roll and laugh. It feels good to laugh with them again.
 
   During my next interview, though, I'm completely distracted. I realize that I not only forgot about making these plans, I haven't told Max about them!
 
   Since he slapped me because I was cursing along with Tracy and Laura, I'm afraid of how he'll react to my suggestion that we spend tomorrow night with them. I am relieved, though, that I didn't have to tell any stories, half-truths, or truths over lunch. 
 
   I touch my cheek...I know why Max wanted to leave his mark on me...I've certainly been able to think of nothing else for a while! It doesn't hurt, just looks a little bad...but I still can't believe how much is changed by this. When I look in the mirror... I know that I belong to him...that I will never be the same again. I've let him punish me...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 HIM
 
   I smile. I can see Lucy waiting on the sidewalk outside her building. I'm early. My smile falters though when I see that Tracy is waiting with her. 
 
   Tracy is what I call a 'bad influence.' Lucy admitted that her own Mom believes Tracy contributes to her having a more foulmouth than she should. And I've seen for myself how Lucy behaves more boldly around this friend. It's why she was cursing the other night. Hopefully, Lucy is broken of that habit. I grin, if not, she'll be a very sorry little girl again in the future.
 
   Jeff opens the door for Lucy and she gets in. Tracy leans in before the door is closed. "So I'll see you guys tomorrow at 7:00. Don't forget the wine!" She slams the car door before Jeff can move in her way. Lucy doesn't look at me. She looks everywhere but at me. 
 
   I let her squirm a little longer. She fidgets with her purse, taking out a mirror and pretending to check her makeup. I can tell she's already reapplied before waiting for me. She adds more powder anyway. 
 
   "What was that about?" I put my hand on Lucy's knee. She kicks her leg up in response, but doesn't laugh at my ticklish squeeze. 
 
   "Um...I forgot..." she darts looks at me, then at Jeff in the front seat, then back at me, "...to mention that I made plans for us to do a movie night tomorrow..." more darting, and she swallows, "...at Tracy's."
 
   I've been texting her all day. She said her friends and co-workers hadn't noticed anything. She was fine. She didn't say anything about this until now.
 
   "Ask me."
 
   Her head whips sideways to face me; she holds her makeup in the air in front of her face. I smile at the look of shock and shame on her.
 
   "I..." She stops, lowering her makeup and hands to her lap. I see a cloud of emotions fight over control of her face. She turns her face to mine, "...I made plans for us..." She tries to say this with a strong voice, but she squeaks at the end. It's more a plea than a statement. I raise an eyebrow in response. She lowers her eyes.
 
   "Oh...?" I smile as she lowers her chin slightly as I drip sarcasm into this simple accusation. "Is that how you ask me, Lucy?" I've been nervous about her facing her friends and co-workers all day. How she'd react if they commented on anything. If she'd be able to withstand outside influences in how our relationship is developing. It's why I left a mark on her that is so visible...I need to know that she's mine...no matter what anybody says to her.
 
   I've been hopeful in her text responses, but now is the real test. I need to push her, again. I need to put her in her place and keep her there. I allow myself a small smile while her eyes are still lowered.
 
   I wait for her to finally raise her eyes to me, her chin still lowered, "Can we go to Tracy's tomorrow night, Max?" She asks in such a sweet little voice. 
 
   "You don't have the right to decide what you do, what we do, anymore. I expect you not to make plans again, Lucy. You get my permission first. Do you understand me?" I continue my hard look at her, ignoring her question for a moment. Taking this golden opportunity to drive home the message that she's no longer in control of herself, her life. 
 
   She shrinks into the seat more, fidgeting her fingers together in her dress, looking furtively at Jeff to see if he can hear us. "Yes, Sir...I won't," her answer is tiny.
 
   "Good." I continue staring at her for another moment. Her cheeks are a blooming with the heat of her embarrassment, her eyes a bright blue and wide, and her tits heave nicely in the form-fitting dress. I'm proud of her for not asking me for an answer. "We can go tomorrow." 
 
   She's so tightly wound, that she jumps into my arms and kisses me at the release of her tension, "Thank you, Max!"
 
   "You just better be on your best behavior!" She squeezes me more and promises to be.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 HER
 
   I'm nervous. I keep checking myself in the mirror. My makeup has stayed on well, but then again, I've reapplied three times today. Max finally tells me to put the mirror away.
 
   I would rather be heading home for an early night with Max, than out to dinner with his friends. Today has been exhausting. But I know better than to make this suggestion to him. He would definitely not be happy with me questioning his plans. And he did just agree to go to Tracy's tomorrow...but that might just be even more stress for me.
 
   We arrive at the restaurant and I smile to myself while I wait for Jeff to open my door...pet-peeve avoided. I don't know who all is going to be here tonight. I imagine that it will be the friends that I've met of his, Dan and Becca, Mike and Stephie. I like all of them. Stephie was rude at first, but now she's sweet to me. Mike is a goof ball and makes me laugh a lot...something I could use tonight. And Dan acts like an older brother to Max, with Becca acting like a mother hen to the whole group, so both were welcoming to me from the start.
 
   Max is waiting for me on the sidewalk. His tall, dark looks excite me. In a white shirt over light linen pants, his strong muscles and lean body are on display nicely. He looks so perfectly casual, yet carries himself like he's in a full suit. Two women walking into the restaurant try to catch his eye, but he only looks at me as I walk to him. He kisses my cheek and presses me to his side, "Have I told you how beautiful you are tonight?" I blush. He says he loves this about me, how easily I blush and show my emotions.
 
   "Only a few times..." My smile feels great; I relax a little more, sending much needed relief to my knotted stomach. 
 
   "My brother's going to love you." He is already opening the door, before this sinks in. 
 
   "Your brother's here?!" He doesn't answer, just continues to lead me inside. The lobby area is full of people waiting for tables already. We head towards the large bar in the back. Max stops, though, to look at his phone.
 
   "Sorry, baby, I have to take this. Wait for me in the bar." He turns to head back outside to hear better.
 
   I hesitate, in a limbo of emotions. The knot is back in my stomach. I know that I have to walk into the bar. Max told me to wait for him there. If I don't, he'll be upset with me. But I'm scared to walk in there and meet his brother without him.
 
   I stay still for a moment longer, calming myself with what I do know already about his brother. Jake, 32, three years younger than Max, lives in Old Town with his girlfriend, can't remember her name. Jake didn't follow the path set by their Dad, he didn't become a lawyer like Max did, he didn't join the family firm like Max did. He also didn't take the brunt of the abuse from their Mom when they were younger, because Max protected him as much as he could. The abuse stopped when Ron married their Mom and adopted them both. 
 
   I take a deep breath. Better head in.
 
   I see Dan before anyone else. He's almost the same height as Max and stands out in a crowd. I make my way towards him and he waves as he sees me. "Where's Max?" 
 
   "He's right outside. Had to take a call first." I look around. I only see Becca and Stephie sitting at the bar.  Phew.
 
   "Here. I got an extra one since it's happy hour prices. I thought Mike would be here by now." Stephie hands me a glass from in front of her. It's gin and tonic, not my favorite. But I could really use a drink about now. I take a big gulp before thanking her.
 
   "How's your gallery opening going?" Becca takes a gulp of her drink too before answering me.
 
   "Great! I think I've got a place lined up in River North. It's this cool loft gallery that hosts up-and-coming exhibits along with their rotating regular pieces. It's one of my favorites for finding hidden gems for my clients. I just hope another art broker thinks my art is a hidden gem now for someone else!"
 
   "You'll do great! You do great at everything!" Stephie shakes her shoulder and I nod in support.
 
   Dan adds, "I think she's underpricing herself...but she's the expert!" 
 
   Becca slaps his stomach, but is smiling, "Thank you, supportive husband!"
 
   I realize that I've downed almost all the drink and start to put it on the bar to avoid drinking the rest. Max puts his hand on my shoulder and I turn towards him in a quick startled motion. Dan is the first to greet him, though, "Hey, the conquering hero has arrived! Congrats on closing that deal today with Hoffman! That place is going to be great for the LPE Group!" 
 
   "Thanks!" He takes Dan's outstretched hand and shakes it. Then he takes the drink from my hand and I can tell he's upset. At first I can't tell if it's at me or from his call. His look darkens and by the strange electrical pulse that runs from my stomach down to my pussy, I know it's me. I'm just not sure what it is that I've done to upset him. My stomach knots more watching him, watch me.
 
   He glances down at the drink now in his hand and finishes it. Leaning over me to put it on the bar. He gets the attention of the bartender and orders two glasses of wine for us.
 
   I try to lighten his mood, kissing his cheek as he leans over me, "You didn't tell me...Congrats, Max." He works for his Dad at the firm, but he mostly works for himself, as a silent partner and attorney for the Lincoln Park Entertainment Group, one of the largest owner/management groups of restaurants and bars in the city. He doesn't really talk business with me, though. He doesn't even ask about my job.
 
   Max ignores me and answers Dan instead, "You're just happy because it means I'm always going to be able to get us a table at one of your favorite bars in town!" Max is laughing, but the dark look hasn't left his eyes. He keeps flicking them at me. 
 
   "You wound me, friend!" Dan is clapping his back though and everyone's laughing. I join in, but only for a second. 
 
   The bartender hands our wine to Max. He hands me one, but doesn't let go. He leans over my side, "That's strike one, little girl." I swallow and feel my face turning red. He didn't whisper it, just said it in his usual deep voice. I glance around to see if anyone heard him. He nods at me and lets me take the glass. He must be upset that I had that drink before he arrived. It's his biggest pet-peeve so far. He always orders everything for me. It's been this way since we met, and I've never challenged him on it. 
 
   It's one of the strangest parts of our relationship. From the beginning, Max has been more attentive than any other guy I've dated. He notices everything, keeps an eye on me at all times when we're together, and always does little things to show me how special I am to him. But his attentiveness also means he has a lot of these pet-peeves. A long list of things he does or doesn't want me to do.  I don't have to guess how to make him happy. He tells, shows me. 
 
   And I have surprised myself with how much I like it this way. He's in control. There's never been a question about this in my mind. Take Max, take his control. It wasn't until after our trip to meet his parents though, that I realized how deep this need for control goes. His. And mine.
 
   I've never really liked the wishy-washy nature of guys I've dated before...leaving everything up to me to decide...leaving the brunt of relationship building and commitment pushing up to me. Max has been different from the start. And the depth of my response to him has surprised me. 
 
   I've wanted to please him from the beginning. I've wanted to follow his little rules and old-fashion-ness to show him how much he means to me. I've been proud of being able to do every little thing he's asked. Since he slapped me, though, there's also been this element of fear of not pleasing him. 
 
   And the depth of my response to that has been the hardest for me to understand. Just looking at the darkened look he still wears now...makes me wet. He made me a promise. And I know that I can trust him. I know that I can give into these feelings…that I’m safe...to be turned on by his anger, his control.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 HIM
 
   I like watching her change before my eyes. She shrinks into herself, blushes, looks around embarrassed. She's aware that I'm angry with her and she's trying to figure out why. She should know by now, though. I'll have to make that lesson more memorable for her. I keep an eye on her, admiring how beautiful her blue eyes look when they are tinged with fear. 
 
   Dan is asking Stephie about her latest case, "...So is the defendant as sleaze-bag as the blogs make him out to be?" Since attending law school with Dan, Mike, and Stephie, Stephie has been the only one of us who has stayed in her original field, civil defense.  
 
   She puts on her best "lawyer face for the cameras" as we called at Northwestern, "I cannot confirm nor deny these allegations, gentle sir!" We laugh, but I like seeing that Lucy is still too on edge to laugh.
 
   Before Dan can give a smartass comment back, Jake arrives and hugs everyone, stopping in front of Lucy. "You must be Lucy?" He smiles down at her from the same height as me.  We could almost be twins, except he keeps his wavy brown hair longer, touching his collar. 
 
   She gives him one of her prettiest smiles. Her head held back and eyes sparkling. "You must be Jake?" They shake hands.
 
   Stephie breaks in though, reaching with her hand towards Lucy's jaw, "Oh, honey, you have a little smudge."
 
   Lucy moves her head down quickly to cover the bruise with her hair again, but not before seeing the accusing look Jake shoots at me. Stephie doesn't notice anything and goes back to teasing Dan. 
 
   Lucy remains with her head down, her eyes turned pleadingly up at me though. Jake turns to face me more and looks like he's going to say something. I only smile calmly at my brother's clenched jaw.
 
   "Here you are! I looked around the restaurant for you since I'm so late!" Jake's girlfriend interrupts his glare. He relaxes his face and returns her hug, taking his eyes off of me.
 
   "Hi, Julia." I give her a hug in return too and turn her towards Lucy, "Lucy, Julia."
 
   "Nice to meet you!" both girls say in unison, shaking hands. Lucy's laugh is shaky and shy. I put my arm around her and pull her to my side firmly. 
 
   Mike arrives within seconds, "Sorry I'm late! Had to get across town in the Friday rush!" He slides in to stand next to Stephie. 
 
   She kisses him, but says, "I gave your drink away...serves ya right!" Dan and Becca laugh at this, but Lucy only buries her head more in my side. Good girl. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   Jake sits across the long table from me. His look keeps travelling from me to Lucy. His jaw is no longer clenched though; his eyes are more questioning, his brow pulled down. I return his stare calmly, keeping my face neutral. 
 
   Lucy remains with her hands in her lap, not picking up the menu in front of her. I put my hand on her knee and she grabs it with both of hers like a lifesaver. 
 
   Stephie turns to Lucy suddenly, "Hey...Lucy, we never got what you do for a living?!" 
 
   "I...I'm in human resources," Lucy is thrown off by the sudden spotlight again. "I'm in recruiting." 
 
   "My lucky day! ...maybe you could help me then!" Julia is leaning over her menu across the table. "I could really use some interviewing pointers." She tells the rest of the table that she's trying for a promotion, but has to interview for the job since it's with a different division.
 
   "Yeah, Max. You'd like that wouldn't you...your girlfriend helping mine to get ahead in the business world?!" Jake says this quietly, but with enough sarcasm to make Julia look at him questioningly. 
 
   Lucy answers before I can, "I'd love to help!" 
 
   "Great! Maybe over lunch next week...my treat?!" Julia sits back, smiling at Lucy, but still with a frown at the looks Jake and I are exchanging.
 
   "Sounds good," Lucy answers quietly, also responding to the tension between us.
 
   "How's your little business going, Jake?" I take a drink of wine, still calmly meeting my brother's stare. He clenches his jaw again. 
 
   Dan interrupts, "I heard you got a city contract to make over the old Union Building? Congrats, Jake!" Dan gives me his "be cool" look...eyes wide, brows raised, head nod, raising his glass in Jake's direction. Big brother trying to make peace. Both Mike and Dan are aware of our family rift.
 
   Mike joins in the peacekeeping effort, "Yeah, that's a big deal...congrats!" He raises his glass for everyone to cheer. I join in, but don't clink glasses with Jake. He pulls his glass away from mine too.
 
   The waitress arrives and stops next to my chair, "Hello, Mr. Traeger. It's so nice to see you! Do you remember me? I worked at Frogs Leap as a hostess!" I try to remember all the employees I come in contact with at the LPE restaurants...it's a very incestuous business and it's important to put names with faces quickly when making decisions about staff. 
 
   "Of course. Veronica! It's great to see you too."
 
   "And thanks for the recommendation! It made getting this job super easy!"  She had been a good employee, but we closed the place down for four months of renovations last year and let everyone go. 
 
   "I'm glad! Let me know if you're ever looking to make a move back, we have an opening in parties and catering..." I know this is one of the areas that all waitstaff love...better pay, bigger tips, and less hours. She'd be perfect since she already knows most of the menu and the catering manager.
 
   Her smile gets bigger. "I'll think about it! Thank you!" She turns to the rest of the table, "Some of you look set on drinks, I'll get orders for those who aren't.  But does anyone have any questions on the menu so far?"
 
   Jake speaks up, "Lucy...do you have a question? You've hardly looked at your menu..." He's staring pointedly at me though. 
 
   Veronica starts to turn to Lucy, but I answer, also staring at Jake, "She's fine." He bows his head sarcastically to me.
 
   Mike breaks the tension. "Actually...I think we could use more drinks all around, Veronica!" Stephie and Becca gulp down the last of their drinks and hand their empties to Veronica. She doesn't miss a beat. Jake finally stops glaring at me when it's his turn to order.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   The rest have left already, leaving Jake and me alone. Dan squeezed my shoulder on his way out and said, "Play nice, boys." Giving Jake a nod as good-bye. Lucy and Julia excused themselves to the bathroom shortly after.
 
   Jake doesn't waste any time, as soon as we’re alone, "I can't believe you!" He's staring at me, leaning forward, his hands open on the cleared table. I only look at him, waiting for him to continue. He was always more emotional than me. "You're really following in Ron's footsteps now, aren't you?!" He's trying for sarcastic, but it comes across as more questioning. 
 
   "Our Father is a good man, Jake. Careful how you speak about him." I lower my voice, speak slowly, and give him the The Look. It's what we had called the expression that came over our Dad's face when we did something wrong. Brows furrowed, jaw clenched, eyes piercing. We always knew we were in trouble when we got that look.
 
   Jake is my little brother. I've always protected him. But I am not going to take shit off of him. He's always responded to me, backing off when I really push him. He leans back in his chair, taking a deep breath. "Look, Max..." He runs his hand through his waves, and leans forward into the table once more. Lowering his voice to almost a whisper, "I can tell that you really like this girl...and she's obviously crazy about you..." He falters when I sigh and frown more. 
 
   "I love her. And she loves me." I can see that he's surprised at my matter-of-fact tone in making this statement about a girl that he hasn't even met before. 
 
   He shakes his head in response, "But, you don't have to go down this path..." He shrugs at the end. Lucy and Julia are returning to the table, so he says no more. He stands up before either of them can sit back down. I stand up too.
 
   But I wait until short good-byes are given, before grabbing Lucy in a hug. "You were a very good girl tonight!" She beams a smile up at me. "Except for that one slip...we'll have to address that later." The pretty shift from disappoint, fear, and anxious need to please that plays across her face makes me smile and kiss her again. "Let's go. It's been a long day, baby."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   In the car, Lucy falls asleep with her head on my shoulder. Poor, girl...she has had a long day. The beginning to all the rest of our days together. 
 
   I still can't believe how quickly everything's progressed with Lucy. We've only known each other a little over a month, and I'm already comfortable being myself with her. No keeping a distance, like with the girls I took on random dates to events and just for sex. No hiding what I believe until I think the moment is right to try for something more meaningful, like with past girlfriends. No pretending that a girl who submits to my demands in the bedroom is good enough for me, like past unsuccessful relationships.
 
   I don't remember making a conscious decision to be different with her...but with Lucy, everything has been different. From the beginning, I've been controlling and demanding. And she's responded perfectly. In sync with how I think and feel...how I believe it should be between me and mine. 
 
   I know Jake rejects how we were raised. It's because he doesn't remember how bad it was before Ron came along...how bad Mom was before him. But I do.
 
   The first seven years of my life were crap. My Dad was a deadbeat, never marrying my under aged Mom, dragging her into his seedy drugged-up life, disappearing a year after fathering my brother. My Mom was overwhelmed...unable to cope with what life had handed her. Until she met Ron. He turned everything around in one night. 
 
   He stopped her from beating my brother for something minor. I overhead it all. I'd crept out of our bedroom while Jake stayed cowering and crying in his bed. I heard Ron yell at my Mom. And I heard him spank her. She'd begged, cried, tried to get away even. I heard him beat her with his belt that night.
 
   The next day, he sat Jake and me at the kitchen table and explained that he was going to be our Dad from now on. That he was going to be in charge and things would be different around the house. Our Mom only smiled and looked down at her hand on his shoulder the whole time. 
 
   I also remember that she didn't sit down for almost a week...just like I didn't when she took Jake's punishment out on me the year before. But then she'd used her fist and my back was too sore to sit that long. 
 
   Remembering this doesn't make me bitter or angry. I know that my Mom is a good woman now. She's loving, caring, considerate, kind. She's everything that a wife and mother should be. All thanks to Ron. His tough-love showed her how to be a good woman. 
 
   Jake doesn't understand this though. We talked before I went college. He said he was afraid to be left alone with Ron's anger. I told him that Ron's anger served a purpose...to help us to be better people. That he had nothing to fear. 
 
   But I know that he never saw it this way. He doesn't remember Mom's anger...her violence. He only remembers how strict, controlling, and disciplinarian Ron was to all of us. He thinks that Mom could've been a good mother on her own...I know he's wrong. 
 
   I only hope that there's enough of Ron in me to counterbalance my own anger issues...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HER
 
   I wake to the sound of Max talking from his living room. I can't hear what he's saying, but his tone is dangerously close to angry. We didn't talk when we got home. I was too exhausted and he said we could talk in the morning about everything that happened yesterday.
 
   I don't think I've ever slept so soundly. The last several days have been emotionally and physically exhausting. I feel more relaxed and myself this morning. But his voice is putting me on edge again. Curiosity gets to me and I climb out of bed. Grabbing the t-shirt of his I wore two days before, I head towards the kitchen. 
 
   Just in the hall, his words come clear, "You don't have anything figured out! You think you can just turn your back and bam...become a different person?! It's not that simple!" 
 
   I see him standing with one hand on his hip, in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The top-floor view of the city hardscape spans beyond him. His back muscles are tense, looking like a sculpture of a beautiful angry god ready to strike down the city below his feet.
 
   I don't interrupt him, just turn into the kitchen and pour coffee as quietly as I can into the mug he left for me. I'm still not sure who he is talking to or what about. 
 
   "He taught us well! You think doing just the opposite of what he wants for you is going to make you a better person, little brother?!" So he's talking to Jake. I swallow the hot coffee down hard. I want to slip back into the bedroom and pretend I haven't heard anything, but I know I can't do this. I stay in the kitchen out of sight.
 
   "I am a better person! I've lived my life exactly how I want. And with Lucy, I have exactly what I want!" He doesn't pause long to let Jake say anything. "You think living with a girl, pretending that you're ok with Julia's ambitions, putting you on the backburner all these years...you really want to tell me that you're ok with that?!" He's almost yelling into the phone. But he pauses to allow Jake to speak this time.
 
   His voice is quieter when he answers, "I don’t believe you, Jake...I know you...and I know that you want more than that for yourself..." A long pause again. "You haven't even been honest with Julia...Mom and Dad haven't even met her." The pause stretches. "I am honest with Lucy. She knows exactly who and what I am."
 
   His voice is deadly deep, the chill to whatever his brother has said making me shiver at hearing him. I'm shrinking back against the cabinets, holding the mug up close under my chin, breathing in the warm coffee goodness. Praying that he'll be off the phone soon. I don't want to hear him discussing me with his brother.
 
   "You don't get it...I've never lied to her. Lucy knows her place." The pause is short. I'm holding my breath as he quickly continues, obviously talking over Jake, "You are lying to Julia. By not being honest with who you are!" He stops. I can hear him taking a deep breath to calm himself. "You think warning Lucy against me will make a difference...then go ahead, little brother." I can't tell if he's hung up or is just letting Jake rant. 
 
   He hasn't moved. I'm sick with what I overheard. Jake knows what's happened between us...and he wants to warn me about something...I just want to crawl back into bed...
 
   I look up and Max is standing in the doorway. He was so quiet I didn't hear him moving. The phone is still in his hand, now at his side. The look on his face is dark only for a moment. His eyes clear as if a strong wind has blown away the shadow hanging over his brow. 
 
   "Good morning,” he doesn't move though. So I go to him. I slip my arms around him, squeezing. He breathes in my hair and kisses my head. 
 
   "You heard some of that?" He's not really asking if I heard just how much of it I heard.
 
   "Yes...you were talking to Jake?" I don't really want to talk to him about this. It brings up the stress of yesterday...of his brother's reaction to Stephie mistaking the bruise for something else on my jaw. I look down at my feet.
 
   "Yes. He wanted to confront me about you...well, more than he did last night anyway." Max sighs heavily, rubbing my back. "Jake thinks he has things figured out that he really has no idea about." Max sounds so sad, so resigned. I look up into his face and see the sadness. I reach up and touch his cheek gently. He looks down at me and smiles, "Jake thinks living with his girlfriend, letting her run the show, not seeing our parents, and talking shit to his big brother, means that he's grown up....he has no idea how far off he is." He kisses my head and swats my butt. "Make breakfast, Lucy." 
 
   His abrupt change to a command surprises me. It falters me into asking, "So what does he want to warn me about?" I stay frozen in place, watching him.
 
   He stops in his turn towards the coffee machine, but only for a second. He doesn't answer. Just pours himself more coffee, taking his time adding some creamer and stirring. I can see his back tensing though, his shoulders rounding, muscles flexing. He doesn't turn to me, "I told you to do something, didn't I?" 
 
   It's a soft, edgy, voice. A warning voice. And I respond in an instant. I move to the cabinet under the stove where he keeps his pans. "Would you like eggs, sweetie?" My voice is artificially elevated, made higher by my fear.
 
   "No." He turns to me now, leaning against his cabinet, still stirring his mug. "Ask me what I'd like." 
 
   I freeze, the frying pan hanging mid-air above the stove. "Oh..." the wind is knocked out of my lungs feeling. “What would you like to eat?" It's all monosyllable, numb.
 
   I still hold the pan in my hand as he answers. "I'll have two pieces of French toast and an over easy egg." He steps towards me and kisses my cheek. "You'll have an over easy egg and one piece of toast...not burnt." He tilts my chin up and raises an eyebrow to me, before finishing with a kiss. "We're taking a shower first, so you can start breakfast after." He pulls my hand behind him toward the hallway.
 
   This is different. He's demanding, controlling, as usual...but somehow different...no question about my obedience to his exact demands....I move in a state of numbness. And wetness. I barely have time to put the pan on a counter as I follow him.
 
                                                                                       ....
 
   I am just finishing the eggs, adding everything to a plate when a buzzer sounds. I jump. My hair is in damp ringlets over the same t-shirt. I have my thong on too but nothing else. Max wouldn't let me get dressed before making his breakfast. 
 
   I watch as Max moves in his tan shorts and green short-sleeve shirt towards the front door. I continue putting breakfast together. I have everything just as he asked. I smile. I even added sliced oranges to the plates. 
 
   He was rough in the shower. Pushing soapy fingers into my pussy and shoving me hard against the shower walls. I thought he might slap me again, but he only pushed me around and fucked me hard. I’m still pulsing from it.
 
   I freeze when I hear Jake's voice. He follows just behind Max into the kitchen. Max smiles at me, "Get a cup of coffee for my brother, baby." 
 
   I am already putting a plate down and turning towards where Max keeps cups, when Jake stops me. He looks embarrassed and doesn't make eye contact with me. "No...No need, really....I didn't realize that you weren't alone, Max." He lifts his eyes to stare into the bright green of Max's. 
 
   "Lucy already overhead our conversation from before..." Max is taking a bite of French toast from his plate, looking between Jake and me. "She knows you have something to say to her...why don't you just say it..." he chews loudly, taking a napkin and wiping his mouth. He smiles at me, then Jake. Jake looks to me, then Max. 
 
   "How bout I leave you two alone..." To my surprise, Max takes his plate and walks out to the terrace, leaving me in the kitchen with Jake. 
 
   I put my plate down on the counter with a loud clank. "Say what you want to say...get this over with, please!" My nerves are shot from so many days in stress mode.
 
   Jake only looks at me with such tenderness, that I almost cry. "How are you doing, Lucy?" His voice reminds me of Max...strong, deep, urging, but without the edge of angry.
 
   "I'm fine." I take a bite of my toast defensively. 
 
   "Can I see your face?" He almost whispers this...so tender.
 
   I can't swallow my bite for a minute, "...Why...?" I know it's a stupid question, but I'm stalling now. I glance at the terrace. Max is sitting with his back to us. I didn't put any makeup on after our shower. The bruises are fading, but still clearly visible.
 
   "Because I want to see what he did to you," almost a whisper.
 
   I stare into his eyes for what feels like a long time. I notice that his eyes are more of an emerald green to Max's pale pond green. He doesn't blink, neither do I. His look remains soft, sweet even. I remain numb, questioning at best, brows narrowed, mouth twisted.
 
   I finally put my fork down with a loud clang and pull my hair back defiantly from the left side of my face with one hand. "There. Now you saw." I drop my hair, but keep my face turned to the right to hide the marks. My defiance ran out of steam quickly.
 
   Jake moves slowly towards me with his hand outstretched. I'm shocked, but watch as he comes closer to me. I wouldn't dream of letting another man touch me...not in this apartment, not with Max this close, not ever. Yet, I stand still while Jake puts his hand on my shoulder and runs it up the side of my neck to stop in my hair, rubbing my hair briefly before quickly pulling his hand away.
 
   He only repeats himself, "Are you ok?" with a stronger voice, more emotion hidden in the gravel. 
 
   I look up at him, my eyes burning with tears. Humiliation, desire to please Max, and fear making my own voice stop in my throat. Finally, I find the breath to speak again, "...you wanted to tell me something...?"
 
   Jake doesn't move away from me. He towers over me, just like Max. "I wanted to tell you that Max..." He turns away, looking out towards the terrace for a second. "I know he loves you..." He keeps starting and stopping, unsure of himself. So different from Max.
 
   I reach for his shoulder, but stop myself and quickly pull my hand back looking guiltily outside. Jake starts again, turning back to me. "Our Dad...he was a cruel man sometimes. He loved us. All of us. But..." He shakes his head, takes in a shaky breath, "But he wasn't always loving to us...to our Mom. There were many mornings that I found her crying, hiding what he had done." He looks pointedly at me. "Days when she wouldn't come out of their room...when he wouldn't let her." He raises his arm towards Max, "And he thinks it was all ok. That we had a great childhood." He lowers his arm, shaking his head again. "You've met my Mom...she's a sweet, caring person...but she allowed our Dad to push her around..."
 
   I interrupt him, but my voice sounds far away to me, "Max said...that your Mom wasn't always..." I don't want to repeat the abuse Max said he suffered as a young boy. "That you were too young to remember...that he protected you..."
 
   Jake's smile is twisted, a grimace, "Yeah...he's told me that too...but I...I can't believe that that's the truth..." He stands taller, squaring his shoulders more. "And you shouldn't believe it either, Lucy." He puts his hands on my shoulders, scaring me again with his closeness. I dart my eyes to the terrace. Max still has his back to us. I keep my eyes on Max. Jake sees my fear and quickly drops his hands and takes a step back. "I don't want you to get hurt, Lucy...because he thinks it's the only way to love." He adds, softly, "You deserve better than that..."
 
   I dart my eyes back to Jake at this. "How do you know what I deserve? You don't know me, Jake." I have a little defiance, a little anger in me at being put in this humiliating situation by him. But I finish with almost a plea, "You don't know anything about me..." 
 
   "You're right..." He puts his hands up, "I don't know you. But I do know Max. And he'll do exactly what our Dad did. He'll follow in his footsteps like a good little soldier." He puts his hands in his pockets. "He'll change you into exactly what he wants." Max is walking back in. "Is that what you really want, Lucy?" Jakes finishes quickly.
 
   "Time's up, little brother," Max stands in the doorway, looking only at Jake. I just look from one to the other, almost mirror images, same clenched jaws, tight faces, piercing eyes. “Did you say your peace?” 
 
   Jake looks at me, face still set, “Yeah…” He turns to walk down the hallway to the door, Max following him.
 
   “Wait!” Both men turn, startled, to me. “You didn’t get my answer…” Same mirrored response, both faces turned into surprise, eyebrows up. “Yes.”
 
   Jake only shakes his head and turns to leave. Max continues looking at me, searching my face; finally, he smiles and turns towards the door just as Jake shuts it. He stands with his back to me for a moment.
 
   I walk to the bedroom quickly, tears welling up. I slam the bathroom door shut and lean over the counter, crying. The door bangs open and I jump, crying out, hand to my mouth. Max comes in, but doesn’t move towards me, just stares at me with his eyes narrow. “Wanna tell me what you think you’re doing?” The edge is back in his voice, cutting into the air between us.
 
   “I…I just needed a minute…” I sniffle, wiping my cheeks with flat hands.
 
   “So you think that makes it ok for you to slam a door…to even shut a door on me?” He hasn’t moved, but stands taller, shoulders filling the whole frame. No way to get around him. 
 
   “I…I’m sorry, Max…” I’d forgotten this rule in my panic.
 
   His shoulders relax slightly, “You’re just lucky that you didn’t try to lock it.” He walks further into the room, standing in front of me. He puts both hands on the sides of my face and wipes my tears with his thumbs, smiling as I flinched when he raised his hands. He stares into my eyes for a moment longer, then kisses my forehead and lowers his hands. He turns to leave.
 
   “Max...this wasn’t fair…” I can’t stop myself. The chaos of emotions in me bubbles to the surface and I can’t breathe again. I start to shake, tears falling again. “You shouldn’t have left me alone with him…”
 
   Max turns back slowly. I am shrinking away in anticipation of the anger I expect to see. Max only looks hurt, sad. And my reaction is instant. I jump towards him, into his arms, slamming myself against his chest. He holds my back and my head, hands rubbing my hair. “Shhh…it’s ok, baby. It’s going to be ok.” 
 
   We stay like this for a while, until my breathing calms. Finally he answers me, “I told you that you need to be able to stand up for us…for yourself in this…Jake isn’t the only one who is going to question how things are between us.” He pulls back to look at my face. 
 
   The dawning panic he sees makes him continue, “Lucy…what we have isn’t for everyone…and you have to expect that some people will try to butt into our business.” He pauses, watching me; I only nod. He lifts my chin, “I expect you to be able to hold your head up and stand by my side no matter what.” 
 
   I don’t move, forcing my breathing to even out again, my chin still in his hand. “You did just fine with Jake.” He kisses my nose. I manage a small smile and he lets go of my chin.  “What were you saying yes to?” 
 
   He’s watching me again. “He said you would change me.” I look directly into his eyes. “And I said that’s what I want.” He smiles brightly at me; I snuggle into his arms again. I feel safe and calm again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HIM
 
   Before walking up the final set of stairs, I pull Lucy back for a deep kiss. She responds as always, melting into me, fingers wrapped in my hair. 
 
   After this morning with Jake, she’s been quieter, moving around the apartment in tiny, tentative movements. I know she needs a lot of reassurance. 
 
   She smiles, her biggest smile today, hands dangling over my shoulders. “Are you ready to hang out with my friends tonight?” I don’t like being here, but I think it will help her to feel better…being around her friends.
 
   “Yes…as long as you behave yourself!” I wink at her though. I haven’t pushed her since this morning. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let her get away with acting up around her friends. 
 
   Her smile gets even bigger for a moment, “Of course!” I’m hopeful that her mood is passed because my patience is. 
 
   The door opens. It’s Laura answering, hugging Lucy and welcoming me. She takes the bottles of wine we brought into the small kitchen and I follow her to open them.
 
   Josh is stretched out on the sofa; Tad’s in an oversized chair. The large flatscreen is on, but paused. The smell of popcorn is strong. Lucy has already moved into the other oversized chair. I don’t see Tracy anywhere. I’m going to try to be as nice to that girl as I can tonight. It is her apartment after all, but her foulmouth, loud ways get on my nerves quickly.
 
   Laura and I return to the living room, putting the two bottles down next to the assortment of wine glasses on the coffee table.
 
   “You look nice…all dressed up for us!” Tracy kicks Josh’s feet out of her way and stops next to Lucy, putting her phone on the coffee table. 
 
   Lucy looks just the way I like her to, sweet. Hair down and more to the left still, flowy long dress, cropped short-sleeve sweater over, one button done to cover her cleavage more. She had tried to wear shorts tonight. I think she thought she could get away with it, since I was being more indulgent with her today. She quickly changed with only the slightest warning in my look to her.
 
   “Thanks!” She is smiling up at me. I sit, pulling her back with me, my arm around her. “And you guys all look…um, nice.” She’s laughing, since everyone else is in baggy t-shirts and shorts. Josh doesn’t even have matching socks on. 
 
   Tracy sits down and flips her middle finger towards us with a sarcastic grin. A gem of a girl. Lucy only lowers her head and tries not to look at me. She knows I’m not smiling.
 
   Tracy sits back into Josh and starts the movie. It’s the latest in a Vampire series, not in theaters long. Laura gets up and hands us a bowl of popcorn of our own. She is a sweet girl. I think she could do better than Tad. He’s nice, but not very driven. 
 
   After only thirty minutes, Tracy’s phone vibrates on the table. She picks up the call, “Ok…be right down.” She turns to Josh, “Pizza’s here.” 
 
   He only shakes his head, “No…I went last time. Your turn.” 
 
   Tad asks, “Why don’t you just buzz the guy in?” 
 
   Tracy answers, “Because the little old lady on the second floor was punched and robbed last month and made everyone in the building promise not to let any delivery people in anymore unattended as she put it.” She pushes Josh’s shoulder. “You go.” But Josh only crosses his arms and shakes his head.
 
   “A girl really shouldn’t answer the door this late alone,” I stand up and leave the apartment. 
 
   When I return with the pizzas, Laura is sitting next to Tracy on the sofa and Lucy is still sitting in the chair, fidgeting with her hands. They all just look up at me, not saying anything. I walk into the kitchen and set the pizzas down. Tad and Josh are drinking beer in here.
 
   Tad looks sheepish, “The money’s over there.” He points with his bottle towards a few bills sitting on the counter. I don’t move, just stare back at Josh.
 
   Josh pushes himself off the counter to address me finally, “Man…you don’t have to come in here and I dunno know…act like you’re better than everyone.”
 
   “Sorry if I stepped on your toes,” but I keep my voice even, no apology in it, facing him directly. 
 
   Tracy comes into the kitchen and pushes by me. Taking Josh’s arm she pulls him a little and he looks at her. “Can you get us two pieces and come back to watch the movie now?!” She doesn’t wait for his answer, just pushes by me again.
 
   I return to sitting with Lucy. Tad and Josh come in with plates and take their seats. Laura jumps up to be next to Tad again. Tracy starts the movie, but keeps some distance from Josh now. 
 
   Lucy whispers to me, “Do you want some pizza?” 
 
   I smile, brushing her hair away from her face and kiss her. “Thanks, baby.” She jumps up and returns quickly with plates for us. 
 
   Another half hour goes by before Tracy finally thaws towards Josh again. Laura and Lucy both relax, then. By the time we leave, everyone is laughing and making fun of the movie. Tad did a pretty good impersonation of the worse moments. 
 
   Tracy calls down the stairs to us, “Are you coming to the beach tomorrow?” 
 
   Lucy looks at me before answering. I shake my head slightly; she answers, “No…we have plans.” 
 
   “Losers!” Tracy closes her door, laughing. 
 
   Jeff isn’t waiting for us. Lucy looks around for him. “I told him to come later. It’s still early…we’ll grab a drink. There’s a place we’re thinking of buying near here.” 
 
   We walk hand in hand down the street. Lucy puts her other hand on my arm too, hugging me to her. She smiles up at me. “Thanks for a nice night with my friends…even if Josh was an idiot for a little while.” 
 
   The bar is around the corner. It’s full, the side open-air area packed too. “Good crowd.” 
 
   “We’re not going to get in there.” Lucy is dubious, looking at the line of people.
 
   “Have a little faith…” I frown at her and tweak her nose. She laughs. “I’ll be right back.” After talking to the bouncer, I wave Lucy over and we walk right in. 
 
   She’s still laughing. “How do you do that?!” 
 
   “I knew the guy. I told him we’re interested in the bar and he knows that would be good for him…” She’s smiling up at me. In the middle of this crowd of people, she’s all mine. “That…and my charm, of course.” She slaps my stomach lightly. I turn her around and we head to the end of the bar.
 
   I order one drink for us to split, getting the bartender’s attention with my height.  Lucy starts to remove her sweater. “Keep that on.” 
 
   She halts with one sleeve pulled down, “Why? It’s hot in here.” She realizes that she just questioned an order and immediately pulls the sweater back on, looking down. 
 
   I reach over with both hands and she jerks her chin up and away from me. I only smile and slowly button up the front of the sweater all the way. I have been too lenient on her today. 
 
   She’s swallowing hard, trying not to look at me. I hand her the drink and she takes a small sip, “Thank you!” her little girl voice barely audible over the crowd, handing it back to me. She squirms so beautifully under my glare, finally blurting out, “I’m sorry!” I only lift a brow, so she adds, “…Sir,” quietly. She’s learning fast.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HER
 
   I put my purse down on the bench just inside his apartment and start down the hallway. The calm depth of his voice stops me, though, “Face the wall.” I’m so shocked that for a single second I don’t move, then quickly turn back to look at him. He nods towards the wall, his face a dark cloud of anger. He didn’t seem angry in the elevator; I can’t imagine why he’s mad now.
 
   I slowly face his wall. “Hands behind your back, Lucy.” I slowly move my arms. He walks over to me, standing so close, my hands can feel him. “Head up, eyes straight ahead.” I do as he says, swallowing hard, shaking a little. The calmness of his voice, how he’s slowly saying this as if I’m a child, only makes me more nervous…and afraid…and wet.
 
   The last time we were in this hall and he was mad at me, he slapped me. I don’t know what he’s going to do now.
 
   “Lucy, I’ve been lenient with you today. But I think that this may have been a mistake on my part.” He speaks softly right next to my ear, the anger in his voice clearer. “You’ve shown too many lapses in care…too many rules you’ve forgotten today.” I know I’m in trouble now. I want to shake my head, plead with him to not be mad at me. But I can’t; I’ve been holding my breath and I’m starting to feel light, like my legs don’t belong to me. I’m afraid to move or speak.
 
   “You’re going to stand here and think about every rule that you’ve broken today, little girl, including any from last night. And when I come back, you’re going to tell me each one.” My eyes are darting in a panic. He expects me to tattle on myself?! “And if you can recite every rule to my satisfaction, you’ll go to bed tonight without a spanking.” He walks away. I resist the urge to turn my head and look at him.
 
   I can hear him in the bedroom, moving around. He turns on the TV quietly. I’m in a complete panic now. I need to concentrate, but my brain will only focus on how scared I am. 
 
   For one second, I think about grabbing my purse and running out the door. But I know I won’t. I had my chance to run. After he slapped me, Max had pushed me towards the door and told me to decide to stay or leave. And he told me the next day that was the only chance he was ever going to give me to make a decision for myself. I no longer had a choice of leaving him.
 
   And I knew he was right. My heart no longer had a choice. I’d given in to him…to his anger…his control...his love. I’d given up the right to make any choices, just as he said. My only choice was to love him…to please him…to obey him. And I’ve made a mess of that today. I want to cry, but I think this would only make him angrier right now. He expects me to be thinking, not feeling sorry for myself!
 
   I don’t know how long I stand like this. I lift my head up more when I hear the TV turn off. He walks quietly down the hall to me, “Time’s up, little girl,” grabbing my arm to yank me down the hall, my hands fall apart for a moment, “Keep your hands together, behind your back.” 
 
   He pulls me into the center of the bedroom. My eyes are drawn to the bed. On it is a brown leather belt. One I’ve not seen before, not one Max would wear. It’s too thick and wide. Oh, my God! He intends to spank me with that?! I panic more, forgetting about my hands, but not dropping my arms in time. I turn to face Max.
 
   His look is still angry, but not as dark. He sits on the edge of the bed, next to the belt. I pivot to follow him. “Undress.” I hesitate, but react when he frowns more. I take off my sweater and dress quickly, hesitating only briefly before removing my bra and thong as well. 
 
   He raises an eyebrow and says sarcastically, “Do I have to tell you again, Lucy?” I blink twice, before realizing that he means my arms. I put them behind my back and he gives me a small smile. I’m very exposed now. Only my hair covering the top of my nipples provides me any comfort. “Begin.” 
 
   I’m frozen for four full blinks. I start with last night’s slip as he called it, this being the first to come to my mind now. My voice shaking, “I had a drink without you ordering it for me, las…” 
 
   He interrupts, his voice deadly calm. “No. What is the rule you broke?”
 
   I swallow and start over, “I’m not to order anything for myself when I’m with you.”
 
   He nods, "Good. Continue.”
 
   “I’m not to talk back to you.” He nods. “I’m to dress how you like, in skirts and dresses only, but not too revealing.” He nods again. "Oh...and I'm not to close any doors to you." He smiles slightly at my eagerness, nodding.
 
    “And I’m not to question your orders.” I wait for him to nod.
 
   His face has become unreadable. I try to think if there was anything else.  But my mind is a blank, I say the only thing I can, “I’m sorry, Max, please...” 
 
   “Very good. “ It’s like a pat on the head, I feel almost giddy. He stands up, pulling the belt with him, though. I can’t pull my eyes away from it until he’s standing right in front of me. “Take this to the closet. Hang it on the back of the door.” 
 
   I practically run to do this, but hold the belt away from my body, not wanting it to even touch me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HIM
 
   When she returns, I’m sitting back on the bed. “If I tell you to recite rules or if I tell you that you are to be spanked, you will go to the closet and retrieve that belt each time. Do you understand me?”
 
   She answers quickly, not wanting to anger me even slightly now, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   I finally put my arms around her, pulling her in for a kiss, taking her arms from her back to be around my waist.
 
   I bought the belt after we came back from my parents' place. It's been hanging on the closet door ever since. I know I'll use it...but not tonight. She's still too fragile...her understanding of how I want it to be between us is still too fragile. I smile at her and she smiles back...no idea that I'm picturing just how beautiful her ass will be with my belt marks on it.
 
   I pick her up under her arms and toss her onto the bed. She's laughing, an erotic sound...high and sweet. Her arms are out for me to come to her. I don't get on the bed, only grab her ankles and drag her towards me. "Hands behind your head." She obeys.
 
   With my hands still around her ankles, I pull her legs up. She tries to bend them. "No...Keep them straight." She obeys.
 
   I put her calves on my chest, her pussy tilted up towards me, fully exposed. She's smiling up at me. "I'm not a circus act, ya know...don't bend into a pretzel..."
 
   I slap her right tit. Not too hard, but enough to send a shock to her face. "You'll do exactly as I tell you, little girl. Won't you?"
 
   "Yes, Sir." I can hear the lust in her voice, the pleading that I take her right now. I smile at her again. Her face doesn't change...still longing and fear.
 
   I push on her legs; see the muscles stretch and tense. I pinch her nipple, the look gets more longing. I move my hand down her stomach, put my thumb into her wet pussy, my fingers press down on her clit. Her moan is long and hard, her eyes close. Her mouth opens, lips wet. Lucy is the most beautiful girl I've ever seen. 
 
   I take my thumb out of her pussy, her moan whines. I move my hand down and her eyes pop open. Her legs tense against me more. "Relax, Lucy. You're not going anywhere," I grin. She knows this is true. If she tried to move, I would be very upset...
 
   My thumb plays with her ass opening, while her eyes plead non-stop, head shaking slightly, but she's no longer pushing against me. "All of you belongs to me, little girl." She only nods, still frightened. "Say it."
 
   "A...All...of me belongs to you, Max." 
 
   I put just the tip of my thumb inside her ass. Her eyes squeeze shut. So tight. I push a little further into her. Her eyes remain closed, a low moan, more of a plea escapes her lips. Her head shakes more. But her ass and legs stay still. Pulling my thumb out, I grab both her ankles again and brace her legs against me hard. Her eyes pop open. The look of fear is amplified. I wait a little longer, not wanting to let the look go, before thrusting into her pussy hard.
 
   She screams out. With her legs up this way, I have complete control of how deep I can get into her. I'm lifting her off the bed slightly by her legs, pinning her against me. I wait. She knows what I want. Finally, she squeezes me and I pull out slowly, push in slowly. Her moans stretch and her head tilts back into her hands. I continue slowly, my own head back, moaning with how deep I can get, her pussy trying to push back, but taking all of me, forced to take all of me.
 
   Leaning into her legs more, pushing into her harder, I keep her on the bed's edge. I thrust hard, several more times, lost in how smooth her legs are against my chest, how wet her pussy is against me, how her moans match mine. I cum when I feel the last of her spasms against my cock. 
 
   She opens her eyes and smiles at me. Slowly lowering her legs, I help her stand up. "My legs are rubber now!" She's laughing though. 
 
   "You'll have to start jogging with me...I'll get you in prime shape." I slap her ass. "Start us a bath." Lucy immediately walks off to the bathroom. "...There's salt in a jar somewhere in there." I call after her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HER
 
   We’re stuck in traffic, a delivery truck ahead jamming up the streets. I’m going to be late to work. 
 
   “Keep your phone on you. When I call, I expect you to answer. When I text, I expect an immediate reply. Understood?” I nod slightly at Max, squinting my eyes. I’m trying to think how this will work at work. I have a busy day scheduled with interviews, staff meetings, and now, a new program from Cruela, cross training with the accounting recruitment team. I’m just not going to be able to answer my phone.
 
   Max spanks the side of my thigh with a stinging slap. I cry out and look at Jeff in the rearview mirror, who is just turning his eyes quickly back towards the street. I try to put my hand over the spot, but Max grabs it, twisting my wrist. “You are very close to not being able to get out of this car, Lucy.” He twists harder before letting go. 
 
   I don’t try to rub my wrist or thigh again. It’s one of his rules.  I will have to recite these tonight for him, naked, with the belt waiting next to him. “I’m sorry! I meant, yes, Sir.” I know the higher and softer I make my voice the happier he is with me.
 
   It doesn’t work this time. “Is the new rule too difficult for you to manage?”
 
   I’m in dangerous water here. “No, Sir…I just…I…I…will…be at work…and…” I can’t finish. His face goes so dark, that I’m sure he’s going to slap me. I try to melt away from him, without moving. He only stares at me…for a long time. His look doesn’t change.
 
   “I’m not an unreasonable man, Lucy,” he takes a deep breath, finally softening his face. “I expect you to be able to text immediately. Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes, Sir!” I am quick to agree to this even though I’m not sure if it’s true.
 
   “And if you are unable to answer my call, due to your busy job,” he says this sarcastically, “then I expect an immediate text in response to my call. With the exact time that you will be calling me back. Is that clear?”
 
   I again answer quickly, unsure of how I will make any of that work, “Yes, Sir!”
 
   When Jeff holds the door for me, I can’t make eye contact with him. I only mumble, “Thank you,” and rush by him into my building. 
 
   .....
 
   On my floor, I head into the bathroom before anyone can see me and duck into a stall. I’m feeling a little calmer since I came up with a plan in the elevator. With my hands shaking a little, I make a text template for Max, so I can quickly send this if I can’t pick up one of his calls. ‘I’m Sorry, Sir! I will call you back in minutes. Love L.’ I can fill in the minutes based on however long it will be before I can get away with calling him. I make a few more templates in the hopes that they might work generally for responding quickly to his texts. 
 
   I take a deep breath and put my phone away, but quickly grab it again. Shit. Where am I going to keep this on me today?! I can’t just leave it on display. Cruela has her own rules. I’ll deal with that problem when I get to my desk. 
 
   Before leaving the stall, I look at my leg. Max left a perfect pink handprint, fading already. I still can’t get over my twin reactions...ashamed and wet. 
 
   …..
 
   I left a plain black jacket in the office a while ago. It goes ok with the black skirt and multi-colored shirt I’m wearing. And although it’s heavy, I can keep my phone hidden and easily available in the pocket. I’ll just be sweating all day.  I’ll have to bring something lighter for tomorrow.
 
   I’m just firing up my computer when I get his first text. “I didn’t tell you how beautiful you are today.” We carry on a two minute text chat while I start working.  I’m smiling through my morning, proud of myself.  I text fast, even using just my thumb, so I’m able to pull it off, even in interviews. 
 
   He calls just as we’re heading into the elevator for lunch. I answer right away. He sounds very pleased with me now.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HIM
 
   “Did you have a nice time?” Lucy is still dancing, calling it a waltz, but I’m pretty sure it’s just a lot of swaying and twirling. Her gauzy light blue dress touches the ground as she circles around. 
 
   “Yes…yes, I did!” She dances over to me again and I capture her in my arms. We kiss and it’s very romantic like in the movies, under the stars, a fountain close by, no one else around. 
 
   She is laughing. “We are going to make a very corny old couple!” I smile hearing her talk about our future together.
 
   We’re walking through the park, towards where Jeff is waiting for us on the street. Symphony music can still be heard, but just barely. The lights from the tents making the night around us seem darker. LPE sponsors this event every year, a symphony promo for next season, along with a highlight of local chefs.
 
   We’re almost to the street, when a hooded guy jumps out of a shadow. Lucy gasps and almost falls over her own feet, my arm keeping her standing. The guy is armed. “Give me your wallet…and jewelry. Hurry up!” 
 
   I move to stand in front of Lucy, blocking his view of her entirely. “Give me your watch, baby.” Lucy is hyperventilating behind me, trying to get her watch off. “Calm down, baby.” Keeping my eye on the guy, I say this in a controlled, deep voice to Lucy…the one she always responds to, “Give me your watch.” I can hear her breath catch, but she hands me her watch with both hands shaking. I keep myself squarely in front of her.
 
   I take mine off, too, and take out my wallet, slowly, one-handed. “Here.” I hold it out to him.
 
   I see Jeff running towards us. The guy hears his footfalls on the pavement and moves his gun away from us for a second to look over his shoulder. I move a step towards him, but he turns quickly and grabs the wallet and watches out of my hand before running the other way, into darkness. 
 
   I’m holding Lucy against my chest by the time Jeff gets to us, a gun in his hand. It’s not legal, but it’s one of the reasons he’s been my driver for the past four years. He used to be a beat cop until a misfire from a young gang member sent him into early retirement. “You all right?!” He’s aiming his gun towards the direction the guy ran.
 
   “We’re all right. Let’s get out of here.” We both know there isn’t much point in a police report; a random robbery in the park wouldn’t count for much. 
 
   Lucy is crying and shaking. I pick her up and carry her to the car. She clutches herself to me.
 
   .....
 
   She is tucked into herself, knees up on the sofa, long t-shirt pulled over her knees, arms wrapped around herself. This is an improvement. She’s been on her side, crying for the last half hour. I make her take a glass from me. She only stares at it. “Drink it, baby.”  
 
   She takes a small sip, then a bigger gulp, holding it in her mouth with her eyes closed before swallowing slowly. She lowers her head onto her knees and laughs once, her throat sounding raw from tears, “I thought you said Bourbon wasn’t a girl’s drink.” 
 
   I smile. She’s been wrapped up in her own arms or mine for the past hour. She’s coming out of it finally if she can make a joke. “It’s not, but this is a special circumstance…it’s just what the doctor ordered to calm you.” I rub her hair and take a big drink of my own glass. I’m not shaken like Lucy, I’m pissed off.
 
   With her head still down, her voice muffled in the shirt and knee, “You protected me.” She starts to shake more. 
 
   I can’t have her losing it again. Her hiccupping and crying only just calmed down. Using a voice I know she’ll respond to, “Take another drink, Lucy.” She looks up instantly. Even in her fear in the park, she listened to me. She takes another sip. “Good girl.”
 
   I take the glass from her, sit next to her, and pull her into my arms. She crawls in with the shirt still covering her knees. 
 
   “I’ll always protect you, baby.” I rock her and rub her hair more, “I’ll always take care of you.” She’s calm again. 
 
   She looks up at me. “Thank you…I didn’t say thank you for…” her eyes tear up, but she doesn’t stop, “…for protecting me like that.”
 
   I smile at her, “That’s my job.” I kiss her forehead. She actually stretches her legs out, putting her head back in my arms more. “And I love my job!” I get a smile out of her for this.
 
   “And what’s my job…to cower behind you?” She looks down at her fingers. 
 
   “No…your job is to listen to me.” I know that she’s not thinking beyond the robbery tonight. But I am. “To do nothing else but think about what makes me happy.” 
 
   She looks into my eyes. She gets that I’m talking about more than tonight. I’m not sure she’s steady enough for this conversation, but I’d planned to say these things to her tonight, about her role going forward. 
 
   “I want to explain something to you. Are you up to talking?” She nods her head, her chin down. I give her a look that has her replying correctly though. Good, she is thinking more clearly again.
 
   “Lucy, do you remember when you and I talked about your work, what you do, for what company, all that?” She gives me a blank stare, blinking. “We haven’t, right?” She nods. “And that’s because I don’t care about what you do right now for a job.”
 
   Her face runs through her emotions…blank stare, frown, anger, frown, blank stare. Her expressiveness is just one of the things I love about her. “You don’t care about what I do?”
 
   I smile and rub her hair more, “I care very much about what you do, every minute of every day.” She half smiles, but the frown is still in place. “I just don’t care about the specifics of your job.” 
 
   She starts to nod, but only frowns more, “Why not? …I mean, if you care so much about me, why don’t you care to hear about my day, what stresses I’m under at work, my successes?” She’s heading in the wrong direction.
 
   “Watch your tone, little girl.” She melts more into my chest and gives a small apology. “I don’t care about any of that, because I no longer want you to care about any of that.” I wait for this to run through her expressions until she stops at the blank stare again. “Your job…your real job…is to take care of me, us. It’s exactly what I already said…to worry only about what will make me happy.” 
 
   She swallows hard. Her expression says that she has something she wants to say or ask, but is afraid to anger me. I smile. She has come so far in such a short time. “Go on…you can speak freely right now. “ She starts to open her mouth. “Just watch your tone.” 
 
   She nods once with a small frown. “I…I’m not sure if I understand what you want. I can’t…I mean…my job takes up a lot of my time, my effort. …I have to…to give a lot of effort towards being good at it right now…to get the next better job, if my boss doesn’t step in my way.” I let her continue; get it out of her system really. Her fidgeting increases. “I can’t…I don’t know if I can stop caring about that…”
 
   “I know what you think…like most girls do…that you have to work hard at a career, get ahead, be just as ambitious as a man.” She raises an eyebrow to this, but stays quiet. “I don’t want a girl who wants to be a man’s equal. I want a girl who understands her place.” Both eyebrows go up. I wait for her to respond.
 
   It’s only a question though, “And what is that…her place?” 
 
   “Your place,” I look down her body, “is right here, exactly where you belong. In my home.” Blank blinking stare. “You only have one boss…me. And the next better job is being my wife.” 
 
   She swallows hard, blinks a lot. “Are you proposing to me?”
 
   I laugh slightly, “No…not yet anyway.” She relaxes a little. “This would not be how I would propose, Lucy.”
 
   She laughs too, “Good. Cuz this would suck as a story to have to tell my Mom!”  
 
   “I want you to understand, though, what I expect going forward.” Her back tightens against me, her face more anxious. “I expect you to put me before anything else, anyone else. This includes your job, your friends, even your family.” She takes this in and remains still. “If there’s a choice between making me happy and doing anything else, I expect you to choose me.” 
 
   “I…I’ll try…”
 
   “No. That’s not a good enough answer, Lucy.” More shrinking away from my anger. Taking a deep breath, I try a different angle to help her understand, “I am giving you permission to continue working…for now…but that won’t be forever.”
 
   Her shocked look takes longer to melt into a frown. I wait until her expression is steady before continuing, “So you no longer need to care as much about your job. You need to care more about your real job.” 
 
   With her expression still frowning, skeptical, “What if…what if by not caring about my job, though…I lose it?” 
 
   I smile. She’s finally coming around to an understanding. “I already told you. I will always take care of you. You belong to me, Lucy. You are mine. And I want you dependent on me.”
 
   Another shocked look, lasting only for a few blinks though. “O…K…”
 
   “I’m going to need more than that, Lucy…I need you to acknowledge that we have a new understanding going forward.” I keep my voice deep; speaking to her slowly, as a child…she always responds best to this. 
 
   “…Yes, Sir…” She is still hesitant, but answers in a clear voice. 
 
   “Good girl!” I kiss her and the urgency of her kiss back is enough for me to want to stop talking. “Get ready for bed.” She knows this mean undressing and waiting by the bed with the belt to recite for me. She was actually a very good girl today, but I know she had a few minor slips. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HER
 
   “I can’t believe you were robbed!” Kevin puts his arm around me and gives me one of his bear hugs, pulling me off one foot. “But, damn, your boyfriend is my knight in shining!” He has a cheesy grin now. 
 
   “Hey…stop imagining Max as your boyfriend, perv!” But I’m laughing. I’m still shocked about what happened, but it feels better to laugh about it in the light of day at least. 
 
   Laura squeezes my arm more gently, “Do you think the guy would’ve shot you guys?” 
 
   The three of us are in line for coffee. I’d already told them every detail. “I don’t really know. It all happened too fast. Max reacted so quickly and I just froze.”
 
   Laura hugs me with one arm too, but gently, “I’m just glad you’re ok!”
 
   “Yeah…but you lost that great watch!” Kevin is shaking his head. “There’s a special place in hell for thieves, ya know!” 
 
   “I am sad about losing the watch Max gave me, but I can’t feel too bad about it. Max could’ve been hurt. We both could’ve,” I just shrug. My old watch looks shabby to me in comparison to the Cartier one, but it’s still ticking at least.
 
   My phone rings on the way up the elevator. I answer, even though reception is sketchy in the elevator banks. Max has been non-stop calling and texting me so far this morning. I’ve been able to balance everything, but it’s not just the second Grande of the day making me jittery. I know he’s testing our conversation last night. My acknowledgement that things are different.
 
   “Hi, Lucy. It’s Julia. Jake’s girlfriend.” I freeze. I forgot that I gave her my number the other night. I feel strange talking to her.
 
   “Oh...yeah. Hi, Julia. How are you?” 
 
   “Great, thanks! I have an interview scheduled tomorrow about my promotion! Short notice, right? I’m so excited!” 
 
   The phone broke up through that, but I understood what she said. Her excitement was obvious. “Congratulations!” I know what’s coming next and feel strange again. The elevator doors open and I wave absently to Laura as Kevin and I get off on our floor.
 
   “So…are you still up for getting together to give me some interviewing tips?” 
 
   I say yes. I know that I’ll have to clear this with Max, but I can always cancel if he says no. I’ve done this already with a few happy hours with Tracy and Laura. 
 
   “I can’t make lunch, unfortunately. But how bout after work, on me? I can meet around your building today if that works for you?” My stomach is in a knot. I say yes again and we pick a place around the corner to meet at 6:00.
 
   “Thanks, again, for doing this, Lucy! Jake really spoke highly about you and I think this is just the edge I’ll need to nail the promotion!” She hangs up quickly. The knot has taken over my whole body. 
 
   I have one more interview to get through before lunch. I made plans with Laura and Tracy to try a new taco place. Thinking about this, I run to the bathroom and almost throw up my coffee. I’m going to have to call Max soon to talk to him. I decide to wait till after lunch…I need more food less coffee on my stomach before that call.
 
   .....
 
   “Max. It’s me. Can you please call me back ASAP? I have something to ask you.” I was hoping to get him on the phone. I don’t think I should text him. This is something he’d want me to talk to him about.
 
   All through lunch, Laura shared the details of the robbery with Tracy. I only added little. Tracy was just as shocked, but she was angrier in her reaction. “You didn’t call the police?! Why the fuck not?!”
 
   “Max said it wouldn’t matter, we’d spend all this time giving a report and nothing would show up anyway.” 
 
   “Yeah…but then they’d be on the lookout for a guy in the park with a gun, Luce!”  
 
   “Jeff is a retired cop…he agreed with Max…” I don’t want to argue with her. 
 
   “So what…just because Max says no…you can think for yourself, ya know!” Tracy has been pushing her dislike of Max more ever since her movie night. She’s still with Josh and I think she needs to justify to herself that Max was the problem that night. Besides, I blew off our Wednesday dinner to go to the event with him last night. 
 
   “Max protected me. You weren’t there…you don’t have the right to criticize him or me in this, Tracy.” She’s not used to me standing up to her. Laura’s eyes are saucers. 
 
   I left the deli early, taking my order to go. I couldn’t deal with arguing with her, fearing asking Max, and dealing with this weird feeling about meeting Julia.
 
   On the walk back, I stopped at a bench. The warm sunshine felt good. People watching distracted me. Several men in suits smiled at me, but I ignored them. Since I’ve been dressing more like Max likes, I have noticed that the type of guy who notices me is different. Slightly older. More conservative. And more polite.
 
   I used to get whistles, stares, and even comments sometimes. I never dressed slutty. But since I’ve followed the rule of dressing more conservative, more feminine, I’ve been treated with more respect too. Just one of the ways that Max has changed me…for the better.
 
   My phone vibrates, only a text. “In meeting. What’s up, baby?”
 
   I hesitate asking in a text. I know that time is running out…if I wait too long, he’ll definitely be mad. But I can’t help feeling strange about the whole thing. It must be from the talk I had with Jake. I wonder how much Julia knows…
 
   I decide to just ask in text. If Max says no, I may even be relieved. “I have to ask you about plans tonight.” 
 
   “Go on.” 
 
   “Can I meet Julia after work to help her with her interview?”
 
   I wait a long time without a response. I don’t take my eyes off of my phone. I have to return to the office, though, so I get up and start back.
 
   He calls just as I’ve reached my building. As I answer, I walk around to the shady side, away from people. He doesn’t say hello. “Have you already said yes to meeting Julia?”
 
   I can feel my heart pounding. I want to lie to him, but I know that he’ll know if I do. “…Yes. But I was going to cancel if you said…”
 
   He interrupts me, sounding angry and sad at the same time, “What is the rule, Lucy?”
 
   I feel as naked and exposed as I do when he says this in the bedroom. Tears are in my eyes, “I’m not to make any plans without talking to you.”
 
   “Wrong.” He says this quietly, slowly, but it screams in my head.
 
   I panic. “I…I’m…” I can’t breathe.
 
   “You are not to make plans without getting my permission first.”
 
   “I’m sorry…Max…I’m sorry.” I can feel the tears down my cheeks. I’m huddled against the building like it’s February. 
 
   “You may meet Julia. You will not drink anything except water. You will not eat anything. You will be at my place before 7:30.” He says this quickly, monotone angry.
 
   “Oh...Ok…Thank you…” I feel like the air just warmed around me. My face is hot. My silk dress feels heavier. “Sir.”
 
   “And Lucy…when you get home, you will go straight to the closet and bring me the belt.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” It’s a tiny breath. I feel too faint to waste more than that. I hold myself up against the wall.
 
   “Text me the address. Jeff will be waiting for you.” He hangs up.
 
   I get my breathing under control, taking big gulps of air. I wipe my tears away quickly too, jabbing at my cheeks with my palms. I can’t believe I’ve messed up like this! I’ve been playing with this fire all along…hoping that he wouldn’t catch on that I make plans first and ask him second. I knew the rule…I just hoped that he’d be tolerant in its interpretation.  
 
   I have to steady myself a little longer before trying to walk. He’s not going to be tolerant. I shake all over, but stop myself from crying again. 
 
   I numbly walk back inside. In the elevator, I realize that I didn’t text him. I send him the address quickly. Don’t want to add to his anger!
 
   .....
 
   Waiting for Julia, I look at my phone again. Max didn’t text or call all afternoon. I don’t know which is worse…anticipating my punishment later or missing his presence in my day. I’ve been quiet and sick all afternoon. 
 
   Tracy stopped by around 3:00 and apologized. Said she was wrong to make it sound like I did something wrong; I was the victim of a crime and she didn’t want to make it worse on me. I almost cried again. She just thought I was emotional because it was the first time we’d fought about anything. I didn’t correct her. But I did tell her my plans later, so I couldn’t go to happy hour with her and Laura. 
 
   I look at my watch. It’s 6:10. Where is this girl?! I have to leave by 7:10 in order to make sure I’m not late for Max.
 
   I realize in my anxiety of waiting for Julia, that this is a funny twist of irony. I’m usually the one who is late. This was one of the first rules Max introduced me to. I’ve been able to be on time for him. I’m still late in other things…but for Max, I’m always right on time or early. I know this makes him proud.
 
   And I can really see how annoying it is to be late, to make someone wait for you! I also know why this meeting feels strange. She probably doesn't know about Jake coming to Max's apartment...I feel like there's a secret between Jake and me and Max. Max said on the phone that Jake wasn't honest with Julia...about their past, how they grew up...I certainly don't want her asking me any questions...it' s not my place to answer them!
 
   She finally comes in the door, “Hey! Sorry I’m a little late…work work work!” She sits down at the corner booth I picked for us. A waiter comes over and asks for our orders. 
 
   “I’m sticking with water, thank you.” I answer quickly, taking a sip of the glass in front of me.
 
   “You sure…it’s on me?” Julia is smiling, leaning into the table. 
 
   “I’m fine. Not been feeling too great since lunch.” Boy is that an understatement!
 
   “Oh…I’m sorry…we can do this another time…?”
 
   “No!” I imagine Max would never agree again. “I’m just not going to eat or drink anything.” I look at the waiter as I say this. Julia orders a beer. 
 
   “So, thank you again for doing this! It means so much to me!” Julia is taking out a small notepad and pen.
 
   “No problem. I hope I can be of some help...” 
 
   She tells me about the job. It’s a regional marketing manager position. “So if I get it, stay a few years, I might be able to get to a national level, then who knows…the youngest VP?!” She takes a big drink. “Most likely, I’ll have to jump ship to make a move that big, but one step at a time, right?”
 
   “So let’s start with the basics. Why do you want the job? Wait…before you answer that...in general; think of your answers from the company’s perspective…what they’re looking for in a regional manager. Always bring it back to how you fit not only the written down job description, but the underlying corporate culture. It’s your ace. You already know what they want, better than any outside candidate. Ok…go…”
 
   She smiles. “You are good…Ok…” She shakes her head a little, getting into candidate character. She tells me about her current successes and wanting to expand her understanding up the food chain, to really see hands-on all the regional offices in action. She tells me as a side bar that the company rarely hires married women as regional anything. An old school throwback about too much travel for a family-woman.  She’s going to use her single status and love of local travel to hit home that this is not a problem for her.
 
   “So…you’ll have to travel more with this job?”
 
   “A lot more. The first eight weeks will be on the road.”
 
   “And Jake’s ok with that?!” I blurt this out. 
 
   She looks surprised. “Well…he doesn’t have much choice…I want to move up and this is my ticket. He understands that. It’s why we haven’t gotten married. Well, it’s one of the reasons anyway…” She takes another drink. I sip my water, watching her.
 
   I can see what Jake likes about her. She’s very pretty, a big personality, funny, smart, nice. But I wonder at her ambition. Max clearly doesn’t believe women should be this ambitious in business. Could Jake really be that different, coming from the same family?!
 
   “So what’s next?” She’s finished writing my last tip down.
 
   I continue giving her tips until my phone buzzes. I gave myself an alarm, so I wouldn’t have to keep looking at my watch or phone to know when I need to leave. 
 
   Standing outside, I see Jeff waiting with the door open for me. Julia hugs me and thanks me again. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you!”
 
   “Thanks! I should know by the end of the day tomorrow if I’m moving forward to the next interview. It’s a panel of the VP of Regional Sales and others. So I may need to pick your brain for that one too!” 
 
   “You’ll do great!” We hug again and I hurry to the car. 
 
   I’m actually leaving a little early and feel happy for a second, until I remember what’s waiting for me. Jeff keeps looking in the rearview mirror. I’m sure my beat red face has him worried. “You ok, Lucy? Need some water…I got some up here.” 
 
   “No…thanks, Jeff. Just don’t want to be late tonight…Max is expecting me before 7:30…” I look at my phone again. Plenty of time, but it would probably be better if Jeff could get me there even earlier. Although I’d like to delay my arrival as long as I can…
 
   Jeff smiles at me. It’s a strange smile though. Takes me out of my own head for a moment. “Max is a good guy.” He continues since I only give him a questioning look back. “After I was forced to retire…even after I was healthy again…I was one pissed off asshole for a while…”
 
   I don’t say anything. Just keep looking at his eyes as they flick back up to me periodically in the rearview mirror again. He starts talking again at the next light. “It wasn’t until I met Max that I…I saw how a man has to be in control more…of his own anger…himself…and the ones he loves.”
 
   I am crimson hot now. I know what he’s saying to me. He knows just exactly how things are with Max and me. I look away and don’t look back. When he holds the door for me, I still can’t make eye contact. I just rush past him and head straight to the elevator. Max gave me my own key card a while ago. 
 
   On the way up, I have to take several deep breaths to still myself. Maybe this won’t be so bad. Maybe his anger is died down by now and he’ll only make me recite the rule again, but right this time. Maybe I’m completely kidding myself!
 
   .....
 
   I’m ten minutes early, but the front door is open. I stop before walking in, listening for Max. “Come in, Lucy.” His voice sounds normal.  He didn’t yell. I can tell he’s in the living room, but I can’t see him. Can’t see if his face is stern or not.
 
   I quietly close the door. Setting my purse down on the bench, I quickly slip my shoes under it. Barefoot, I walk down the hall, one foot in front of the other, almost on tip-toe. 
 
   Turning the corner, I see Max is sitting on the sofa. He’s only wearing sweatpants. The TV is on, but muted. The room is bright. I stop to stare at him, but he doesn’t look up at me. “You’re early. That’s good.” His voice is still steady, deep, but not angry. Maybe I have lucked out!
 
   “Don’t you have something to do?” He still hasn’t looked at me. I blush all over. I pivot around and walk on tip-toe towards the bedroom. I’ve made this walk many nights before…to get the belt and bring it to him, in the bedroom, the living room, his den, even on the terrace. But never knowing that he will use it on me. Always with a hope that he won’t. The closet seems very far tonight. The belt is extra heavy.
 
   I’m shaking when I lay it on the sofa next to him. He still doesn’t look at me. I know what comes next. I undress in front of him and put my hands behind my back. My eyes are dry from staring at him for so long, not blinking. My lips are dry from breathing quick, shallow breaths, all my spit gone, my throat scratchy and working overtime swallowing. I can do nothing but stand waiting for him.
 
   And he takes his time. Not even looking at me. I forget about all my discomforts…how my arms feel numb from squeezing them behind my back, my stomach muscles hurt from holding them in the way he taught me…I can only think…please, look at me!
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HIM
 
   I went for a run when I got home. I had to do something to work off this steam. I didn’t call or text her this afternoon. My anger was too fresh. And I wanted to give her time to really think about what she did…and what she has coming. 
 
   The run helped. I’m more level-headed again. Waiting for Lucy to arrive, I even smile. I’ve waited for this night for some time. 
 
   I knew that starting with a spanking wasn’t the right way with her. She would have been overwhelmed with all the demands of a regimented punishment like this. She would have been unable to follow all my instructions at one time. And a spanking is a very special form of punishment. I needed her head to be in the right place for this. 
 
   Slapping her was enough the first time. She understood that her body was no longer hers. She’s mine and I’ll do as I please with her.
 
   I’ve trained her in how to take a more rigid…more strenuous…punishment. She’s come so far in her level of submission, her eagerness to please. She knows what is expected of her now. And I look forward to giving her a first spanking. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I stand up, making Lucy take a step back, eyes wide. I take the belt with me. Her eyes follow my every movement, the fear pulsing off of her.
 
   "Follow." I can hear her bare feet behind me as I walk into the bedroom, not turning around.
 
   I stop next to the closet wall. "Face the wall." She immediately does.
 
   I stand behind her. "Head up." She obeys, jolting her chin high. "Put your hands on the wall, flat." She does. "A little farther apart...shoulder length." She's going to need the support, I smile to myself. "Now bring your legs back two steps, bottom up." From this angle, her back is arched, muscles tensing in her arms. She's beautiful. Her bottom offered to me. "Good girl. This is how you will stand when you receive a spanking with the belt." 
 
   She whimpers a quiet, "Yes, Sir." I know the humiliation of standing this way, waiting for her punishment is torturing her...and I like making her wait. 
 
   "You won't move from this position. If you move, I will start your punishment over. Do you understand me?"
 
   "Yes, Sir." It's a little stronger this time, a pleading to get started...to finish. 
 
   I rub my hand down her back, her whole body convulses. This being her first spanking, I want to see how she reacts, how her body responds before starting. 
 
   With my left hand, I smack only one cheek, towards the bottom. Not too hard. She cries out though, more from shock. I smile and smack the other cheek, higher up, less of a cry, less shocked. The slight pinkness fades quickly. Good. I don't want to bruise her...not on this first spanking.
 
   A spanking is special...so controlled; I can keep my own anger under control, following a simple pattern. I can hurt her but I won't get carried away…just far enough. There may be times when she is unable to leave the bed after a spanking, legs and ass too swollen or sore, but not tonight…not the first time…she just may not be able to sit for a few days...but that's up to how well she does. I smile. 
 
   I step back and she gasps and tenses. She's anticipating too much. "Close your eyes, Lucy...and remember to breath." She can only nod her head, but I can see that she obeyed.
 
   I snap the belt in my hands, she flinches, but her eyes stay closed. Good. I don't want her tensing up too much. 
 
   The first spank of the belt lands dead center of both cheeks. A perfect pink patch flares. She gasps her cry out, leaning on the wall, head lowered slightly. "Head, up, Lucy. Or I start over." She immediately obeys. "If you move at the wrong moment, I could hurt you...unintentionally. You need to remain still for this. Do you understand me?"
 
   "...Yes, Sir...I'm sorry, Sir!" Such a good girl.
 
   I strike the same spot, bringing a deeper pinkness and gasped cry back. I wait for her breathing, she stays in position though. The third and fourth are quick, above and below slightly the last two, slightly harder. Her cry is gulped down and escapes as a high pitched hiss. Her bottom is a beautiful cherry.
 
   "How many times did you break the rule, Lucy?"
 
   I wait patiently behind her. Her mind is dueling between animal pain and her desire to please me. I wait for her desire to reach the surface. "Five, Sir...I'm so sorry...please...I'm sorry...ple..."
 
   "No...No begging!" She stops, her body shaking. "How many times have I spanked you already?" I know the answer, but I want to force her to say.
 
   "Four, Sir." A more pathetic sound of pleading could not be heard, I smile. 
 
   "You have one more coming then." She tenses every muscle in back, legs, arms. Her hands grip the wall. My sweet girl. "Calm down. Breathe, baby." I wait for her to calm a little. When she is just starting to relax, I let the belt crack hard across her lower bottom...the sweet sitting spot...the one I know will hurt the most. She strangles a cry, a yelp of pain, her legs dancing and shaking for a moment. But she stays in position.
 
   "Hands behind your back." She is only too happy to comply if this means the punishment is over.
 
   "Apoligize...not beg, Lucy..." I stand right behind her, the belt still in my hand.
 
   "I'm sorry, Sir." She's strong, no hesitancy.
 
   "And thank me for punishing you." 
 
   She swallows. "Thank you, Sir."
 
   I put my hand in her hair, give a slight tug, but mostly rub her softness. She's so small, so soft, so yielding. "I like hurting you, Lucy." She rubs her head against my hand, the obedient puppy. "I like that you give yourself to me completely. That I can cause you pain and fear...I can make you my good girl again with my belt or my hand..." I lower my hand to her ass. Still a little warm, the pinkness not quite faded. I pinch her lower cheek, not hard, but it's still tender enough to squeeze the breath out of her. "That's what punishment does...it makes you my good girl again. You want that, don't you?"
 
   "Yes, Sir!" Her whole body answers, trying to sway closer to me, but not moving from her spot, arms still held tight against her back. 
 
   "And you will always be my good girl. I will always make you my good girl...I love you."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HER
 
   The pain is only a small part. The initial shock of being hit with his belt only a part of it. The humiliation of standing, waiting, for this...that's the hardest part.  Knowing that I'm waiting for him to hurt me...that I stand here, as a grown woman, waiting for a spanking from my boyfriend...No...
 
   ...That I stand here deserving a spanking. That's the humiliation. That I've done this to myself...gotten myself into this. If I'd only just behaved, followed his rule!
 
   The smacks seem to hit all over; my ass is a giant bullseye and Max has deadly aim! I'm screaming in my mind, but only tiny cries escape. 
 
   Thinking of the number of times these past weeks that I've done this...made plans, then asked permission...my face burns with heat.  I want to beg for his forgiveness...make him understand that I won't ever do that again...I'll be good! I won't disappoint him again! I won't make him angry again!
 
   The last one...the pain...I forgot about thinking, breathing, nothing...until my lungs hurt and I take a shattered breath in and out.
 
   "I'm sorry, Sir." I know this is a part of the ritual...the routine of punishment that I've become familiar with.
 
   "Thank you, Sir." This is new. I want to plead, beg still...all I can do is thank him for spanking me...and wait, hopeful that this is enough...that I'm deserving of his love still...please!
 
   "...I will always make you my good girl. I love you." And I begin to shake. These words smack the bullseye in my brain. I need his love. I need his discipline. I need him.
 
   "Turn around." I spin quickly, eyes hungry to see his face.
 
   He kisses my forehead and wipes my cheeks. I wasn't aware that tears had fallen...my shame bubbling up and falling from my eyes. He tilts my chin up and kisses me fully, the warmth of his mouth spreading down my stomach, into my pussy.
 
   I am wet. I only just realize how wet...from the spanking...from the humiliation. I swallow. I don't recognize myself...a hungry pet waiting for a bone...I almost laugh, a little dizzy. I swallow this back, a squeak instead.
 
   “You may put the belt away.” I quickly take it from him and open the closet door. The belt hangs as a constant reminder. I come back to stand in front of him, my arms back in place.
 
   Max smiles at me, watching me. "Follow." He walks to the bed and removes his pants. I am panting...stop panting!...staring at his hard ass and legs. I want to bite his shoulder, taste him! 
 
   He lays back on the bed, head propped on a pillow against the headboard. "Keep your arms back and get on me." 
 
   I'm not graceful, I almost fall face first onto his lap, my knees sinking in the softness of the bed, but he keeps me up with his hands on my shoulders, smiling at me. I position myself over his cock. I can feel my wet lips pressed against him. My knees squeeze his hips.
 
   Putting his hands on my waist, Max lifts me onto his erect cock. In a quick thrust, pushing me down by my hips, he enters me. Full length. Full force. I gasp in pain and deepened desire fulfilled.  His hand on my stomach keeps me up. "Ride me."
 
   My eyes pop open. Technically...I've never done this before...I tried once...at a drunken night out in a back seat with my last boyfriend. 
 
   I awkwardly try lifting myself, feeling my thighs squeezing, my sore ass squeezing. "Use your hips, rock back and forth more with them." My arms behind my back make this more difficult. I squeeze my hands against my elbows to steady myself and try again, using my hips more as Max instructed. I can feel his length sliding inside me. The depth and pressure equally pleasing and painful. I get used to the rhythm, going slow, not taking him all the way in or all the way out. 
 
   He grabs my hips and sits me down hard on his cock. My eyes fly open at the pain. "All the way, Lucy!" I only nod my head, trying to get the rhythm with this much up and down, back and forth with my hips.  I lean forward slightly, my knees shaking against his sides, my thighs straining, keeping my balance. He finally grabs my waist and with his arms flexed, jackhammers me easily against his cock. I push my hips into him to join his thrusts and he smiles, "Good girl." 
 
   "Ask me." His breath is jagged. I know what he wants.
 
   "Please...can I...please..." my breath panting each word with his thrusts. 
 
   "Yes...yes, my good girl!" We cum together. He continues thrusting inside me, his throbbing inside me making the ache a dull aftershock of pleasure. 
 
   I open my eyes again and he's smiling at me. He reaches up and brushes my hair off my face. "You are the most beautiful girl." I blush. "And you're all mine." I smile shyly back. "You may move your arms, Lucy." 
 
   I release my hands, realizing how strained my shoulders were from my grip. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HER
 
   “I nailed the interview!” Julia is yelling into my phone. I pull it away from my ear a little. I’m waiting for Max on the street. A few people walk by looking at me…she was really loud!
 
   “That’s great! Congrats, Julia!” 
 
   “Let’s celebrate! I want to thank you over some bubbly!” 
 
   “Oh…that sounds great…I’ll need to talk to Max first…” I absently rub my hand over the side of my hip…it’s as close as I can get to soothing my sore butt in public. My ass is no longer on fire, but it’s still a little swollen and sore on the very bottom. The color is a deep red too. Sitting for interviews was torture today. 
 
   “I think Jake is already calling him. I’m on my way to meet him now. Hopefully, we’ll see you tonight! Or we’ll make plans for later this weekend! Thanks, Lucy, you really helped! Can’t wait to tell you all about it!”
 
   She was so excited, that I didn’t even get a word in, other than to say that I’d call her about plans, before we hung up.
 
   I see the car pulling around the corner. I’m excited myself. After last night, I could really use a night just relaxing with Max…being in his arms, just us. I need to be around him. I need to feel his arms around me. This morning I was like a puppy, following him around the apartment as he got ready. I’ve been obsessed with looking at my phone today, a little disappointed that he didn’t call more, but happy that I got a text every hour.
 
   I’ve been so distracted today with what he did to my butt and how much I want to show him my love by being such a good girl for him. I can’t even believe this is how I’m phrasing it in my own head. …My, what a spanking will do to a girl!
 
   But my hopes for a night with Max all to myself crumble when Jeff opens the door for me and I see Dan. He gets out so I can sit in the middle next to Max. Scooching over the seat makes me wince and take a quick breath in. Max only smiles at me, “Jeff has a pillow for you if you’d like.” 
 
   “What’s wrong, Lucy, did you hurt yourself?” Dan is back seated, next to me now. 
 
   I turn my eyes to Max as I answer though, “I’m fine.” I’m beat red and my ass is throbbing, but I don’t want to see the knowing look in Jeff’s eyes again. He smirked at me getting into the car this morning. He was extra gentle helping me out with his arm though. And I definitely don’t want to explain anything to Dan!
 
   Lucky for me, Dan drops it. Max kisses me and I relax a little more. Each bump in the damn city streets isn’t a picnic though. It's really only one spot that's still a little sore, but it's right were I sit, and I've had to sit all day!
 
   “So I hear you were a big help to Julia!” 
 
   I’d actually forgotten about her call in my attempts to keep my ass from feeling the worse of the potholes. “Oh…yeah…she was going to do great on her own. I just provided a few tips to give her more courage.” I turn to Max, “Did Jake call you?”
 
   “Yeah,” his look darkens only for a second. “We’re heading there now to meet them.” 
 
   This is definitely not going to be the quiet night I wanted. I say a little prayer to any powers that be…please, don’t let me do anything to make Max mad tonight…I don’t think my ass could take it!
 
   .....
 
   Dan holds the door for us and Max gently rubs my butt as we enter the club. He’s gentle but it still stings. And he pats a little harder once before stopping. I have to swallow back my wince this time. He’d already told me that one of the special things about a spanking is that he can continue to administer little reminders to behave so easily like this. His slightest touch is enough to warn me against doing anything wrong tonight.
 
   “Yay! You could make it!” Julia jumps up and grabs me in a hug. I’m pulled off balance and she lets go too quickly, so I fall back onto one of the low lounge seats. It’s cushy, but my ass would feel like it was nails no matter what I sat on right now. Let alone land on hard. I actually squeak and press my eyes and lips together tightly for a second. Julia doesn’t notice, she’s too busy hugging Dan and Max hello.
 
   But Jake notices. From his seat opposite me, he notices everything. I try to sit more comfortably, keeping his gaze though, afraid to let it go. His eyes narrow, lips tighten, jaw clenches. A mirror to Max in his dark looks. I pray that he won’t say anything right now. I plead this with my eyes. 
 
   Max sits down next to me, putting his arm around me. “Hello, little brother.” He of course notices the way Jake keeps staring at me. He didn’t see my quick sit-down though, since Julia was bear hugging everyone. He didn’t see that Jake saw my pain.  
 
   “How are you doing, Lucy?” Jake asks this pointedly, not looking at Max.
 
   “I’m fine, Jake.” I say this in a strong voice. 
 
   He doesn’t drop his stare. Julia sits back down next to him. He still keeps staring. I finally look away from everyone. I don’t want to see the look on Max’s face either.
 
   Extra glasses are brought to the table and Julia jumps up to pour champagne in each one. 
 
   I look to Max to make sure that it’s ok; he kisses my nose and hands me a glass from the table himself.  When we all have glasses in hand, Julia stands up again. Jake only glances at her; he keeps his eyes on me still. 
 
   “I just wanted to thank you, Lucy, for all your help yesterday! And I want to celebrate with you guys this hopefully next big step for me!” We all clink glasses and I’m grateful for the cold bubbles on my throat.
 
   “So…Regional Manager...that is a big step, Julia.” Max is smiling, but I know that he’s mocking Jake more than congratulating Julia. Jake knows it too. “What region will you be managing if you get this promotion?” 
 
   “Southeast, coastal. It’s a huge market for us, very competitive!” She has her hand draped over Jake’s knee. 
 
   Dan interjects, “That’s a sweet area to cover…no winters!” 
 
   “And will you have to travel to the Southeast, coastal area often, Julia?” Julia is oblivious to the tone in Max’s voice. He’s provoking Jake. 
 
   “Yeah…it’s a pretty travel intensive job. Like I told Lucy…the first eight weeks will be on the road. At least eight weeks!” She takes a big drink and doesn’t see the look Jake shoots her. He obviously didn’t know this. She didn’t even talk to him about it?! “Then who knows? …Probably two to three weeks out of the month.”
 
   “Julia…” Jake starts and she turns to look at him. She stops a little shocked at the look on his face...it's a pained look, an embarrassed look. 
 
   She only taps her hand on his knee, “I told you all this, Jake. About how important this job would be for me…and that it involved travelling.” She’s already turning away from him.
 
   “No, Julia.” His voice is so like Max’s that it makes me shiver for a second. The anger is clear. Julia is still ignoring it though. Not looking at him at all, only topping off her own glass. “You never mentioned that you would be travelling non-stop for eight weeks, then gone for most of every month. I would’ve remembered that.”
 
   “Well…” She looks embarrassed, looks around at all of us for a moment, then back to Jake, “Well, sweetie…let’s talk about this later. Tonight we’re celebrating. I still have to get the job anyway.” 
 
   She stands up. “I gotta pee. Lucy you wanna come with me? The bathroom in this place is great. They have free perfume samples.”  She walks around the table, and stands behind Jake, waiting for me. 
 
   It pains me to see the look on Jake’s face. A perfect chemistry of anger, hurt, and disappointment. I’m glad that I’ve never seen that look on Max’s face. I turn to Max and he nods slightly. I stand up and am relieved for a moment then my ass starts throbbing again from sitting for too long.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HIM
 
   “I really wasn’t expecting her to say all that… Jake, I’m sorry.” I lean in towards him, my palms up on my knees. 
 
   Jake just shakes his head, holding it with his hands, looking down at his lap. 
 
   “Maybe she won’t get the job…” Dan adds lamely. 
 
   “No…No. Julia will get the job. Julia gets everything she goes after.” Jake sits back heavily in the chair, his hands still holding the sides of his head, tilted back. He runs his fingers through his wavy brown hair and pushes a breath out loudly. 
 
   “So what are you going to do about it?” I’m still sitting forward. Watching my brother hurt like this is hard. But I’m hopeful that this is the last straw with Julia. That he’ll realize that she’s not the girl for him. 
 
   “Do about it?” Jake drops his hands and stares at me, the look of anger back in his eyes. Good. He needs to get angry about this. “What can I do about it, Max?” He continues to stare at me. I say nothing just keep his stare.
 
   “Well…maybe you could talk to her…ya know…see if maybe there’s another promotion that she can go after instead…” Dan is trying to help, but he doesn’t understand what’s really being said here. 
 
   “What would you suggest I do, Max?” 
 
   “That’s up to you, Jake. You know your options.” 
 
   “Like what…spanking her like you do Lucy?!” Jake says this quietly. 
 
   Dan just laughs, until he sees the looks we’re exchanging. He catches on that Jake is being serious; or that I’m at least taking him serious. 
 
   “Yes. If you think that would help.” I answer slowly. I ignore the wide-eyed look from Dan. “You know my opinion…she’s never been the right girl for you, Jake.” 
 
   Jake leans forward now too. “And that is none of your business, Max. Why don’t you take care of your own business…like Lucy not being able to sit still tonight?!”
 
   Dan starts to say something, but I answer Jake first, “Lucy can’t sit because she lied to me. She broke my rule and she paid the price. If you listened to your own heart, you’d know that that is the way it should be between you and Julia too. But it never will be with her, will it?”
 
   Jake just shakes his head, staring at me. Dan stares in disbelief at us both.
 
   Lucy returns to the table alone, “Julia is on the phone with someone from work I think…she’ll be right back.” She freezes her smile when she sees the three of us though. She knows something happened while she was gone, just not what. She slowly lowers herself onto her seat. Dan and Jake both watch her, with Dan staring at her ass. 
 
   I put my hand on her knee. She reaches for her glass, but I stop her. “No. We’re leaving soon.” She sits back. Dan just blinks at us, like he’s watching his favorite TV show. Jake glares at me. 
 
   When Julia does return, he jumps up. “We’re leaving.”
 
   “What? Where are we going? I just told some work folks to meet us here!” Julia sits down. Jake grabs her arm and pulls her to her feet. Julia yanks her arm out of his grip. “You’re hurting me! Jake what has gotten into you?!” Jake just looks at her for a long moment with his jaw clenching. No one else moves or says anything. He finally takes a deep breath, but remains standing.
 
   “Julia.” He picks up his messenger bag and continues a little softer, “Julia…I wish you all the best. But we both know that this isn’t working out.” Julia opens her mouth to say something, still looking around embarrassed at us. “No! ...I don’t want a part-time girlfriend. And you only want a full-time job. ...I’ll sleep at a friend’s tonight. We’ll sort out the apartment tomorrow.” He leans over kisses her shocked cheek, “You’ll do great on the new job.” He turns and walks away.
 
   I get up to follow him, but he turns on me with his arms in the air. “Leave me alone, Max. Not now.” I watch him walk out the door, finally seeing the brother I knew was in there. He's finally taking control of his own life.
 
   When I return to the table, Lucy is looking beautifully concerned and shocked. I sit down next to her and take her hand, “He’ll be all right.”
 
   Dan just continues to stare, mostly at Lucy. 
 
   Julia is downing a glass of champagne. “I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe him.” She glares at me, her voice going up in volume. “You put him up to this, didn’t you?! You’ve never liked me, have you, Max?!” 
 
   “I like you Julia. Just not for my brother.” I say this evenly, quietly. People are starting to stare at our table. 
 
   “Let’s go.” Lucy stands with me; Dan jumps up when he realizes we’re leaving.
 
   “Fine…just leave…but you tell Jake that if he wants back in that apartment with me, he’ll have to beg my forgiveness for tonight!” Julia yells this as we walk away. 
 
   On the street, “How bout a cup of coffee?” Dan only nods his head. Lucy looks pleadingly at me. “Yes…we’re going for coffee. I think Dan would like to ask you something…” Lucy looks wide-eyed at Dan. He only sheepishly starts walking down the street next to us.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 HER
 
   "We'll have one decaf, one regular, please." Max is doing the ordering as usual. I know the decaf is for me; he's told me not to drink so much coffee, since I have a hard time sleeping if I have any in the afternoon. It was hard at first, but I’m getting used to it. Dan orders coffee too.
 
   I think we're all a little shaken by what happened with Jake. No one's talking. But I'm not surprised. I know Max has been working on him for the past year, ever since he moved in with Julia. Max has a strict rule against living together.
 
   I smile at this, though...since we are practically living together. Every night we're at his place now. But I do still have my own apartment, nothing’s official yet. 
 
   Max puts his hand on my knee and looks at Dan directly. We're in a quiet diner, only a few people around; but Max still sat us in a corner booth by ourselves.
 
   Dan is just putting his phone down on the table, "Becca'll be here in an half hour. She's finishing up some details with the show." He avoids making eye contact with me. Only staring at Max. And Max has the oddest smile on his face. It's like he's laughing, encouraging, and challenging Dan with quirks of his lips.
 
   I don't think I want to know what went on tonight while Julia and I were in the bathroom. I have a sinking feeling.
 
   "So...where do you kids wanna eat tonight?" Dan is trying to lighten the mood, but Max isn't having any of it.
 
   "Why don't you say what's on your mind really, Dan. We're all friends here..." 
 
   Dan shoots a look at me, but quickly looks down at the table, darting back up to Max. This feels like a tennis match and I'm afraid I'm the ball. I don't want this to go on. I reach my hand across the table, not to touch Dan but just reaching towards him. Both men follow my hand and stare as it rests close to Dan's fingertips, still on his phone. "You can say anything you want, Dan...Ask whatever you want..." I say this quietly, unsure of myself. It has the desired effect, though. He finally looks me in the eye with a combination of questioning and concern.
 
   Max hasn't moved. He just continues to look at Dan, his face completely calm and unreadable...except I can see the small movements of emotion. And the one that surprises me is...hope.
 
   "Is Max hurting you?" Dan chokes this out, so quiet that the words are almost lost in their endings. 
 
   "No." I see Max's face move slightly. I know what he expects and I still don't know if I'm ready for it.
 
   "Did he..." Dan shoots a quick look to Max, changes directions and stares now with a little anger towards him, "Did you hurt her?"
 
   "Yes." Max remains calm, waiting for his friend to adjust to this answer before continuing. "I spanked Lucy because she misbehaved." 
 
   My body is heating up. I look down at my hand, still on the table. The waitress puts the coffees in front of us and we don't reach for them. I just move my hand back onto my lap. When she's out of hearing, Dan finally speaks.
 
   "Are you crazy?! Why are you telling me this?!" 
 
   "Because I'm not going to hide who I am...certainly not from my best friend!" Max leans forward a little, intensely staring at Dan.
 
   Dan only shakes his head, looking down at his hands on the table, palms facing each other, like he just heard something absurd. Max waits for him to say something. Finally, he meets Max's eyes again, "Max...we are best friends. I think of you as family." Max nods to this. "But...but I can't condone you hurting your girlfriend." 
 
   Before Max can answer him, though, I speak up. I won't have Dan thinking less of Max...not because of me. "He's not." Both men turn their heads to me, Max smiling slightly.
 
   "He just said..." Dan can't say the rest.
 
   "I know what he said. But he's not hurting me...," my voice is stronger this time. I look at my hand though, still unsure of what to say next. I reach for my coffee and take a small sip. "I have agreed to follow Max's rules. I broke a rule. And I knew the consequence." I say it quickly, trying to keep my voice from squeaking at the end. With my eyes down, I can still see that Dan is staring in disbelief at me. Max squeezes my knee slightly. I'm sure my face is turning purple from the humiliation now. "Believe me...it does hurt," I glance quickly at Max, who grins, "But...but I'm fine." I finish this and look directly into Dan's eyes again.
 
   Dan sits back, hands in his lap, watching me. Max also sits back, watching Dan. Their tennis match is back on. 
 
   "Well...fine...then, fine..." He shakes his head again, "If this is how you want it...then fine. But why tell me?" 
 
   Max answers, "Because I needed Jake to see that I'm not ashamed of who I am. Who he is really if he'd admit it to himself."
 
   "Jake does this too?!"
 
   Max only smiles, "No...Not with Julia obviously, anyway...but it is how we were raised." Dan's look of shock goes supernova. He doesn't even blink for a long moment. Max keeps talking, "Look, Dan...I get that this isn't everyone's idea of how it should be between a couple, but I needed my brother to see that it's ok that it is to us." He takes a drink, a pause to give Dan time to think that through, before continuing, "And I needed to know that Lucy could stand up for this too. She should be ashamed for earning a punishment...but I don't want her ashamed for how she is with me...that I do punish her." He squeezes my knee again. 
 
   I hadn't heard him say all this so succinctly before. Somehow hearing it said outloud to someone else, I feel more at ease, more confident and safe with Max. I squeeze his arm and he smiles at me, kisses my nose. Dan is watching us.
 
   "So you did this for Jake and Lucy...but what about me? How am I supposed to just go back to how things were, Max? Pretend I don't know all of this?" Dan is searching Max's face for answers.
 
   "You knew something was different with Natalie. You just never wanted to know the truth. I haven't been myself with a girl in a long time, not since before we met, Dan. I tried with Nat, but she rejected her own feelings." I'm swallowing hard hearing this. Max hasn't talked about any past relationships. He refuses to hear about any of mine. "You know how upset I was for so long after Nat." Dan nods to this, even softens his look of skepticism. "I want you, as my family, my best friend, to be apart of our lives. Mine and Lucy's. And I knew that meant that sooner or later, you'd have to know the truth. I said before, I don't want to hide who I am from you."
 
   Dan takes his time thinking about all this. His look softens even more. But before he can say anything, Becca shows up. She sits down and takes a sip of his coffee. "Are we eating here or elsewhere, kiddos? I'm starving!" 
 
   "I'm starving too!" I try to break the thin layer of ice hanging over our heads. Dan smiles at me, it's a small smile, but it's there at least.
 
   "And I'm dying to know what happened tonight with Jake!" Becca is leaning in towards Max. 
 
   Dan cuts in though, "I'll tell you later." He says this to Max, but again with a smile. "Let's go to the place with the good noddles...down the street..." He and Becca discuss which place he means, arguing over who has the best noodles.
 
   I only snuggle into Max's arm more. He kisses my cheek and says into my ear, "I'm proud of you." It sends that same electric current from my stomach to my pussy. Dan is watching us again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 HIM
 
   I hang up. Jake still won't answer my calls. I've left him voicemails and texts, but he needs his space still. Dan said he hadn't heard from him either.
 
   Dan...I shake my head thinking about him. It's been a week since Jake left Julia, since Lucy confessed to Dan that she's fine with me disciplining her, since Dan accepted this. He surprised me at the office on Wednesday. Asked if I would go for a drink with him. I called Lucy and told her to wait at home for me. I haven't let her go out all week. Continued punishment for her lies, she's grounded from seeing her friends outside of work next week too.
 
   Dan was shy about talking, but I just waited him out. Finally, he blurted out that he'd told Becca about Lucy and me. He'd laughed.
 
   "Becca wasn't even surprised or shocked at all!" I wasn't surprised by that. She has more understanding of relationships than Dan. He tends to be more of a what you see is what you get kinda guy. It was harder for him to think that there was more to what he suspected all along. He's coming around though.
 
   "She said she always thought you were kinky!" Dan said this with a big laugh. Of course, saying that his wife didn't really give my sexual preferences much thought...not really, of course, with more laughter. "She even said it's in all of her favorite smut books, so who knows..." He'd looked embarrassed, but we cheered to ourselves for finding happiness. He accepts that Lucy and I are happy with our arrangement.
 
   He also asked if I told Mike. I told him I intended to...when the time is right of course. No more secrets or hiding anymore. He only nodded at this. He doesn't want to be put in the middle of anything. He knows I wouldn't do that to him, though.
 
   I hear Lucy getting out of the shower. Good. I smile to myself thinking of the afternoon she has in store.
 
   "Lucy, come here." I use my deepest voice, barely louder than normal. She is standing in the doorway in an instant, hair dripping down her wet body, towel pressed to her side.
 
   "Can I dry off first?" She knows better than this. I clench my jaw, but she jumps to come to me before I have to do more than this.
 
   She tries to put the towel around herself to stop from puddling on the floor. I grab it out of her hand and throw it on the ground. Water runs down her legs, off her hair, drops magnify her erect nipples. Her gorgeous look of fear is perfect. She puts her arms behind her back automatically. My good girl.
 
   "Lucy, last week I administered a punishment for what misbehaviour?"
 
   "I didn't get your persmission before making plans." She says this quickly. She's not likely to forget that rule any time soon. 
 
   "And have you done this since then?" I already know the answer. 
 
   "No, Sir." She looks down, "You grounded me...And I wouldn't ever do that again...Sir!" She is quick to add, in case I mistook her words for pouting. She is a good student!
 
   "Good." I sit on the bed. "Go get the belt." She stops herself from saying anything, but her whole body twitches with fear and the question I know she's thinking. "Don't make me tell you again, little girl." This has her moving quickly to the closet.
 
   She comes back just as quickly, laying the belt next to me. Her flesh is goosebumps, her nipples painfully erect and dark, her hair still dripping water down her back and tits. Her arms where they should be again.
 
   "Lucy, you have a spanking coming today." She tears up, but doesn't do more than quiver her lips at this. Such a beautiful look of fear in her eyes. She's shouting her pleas with those blue eyes. She takes a stuttered breath in and holds it, calming herself as I've taught her. "This is a maintenance spanking, Lucy." I give a moment to react. "If I have to punish you, then the next week you will receive a spanking as a reminder to be good." Her eyes look down for a second; she knows she can't argue with me. My pride mixes with my desire for her. "Even if you've been on your best behaviour all week long, as you should be anyway...you will receive a spanking. Do you understand me?"
 
   "...Yes, Sir..." She says through swallows. Her bottom is only just back to a normal color. She had trouble sitting for two days afterwards. I'll be easier on her today...but she doesn't need to know that.
 
   "Get over my knees." She moves jerkingly, awkwardly placing herself across me, putting her fingertips on the floor. "Place your hands around my calf...this will keep you steady." She does this and moves a little to adjust herself again. "Put your legs straight out. And keep your toes pointed." She does this, stretching her body, exposing her creamy white upper thighs to me. I adjust her a little so her bottom is raised higher on my knee. I can feel her heartbeat. I know this position strains her leg and stomach muscles. 
 
   "Do not move from this position until I give you permission. If you move your hands or your legs, I will start your punishment over and add additional spankings for disobedience. Do you understand me, Lucy?"
 
   "Yes, Sir." She wants to get this over with quickly...not gonna happen, little girl. 
 
   I place my hand gently on her ass and feel her flinch. God, how I love her! Her hair covers her face, but I know she's blushing; her soft tears will blend with her wet hair nicely. I admire how my hand can cover a cheek completely. I rub down to the fold just above her thighs...her most tender spot. I can feel her wet heat from here, too. "Open your legs." She obeys without hesitation, rocking slightly. She keeps her legs stretched, toes pointed though. 
 
   I cup my hand over her pussy, rubbing down to her clit, she moans. "Quiet." She's going to need another shower, I smile to myself. "Does waiting for your punishment make you wet, little girl?"
 
   She whimpers, but answers in her sweet girlie voice, "...Yes...Sir."
 
   "Does getting a spanking make you wet?"
 
   "...Yes, Sir..."
 
   "Why?" I can tell that she's startled by the question. Her mind is already down the path of waiting for pain, an animal place, a pet waiting for its master's pleasure.  This makes her crawl back a little from fear, up to a point of being able to think. It takes some deep breaths before she can answer.
 
   "I want to please you."
 
   "That's not your only reason, Lucy." I chastise her.
 
   "When you said...that...that you liked...hurting me..." I wait patiently for her to continue, absently stroking her pussy and clit. "...I wasn't able to tell you...that...I like...that you do... That I know...it's how you show me how much you love me...even when I'm bad, you make me your good girl again...and I want to be good for you..." She's crying softly, this raw revelation taking her breath and turning it into sobs. "I crave your love, Max...I need your love... The pain...is part of your love...and I crave it." She says this with a strangled voice, tears choked back.
 
   I wait for her to calm a little more. "You do make me so happy, Lucy. I love you. And I will always make you my good girl."
 
   I don't wait. I spank her tender spot first, a quick sting with only my hand. She whimpers, but stops herself. I pick up the belt and her legs stiffen. She tries to relax, I don't wait. I smack both cheeks with the belt, dead center. Her breath goes in sharply, but she remains quiet otherwise. The second and third strikes follow each other quickly, both centered. Her breathing is rapid. I wait only a second more and give her one good smack to her cheek bottoms, the belt hitting the very top of her thighs as well. Her breath stops for a second. I bring the belt down one more time on the same spot. A small cry escapes with her breath. 
 
   "You may raise your legs, Lucy." She instantly brings up her feet, "That's high enough." She stops with her toes pointed perfectly up to the ceiling. "You may not lower your legs onto your bottom...You'll feel the sting of your punishment without any relief, little girl." I let her breathing even out before having her stand. She puts her arms in position and waits for me to tell her what to do. Such a good girl, I have.
 
   Her tears always make me harder. Her face is soft. Her eyes shining, and hungry, looking all over my face, chest, body. I'm wearing only my boxers. My cock is stiff. Her eyes keep lingering and jumping back to my face, hopeful that her punishment is over and she'll be rewarded between her legs.
 
   I stand and take her in my arms, bringing her arms around me. She melts to me, trying to bring every inch of herself in contact with me. "Thank you, Sir."
 
   I meet her mouth arching up to mine, our kiss deep and long. She puts her hands on the top of my boxers and looks for permission with her eyes. I nod slightly and she pulls them down. I pull her onto the bed, falling back with her body on mine, stretched out together.
 
   I roll us over, so she's pinned under my weight. Pulling myself up onto my elbows. "Open your legs...wider. Good girl." I cup her pussy, not putting a finger in, but pressing with my whole hand. "Hands by your sides." She obeys, moving her hands to be pinned between her body and my knees. I sit up and slide into her. 
 
   I can feel her moan inside, it's so deep and long. I lightly slap her face, her eyes pop open again...her pussy squeezing me. I'm grinning at her. Her confused mix of emotions plays across her face.
 
   "You belong to me, Lucy...and I'll do whatever I like to you...whenever I feel like it. Do you understand me?"
 
   "Y...Yes, Sir." Her sweet girl voice, chin pressed down. With her arms pinned, she can't do anything to protect herself. Good.
 
   "And I like slapping you...I like the look on your face..." I slap her again, just lightly, enough to shock her into automatically squeezing my cock again. 
 
   "My look...?"
 
   I thrust in and out of her a little, her moans and wetness make stopping hard, but I finally slow down and stop. "Yes...you have the perfect look..." I slap her again; she actually moans this time and holds the squeeze, pushing her hips against me. God, she's gorgeous. I have to breathe to stop from cuming. I thrust into her hard again and she pushes against me more. I give in to the desire to fuck her hard and fast. I stretch out my legs and with my arms around her, we come together quickly. 
 
   I roll off her and she instantly crawls into my arms again.  I brush her hair away from her forehead and kiss the top of her head. "Your look...it's like you're begging me to stop and begging me for more all in one... What were you thinking just then…when I smacked you?"
 
   She shyly lowers her head into my chest more and in her highest, quietest voice, "I was thinking that I wanted to please you...that if slapping me pleases you...then that's what I want too...and" she pauses for a long moment. "And...I like that you...that you do what you want...to me...I like that I'm yours..."
 
   "You are most definitely mine, little girl!" I smack her hip. I push her onto her back, so I can look at her face, into her eyes. I kiss her and her arms go around my neck, so warm, so small. 
 
   She snuggles back into my arms when I lay back again. "I want to make sure that you understand, Lucy...I'll do whatever I want to you...slap, spank, whatever...always when you deserve it, for being a bad girl. But sometimes, it will be just because I want to. Do you understand that I still love you, even if I'm rough with you?"
 
   "Yes...I love you, too, Max." She kisses my chest. "And...And I like that you're rough..." She adds this so quietly, shyly. 
 
   I say no more and feel Lucy's breathing lengthening. I turn my head so I can watch her nap for a while. I still can't believe all that has happened between us. 
 
   I can't believe that I've finally found a girl who can understand my tough love, my disciplinary ways. A girl who obeys my every rule...at least tries to, I smile...and takes the punishment she deserves when she doesn't. My heart wants to burst looking at her sweet face on my chest. I'm a love-struck, gushing idiot! 
 
   I fall asleep finally, with my cheek pressed against her head.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I wake to her smile. Her face is turned up towards mine, still curled against my chest. "Can we go to the grocery store?" She says this with a secret grin. 
 
   "Ok..." 
 
   "I want to make you something special for breakast tomorrow." She smiles bigger and jumps out of bed. Stopping though before heading to the bathroom, "If you think you'll like it, that is..." 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 HIM
 
   "This is very good, baby. You're becoming a good cook!" I'm downing a second helping of her croissant egg casserole. We bought everything yesterday for a recipe she downloaded, so she could make it the night before for me. 
 
   "I'm glad you like it! I found a few more recipes that you'll have to guinea pig too," she's smiling though, very proud of herself. 
 
   "As long as you don't burn it, I'll try it." She throws her napkin at me.
 
   She's quiet though as she clears the table. I grab her hand and pull her onto my lap. "What's up? Why the quiet face?"
 
   She shyly makes eye contact. "I...Have you thought more about...my company picnic? ...It's next weekend...so if I'm not going to make it....I should tell some people soon..." I smile to myself that she knows asking a second time is reason enough to make me mad. But this was a pre-rule planned event, so I'm indulgent with her.
 
   "We can go." She hugs my neck and says thank you. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "It's too bad your ceo's house isn't on the other side of the lake, we could've just driven on to my parent's tonight," I look around at the line of cars waiting for the valet. This is going to be crowded. 
 
   I look at Lucy. She's also staring out the window, at the large house beyond the long drive. The place is impressive. It's about three times the size of my parent's lake house. Must have at least thirteen bedrooms. 
 
   She said the party was taking place on the lawn, with the full grounds made over for team-building games, the pool and lake made into team activities too. She knew I wouldn't let her run around in a bathing suit though. She's wearing a loose cotton dress, flip flops, with her hair pulled into a loose knot at the base of her neck, no makeup. She looks perfect, smiling at me as I watch her wait for the valet to open her door.  
 
   We walk hand-in-hand up the stairs and in the open doors. Refreshments are available everywhere, trays circulating, a bar set up in a corner, outside. I hand an iced tea to Lucy and we walk through the foyer, past the winding dual staircases and elaborate mirrors. 
 
   "This place is massive!" Lucy is whispering to me, looking everywhere with wide-eyes. 
 
   "I'll get ya a place like this someday," I wink at her and she hugs my arm to her side. "Maybe with a few more rooms, though..." We both laugh.
 
   We spot Laura and Tad first and head towards a canopied area of tables set up on the lawn. "Hey you two! Welcome to the swankiest place I've ever been!" Laura hugs Lucy and smiles at me. Tad shakes my hand. 
 
   "I know! I can't get over it...people actually live like this?!" Lucy is watching a volleyball game a few feet away. Tracy is on the other side of the net, in a tiny red maillot with cutoff shorts over it. She sees us and waves. Lucy waves back before turning back to me, facing the water. A large tile-surround pool area is dwarfed by the sparkling of Lake Michigan beyond. People are everywhere.
 
   "We just got here too. We were just about to head to the beach..." Laura obviously has a bikini on under her t-shirt and shorts. I'm glad I didn't let Lucy bring a swimsuit. This is business-fun not vacation-fun. I may not care about her work, but I do care about how she's perceived.
 
   Lucy looks to me for direction, "Sure." She smiles at my answer and takes my hand again.
 
   "Did you guys bring suits? The pool is amazing...it has one of those wave maker thingies in it!" Laura continues talking without waiting for answers. She's sweet, but Tad must have a lot of patience or bad hearing.
 
   Before we reach the pool, though, Lucy is stopped by a tall, mid-forties woman with light brown hair. I recognize her as Lucy's boss. "Catherine, it's so nice to see you!" Lucy almost sounds sincere. I smile and put out my hand. The woman looks me up and down before shaking it.
 
   "So you're the mystery guy with the private car and Cartier on call, eh?" Lucy unconsciously moves her left wrist back. I'd given her another watch to replace the one that was stolen. The face of this one is surrounded by diamonds and has an engraving, "Always."
 
   I cock an eyebrow at the woman Lucy calls Cruela. I can see why; she tries for intimidating. Sitting tall in her seat, polo shirt and long crisp shorts, not feminine but not manly either, she's sizing me up. "No mystery...I'm Lucy's real boss," I give her a wink. She only laughs, giving me an appraising look still. Lucy looks uncomfortably down at her feet. I pull her to my side more, "Have fun today," and we walk away.
 
   The volleyball game over, Tracy and Josh intersect our walk towards the beach. "Hey! So you do still come out to play!” Tracy bumps hips with Lucy, looking at me though. “Was Cruela nice today...was that an actual smile you just got?!" Josh isn't saying anything, just nods a hello. I nod back. 
 
   "She was...Max charms everybody, though." Lucy leans into me a little more, our legs in sync as we start walking again.  
 
   Tracy doesn't comment on this. "We're going to do the paddleboat races later, you guys up for it?" Lucy looks to me to answer, but Tracy just rolls her eyes, "Come on, Luce...it'll be fun. You and I can be on a team even!"
 
   "Sounds like fun...sure." I answer for us. Lucy smiles, but Tracy gives me another wary look.
 
   We find Laura in a group of people standing in the water; she's in a white bikini, her voluptuous body on display and getting a lot of attention. Lucy looks to me and I nod her towards the water, she kicks off her shoes and heads towards Laura, with Tracy right behind, "Where's your bikini?" I sit at one of the picnic table benches set up, Josh sits next to me.
 
   "I...I didn't bring one."
 
   "Why not...Master wouldn't let you?" Tracy says this like she's out of a horror film, laughing. I don't hear Lucy's reply; she's standing too far with her back to me, splashing water onto her arms in long motions. The sunshine electrifies her curls, like a halo. Her dress isn't see-thru, but the outline of her legs is clearly visible. She's beautiful.
 
   Josh finally says something to me, "Sorry about the other night...I don't hold grudges, ya know."
 
   "Ancient history." I smile at him. Not a bad guy, just young, younger than his age. He's more interested in fitting in than making his own way. 
 
   "Cool."
 
   I watch as the group in the water gets a little bigger. Tracy runs back to our table and takes her shorts off, kissing Josh before heading back. Her one-piece is smaller than most bikinis. Her flaming hair matching its brightness. I shake my head and look sideways at Josh, who's staring off in another direction.
 
   I'm drawn back to the water, hearing Lucy's high laughter. A guy is splashing water onto her and Laura. She's splashing back like a kid, arms full in the water. The front of her dress and hair are clinging to her. Her nipples pushing the thin material. She's hiding behind Laura, who's trying to push her in front of her. They stop their water fight, but my view of Lucy is blocked by the guys surrounding them. 
 
   I wait only a moment before taking off my boat shoes and moving towards the water. She should know better than to be in a group of guys dripping wet like that! I meet her at the water's edge, walking back with Laura.
 
   By her look, downward-eyes and covering her chest, she knows she's in trouble. "Laura has a towel I can use," she says this quickly, not looking up at me. I follow her back to the table and put my shoes back on. 
 
   Laura digs around her bag and pulls out two towels, handing one to Lucy. She quickly wraps it around herself, pressing it into her dress, still eyes down. The guy who was splashing her comes over. "Sorry about getting your clothes all wet, Luce!" Up close, I can tell that he's closer to my age than Lucy's. He turns to me and Josh, "Hey...I'm Rich." I shake his hand and introduce myself; Josh does the same.
 
   "I work with Lucy in recruiting...well, she's been trying to help my recruiters get their heads out of their asses anyway!" He laughs and touches Lucy's arm. "Lucy is one of the best...I just wish I could convince Catherine to give you to me and have you working my accounting positions!" Lucy darts her eyes up to me when he touches her. She freezes at the look she sees. "Hey, Bill...come over here..." Rich is yelling at a group a few feet away. A guy walks over to join us. I haven't stopped looking at Lucy, her eyes are back down.
 
   "Lucy," He touches her arm again and she bolts her eyes up to him, "This is Bill Mont. He's my latest hire. I know that your cross-training is over with my team, but I was hoping you wouldn't mind taking Bill under your wing a little..." He's smiling at her, touching her, like he knows her really well. I feel my jaw clenching and relax with a deep breath. "I'll buy you lunch again!" 
 
   Her eyes shoot straight to mine, pleading, then she takes a breath, stands a little taller and puts her hand out to the new guy, letting the towel drop to her waist. "I'd be happy to help...but Rich really is the guy to learn from. You'll do great on his team!" 
 
   Laura butts in, "Lucy is just being modest! You really want to pick this girl's brain...she's waaay smarter than any of the guys!" 
 
   Rich gives Laura's shoulder a shove, "You only say that because Lucy gives your team all the best people...we get the leftovers as accounting support!" 
 
   "Damn straight!" Laura is laughing, pushing him back. 
 
   Bill just smiles at Lucy, "I'm new to recruiting, so I'd really appreciate any help you can give me, Lucy. Do you have a sec now...I know it's a day off, but I'd like to act like I'm trying to impress my boss here with my drive..." He laughs and slaps Rich on the arm, "And he does talk highly about you....Do you mind?" 
 
   Lucy hesitates, still avoiding looking at me directly again, "Um...sure...how can I help?"
 
   And this guy actually turns away from me. Puts his hand on Lucy's arm. And tries to take two steps away from me with her. Lucy is already turning back to me, when I step in. I grab both of her arms from behind, not squeezing, only holding her firmly. "I mind, Bill." 
 
   The guy blinks at me, everyone is quiet. I see Tracy out of the corner of my eye has joined the group again too. Her mouth is wide open. Laura is looking embarrassed. The guy is backing off, "Oh...sorry...I, um, didn't mean any..."
 
   Rich butts in, "It's supposed to be a party...just have fun, Bill, you'll have plenty of time to impress me in the office!" He laughs, but he's looking at Lucy, concerned.
 
   Lucy's head is bent down slightly, her eyes completely averted. I haven't let go of her arms. I let her pull her arms away to bring the towel around to her front finally. She continues drying off more. Rich makes a quick good-bye, saying he'll see Lucy in the office next week and takes Bill with him. Tracy gives a look to Josh and he walks off.
 
   "Lucy, you wanna tell me why every guy here thinks he can put his hands on you?!" My voice is steady, the deep warning one she knows so well. Lucy shrinks more and starts to answer me.
 
   "What the fuck, Max?!" Tracy is in my face. She's tall, but only comes up to my chin. She's moved to be between Lucy and me.
 
   Lucy grabs Tracy's arm. "Please...keep your voice down...people are looking..." Laura also looks around and stands closer to Lucy. 
 
   "Answer me, Lucy."
 
   Her eyes meet mine as she steps in front of Tracy again, drawn to me. "I'm sorry, Si...Max."
 
   Tracy grabs Lucy's arm and twists her around to face her. "Why are you saying you're sorry? He should be sorry for making you look like some spineless wimp in front of Rich?!"
 
   I ignore Tracy and take hold of the back of Lucy's arms again. She almost falls into my chest, her body yielding to my touch and voice. "Is that how you answer me?" 
 
   Her face turns to the side, chin up, eyes looking up into mine again; she swallows hard. Tracy and Laura just stare. "I'm sorry...Sir." She almost whispers this, the pleading in her eyes stronger than her voice.
 
   "What the fuck?!" Tracy is trying to pull at Lucy’s hand, but I have hold of both of her arms. "Snap out of it! Why are you doing this?"
 
   Laura pulls Tracy's arm back and whispers angrily, "Stop it. People are looking!" But she's also staring in disbelief at Lucy.
 
   Tracy takes a deep breath and looks around. Quieter this time, "Why are you letting him push you around like this?"
 
   "He's not. I was wrong to let them touch me. ...It was disrepectful."
 
   "Disrespectful to you? Or to him?!" Tracy shoots me another hard look. 
 
   My face is calm, only a slight furrow to my brow. "Both." I answer for her. 
 
   Tracy is again staring at me, but turns her eyes back down to Lucy, in a calmer voice, "Lucy...you don't need this guy...he's been waaay to controlling all along and he's gone too far..."
 
   "I..." Lucy stops, tears starting to make her voice shake, "I like...how controlling Max is...and it's none of your business."  My pride in her matches my anger.
 
   "What the...I don't even know what to say to you right now?!" Tracy is just shaking her head, arms crossed, glaring at Lucy. Laura has a shocked look, dragging her eyes from Lucy to me and back. "Lucy...you need to get your head out of your ass...he's a control freak and you shouldn't be with him!" Tracy glares for another second, waiting for Lucy to respond. Lucy is shaking, but silent against me. "If you stay with him...you're an idiot!" Tracy turns and stomps off. Laura only looks at Lucy and me one more time and turns to run after Tracy.
 
   We stand with her back against me for a moment longer. I let go of one arm and squeeze the other a little harder. She doesn't say anything, just keeps up as I walk us quickly back towards the house. 
 
   Inside, I head up the stairs, Lucy hesitates on the first step, but I pull her along and she quickly keeps pace. I pass several rooms before going in one that looks like an unused guest room. I shove Lucy inside and close the door behind me.
 
   With my hand still on the door, my back to her, "Now...Do you wanna tell me why every guy here thinks he can touch you?" I turn and she's shaking in the middle of the room. She only shakes her head until I walk to stand in front of her, towering over her.
 
   "I...I don't know, Max...I'm sorry...please!" 
 
   "That's not an answer, Lucy."
 
   "Because....because..." She's starting to hiccup, her breathing out of control. She takes a deep breath and tries to steady herself.
 
   "Because you have been disrepectful, haven't you?" She only shakes her head slightly, "Oh...you haven't? You weren't just running around with your dress soaked, laughing and playing with some guy...the same guy who thinks he can put his hand on you and take you to lunch?!" 
 
   She starts to cry, choking out, "I'm sorry, Sir," wrapping her arms around her middle to hide how her dress still clings.
 
   "No...No tears, little girl." She looks up and swallows back her next sob. I give her a moment to calm again. "You'll have plenty to cry about." Her beautiful fearful eyes. This is the most angry I've been with her. I haven't yelled, but she knows she's in for a punishment. I'm trying to keep control of my anger, but I can feel myself heating up.
 
   "Take off your dress."
 
   Her eyes dart to the door, in quiet fear, "Here?!"
 
   I slap her, not too hard...I'm glad that I’m still in control of my anger enough to stop from slapping her as hard as I want to. Her hand goes up to her face. "I tell you to do something, you do it. No questions. I thought you knew that lesson at least, Lucy...looks like I need to review all the rules with you."
 
   She shakes her head and pulls off her dress quickly. "No...No, Sir...I'm sorry, Sir...I didn't mean..."
 
   When she's standing in only her bra and thong, I take off my belt. Her eyes follow my hands, saucers of fear, she’s frozen. "Stand by the bed." I nod behind her. A nice four-poster bed takes up most of the rest of the room. 
 
   She moves awkwardly, her feet tripping a little. "Put your hands up on the post." She does this. "On tip-toe." She stretches up. Her back and arm muscles taut. Her calves hard. Her tiny thong not covering her cheeks at all.
 
   "Why are you being punished, Lucy?"
 
   "Because..." She has to swallow several times before she can finish, "Because I let two men touch me and....and I questioned you."
 
   "And..." She is unable to answer, just shakes on the post.
 
   "You acted indecently, didn't you?"
 
   "Yes, Sir...I...I was indecent in the water...with other men around."
 
   "And..." Again she's unable to answer. Her body shakes with unshed tears, her forehead pressed against the post.
 
   "And you've gone to lunch with a man I don't know...without my permission..."  She tries to say something, but I cut her off. "You seem to have the hardest time with this lesson, Lucy..." I say this sadly, almost tenderly.
 
   She sobs once, but quickly gulps back any more. She chokes on her apology, only getting out, "...Sir..."
 
   "I'm going to help you remember, little girl. I'm going to make sure that you don't ever forget this lesson again." 
 
   I whip the belt across her lower cheeks and upper thighs. She cries out, pressing her face into her arms. I whip twice more rapidly on the same spot. The belt mark flares up. I don’t wait. The next two hit only her thighs, in rapid fire, more strangled screams. Two more marks forming. 
 
   I pause to allow her breathing to get under control again, her feet to stop dancing. Her hands are clutching the post. I swallow back some of my anger, breathing a little harder. My anger is only fueled with spanking her, hearing her cries.
 
   I'm not worried about anyone hearing. The door is locked, the party is loud outside, with only staff milling about downstairs. We won't be disturbed.
 
   "How many do you deserve, little girl?" I choke this out through gritted teeth.
 
   She knows I mean how many times she's broken the rule. She gasps out, "Seven, Sir." Seven times she allowed a man to touch her, went behind my back out with another man. Seven. I see only red for a moment. I close my eyes and breathe deeply three times.
 
   "You have two more coming then." The anger making my voice even colder. "And one for questioning." She is shaking harder, her hand slipping on the post. She quickly reaches up and grabs it again. "Count."
 
   I hit the tender spot again. The mark goes white. Her feet dance and her cries are high-pitched yelps. She mouths more than says, "One," into her arms.
 
   I hit once more on her thigh, making the other two marks meet. She strangles this cry, "Tt...two..."
 
   My last one is aimed a little lower on her thigh. I haven't hit her here before. She cries out again, her voice raw. Finally, squeaking out, "Three."
 
   I don't let her catch her breath. I grab the back of her hair, pull her off the post and I shove her down on the floor. She crawls and rolls over. On my knees, I grab her legs and yank them out, pulling her towards me. She cries out as the belt marks flare from the carpet. I smile. 
 
   "Please...please, Max...I'm sorry..."
 
   "Hands behind your head." She immediately obeys. 
 
   I tear her thong off.  She whimpers, but stays quiet. Shoving three fingers into her wet pussy, leaning over her. "Who does this belong to?"
 
   "It belongs to you...I belong to you!"
 
   I take my fingers out to the tips and shove them back, my knuckle meeting her bone. "Again."
 
   "I belong to you!"
 
   "Again."
 
   "I belong to you!" I do this seven times. She's crying, eyes closed, but she keeps her hands behind her head. Her cries only drive me to want to hurt her more. I stop and take a few deep breaths, she keeps her eyes closed.
 
   I pull off my shorts. Grabbing her knees, I bend her legs up, pressing her thighs wide and back. I shove inside her deep. She cries out again. I know from this angle, I'm able to go deeper than she likes. I stay inside, not moving. Her eyes finally open.
 
   "You went behind my back seven times with other men?"
 
   She starts to shake her head, bringing her elbows to both sides protectively, "...No...No...Max...I only went to lunch...once...it was a team...a work thing...I swear..." 
 
   "And you let guys touch you." I say this quietly, staring down at her in angry disbelief.
 
   She moans, a wounded animal, "I'm sorry...I won't let...I won't ever let anyone touch me again...I swear, Max...please...please forgive me." She's crying uncontrollably again.
 
   I pull out and shove in deep again, her sobs interrupted with a stronger moan. I fuck her hard, in and out, deep, my body pressing on her legs, the carpet burning her ass. We cum together, both of us crying out.
 
   I sit back and Lucy rolls onto her side, crying, sobbing a "thank you." The belt marks on her thighs a deep red with a few bumps, the tender spot a raised welt with swollen edges. I slap her hip. "Get up. We're leaving." 
 
   I pull up my shorts, grab her torn underwear and put it in my pocket. I head to the bathroom. When I come out, Lucy is unsteady on her feet, pulling up her dress. She doesn't look at me. 
 
   "Go to the bathroom...wipe your face and clean up." She moves numbly by me.
 
   My anger is only slightly spent. I am hurt by her betrayals. My anger keeps heating up and I have to breathe deeply to get it under control again. 
 
   When she comes out of the bathroom, she is still shy and pleading with her eyes. I put my hand out to her and she quickly runs into my arms. She's still crying softly and begging my forgiveness. 
 
   "Shhh, baby...it's ok...I love you...shhh..." But I’m still seeing red. She finally quiets and I open the door.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 HER
 
   Max keeps his hand on my lower back, he's rubbing a small spot made raw from the carpet, but I know better than to move away from him. I feel my ass burning under my dress, the very bottom almost numb with pain, my swollen and sore pussy pulls between my legs as I walk, no underwear to keep them from hurting more. We move quickly down the stairs and out the doors. My only relief is not running into anyone I know. I don't know what I would do if Tracy confronted me now.
 
   I wait by the curb while Max tips the valet. Max opens my door and watches as I gently lower myself onto the seat. He gives me one last hard look before going to his side and getting in. He races out down the drive.
 
   I try to find a comfortable position to sit. My lower bottom sits directly on the leather and I can't get away from the added pain. "Sit still." Max is still very mad at me. His voice has a ragged edge, a deep ember to it. 
 
   He doesn't look at me, but turns on the cooling fans for my seat. I quietly say, "Thank you," as I feel the seat cooling under me, a small relief. But now I have a long drive, with no ability to reposition. I'll be lucky if I can walk when we get home, my whole body is tense.
 
   This thought makes me cry...that I could make Max this angry with me, this disappointed.
 
   "No...No more tears. You just sit there...think about what you've done." I sniffle and try not to cry. Soon, my eyes burn as much as my ass. 
 
   I can't help reliving how the day started to how it ended. And it's all my fault! If I hadn't been indecent, if I hadn't let those men touch me, if I hadn't gone to lunch without permission...none of this would have happened. I berate myself in silence, stealing glances at Max when I can. His face remains statue, the angry God in his beauty, his jaw firm and eyes narrowed. 
 
   When we pull into his garage spot, I know a new fear though. This is the first time that his anger has extended past disciplining me. I don't know that I can take more punishment! He opens the door and gives me both arms to help me up. "Go slow." I glance at his face, his voice was deceptively tender, his face still stoney. My thighs are knotted, my ass swollen and stiff. I move slowly towards the elevators, holding his arm more for comfort than support. It's the most he's touched me since we left the party. 
 
   As soon as the door closes behind him, he orders me to undress. I don't hesitate. The cool air feels good on my backside. But I shake from fear not coolness. "Face the wall, Lucy." I pivot into position. Praying for his mercy, but knowing I don't deserve any. I want to cry, but keep my tears bottled.
 
   "Begin."
 
   His shortness and disappointment hurt as much as my bodily pain. I recite again all of my transgressions.
 
   "Again."
 
   He makes me repeat everything seven times. My voice is hoarse from holding in tears. His voice doesn't lose any of its anger.
 
   He paces behind me. I want so much to put my arms around him, but I don't move, keeping my head up the way he likes. I no longer fear the pain...I fear no release from this torture...knowing that I've hurt him and he can't forgive me...that he won't be able to make me his good girl again. I shudder a breath in and hold it as long as I can.
 
   I speak quietly, a little calmer. "Please...forgive me...please."
 
   He stops pacing, right behind me. "I want to. I can't stop thinking about your betrayal...You let men touch you and treat you like...like a whore, Lucy...like they could have you...when you belong to me." His voice is broken, raw with his anger. 
 
   "Then...then...punish me...please...anything so you can...can forgive me...so I deserve your forgiveness...I can't take you not loving me."
 
   "I love you very much." His voice is almost back to tender again. I can't stop a tear from sliding down my cheek. "But I can't punish you more...not tonight...you are too swollen all ready." Knowing that he's putting my safety and care ahead of his anger, even in his darkness, tortures me more. "I keep pacing hoping my anger will subside, but all I want to do is take my belt to you until I can't picture your betrayals anymore." He says this with such sadness, but the anger is still there. He starts pacing again. 
 
   With my arms still behind my back, I lower myself slowly onto my knees, still facing the wall. I'm completely numb, unable to feel the strain that my legs and butt must be under with this motion. "Max...please...I'll do anything to deserve your forgiveness." I lower my head and take a deep breath. "Do...do what you have to do...punish me...please!" And I know that I mean this. That I would take his slaps and belt, anything so long as he would forgive me...that I would trust my body to his care completely...in order to have his loving forgiveness again.
 
   He walks away. To get the belt himself. I try to steady my breathing, knowing that I'll need every breath to get through this. When he returns, I stiffen, feeling the pain in my legs and butt momentarily. I breathe out slowly, raise my head, and close my eyes.
 
   But it's not the belt I feel. It's cool and silky. Max is tying my wrists with one of his ties, next my ankles. I panic for a second, trying to swallow and breathe. I can't move and he's going to beat me like this...I lower my head only slightly in an agony of shame...he doesn't even trust me not to move.
 
   He steps back and I brace myself. "I made a promise to you, little girl." I want so badly to see his face, because his voice is unreadable...not quite tender, not quite angry, not quite sad...and all of them. "I promised not to hurt you so badly that you wouldn't heal and..." He pauses for a full minute. "And if I start punishing you again tonight I may not be able to...to keep that promise." He picks me up, my arms pinned painfully underneath me. I look into his eyes, but he won't meet mine. He walks into the bedroom and goes straight to the closet. He stops in front of the door. And finally looks at me.
 
   The pain I see breaks my heart. He's searching my face, looking for an answer...I feel only shame and beg with my eyes for his forgiveness. He opens the door with one hand. And he lowers me to the carpet, on my side. 
 
   "You'll sleep here tonight. Think about what you've done. No more tears, though...you don't get to cry yourself to sleep, little girl." And he closes the door, leaving me in darkness. I gasp. I can't believe he's leaving me here...without...without any release from his torture! 
 
   I don't move. I concentrate on my breathing to steady myself. I can see a sliver of light under the door and hear small movements. Max moving around the bedroom. I don't know how long I stare at that light...my only ray of hope that he'll come back in here, take me in his arms...love me or beat me...just do something. My eyes begin to burn again; a tear crab walks down my cheek to the carpet. I blink several times to stop crying. 
 
   Max doesn't want me to cry. And I desperately want to earn his forgiveness, not make him more disappointed and angry. I stay awake, not moving, only breathing, staring at that light. I don't know how long this goes on. 
 
   Finally, the light goes off and I'm in full darkness. I can hear Max getting in bed. I don't hear his steady breathing. I don't feel his chest hairs on my cheek. I don't feel his hand in my hair, lulling me into sweet dreams. I only feel the rough carpet and I pretend it's his touch. I don't know when I sleep, when my fevered prayers for his forgiveness finally give way to dreams as fevered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 HIM
 
   Her eyes blink to the light, as I stand over her. She hasn't moved all night, except small twitches and moans from bad dreams that I could hear from my side of the door. I squat down and untie her ankles, then her wrists. I stop her from sitting up though. "Move your arms first. Before you sit up." Her look is hopeful to my tenderness. I help her sit, holding her upper body. She has to sit sideways, her ass still swollen and raw, her thighs not as bad.  
 
   I pick her up under her arms and help her to the bed. She sits softly on the edge. I have a glass of water for her and make her take a sip. "I have to use the bathroom." Her lips and throat are dry.
 
   "Ask me." My abruptness changes her hopeful look into fear and shame again.
 
   "Please...may I go...to the bathroom, Sir?"
 
   "Who does your body belong to Lucy?" She blinks for only a second.
 
   "You, Sir." 
 
   "I own you." I say this flatly.
 
   "Yes...Yes, Sir."
 
   "Say it."
 
   "You own me, Max." She pleads to me, a look of love, longing, lust. "You own me. Max, you own me...you own me...please...you own me...you own me..."
 
   I hush her with a kiss. And quietly, "I own every part of you, Lucy. You don't even have the right to decide when you pee, unless I give you that right. Do you understand that?"
 
   "Yes, Sir!"
 
   "Go make breakfast." She moves slowly off the bed and heads towards the door. "Lucy." She turns to me. "You may use the bathroom first." 
 
   "Thank you, Sir." She quietly walks to the bathroom and I follow her. I take aspirin out and walk back to the bed. When she returns I make her take these with the water. We have a long drive today and I don't want her too stiff to go.
 
   I watch her make breakfast, quickly moving around the kitchen. Bending over with some obvious stiffness, her ass a mess of redness and bumps. But so beautiful. 
 
   Last night, I didn't have complete control of my anger. I've been afraid of that...losing control like that. Not being able to pull myself back from the edge of darkness, back from the violence I knew with my Mom. 
 
   I've questioned If I'd be able to stop my anger long enough to keep Lucy safe... from me. 
 
   I realized that it's what's been holding us back. I've been holding us back. I've given Lucy many rules, threatened her with punishments, even spanked her a little...but always in the back of my mind, I've wondered what would happen if...if I lost it. Saw red and really wanted to hurt her for angering me, disobeying me.
 
   Last night, I proved to myself that I can reign in my anger. That I can keep as strong of a control of myself as I can of her. That my desire to keep her safe is as strong as my desire to punish her, to control her, to own her.
 
   I realized something else last night, in the darkness, feeling her absence in my bed, her soft moans tearing into my heart. I don't want only part of her. I want everything. I demand everything. I don't want to hold back anymore...I don't need to.
 
   Today, I'll start her new lessons...
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "I know you know that how you behave is important to me." She stops mid-air with her fork, lowering it and looking at her hands, only nodding so she doesn't interrupt. "How you think is equally important to me, Lucy." She looks into my eyes, trying to tell me how ashamed she is. "What lesson did you learn last night...by yourself?"
 
   "I...I learned how badly I'd betrayed you..." She doesn't look at me, only her hands. I’d allowed her a small pillow, so she sits higher in her seat, with her hair down around her, her nipples just above the table's edge, her cheeks swollen and tear-stained still; her beauty takes my breath away. "That I will never betray you again!"
 
   "Go on."
 
   "I learned that I never want to make you so angry again...so angry that you can't find a way to make me your good girl...to forgive me. That I didn't deserve your forgiveness."
 
   "Good. Because you won't be walking the next day from the spanking you'll deserve if you ever let another man touch you again. Do you understand me?" And I know now that I can take my anger to that level, that Lucy will accept it as her punishment...and that I'll be able to stop myself from going too far. That I can keep her safe even from my own anger.
 
   "Yes, Sir."
 
   "I need you to understand something else." I take her hand from her lap and hold it in mine. Her puppy-wants-a-treat look makes me smile for a second. "I don't mean I want you to think about your behavior more." A little confusion crosses her face. "I mean that I want to get you to a point that your thoughts are automatically centered on me...and nothing else...and your behavior is second nature." She nods. "Even alone in your own thoughts, I demand your obedience. I want to own you mind, body, and soul, Lucy."
 
   "You do!" I smile at this. I know she thinks this is true...but she has quite a few lessons before I know it will be true. 
 
   "You better eat something...we have a long day, little girl." She obediently picks up her fork and starts eating again, smiling at me as I still hold her hand.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 HER
 
   This drive is so pretty, miles of trees, sunshine and peeks at the lake. The houses get bigger, the land spreads more. I recognize the area...we should be at his parents' house soon. This trip is so different from the last; I feel a flutter in my stomach. I'm excited and nervous.
 
   Excited because I can't wait to show his Dad how much I love Max. Ron had asked me that question last time...this time I hope he'll be able to see that I do! And I hope to make up for everything to Max...to be on my very best behavior, so he'll be nothing but happy with me!
 
   I squeeze his hand on my knee. Max smiles at me again, raises his hand to my face and squeezes both cheeks gently. I've been getting him to give me little looks and touches for the whole drive. He seems to understand that I need his constant touch...after last night...I don't want to be without his touch ever again! 
 
   Nervous...well, that's obvious..., Ron is very intimidating. I know how much Max looks up to him...and I really want him to like me...to think that I'm good enough for Max. I've never really cared about what a guy's parents thought of me before. But I know that it's important to Max, so it's important to me.
 
   And of course, I'm nervous that Max will make these next few days a test...of my obedience to him. I want so much to please him, but I'm still afraid of making him angry...my as...my butt can't take much more. 
 
   I smile, squeezing Max's arm. I know he'd be proud of me if I told him that I just stopped myself from cursing. This is what he wants...what he said he demands...that even in my own thoughts...I'm his good girl. He leans over and I give him a kiss on his cheek, he hugs my face to his, still looking at the road.
 
   I can't believe how happy I am...and with a sore bottom. My thighs are more strained from Max pushing on them than the belt, but my butt is still raw where I sit, it still throbs a little. Max gave me a small cushion for the carseat, but this only helps a little. 
 
   The drive is long, but I'm grateful for it. Even though I know I'll be stiff and sorer when we get there, I'm glad to have this time to think. Everything went downhill so fast yesterday, that I haven't had a chance to think about it.  Now that it's over, I can.  
 
   Max was so angry; I still can't believe that I was that stupid! I felt this almost out of body thing...I saw myself doing the things that I knew would make him angry...acting like I could do whatever I please. But I didn't know why. Last night, in the closet...I kept reliving everything. Going over and over it all.
 
   I felt this tug-of-war between what my co-workers and friends expect of me and what Max expects of me. I just went into auto-mode and acted like I do at work, around Tracy and Laura. Last night, just before falling asleep, I realized that this is when I get into trouble...when I ignore that Max expects me to be his good girl all the time...no matter what...and I try to get away with being my old self.
 
   But my old self didn't have this.  
 
   I steal a guilty look at him. He only picks up my hand and kisses it, making me smile again. "I'm sorry about yesterday, Max."
 
   He looks surprised. "Is that what has you so quiet? You're thinking about yesterday still?"
 
   "..Yes..." I still feel guilty.
 
   "Well...stop. That's an order!" He kisses my hand again and winks at me.
 
   "But...can I say one more thing, Sir?"
 
   His smile gets bigger. "Yes, you may..."
 
   "I was bad on purpose!" I blurt this out. He looks sideways at me quickly before pulling his eyes back to the road. "I mean...not on purpose exactly...but I...I wanted to pretend that I could...I could get away with acting like that...that just because I was around my friends...and co-workers, "I say this part extra quiet, extra guilty, "that it was an excuse."
 
   "Go on." I'm beginning to feel that knot again....why did I start this conversation, we were having such a pleasant drive?! He kisses my hand again. "You are a very good girl for telling me. Go on."
 
   "I...realized last night...on the floor...that I...I wouldn't have been happy if you'd let me get away with it...if the excuse had been ok with you..."
 
   He smiles again. "You don't have any excuse for disobeying me, Lucy...ever." I smile at this too. 
 
   No, my old self didn't have someone who cares so much about me...loves me as much as I love him!
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 HIM
 
   "You didn't forget the presents, right?" It's the second time Lucy's asked me.
 
   "No, baby. They're in the trunk." I laugh as she fidgets with her hands. She's been needy all morning. Doing little things to get my attention, to draw my hands to her. I give her reassurance again, squeezing both her hands in her lap. She smiles at me. 
 
   I'm impressed that she was able to see her own actions so clearly yesterday. I knew that she was testing her limits. Seeing what she could get away with. But the fact that she could see it too, and see that she didn't want me to let her get away with anything...well, I'm a lucky man to have such a good girl!
 
   This second trip to my folks is a family tradition. An end of summer, closing of the lake house, although not officially. We've even spent Christmas up here before. It's a little soon after our last trip here, but I'll be happy to show off Lucy. She's come so far in such a short time. 
 
   She's so much more confident in her place with me. She understands what I expect. She's grown in her ability to stand up for us. The talks with Jake and Dan were big helps. She was able to say that she was fine with my disciplining her. Not the full, shout from the roof kinda thing...but I'll take it for now.
 
   I know she's ignored all calls and texts from Tracy and Laura. I'll have to make her deal with that sooner or later...before the end of our visit. My friends and family accept me, her, us...hers need to do the same or no longer be counted as friends. I need to push her on this point. She's ready.
 
   And after yesterday, I know that I can push her on anything. I believed that before, but now I know it's true. I hit her hard with the belt. I took my anger out on her, but I stayed in control...I smile to myself, although I imagined hitting her twenty more times...I gave her a just punishment, and she took it. She accepted that she deserved it. And she's better for it.
 
   Lucy was excited about coming up again so soon. We're going to spend three days. I made her take off Tuesday to make the long weekend even longer. She insisted on shopping and getting presents for both my parents, as thank yous for their hospitality this time and last.
 
   I smile as she squeezes my hand again...such a needy girl today!
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I open the car door and help Lucy out, just as Mom is walking out the front door. Lucy is stiff from sitting for so long. But she embraces my Mom with a big hug.
 
   "Mrs. Traeger...I mean, Alex! It's so good to see you again!" 
 
   "Lucy, it's good to see you, too!" Mom keeps her arm around Lucy's shoulders. She's almost a head taller than her. Lucy is dressed in a plain white dress with short sleeves, soft and loose. The dress reaches just below her knees, covering the marks on her thighs. 
 
   I lean in and kiss Mom on the cheek; she hugs me with her free arm. "Where's Dad?"
 
   "He had to go into town for a bit. I forgot some things back at the house and he had a few errands to run. He should be back any minute." Mom turns Lucy towards the house.
 
   "I'll grab the bags and be right in."
 
   Lucy turns at the first step up, "You'll bring all the bags in?"
 
   I only roll my eyes at her, "Yes...go inside." She immediately turns and follows my Mom, who waited by the front doors. Mom notices how slow and stiff Lucy is on the stairs, but says nothing. Only smiles at me. 
 
   Dad pulls up just as I'm setting our bags on the gravel drive. He walks over, setting a grocery bag down and hugs me. "Glad you could make it up this weekend!" 
 
   "Me, too! Sorry we couldn't be here yesterday. I let Lucy go to her company's picnic up in Michigan. But we made good time getting here today." I open the passenger door to grab Lucy's purse, Dad notices the pillow, but doesn't say anything.
 
   We walk together up the stairs, hearing Mom and Lucy in the kitchen, laughing.
 
   Lucy is leaning over the counter. Ron sets the bag of groceries on the island. They were probably only apart for thirty minutes, but Mom rushes to be in his arms and kiss him hello again. Lucy smiles watching them.
 
   "Put the groceries away, Lucy." I intend to order her around a lot this weekend!
 
   She startles for a second, unsure of where everything would go, but immediately starts taking everything out of the bag and placing it on the counter. "Do you put your onions in the fridge, Alex?" I smile that she's being on her best behavior. Dad winks at me. 
 
   "No...There’s a bin in the pantry...Yes, just down one shelf is for the onions...thank you, sweetie." Mom smiles at me too. "Now...all men out of my kitchen...I have lunch to prepare!" She shoos us out with her apron. "Lucy...you can help me with the pie for tonight." 
 
   Dad and I head out to the terrace. The landscape is already changing, the waves are higher and the beach is smaller, rockier. Every spring, they have to repair the retaining wall after a harsh winter. Today it's still warm and the water in the air is sweet, the thunderclouds just rolling in.
 
   Lucy comes out with two beers and hands each of us one. She laughs and rubs the top of my head, "Your Mom was just telling me that you've never liked peas...she couldn't get you to eat them either." Lucy is learning my likes and dislikes...not all of what she's made has been good, but she's learning.
 
   Dad answers, "Max was a picky eater as a kid...at least he tried to be." He tips his beer at me and laughs. 
 
   "I went to bed many a night with an empty stomach and a sore butt!" I laugh too. Lucy winces when I squeeze my arm around her hips. Her own butt is still very sore. "Lucy's becoming a good cook."
 
   "I want to make breakfast for all of us tomorrow...if that's ok with you, Mr. Tra...Ron?" The only way I could've been prouder of her is if she'd called him sir.  
 
   Dad smiles at us, looking from me to Lucy, "Of course, Lucy...that'll be very nice. Give Alex a break...but she'll probably be snooping around trying to help, just so you know." He winks at her. She relaxes against my arm. 
 
   "I can use all the help I can get! I'm still burning toast!" She laughs at herself and heads back into the kitchen. 
 
   "She seems...happier...this time," Dad is watching me as I follow Lucy with my eyes. Her hips just visible under her loose dress, her hair swaying with her pretty walk, one foot in front of the other. She knows I'm watching her.
 
   "She is." I take a swig of beer and change the subject. "Have you talked to Jake?"
 
   "Yes. He called yesterday...finally." 
 
   "Good. He still won't return my calls..."
 
   "I know. He says he needs a little space still." Dad looks down at the bottle cradled in his hands. "He told me that his split with Julia is a good thing though...so maybe he's coming around. Have some faith." 
 
   I sigh, "I will. But I'm not going to give up trying to reach him."
 
   "I wouldn't expect you to." He tips his beer to me again and takes a deep drink.
 
   Lucy comes back out, "Alex says lunch is ready. Where would you like to eat, Ron?" 
 
   Ron gives her a big smile. "Looks like it might actually rain...we can eat inside, Lucy." He gives me a big smile too, as Lucy walks away. "She's definitely different..."
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "Lucy'll clean up, Mom." Mom stops from picking up plates, looking at Dad. Lucy just looks at me for a second, before jumping up and taking the plates from her. Dad puts his arm out and Mom steps into his arm, out of Lucy's way.
 
   "Why don't you get a game ready for us, Max...the weather's perfect for a good ass-kicking?!" Ron is rubbing his hands together. He's always loved being in this house during a storm, all of us around to play games.
 
   We head into the family room while Mom heads into the kitchen with Lucy. She doesn't do anything, just tells Lucy where everything is. She knows better than to interfere with an order I've given to Lucy. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 HER
 
   "Your kitchen is huge, Alex!" I'm just finishing with the last pot, ready to dry, the dishwasher humming along quietly. "It's so beautiful too!"
 
   "Thank you! Ron picked out every detail...I think it's where Jake got his interest in architecture. Ron's always been involved in the planning and building of all of our homes." She obviously has a lot of pride. Everything is spotless and neatly put away. She's been able to tell me where everything goes from her spot on the counter stool.
 
   I know Max wanted me to do this, so I'm glad that Alex didn't try to help me...other than give some directions on how not to scratch her copper pots. 
 
   "My Mom always wanted to build a home...but she and my Dad never moved when I was a kid. And now they're in a townhome. It's new and she's made it her own...but nothing like this."
 
   "What part of Arizona are your folks in, Lucy?" Max must have talked about my family to her. 
 
   "Near Sedona." I'm busy polishing the last pot with the towel. I want everything to shine!
 
   "It must be hard for you...that they're so far away..."
 
   "Um...it was at first...they've been out there for a little while now...and my brother, PJ, is still around here. So, it's not so bad."
 
   "Yes...but a girl should have her mother and father near...did you think about moving out there?" Her tone has changed slightly, more cautious...I don't know why though. I hang the pot back in its place and stop to match her appraising look.
 
   "No...I have a life, job, here...I was only just starting on my job after college, but I couldn't just leave. Besides, I think my Dad wanted the retirement life...all play, no worries for a little while." I'm trying to lighten the mood, shrugging and moving to sit next to her on a stool. I have to sit carefully, so as not to land hard on my butt. I lean forward on the counter, taking the pressure off of my sorest spot, the spot I've had to sit on for too long again. 
 
   She continues looking at me strangely though, turning to face me on her stool, before finally asking, "Would you still choose your job...over being close to family?" 
 
   "I...I don't think it matters anymore...they're happy and...I'm happy...here...with Max." I'm not sure what she's getting at, but I'm starting to feel a knot in my stomach, waiting for the punchline.
 
   "Are you happy...with Max?" Her look remains piercing.
 
   I was expecting this from Ron, not her. "Yes." I don't want to elaborate.
 
   But she keeps going, "And if he asked you to choose family over your job...?"
 
   The punchline. I swallow, looking at my knees. No use beating around the bush, but I answer quietly, "We both know that Max wouldn't be asking me anything..."
 
   She smiles, the first sign of her look thawing, "No...I suppose not..."
 
   I look her directly in the eye, "And I'd choose Max over anything." 
 
   Her smile warms even more, her hand rests on my arm on the counter, "Good. I'm glad to hear that!" She squeezes my arm and gets up to move around to the kitchen. She starts taking things out of the pantry and refrigerator. "I suppose Max told you...that Ron adopted him and Jake?" I only nod, waiting to see where she's taking this conversation again. "Ron's a good man. He's been a very good father to both our boys." 
 
   She moves quickly around, pulling plates and glasses. I can't believe after the big lunch, she thinks anyone is going to be hungry enough to eat the snacks she's preparing! But I just watch as she pours tea into a pitcher and puts everything on two trays. She finally stops and looks at me again. "Ron's a very traditional man...and he's raised our boys to be the same." I nod cautiously to this. "I suppose Max has told you all this already...?" I nod the same. "Good." She pauses, turning back to the trays, "Good."
 
   But she stops in front of me again, the counter between us now. "I'm glad to see Max so happy, Lucy! He's a good man, too." She has a tear in her voice, her eyes shining. 
 
   I reach across and take her hand. "I want to make Max very happy, Alex!" I want her to know that Max means the world to me. 
 
   She smiles and squeezes my hand. Wiping her eyes on her apron, "We better get these in there...games always make Ron hungry!" I pick up the other tray and follow her into the family room, the sound of loud laughter and play arguing over some game move being illegal meeting us.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   The nights are already cooler. I wrap the wool throw around my shoulders and stare over the lake. With no other noise, the sound of the waves comes straight across the lawn. I can't see them, but I know that they're high over the dock tonight. The storm passed earlier and the sky is still clearing, a few bright stars above.
 
   I'm waiting for Max to come upstairs. He sent me to bed an hour ago at 11:00 to get ready. I thought it was funny at first. I felt strange thinking that his Dad and Mom would know that I was getting ready for sex with their son. I'm still not used to how comfortable they are with us sharing a room in their home. When my Mom asked about our visit last time, she didn't ask where I slept and I didn't say. 
 
   After waiting so long in my pretty negligee, though, I wonder if he just wanted to give me a bedtime in front of them. He ordered me around so much today! I was jumping up constantly to do something that he said or to stop doing something that he said...it was exhausting! But I know that I made him happy. His smile all day was just for me, because of me! I knew he would challenge me...I hope he was happy with me at least...
 
   I snuggle the wrap more. The night is beginning to get to me, the short pink nightie I have on under isn't much against the lake breeze.
 
   I turn and see Max watching me from the bed. I didn't even hear him come in! He smiles and puts his hand out and I run into his arms, dropping the wrap around his shoulders to cover us both.
 
   He smells of rich cigars and richer brandy. I love the taste of his lips, the feel of them on my neck. His hands go straight to my bottom and squeeze. I squeak in pain, but he only squeezes harder. I just hold onto his head, his lips buried between my tits. I know he likes to hear my moans...both in pain and pleasure. He pinches the very spot that hurts the most and I cry out.
 
   He lifts his head and grins at me. "You were a very good girl today!" 
 
   "Thank you, Sir." He still pinches and squeezes though. My eyes are starting to water, but I blink back any tears. 
 
   "I'm glad you told me that you acted up yesterday on purpose." Uh-oh...I could be in trouble here. I start to shake my head a little. "Yes...I knew you did. But I'm glad that you knew it too. I won't punish you more for it...this time." He gives an extra hard squeeze and I gasp, letting his arms hold me up more than my own legs. "But don't ever be a bad girl on purpose again, Lucy...or I will punish you every night for a week afterwards. Do you understand me, little girl?"
 
   "Yes! Yes, Sir!" I know he means it...the very thought is enough for me to never ever think about doing anything on purpose to ever make him angry ever again ever!
 
   He finally lets go of my bottom and kisses me, his hands up my back. I kiss back so hard, so eager. "Now, let me see my pretty girl." 
 
   I smile and take a step back, he drops his arms and I take one more step back before lowering the wrap, but only to my shoulders, keeping it wrapped around me. I smile at his look...not quite stern, not quite smiling. I want to tease him a little...he's made me wait for him...he can wait to see me...I want to delay this moment as long as I can...
 
   I take another step back and let the wrap fall just a little more, revealing the tiny straps of the nightie. I take another step, the lacy top is exposed. Another step, I let the wrap fall. I'm closer to the open terrace doors. The breeze pushes the nightie and my hair forward, a pink and blond cloud around me. I only smile and wait for him to say something.
 
   "Come here."
 
   I take one step towards him, one foot in front of the other. "Do you like it?"
 
   "Yes...now get over here." He's smiling, but his voice has just a bit of edge to it.
 
   One step, "You really like it?" I'm smiling and trying not to laugh, trying to look sexy.
 
   He reaches for my hand and grabs me, yanking me back into his arms so quickly, I cry out. "Yes, I really like it!" He grabs the straps and pulls the nightie down in one quick movement, making me cry out again. "But I much prefer you naked!" 
 
   He picks me up just under my butt with his strong arms, the pain there but distant to my desire for him. He turns and drops me gently onto the bed and undresses. I watch his chest and arms flex. He's on me and in me so quickly I barely have my legs spread. I wrap them around his waist when he pulls out a little, looking at me.
 
   I smile up at him, my hands on his shoulders. Although my thighs are sore, I use my legs and pull my hips up and him in. He moans. I let go of the pressure on my thighs and together we slide back down onto the bed more. "Nice trick." He moves suddenly, grabs my wrists and holds me down, slamming into my wet pussy hard. I cry out. "Is that what you wanted, little girl?"
 
   "Yes!"
 
   "You wanted me inside of you?" 
 
   "Yes!"
 
   He pulls out, just his tip inside. I squeeze trying to pull him in more. "You are a greedy girl tonight..." He kisses my nose and stays just barely inside me. I start to squeeze my legs but he shakes his head, "No...You’ll wait..." 
 
   "Please...Max...please..." I try my sweetest voice...I want so badly to just pull him again!
 
   He slams in again, twice. I'm moaning louder until I realize he stopped again. "No...please, please!" It's a full on whiney moan, I can't help myself. I actually manage to push against his arms even. He's smiling and pushing in just a little more from laughing. 
 
   Finally, he lets go of my wrists, puts his arm under my butt and pulls me hips up to him, forcing himself in me deeper. My moans are wild, I cum loudly. I clutch at his shoulders again, pulling and pushing with him as much as I can. I'm cuming again when he explodes, his own moan and grunts in my ear. He continues holding me to him, breathing heavily together.
 
   When he finally moves his arm, my butt is throbbing...but so is my pussy. He stretches next to me on his side, head on his elbow. I smile at his sweaty hair and run my finger through his waves. He puts his hand on my hip and squeezes my bone, smiling back.
 
   I start to get up, but he stops me with his hand on my hip. "No. Ask my permission before you leave my side." He's smiling, but I know he's serious. This is a new rule.
 
   "Can I go to the bathroom?"
 
   "Yes. You have five minutes."
 
   I hurry to the bathroom. There's a jar of cream on the counter that wasn't there earlier. When I come back out, Max is sitting up in bed waiting for me. "What's this?" I show him the jar as I'm getting back into bed.
 
   "My Mom thought you might need it." He's grinning at me. 
 
   "Is it hand cream?" It's an unopened white jar that looks medicinally plain, no description or instructions, just 'Arnica' and a health food store label. I open it...it has a pleasant smell, but not much of one.
 
   His smile gets bigger, a laugh in his voice, "It's for your bottom, baby."
 
   I bolt my eyes up to his. I'm red all over. "You told her?!" 
 
   He laughs again slightly, "I didn't have to...it's obvious that you had a good spanking and your butt is still sore." He laughs as I turn even brighter red. "This is supposed to be soothing and helps with any bruising or redness. Would you like me to put some on you...?" He's still laughing slightly.
 
   "I don't think this is at all funny, Max!" I'm frowning, thinking that his Mom is giving him creams...I'm too embarrassed to even finish the thought in my own head!
 
   "No pouting, Lucy." His smile is gone. "Or I'll give you something to pout about." I stop frowning and only look embarrassed. "Now, roll over and I'll put some on you..." I do as he says; glad to have my face turned away, my hair hiding my redness.
 
   Only the redness of my other cheeks is exposed now! I want to crawl under the covers and not show my face for the next two days! 
 
   He's gentle, rubbing so lightly and the cream is cooling. His soothing touch lulls me into sleep. I wake long enough to mumble into my pillow, "Thank you," to his "Good night, sweet girl," and kiss on my head.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   I wake up early, the sun barely shining on the terrace. I never sleep on my stomach, but I didn't move all night. I feel a thousand times better this morning. My thighs only have a slight twinge of muscle stiffness and my butt feels almost normal, except for the deep red spot just above my thighs. It will be days before that's back to normal. I see the jar on the nightstand and take this into the bathroom to take a look at myself. Yep...still very red.
 
   I rub gently with the cream. It does seem to help...but I refuse to thank his Mom...Max can punish me for being rude, but I cannot deal with that much embarrassment!
 
   Max didn't allow me to pack any shorts, just dresses. I choose a loose cotton one and leave my hair down.
 
   I head down the stairs, but don't hear anyone. Max must be running.
 
   I know Max'll be proud of me if I make coffee and get breakfast ready, so I head into the kitchen. A small light is on above the nearly full coffee pot. The aroma of fresh brew is heaven to my growling stomach. I beeline for it.
 
   "I just made some." 
 
   I jump and yell, "Holy Shit!" with my hand to my chest. 
 
   Jake is laughing at me from the terrace doors. "Better not let Max hear you talk like that." 
 
   "You...you scared me!" My heart is only just calming, my hand still on my chest. His words make my heart race a little again though. I look around guiltily to see if Max was near. 
 
   "He's not here." He continues laughing a little at me, a strange smile on his face. "He was on his way out for a run when I got here." 
 
   "Oh..." I just turn to get a cup out of the cabinet.
 
   "Do you mind...?" I turn and he's standing with his cup out, the same strange crooked smile on his face. He hasn't moved from the door.
 
   "Oh...um...of course..." I walk the pot over to him and pour some in his half-full cup. I look up at him just as he takes a sip. The same height, same waves, same crooked grin. This close I can see that his eyes have the same flecks of gold too, and his smell is soapy-musk...so like Max's.
 
   I step backwards before turning around with the pot. I take my time pouring myself some. "I didn't know you were coming up this weekend, Jake..."
 
   "I decided last minute. Nobody knew. I know Dad has his final day of summer planned out, so I came early to avoid the traffic and be here for the fun." He lifts his coffee cup to me. 
 
   I stand with my back against the cabinet, holding my mug under my nose, a shield from him.
 
   He continues smiling at me for a while, until I lower my eyes. "You look very pretty this morning, Lucy." I jolt at this. I'm not sure how I should respond...it's another man giving me a compliment, but it's Max's brother, so...
 
   "Thank you," I say it quietly, shyly. 
 
   He just smiles the same and turns to the terrace again. "I love watching the sun come up over the lake."
 
   "Me too." I follow him outside and stand next to him against the rail. The water is already fading from golden, the sun above it. But the sky is a collage of pinks and blues still. We stand silently sipping and watching for a while.
 
   Finally he turns and pulls out a chair. He waits for me to take the seat. I do, still unsure how to react to him. Jake sits next to me at the end of the cedar table.
 
   "How've you been?" I ask first, so he doesn't.
 
   He laughs. "Well...I've been shitty, thanks for asking." He rubs his jaw, stubble visible from here. "No...Really, I'm ok. It was rough at first...getting my stuff out of the apartment was easy at least. Julia threw most of it into the hall in a drunken rage that night."
 
   "I'm so sorry...that's awful."
 
   "She has quite a temper." He shakes his head. "The breakup...it was a long time coming." He looks directly at me. 
 
   "Max has been trying to reach you...he wanted to help." I keep looking at my cup, keeping my hands on it, like I'm cold. Really, I just don't know what to do with them. I keep wanting to touch Jake's arm, to comfort him.
 
   "I know. I talked to him a little before you came down. I just couldn't talk to anyone...I needed to sort everything out for myself." He leans back in his chair, sipping his coffee, so relaxed.
 
   "And did you...sort things out?" I wish I could relax. I feel tightly wound, waiting for him to say something to me about Max.
 
   "Ha...that's gonna take a while I think." His laugh is rich and deep, like Max's. "But I have a sublease for the next five months and I have all my stuff. And I know that it was for the best.” He stops to give me an appraising look. “She wasn't the right girl for me...too ambitious, too assertive...I tried, but...well, we tried. She'll be happier too." 
 
   I only nod. 
 
   "How bout you? How are you and Max doing?" He's still staring at me.
 
   "We're great." I don't want to talk anymore with Jake about Max. Our last talk was stressful enough. 
 
   "Great!" I shoot my eyes up at him, then quickly back to my cup. "Ya know...if you ever need to talk...I'll listen..."
 
   "I don't think Max would like that." I say this quietly though. His kindness always throws me off.
 
   He leans in, "Would you like it?" 
 
   I shoot him another look. Damn him and his kindness! "I don't need to talk, Jake. I'm fine." He says nothing only looks at me with that same concerned kindness, so I feel I have to say more to stop any further discussions. "Max and I are fine.”
 
   "Good. I'm happy for you then...both of you." And he actually sounds like he means it. He sits back and smiles at me. “I’ve been thinking a lot about you…”
 
   I gulp and blink at this, but say nothing. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking that…well, you may have the wrong impression of me.”
 
   “What impression is that?” I can finally speak, but I keep the cup up to my face, my shield again.
 
   “That I’m so different from Max…” He nods at my startled look. “I never liked how driven Julia was. I always thought that…well, that she’d come around. That we’d get married and have a life together.” He shakes his head, looking over mine for a moment before continuing. “I fooled myself into thinking that it would work out just because I wanted it to.”
 
   “I’m sorry…I…didn’t know that she hadn’t told you about the travel…” I feel guilty that I knew about the job and he didn’t.
 
   He smiles at me. “I don’t blame you…I knew…I just fooled myself, like I said.” He appraises me again. “But I won’t make that mistake again.”  His look becomes more piercing, making me squirm a little. So like Max. “I have a better idea of what I want…going forward.”
 
   I tear my eyes away from his, just as Alex and Ron walk out to the terrace together. Jake stands up looking a little sheepish. "Oh my goodness!" Alex runs over to give Jake a hug and kiss. "This is a great surprise!"
 
   "Glad you could make it, Jake." Ron also hugs him. The prodigal son returns. 
 
   I hear Max come in the front door. He comes out to the terrace and smiles at me, winking. "One big happy family again." Jake pushes his shoulder. 
 
   "I should get breakfast in the oven then." I jump up and circle around the four of them. Max grabs my arm and pulls me into a hug. "Eww...you're all sweaty!" But I'm smiling, snuggling into his wet shirt more. He lets go and I head inside.
 
   "Need any help?" It's Jake asking.
 
   "She's fine." Max answering. I don't turn around, just keep walking. I don't want to see either of their faces. 
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   "This is great, Lucy." Jake is taking a third helping of my egg croissant casserole. Ron and Max both had seconds already. Ron said he loved it. Alex already thanked me and said it was very good. She said this like a judge at the county fair giving me a ribbon for a job well done. And I felt very proud of myself!
 
   Max puts his hand on my knee; he's proud of me too. "You better get going on a shower." He already took one while I was cooking. I start to pout thinking that we won't be able to take one together, but I hide it behind a napkin before anyone can see. 
 
   "I should help with dishes." I start to get up with my dish, but see the look on Max's face. I realize that I just contradicted him and almost sit back down. Instead, I stand there frozen for a second until Ron rescues me.
 
   "Jake...you haven't been around for chores much lately...you're on clean up!" 
 
   "Great...this is what I get for making the long drive to spend the day with my family!" But he's also getting up with his finished dish. He takes my plate out of my hand and smiles knowingly at me. I feel a knot forming. I avoid looking at Max again and hurry back inside.
 
                                                                                       .....
 
   After I messed up at the table, I'm quiet. He's been smiling at me and his hand has been on my knee for the whole drive, but I don't want to upset him at all.
 
   I got ready in record time, trying to show in my speediness how sorry I was for not doing what he said right away. I put on his favorite dress and left my hair down.
 
   "Have I told you how pretty you are today, baby?" 
 
   "Only a few times!" Despite my uneasiness at displeasing him earlier, his praise always makes me smile. He winks at me and I'm the happiest girl in the world! 
 
   I have no idea where we're going. He wouldn't tell me. I know we have to be back for a sunset cruise with Ron. The end of summer ride Jake told me about. But it looks like we have the whole day to ourselves...and I couldn't be happier...I'm still hungry for Max's attention. 
 
   We've followed the shoreline of the lake, getting snapshots of watery sunshine. The road isn't busy, despite the holiday, but it's still slow going. Max turns off the main road, heading away from the lake. The road gets more deserted and I relax even more. I close my eyes and ignore the bumps in the road. I'm almost used to the numbed pain of my butt. My what a spanking will do to a girl...I fall into a deep sleep, slumping in the seat with my head leaning towards Max.
 
   "Wake up, sleepy," Max is petting my head, smiling at me. It takes me a second to realize that I'm not in my dream...that we're not back in his apartment.
 
   "Where are we?" I sit up stiffly, my neck crink fighting with my butt soreness for first dibs on my sympathy. I can see a blanket and basket set up in front of the car aways.
 
   "Wow...you were out cold." He laughs. "You only slept for a minute though." He gets out and comes over to my side. I let him lift me out of the car, keeping his arms around my back and kissing me. "We're at our perfect picnic spot."
 
   The sun is bright and I blink away sleep. We walk hand-in-hand over to the blanket. "You did all this?" The basket is open and I can see a full lunch inside...chicken, sides, bread, lemonade. "Thank you!" I squeeze him next to me. 
 
   I start to sit down. "Wait." I stop. He runs back to the car and grabs the pillow from my side. He hands me the pillow with his brow raised, a grin, "You've been punished enough." I thank him again, smiling.
 
   I have no idea where we are, but there's no one around. We're covered by trees, but have an amazing view of the lake. I can't even hear any traffic sounds. We're next to each other, close on the blanket, me on my pillow, him on his side, stretched out.
 
   I reach into the basket and start pulling everything out. The fried chicken smells great, leftovers from dinner yesterday. There's even a piece of apple pie to share. My mouth is watering already. I get the napkins, plates and silverware off the bottom. "This is the most perfect picnic I've ever seen! And the most perfect spot! Thank you again," I lean over and kiss him. 
 
   He pulls me into a deeper kiss, his hand behind my neck. "I want to make everything perfect for you, Lucy." His eyes are intense, his voice soft. I forget about the lunch and slide down to be stretched next to him, looking up into his eyes. He moves closer, pressing against my side, his right arm moving under my neck to prop my head up. His left hand goes to my hip, pressing on my bone. I breathe in his scent as he leans in for a kiss. I hold my breath while his tongue explores what he knows so well. He lifts his head slightly and smiles at me. "You are perfect for me, Lucy...and you're all mine."
 
   "I am all yours, Max." I put my arms around his neck and pull him down for another kiss. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 HIM
 
   I can feel her hunger...her need for my attention. She's as needy as she was yesterday. Her body presses into me, her hands pulling my hair. I know what she wants...but she'll have to wait. I pull my face back. "We better eat..." Her look of disappointment almost makes me laugh. I kiss her nose. "Be a good girl and finish getting lunch ready." 
 
   She immediately sits up, repositions the pillow and starts putting everything on plates for us. When she has everything ready, she smiles at me. "How's this?"
 
   "Almost perfect." She frowns and I have to rub her cheek, so expressive, my Lucy. I move to sit in front of her, knees bent, sitting back on my heels. "Here." I hand her one of the napkin-wrapped silverware sets. She relaxes and smiles. 
 
   I watch her unroll the napkin in her lap slowly. Still on the middle of the fork handle, the ring sparkles in the sunshine. She looks up surprised, slowly smiling. "What...what's this, Max?" She leaves the set open on her lap, only looking at me.
 
   Grinning, I pick up the silverware and drop the ring into my hand, leaving the rest by my side, my eyes on hers the whole time. I take her hand and hold the ring ready to put on her, "I want you to be my wife, Lucy." I smile. "Say yes."
 
   "Yes!" She shakes, tears already forming, her right hand going to her mouth, while she watches as I put the ring on her finger.
 
   I put both my hands on the sides of her face and pull her up to me, both of us on our knees facing each other, kissing. Her arms circle my waist and she clings to me. "You've made me so happy, Max!"
 
   "I'll make you happy for the rest of our lives, baby!" I kiss her head. 
 
   She suddenly pulls away and puts her left hand out. "It's so beautiful!" The diamond is bigger than her knuckle, shining brightly in the sun. A single solitairy beauty, like my Lucy, an emerald cut diamond sitting across her finger, a large stamp of my possessiveness. "Thank you." Her eyes are wet as she looks from me to the ring. 
 
   "I want to give you the world, Lucy!" I sit back with my legs stretched out. I pull her onto my lap, her legs stretching behind me and kiss her again. She rubs against my cock, already hard. I know we're in a deserted area, no one around for miles.  
 
   Pushing her back slightly, I pull her thong down to her upper thighs and I undo my shorts. Her hands grab my hair, pulling. I smile and pick her up, positioning her over my cock and slowly lowering her onto me. She moans a deep cry.
 
   With my arm supporting her back, picking her up again and pushing us both onto the blanket, I'm on top of her, her legs wrapped firmly around my legs. She meets my thrusts with her hips, squeezing just the way I like each time.  It doesn't take long before we're fucking full speed, full force, both heads back, yelling as we finish.
 
   I hold her head against mine. "I love you."
 
   "I love you.... fiancé!" She smiles and her laugh pushes me out of her. 
 
   I sit up and back. Lucy stays laying down stretching her left arm straight up, moving it in the sun, staring at the ring on her finger. "You like it?" I smile watching her. My soon-to-be-wife.
 
   She sits up, her eyes jumping to mine. "Oh, yes, very much, Max...I love that I'm going to be your wife and get to wear this for the rest of my life!" She smiles wickedly for a second, "I love that I get to be Mrs. Lucy Shannon-Traeger!" She laughs at my frown and puts her left hand on my cheek. "I'm just kidding!"
 
   "Not funny!" I grab her and pull her onto my lap. She keeps smiling at her left hand on my chest. "You will be Mrs. Max Traeger." 
 
   "I like the sound of that..." She hasn't stopped playing with her ring in the sun. 
 
   I smile looking down on her...she'll make a good wife...with a few more lessons. 
 
   She tilts her head up to me, smiling too. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “I’m thinking what a wonderful wife you’ll make me.” Her head stays tilted her smile bigger. “My dutiful, submissive, and obedient Mrs. Traeger.” 
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   Chapter 1 HIM
 
   “Mr. Traeger, we just need to go over this one more time.” The short detective is taking a seat at my table across from me. I didn’t tell him he could. I’ve given up control of my apartment, my car, my office.
 
   The other detectives are standing in a group near my terrace doors, staying out of the way of the people working around my living room. They’ve already finished with the other rooms. I haven’t talked to this detective yet. He just stood in the background up until now.
 
   With my head in my hands still, I growl, “I’ve been over this and over this.” I look up, my bloodshot eyes bouncing around the room full of cops. “When are you people going to tell me something?!” Jeff puts his hand on my shoulder to try to calm me, but this only angers me more. I stand up quickly and go to the kitchen.
 
   Jake is leaning against the counter. He shakes his head and hands me a small scotch. I shouldn’t be drinking, not now, but I need to calm my nerves.
 
   Jeff comes in and says quietly, “Max, you need to cooperate. I know this is frustrating, but this is how it works. This is how we’ll find Lucy.” I know he’s right. He got the ball moving fast on this, calling in favors from his cop days. I take another gulp and put the glass down, a little calmer. I walk back to the dining table and sit down.
 
   “Max!” Dad pushes past two cops by the door and rushes to me. I smile slightly, seeing the look of shock and anger I know mirrors my own. My brother’s been trying to stay calm and neutral for my sake. But Dad isn’t one to hide his feelings behind a mask. 
 
   “Where’s Mom?”
 
   “Jake said it was a zoo here. I thought it’d be best if she comes later…when we get this place cleared out.” 
 
   “Good.” I turn to the detective again. Taking a deep breath, “Where do you want me to start?”
 
   “You said the last time you saw or spoke to your wife was when you left after lunch,” he refers to his notes, “about 1:00?”
 
   “Yes. We had lunch together here. Lucy had an appointment with her doctor at 2:00. Jeff drove me to a clients.” I say this last part through gritted teeth. I still blame myself for not having Jeff drive her. I had too many appointments all over town this afternoon, I needed him to keep me on schedule. 
 
   “Sorry to interrupt, Det. Killaney. We have everything we need here.” The detective nods to the uniformed cops and watches as most of the people leave my apartment. It’s a mess of dust and prints and tossed shit everywhere. They’ve searched every inch of the apartment looking for any sign of a struggle or hint where Lucy could be. I didn’t think they’d find anything here, but I let them loose to do what they needed to do. My car and office must look the same.
 
   “And that was with her OB/GYN doctor,” again back to the notes, “Dr. Patel?”
 
   “Yes. Her office left a message that Lucy missed the appointment.” I’m starting to go numb giving these details again. It’s either go numb or go ballistic.
 
   “I got three.”
 
   “What?” Through my numbness, I frown at him.
 
   “Three kids. Three boys. Have you been trying long?”
 
   “No.” I don’t want to answer questions about this. Too painful to think about Lucy missing and possibly pregnant too.
 
   The detective leans in a little to look at my face more closely. “Ya know it takes some couples a long time to get pregnant. My wife and I were lucky, well, if you call having three boys in less than four years lucky!” 
 
   I know he’s pushing me, to get me out of my numbness, but I’m drained. Dad isn’t, he reacts quickly. “Detective, can I ask what the hell that has to do with anything? Or how that helps find my daughter-in-law?”
 
   The detective looks up slowly at my Dad and I follow his eyes up too. He has his stern “lawyer pushing a client to do what he says look” that I’ve seen so often. I can see Jake standing with Jeff in the background, both tense. “Sir. Can I get your name for the record?”
 
   “Ronald Traeger. Now answer my question, Detective.” 
 
   “I’m trying to help your son to remember as much detail as he can.” He looks at me, his eyes narrowing, taking in my slumped shoulders and broken state. “I think he’s at his limit though in answering questions tonight.”
 
   “No. I want to get through this. Go on. Ask what you need to.” I’m still numb though. He raises his eyebrows, but goes back to his notepad.
 
   “So when you didn’t hear from your wife this afternoon, you tracked her phone?”
 
   “No. I assumed Lucy was busy with her chores. I tracked her phone when I got home and found she wasn’t here and wasn’t answering my calls or texts.”
 
   He picks up the baggie that has the list of chores I’d left for Lucy this morning. “And this is your handwriting; this is a list of chores for your wife?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you do this, leave a similar list, each morning?” I can see yesterday’s list in a ball in another bag; they must’ve pulled it from the trash.
 
   “Yes.” I can feel Dad tensing behind me, his hand on the back of my chair.
 
   Det. Killaney continues holding the bag, but changes directions in questions, “But you didn’t just track the GPS, you were able to check her calls and messages too?”
 
   “Yes. I have an app that allows me to check her calls, texts, voicemail and GPS.”
 
   “And you often check these things…your wife’s calls and messages?” He says this quietly, looking down at his notes before bringing his eyes to stare into mine, sizing me up again.
 
   “Not often.”
 
   “What? Every day, every other day, once a week…”
 
   “Usually only if she leaves the house.”
 
   “So, what happens if Lucy doesn’t get through her chores?” He’s appraising me again.
 
   I knew this would come up. So far, it hadn’t, but this must be the ‘bad cop.’
 
   Dad butts in, “I think Max does need a break, Detective.” 
 
   I don’t take my eyes off Killaney. “Dad. It’s fine. I need them to get through eliminating me as a suspect as quickly as possible to focus on what happened to Lucy.” 
 
   “Why would I think you’re a suspect, Max?” Killaney’s stare is alert again, but he keeps his body purposefully relaxed.
 
   “Isn’t the husband always the first one?” 
 
   He laughs, “Usually. But you seem awfully calm about that…”
 
   I only shrug. Jeff had talked me through all this on the drive back to my apartment and while waiting for everyone to show up. Eventually, all the details of my marriage with Lucy will come to light if the investigation goes on. God. If my Lucy isn’t found. 
 
   I lower my head at this thought. My Lucy. Where are you, little girl?!
 
   “So…what happens?” I look dumbly up at him, so he spells it out for me, “What happens if your wife doesn’t finish the chores you’ve given her, Max?”
 
   I answer calmly, from a tunnel in my head, “It depends on the chore, on her excuse.”
 
   He picks up the list and reads, “Run two miles in under thirty-five minutes. What if she didn’t get this one done?”
 
   “I crossed it off the list. Lucy wasn’t feeling well this morning again.”
 
   “Hmmm…morning sickness or something else?”
 
   I narrow my eyes again, even in my haze I don’t like discussing this. “I don’t know.”
 
   “So…what about this one…it’s not crossed off.” He points towards the bottom of the list. “What if Lucy didn’t get your suit from the dry cleaners, Max? What would happen?”
 
   “She didn’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She didn’t get to most of those chores today. The dry cleaning would’ve been hanging in the front of the closet if she had.”
 
   “And when you got home, you checked?”
 
   “Not right away. I checked when Jeff and I got back here. While waiting.”
 
   “Hmmm…and what were you going to do if Lucy walked in the door while you were waiting…with all these chores undone?” He’s quiet, calm. Like we’re discussing the weather instead of my missing wife.
 
   Dad clears his throat. “I think that’s enough questions, son.” 
 
    “I would’ve punished her.” I take some satisfaction in seeing the cop’s eyebrows lift in surprise. He wasn’t expecting me to be so blunt.
 
    “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to elaborate.” He lifts his eyes in warning to Dad. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1 HER
 
   The smell is the first thing to hit me. That and something metal as my body is bounced around. 
 
   I realize I’m on my side. And I can’t move. Oh, God. I can’t move my arms or legs! I panic, screaming against something on my mouth. Pushing with all my might against whatever is holding my arms and legs together. I finally stop, the strain too much. I breathe quickly but only through my nose.
 
   I push my tongue forward, it sticks a little. Tape? I have tape over my mouth? This chills me. I stop moving. I pull in and out quick snotty breaths through my nose. I move and stretch my face, tearing painfully against the stickiness, trying to loosen it. A corner finally starts to come up. Good. I rub this against the smelly carpet or whatever that is. A side comes off.  I turn my head and gulp air. I get the rest to roll off and try to breathe normally.
 
   I try to think. I have to think. I focus on what I know, what I think I know. Ignore what I can’t figure out. Concentrate. It’s Max I hear in my head. 
 
   I’m in a car? I can hear the engine, smell the gas. My eyes can’t adjust to the light. Ok. That was a curve and rough road. My body is shook up and down, the wheels below me thumping hard against the road, my hips and shoulders pushed painfully against metal. I must be in the trunk of something.  
 
   I hear music…barely. Country music. I don’t recognize it, but it’s twangy. And I hear gravel and dirt crunching below wheels. We’ve slowed down.
 
   I panic thinking for a moment…who’s driving?! Who’s we?! No…No…think only about what I can know. I breathe. I try screaming, but the music just gets louder. I stop, my throat is already raw.
 
   My legs and arms are tied. My mouth was taped. I’m in a trunk. On a dirt road. I repeat this like lyrics to the twangy music. 
 
   My head hurts, pounds. The faint taste of something chemical mixes with the smell of moldy carpet, gas, and metal. I was drugged. I fight back the urge to vomit, the motion of the car not helping. I have to breathe and concentrate on the music to get the feeling under control. I laugh hysterically for a moment. God help if I get vomit all over myself. It takes longer to breathe this hysteria away.
 
   I vaguely remember stumbling on the street and being pulled to the curb…was that a dream?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2 HIM
 
   “My son won’t be elaborating on anything, Detective.” Dad steps around to stand slightly between my chair and the table.
 
   “Dad…”
 
   “I’m going to have to insist after that answer that your son give me some details…” 
 
   “Dad…Sir.” He turns to me at the commanding tone I use. The same one Lucy would’ve responded to. I may be in a fog, but I can see only one thing clearly. Lucy is gone and I need her back. “Dad…no stone will be left unturned and I won’t delay the police looking for what really happened with Lucy today…”
 
   He nods once. But doesn’t move away, only turns to give Killaney a clear look at me.
 
   I sit up straight. Clearing my head with a shake. “Please. Detective Killaney…?”
 
   “You were about to tell me how you punish your wife, Mr. Traeger…” His short round body is leaning forward in the chair, his feet just touching the ground.
 
   I take a deep breath. “My wife and I have an unusual relationship. Unusual in today’s standards anyway.” I pause and look at my hands. They itch to have Lucy here, under them. What I wouldn’t give to be angry at her for only forgetting to do the dishes earlier. I look back into the cop’s eyes. “I set rules. Lucy follows them. I set consequences, Lucy submits to them.”
 
   “What kind of consequences…”
 
   I square my shoulders and speak slowly. I don’t want to show any anger or fear. I need to get the police beyond looking at me and to start looking for what really happened. “I will spank my wife, ground her, take away phone and other privileges. Slap her. Anything short of beating her with my fists or a heavy solid object.” Even I’m surprised at how succinctly I can explain this. I’m a monster in my rages against her, but it sounds…natural when said like this, out loud.
 
   He laughs. A short, quick laugh with a shake of his head, “Well…Mr. Traeger…” He breathes out with a laugh again, a sigh, “I’ve never heard a husband try to convince me he’s innocent in his wife’s disappearance in quite this way…” He stops shaking his head, all amusement gone. Waiting for my reply.
 
   “What else do you want to know, Detective?” 
 
   “Well…for starters we’ll go back over all the details of yesterday. That was the last day that your wife’s whereabouts can be confirmed by anyone other than you…” Bad cop has hit his stride now. 
 
   I sit back. I can only hope this goes quickly. And that other detectives are figuring out where my Lucy is in the meantime! “Fine. But I need assurances.” Dad turns to squeeze my shoulder. He’s been quiet, but I can see his emotions playing across his face. He’s been angry along with me. 
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I need your assurance that I’m not wasting my time here. That there’s a full force of police out looking beyond the door of my apartment for Lucy. Because I know my wife isn’t here. I need assurances that you’re not just fucking with me to make a report and then disappear while my Lucy is out there somewhere. Fucking lost.” I try for an even voice, but I lose it a little saying her name. I bury my fear in calm anger. “I need to know, Detective Killaney, that every Goddamn thing is being done to look for my wife while I sit here with you.”
 
   I see Jeff move closer to the table. He shares a nod with the detective but doesn’t say anything.
 
   Dad turns to me and whispers in my ear, “I’ll call my contact in the Mayor’s office again.” I nod at him and he walks towards the kitchen. 
 
   “Of course, Mr. Traeger. We’re doing everything to find Lucy. And your cooperation is helping a great deal. Any information you can provide will help, will lead to finding her.” He appraises me though. He’s not convinced…yet anyway…that I’m not a suspect. I breathe in and out quickly. Goddammit!
 
   “Have you checked the building’s security videos yet?” Jeff speaks up behind me.
 
   Killaney glances up at him, but answers looking at me. “Yes. All are fuzzy like most of them. Poor camera quality, only 48 hours kept recorded.”
“And?” Jeff sounds angry. He takes a breath. I’ve tried to teach him to control his anger, but he has a long way to go. 
 
   I take over asking, “Did you see Lucy on today’s tape, coming or going? Or anyone on our floor?”
 
   “We saw a person get into the elevator on the penthouse level around 1:30 today, alone. We saw what looks like the same person leave the elevator and building shortly after.” A good legalese maneuver. No commitment to anything. 
 
   “And was this person about five feet, with long blond curls, in a dress or skirt, with a purse similar to the one found today?” I lean forward to ask, I desperately want to know for sure that Lucy left here on her own.
 
   “That meets the description of the person, but we can’t confirm that it’s your wife. The image is unclear for now.” He stops and pulls up a new sheet of notes, dramatically slow. “We do however show a man meeting your description coming and going on the penthouse level between 10:30 a.m. and 11:15 a.m. today.” He glances at his watch, “Yesterday now. Can you confirm your whereabouts at this time, Max?”
 
   Jeff starts to speak up before me, “I was driving Max to an appointment about…” but the Detective’s eyes aren’t on him.  
 
   Jake moves closer to the table, “That was me.” Killaney leans back, looking between Jake and me.
 
   “You were here today? You saw Lucy?” The wind is knocked from my words.
 
   “And for the record…you’re Jake Traeger?” Killaney writes this down as Jake nods in response. Jake doesn’t take his eyes from me; his face is still a mask. But Killaney picks up my question, “So you saw Lucy today, yesterday...” He corrects himself, “in this apartment?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2 HER
 
   I hear a door screech open, the car rocks slightly with the movement of the driver getting out, my bruised elbow hits against the worn carpet and metal floor again. The car door screeches closed, my startled scream mixing with the loud bang. I hear footsteps crunch, sliding on the gravel. Oh God Oh God Oh God…please…no. I squeeze my eyes shut and strain against the restraints. 
 
   No. Keep your eyes open.
 
   It’s Max again in my head. His deep commanding voice I’ve come to crave. And I obey it as I always do.
 
   I hear a beeping and pop of the trunk door. Dull starlight, cold air, wooded smells hit me. I start screaming right before a large fist hits my cheek and the stars fade...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HIM
 
   “What were you doing here, Jake?” My voice isn’t my own. I can’t be this calm and this angry. Is this what insanity sounds like? He only stares at me. I see to my side that Jeff has moved to stand slightly in between us, but is staring in disbelief at Jake too.
 
   Killaney interrupts, “Why didn’t you come forward with this information earlier?”
 
   Jake turns his attention from me to Killaney. “I didn’t think it mattered.”
 
   Now Killaney is staring in disbelief, with a little laugh, “You didn’t think it would matter?! Ok…” He takes a breath. “Have a seat.” He points to the other side of the table from me. Jeff moves in this direction following Jake, keeping between us still.
 
   Jake won’t make eye contact with me. Killaney starts a new sheet of notes. But I can tell that he’s taking notice of my slowly heating anger. I’ve wanted to hit something all night and Jake’s face is looking pretty good for it.
 
   “So…you arrived in this apartment about 10:30 a.m. yesterday?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Lucy answered the door?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How did she seem then?”
 
   Jake frowns, his mask of neutrality lost for a second. He blinks it back in place. My little brother, the emotional one. He’s calm?! “She seemed fine.”
 
   “Fine? What else?”
 
   He pauses again. “She was happy to see me.” He looks down at his clasped hands on the table to avoid seeing my reaction. 
 
   “Do you see…” Killaney glances at me and shifts in his seat a little not finishing his question. “Was there anyone else here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did she mention where she was going in the afternoon?”
 
   “Yes. Her doctor,” He glances briefly in my direction, “and errands.”
 
   “Her list of chores?” Killaney is sarcastic. I wish I could punch him too. I take a few deep silent breaths to get under control again.
 
   “Yes.” Jake’s voice takes on a little edge. 
 
   “Were you just in the neighborhood…?”
 
   “No. I came here to see Lucy.” Damn. I put my hands under the table to hide my fists. 
 
   “Was Lucy expecting you?” 
 
   “Yes.” Jeff moves a little closer. I freeze with my fists clenched as much as my jaw. I can’t believe what I’m hearing!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HER
 
   I try to move my head and feel a cold, damp cloth against the right side of my face, scratching against my cheek. My head bounces a little and I vomit.
 
   “Fuck!” A man’s voice…a voice I don’t know. I’m thrown hard to dirt and gravel, unable to break my fall, my body still tied. My cry is weak. “You’re gonna pay for that!”
 
   I remember now. I’m bound. But I’m out of the car. I listen to the scream coming from my left cheek and leave my head against the dirt. I can’t move. I open my right eye just as something is thrown over my face.
 
   The smell of the damp cloth and my own vomit is overpowering. I vomit a little again, right onto the dirt not even lifting my head. 
 
   “Stop that!” A kick to my thigh accompanies this. I try to curl up more, but can’t hardly bring my legs up.
 
   A hand rips off the cloth and grabs my head up, another grabs my shoulder and yanks me a foot; some hair pulls loose. I scream until I’m dropped again.
 
   I hear his footsteps crunch away from me. They clump up wooden steps. One two three four. They clump across more wood. One two. 
 
   Keys rattle together, against wood. A door bangs open. I jump against the dirt. I’m hiccupping, trying to get control of my breathing. I turn my head. Breathe. Don’t you dare vomit! Breathe! Max’s voice helps.
 
   I open my eyes. No. I open my right eye. My left isn’t listening to me. A weak light is behind me. I see the front of the car I must’ve been in. I’m lying on a dirt and gravel drive. I can’t see beyond into the darkness.
 
   I’m lifted roughly up, my left cheek banging against damp skin. I cry out, squeezing my right eye shut. “You vomit on me again, bitch, and I’ll shove it down your throat.” 
 
   I open my right eye, but can’t see his face. I wildly look around, can’t focus. Focus! I’m trying, Max…really I am. Why don’t you tell him to stop banging my head?! I almost laugh. You’re getting hysterical, baby. 
 
   I open my right eye again just as I pass through the wood door I heard open. He spins around quickly and it takes all the strength I have not to throw up. I’m dropped onto something cushioned. I bounce but keep my stomach down. Good girl.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HIM
 
   “Do you see your sister-in-law alone often?” Killaney is keeping his eyes on me as he questions Jake now.
 
   “Not often.” Jake’s voice is still even. With the detective no longer watching him, he turns his eyes to me. I can’t read his face. Pain? Guilt? Anger?
 
   “What’s not often?”
 
   “Once a week.” I keep my expression unmoved, but my hands clench and unclench under the table. I didn’t know this. How did I not know this?!
 
   Killaney pauses to look between us. I don’t take my eyes off my brother. I don’t even move when Dad comes back in and stops behind Jake.
 
   “So…you come over here every time or…?” It’s a quiet question. He’s trying to keep everything calm with his tone.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Same day each week?”
 
   “Yes.” I see Dad’s eyes turning from questioning to stern above Jake’s head, but I still keep my stare on Jake.
 
   “Yesterday?” Jake only nods. “So, every Friday you come here to see Lucy?” Jake nods again. “Same time?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I know why before Killaney asks him. “Because Max has a set staff meeting.”
 
   The detective sits back. I don’t wait for him to ask anything else.
 
   I lean forward, only a little, my voice is edged glass. “How long was this going on?”
 
   Jake shakes his head in the slightest way and looks at Killaney quickly before meeting my eyes again. “Only a little while.” 
 
   “So why were you seeing my wife every week, Jake, without my knowledge?”
 
   But Killaney breaks in with his own question, “What’s a little while? Weeks, months?”
 
   Jake tears his eyes from mine, but doesn’t meet Killaney’s. He looks at his hands instead. “It’s been a few months.”
 
   “How’d it start?”
 
   Jake again shakes his head and keeps his eyes lowered at Killaney’s question. He finally lifts his head and looks at me once more. “The first time was after we picked Lucy up from that Italian place near where she worked.” 
 
   I get the looks now. Jake’s trying to warn me against pushing him to answer in front of the police.  This is why he didn’t say he was here.
 
   Because that was the night I beat Lucy pretty badly with the belt. But that still doesn’t explain why Jake has been coming over when he knows I’m not here. To see my Lucy. And it’s been going on for months.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HER
 
   My right eye is pressed against a scratchy sofa. It’s covered in wet-dog smelling hair. My knees press into its back. I can’t open my left eye at all. Even trying to pushes the throbbing aside for shooting stars of head-ripping pain. I breathe, trying to listen. Focus, baby.
 
   And I’m chilled to hear something familiar. 
 
   A leather belt being pulled slowly out of pants inches above me. 
 
   The whoosh and strike together with my scream fill my head with a new pain. The belt doesn’t stop hitting me, everywhere. My legs, arms, feet, hands, butt, back. The belt licks at every inch of me. I bury my face in the cushion to try to protect the only thing I can. The belt hits my head, my ear. I scream in and out the nasty hair stuck to the cushion.
 
   He stops. I’m a bound ball of fire. I don’t hear him move. I don’t see him. I try to calm myself quickly. To swallow my cries, ignore the pain.
 
   He grabs around my waist with one arm. I catch a glimpse of dark hair, a white tank top, strong arms. That’s it. He carries me around the sofa and tosses me over its high back.
 
   My arms are pinned painfully under me, still bound between my legs and attached to the rope around my ankles. I teeter over the edge of the sofa. I try to press my knees against the back of it to balance. I pull my head up despite the shooting pain to try to teeter back away from the cushion. I catch glimpses of a dark room, hardwood floor. A light on somewhere down a hall. I’m shocked. It’s a normal looking living room.
 
   His hand is rough on my back, but he keeps me from falling forward. He stands behind me and I scream when I hear his zipper. He rips off my thong and I don’t have a chance to try to move or kick. I don’t stop screaming when he enters me, slamming his hips against my ass, pushing the sofa. But I hear his grunts and moans anyway. I feel the tearing at my pussy lips.
 
   I try to scream louder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HIM
 
   “So what was so special about that Friday that you came over to see Lucy when you knew your brother wouldn’t be here, Jake?” Killaney isn’t going to let this go.
 
   Jake sighs but manages to only give a hint of apology in his look to me. He turns his eyes to Killaney again, “I wanted to check on Lucy. See how she was doing.” Here he tries to sound a little stronger, but it comes across as defensive, “She’s family after all.”
 
   “That’s nice. Family is important.” I’m not going to be able to hold my temper much longer with this sarcastic fuck. 
 
   Dad moves to stand so Killaney would have to turn his head to see him, but I have a clear view of his warning look to me.
 
   Killaney doesn’t stop staring at Jake. “But you were so specific.” He looks at his notes, like he needs to refresh his memory of what was said only moments ago. “What was so special about picking Lucy up? You and Max right? Was that the night before or earlier in the week?”
 
   Jake clenches his jaw, but I answer. I’ve had enough. I’m calm when I say, “It was Wednesday night.” Everyone looks at me with a warning to shut up, except Killaney. He’s leaning in. “That was the night I punished Lucy for letting another man touch her while she was out with her friends.” 
 
   I know this is foolish. I shouldn’t give this information to the police. They’ll only keep me on a suspect list longer. But the more information I can provide, the more questions we can get through quickly…it’ll all come out anyway. I don’t care what the police think of me. I only care about finding Lucy.
 
   Killaney is again shocked at my admission. “So…you punished her how exactly?”
 
   “I spanked her with a belt.”
 
   He leans back. But he has a quick mind, he recovers from his shock and zip lines down another cable of questioning. “And you knew this? That’s why you were worried about Lucy?” He’s turned to Jake again.
 
   “Yes.” Jake shrugs. “Well…I didn’t know exactly what happened that night between them. Not until I saw Lucy that first Friday morning.” 
 
   “And how was she then…that Friday?”
 
   He looks apologetically to me. But that just pisses me off more. “Answers his questions, Jake.” I use the tone I know he responds to, the same one everyone responds to. The same tone I respond to when Dad still uses it on me.
 
   He lowers his head though before answering, “She was hurt.” Killaney questions with his hand moving sarcastically in a circular motion on his wrist. “She could hardly walk without wincing. She couldn’t sit.”
 
   I think back to that day. Lucy had a hard time sitting even a week later. But my fists clench again. But she never mentioned my brother visiting. Neither of them did!
 
   “Did you see any bruises on her?”
 
   “No.” I know this is true. At least that time. Everything would’ve been covered. 
 
   “Did she tell you that she was injured? Did you offer to take her to a doctor?”
 
   I interrupt. To keep this moving along. The lawyer in me. “Detective Killaney. Let me just clarify something for you. My wife never saw a doctor from any punishment I gave her, she didn’t need one. And she never filed any complaints with the police. You’re welcome to check both of those things. I will clear any forms you may need to speak freely with her doctors.”
 
   He reminds me of Lucy. Expressive facial features. God, Lucy, where are you?!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HER
 
   He finally stops pounding me against the sofa. He must’ve cum. I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Oh God… I start to cry, but this is abruptly turned to a yelp when he tips me down towards the floor and I crash against the hardwood. Hard on my back, my head snapping and cracking against the floor. I see stars, but don’t pass out again. The ceiling is murky, my vision tunnels for a moment. I roll slowly to my right side. I’m looking through the legs of the sofa at a coffee table, a brick fireplace opposite.
 
   I hear him walk away. I hear a drawer opened, a loud clanging of silverware? Metal against metal. I hear his footsteps return to stand behind me. Instinct. I keep my eyes averted. On the floor in front of me.
 
   He squats down and breathes heavily over me. “You are a nice piece of ass, bitch.” A shiny metal huge knife appears in his hand in front of my face. Oh God, this is it. I’m sorry, Max! I love you! It’ll be over soon, baby…
 
   He puts the knife to the rope between my hands and ankles and I grunt a sigh as my body is given some freedom. I steal one quick glance up as he moves away. Blue eyes? Dark hair, stubble. Dark pants, dark shiny shoes.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HIM
 
   “So assuming that checks out…that Lucy didn’t seek the help of a doctor or the police. That still leaves you, Jake…you saw her and you continued to see her weekly for the last several months…” Killaney keeps eyeing between Jake and me.
 
   “Yes.” Jake is still reluctant in his answers, but he keeps his eyes on Killaney.
 
   “Because you were worried about her?”
 
   “Because I wanted her to know that she could talk to me…”
 
   I have to close my eyes to get the color red to clear. I don’t care if this is my brother saying it…another man, seeing my wife on a regular basis, behind back! I want to scream and rampage. Instead, I breathe in and out and finally, unclench my fists. That won’t help find her. I need to stay calm, to help her. 
 
   “And what did she talk about to you?”
 
   Jake shrugs. “Everything. Nothing.”
 
   “About her marriage?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   Killaney shoots a look of warning at me and glances at Jeff, still standing close by.
 
   “So…were you screwing her?”
 
   Jake doesn’t hesitate in answering, “No.”
 
   “But you wanted to…?”
 
   And Jake hesitates. He fucking hesitates. I push back my chair and tower over him, my fists at my sides. Jeff grabs my shoulder and tries to yank me back. I pull out of his grip and turn towards the terrace, “I need some air.” Jake just sat there. Not moving.
 
   My own brother wanted to fuck my wife?! Everything is colored red.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HER
 
   He comes back and nudges my head with his socked foot. At least it doesn’t stink. I’m almost hysterical again with this thought. But his words cut into the ether.
 
   “You don’t remember me do you?”
 
   I know him? “I…I haven’t seen your face.” My head hurts with the effort to speak.
 
   He laughs. “Dumb bitch.” But he sounds amused, not angry anymore. “You think that matters to me?” I only shrink in response. He picks me up by my waist again and hauls me to the other side of the sofa, next to the coffee table before dropping me again. I manage to stop my head from bouncing this time.
 
   He sits behind me, putting his feet on me like I’m his ottoman. I start to cry and shake.
 
   “Stop that. Or I’ll give you something to cry about.” 
 
   His voice isn’t as commanding as Max’s, but the effect is the same. I stop. 
 
   He turns the TV on and I close my eye.
 
   It’s all I can do to block out the pain, the fear. To ignore the truth. I’m in a nightmare and I’ll never see Max again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HIM
 
   I stand just by the terrace doors, the cold spring air cooling the heat of my face. The other cops moved away, I don’t care where. Jeff comes to stand next to me. My watchdog.
 
   I can still hear Killaney and Jake though.
 
   Jake didn’t answer him, so Killaney backtracks. “So. Yesterday. Lucy answered the door. You said she was happy to see you. What did you talk about then?”
 
   “She was nervous about her doctor’s appointment. But hopeful.”
 
   Hearing him talk about how Lucy was feeling, what she was thinking… Fuck. This can’t be happening. None of this is real. It’s a fucking nightmare.
 
   “So she wanted a kid?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And she thought she was pregnant?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Was it your idea to keep your meetings secret or hers?”
 
   “I…we didn’t really…decide to keep anything a secret.”
 
   “But your coming here. Her talking to you. It was a secret...”
 
   “I guess. Sure.”
 
   “So what other secrets did Lucy share with you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HER
 
   I wake when he grabs my waist again. I’m a rag doll lifted in the air by a giant child. He walks with me under one arm, against his hip. I watch the hardwood turn to tile and a bright light goes on above.
 
   This time I’m ready to be dropped, but I still fall hard and crack my elbow on the floor. I feel warm blood smear under my right elbow and knee as I move to try to sit up. His foot shoves me back down.
 
   “Stay down, cunt.”
 
   I watch as his feet move around the cabinets in the kitchen, but his back is to me. He has dark, almost black hair. Straight and short. And he’s tall. Strong.
 
   He opens a slow cooker and the smell of cooked meat makes my mouth water. I’m hungry. I’m beaten, tied, raped. And hungry. What insanity is the human body?!
 
   I watch as he puts something on a plate and brings it to where I am on the floor. Through my hair, I get a good look at his face. Blue eyes, yes. Slightly crooked nose. Needs a shave. Where do I know you from?!
 
   “You throw this up and I won’t feed you again for three days.” But he rubs my head. 
 
   The gentleness of his touch only adds to the stab in my empty stomach at his words. Oh God. Three days. He means that he will keep me here!
 
   My mind goes blank. Instinct. “Thank you.” He only laughs and tells me to sit up. He walks over to the counter where he has his plate and watches me.
 
   I’m awkward moving with my wrists and ankles tied. My head swoons. Go slow, baby. I finally manage to get to my elbows on my side, ignoring the pain, but I can’t sit up anymore. I pull the plate under my chin and take a small piece with my fingers. It tastes as good as it smelled. I eat everything.
 
   But I almost throw up again when he picks up the plate and says, “Good girl.”
 
   Or was that Max in my head? I fall back to the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HIM
 
   I turn to see Jake’s face as he answers the question. “She didn’t have any secrets.” 
 
   “Just you.” It’s a good thing I’m not standing near the sarcastic fucker. 
 
   Jake’s jaw clenches. Dad steps in between them. “I think you have the answers to your questions here, Detective.”
 
   Killaney turns to me and nods back to the table. No. He’s not done. Not yet.
 
   I walk slowly by the table into my kitchen and return with the glass of scotch. I put this quietly on the table before sitting back down, away from everyone. But I see how Killaney licks his lips. I give him a crooked smile and slowly lift the glass to my lips, taking a deep drink. I just as slowly lower the glass back down. I may not be able to punch him, but I can torture the drunk. 
 
   “We know that Lucy’s phone and credit cards were left with her purse. You said,” he nods to me, “that Lucy would’ve had some cash, but not much on her. For cabs. We didn’t find any money.” He pauses to let this sink in. At least I’m finally getting some information. “We’ve set up your phone here to record and track calls…in case there is a ransom demand or contact.” I knew Dad had rushed this through. 
 
   “We should know more later today about fingerprints and anything we found from here.” He moves his hand in the air to indicate the apartment. “In the meantime, I need you, Max, to think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt you or your wife. Any employees, former or current. Any cases you’ve handled. Anyone at all.” I nod. 
 
   He doesn’t move to get up though. “And I am going to check with your wife’s doctors, friends, and family. We’ll keep checking local hospitals; no one with Lucy’s description has been reported so far.” I lower my shoulders at this news. I didn’t realize how tensely I was waiting to hear this. “The news’ll get ahold of this story pretty quick. We’ll want to get ahead of that. A media liaison from the Missing Persons Unit will contact you later today.” I nod again. I assumed this. The zoo’ll be open for business.
 
   My voice sounds far away, “Has anyone reported seeing Lucy on the street…near where we found her phone?” The pathetic weakness in my own voice angers me. I want to throttle someone, something!
 
   Killaney only blinks at me. “We’re still checking.” 
 
   And I know the son of a bitch is lying to me! He thinks I’m a suspect, so he’ll keep as much as he can from me for as long as he can.
 
   I hear the house phone ring and freeze.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HER
 
   He returns with the big knife. I watch it shine as he moves. I’m not as afraid this time. He cuts the rope around my ankles. I only stretch one leg out, experimenting with movement again.
 
   He grabs my arm and yanks me to my feet. Rag doll legs. I almost slip back down, but he has a firm hold on my arms. His fingers cut into me. This close, I see he has a mass of chest hair, dark, curly, sweaty. I raise my one open eye to him.
 
   I know you? …How? From where?
 
   He laughs at me. Yanking me around and dragging me down the dark hall. 
 
   We pass rooms to the end of the hall. I’m still shocked to see the normalcy. Bad art on walls, stains on rugs, popcorn ceilings. My prison looks just like the house I grew up in, small and normal.
 
   I shake in his grip, but manage not to cry, manage not to trip.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9 HIM
 
   “You need to answer that. Stay calm.” Killaney follows me to the kitchen phone.
 
   I’m disappointed when I see ‘P Shannon Cell’ on the callerid. “It’s Lucy’s Dad.” He nods, but he doesn’t move away. I’m still under observation, I guess.
 
   I clench my jaw and turn away from him as I answer. “Hello.”
 
   “Max! Any news, have you heard anything yet?”
 
   “No, Paul. The police are just finishing up here.” I can hear a lot of background noise on his end, a warbled announcement. “You made it the airport?” My Dad took care of getting them on a redeye here. 
 
   “Yeah. We should get in early this morning.”
 
   “Good. Just grab a cab for here. I think Dad has you booked at a hotel nearby.” Dad nods from the doorway. I’m a robot, running on automatic, saying and doing what I need to, but not comprehending anything right now. “Yeah. We’ll get it straightened out when you’re here.”
 
   “PJ’s picking us up. We’ll get there as soon as we can.” I start to say good-bye, but Lucy’s Mom gets on the phone.
 
   “Do the police have any idea where Lucy could be, Max?”
 
   “Not yet, Liz. They’re doing everything though. I have to go. Safe flight.” I can’t breakdown. Not yet. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9 HER
 
   He pushes me into a dark room and I stumble on carpet, my bound hands out in front of me. My knuckles bang hard into something wood, “Shit!” It takes me a second to open my eye against the pain. 
 
   “Bet you don’t talk like that with your husband around?” What did he say?
 
   He turned a low light on. I can just see what I hit. A wood footboard to a tall bed. I swallow hard. Instinct. And Max’s voice in my head again. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He smiles and laughs. Oddly making his face harder. A dimple in his chin and one on his cheek dancing on the hard angles of his face. I shake more. “No. I like a filthy mouth on my bitch.” I shake my head. “Why don’t you try this…Ask me real nice to fuck you again…I know you liked it the first time.”
 
   I shake my head. My whole body shakes, my head’s just along for the ride.
 
   He takes one quick step towards me and I almost fall over backwards on the footboard trying to back away. My feet scramble, only my tip-toes touching the carpet, the board painfully arching my back. He grabs a chunk of my hair in his right hand and yanks me forward, but not off the board. Dark dimples, flash of white teeth. Explosion of painful fireworks as he slaps the left side of my face hard. I can’t even scream the pain takes too long to give me back my air.
 
   He keeps his hand in my hair and pulls me up to face him. “Now. Ask me, whore.”
 
   My lips try to form words, but I don’t know what they are. He rattles my head and I’m afraid he’ll hit me again. I don’t think my eye can take that. “Pl…Please…fuck...me.”
 
   He releases some pressure on my head, but keeps his hand in my hair. “We’ll work on that.” He drags me over to the side of the bed and lets go of my hair. I panic, looking around for something to fight him off.
 
   Who am I kidding? My hands are tied. And he’s strong. 
 
   He laughs. I hate his laugh. It’s not sarcastic, not evil. It’s a laugh you would hear anywhere. “Oh. You wanna have a fighting chance against me? How bout I untie your hands and I’ll even give you one best shot, Lucy?” He laughs at how I cower away, shaking. God, I would love to be a man right now. To knock the shit out of you! But I only cower.
 
   Then it dawns on me. “You…you know my name?”
 
   His smile twists. “I know a lot about you.”
 
   I try to stall, to think. Think, baby. “Like what?”
 
   “You really don’t remember me at all do you?” I only shake my head a little. He sneers, laughing at me, “I’ll make you a deal. If you can remember my name, I won’t fuck you…tonight. I’ll even give you three questions to figure it out.” He’s very amused with himself. I don’t believe him, but it’s something to hold onto. “What’s your first question?”
 
   Think! “Where…where do I know you from?”
 
   His look melts from dark smile to dark frown. “No…that’s cheating! Do it again and the games over.” 
 
   “Do…do I know you from,” Think! “Do I know you from my building?”
 
   “No.” He pulls off his tank top and I can see that he’s strong everywhere. I look away.
 
   “Do you work with…with my husband?” I can’t say his name. Not here. Not after what this man did to me.
 
   “No. But I’ll give you a hint…I have met Max.” He pulls off his pants and kicks them away. He’s really enjoying himself. I only have to glance to see he’s excited again.
 
   I panic, searching around the room for a hint. I don’t even know where I am! I know it’s wooded and obviously remote. But I have no idea how long I was passed out in the trunk. I haven’t heard any cars or other people. No one heard me scream. It’s pitch black outside the window. It was daylight when he took me on the street.
 
   I vaguely remember someone saying my name, turning and feeling dizzy. His arms holding me up and walking me to a car. That was it. 
 
   “Tick tock. Last question.”
 
   “What’s the first initial of your first name?” I’m risking that he’ll think this is cheating, but my mind is blank on anything else!
 
   He only chuckles. “B.” He stands a little taller, putting his thumbs in the band of his underwear. I shrink a little more. “What’s my name, Lucy?”
 
   Oh God. I have no idea! I say the first thing that comes to my mind. “Bill.”
 
   He laughs harder and I almost pee myself. You would think I just told him the funniest story while walking home from a nice date. No one so evil should have such a nice laugh.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10 HIM
 
   “I think we’re done here for now. I have what I need for ViCAP and OC so far. Flash messages have gone out with your wife listed as Endangered Missing.” I’m walking Killaney towards the door. I raise my eyebrows to this. “That means we believe her disappearance may put her physical safety in danger. It puts her to the top of the list of adult missing persons.” Killaney glances at my Dad. I’m sure his contacts had something to do with fast tracking that too.
 
   “Thank you, Detective.” 
 
   “You signed the report all ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” He looks me up and down. “Try to get some sleep. Hopefully, we’ll be able to resolve this quickly. Someone will be by later to check on the surveillance equipment.”
 
   I close the door behind him.
 
   I don’t move for a moment though. The color red is back and I need to breathe before acting.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10 HER
 
   He stops laughing abruptly. “Nice try.” He pushes off his underwear and I try not look at him at all. He moves to sit on the bed. I have a moment of picturing myself running, but that would be foolish.
 
   I don’t know him. But I know myself and I know people. Instinct. He’d only like it more if I fight or run. 
 
   He pats the bed next to him, “Hop on.” I sit quietly next to him, willing my hands to stop shaking. Nope. They think they should be clawing his eyes out and they won’t stop trembling. I look at the red, raw skin under the rope.
 
   He seems willing to talk, maybe that’s something I can use…
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I try not to jump when his hand comes up and brushes my hair back. And why are you being so gentle now? Is this a new game?
 
   “Because I wanted you the moment I saw you. Actually, before that even. Something in the way your husband talked about you. Something about him. I knew.”
 
   I look down. I don’t want to talk about Max. I don’t want to hear this man talk about him. But something in what he says…clues or is he messing with me? “You knew what?”
 
   With one finger, not gently, he pulls my face up to look into his eyes. I’m trapped in the darkness of the blue. “I knew little Lucy is used to taking orders.” He smiles, moving his finger to the left side of my face. I wince at his light touch. I can only imagine what I look like. “And I like a bitch that is already mostly housebroken.” He laughs at his own words. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11 HIM
 
   I stand with my hand on the door for a while. I hear Dad move a little more into the hall towards me, but he stops when I turn around.
 
   I can finally release the anger I’ve been barely holding back. I move quickly down the hall to pass him, but he grabs my arm. His grip was always a vise. His voice calm, in control, commanding as usual. “You don’t want to do this right now.” Too many years raised under his belt, his complete power. I don’t move. “I will talk to Jake.” 
 
   I want to tell him to fuck off. I thought it plenty of times growing up. But he’s the reason I am who I am. He saved our family. I can’t disrespect him no matter what. Even now.
 
   “Answer me, boy.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   He lets go. And turns quickly to move into the dining area again. I follow him slowly.
 
   Jake hasn’t moved from his seat. Jeff still stands next to him.
 
   Dad nods to Jeff. “This is a family matter. You can go.” 
 
   I nod to Jeff when he looks at me before moving. He leaves quietly, but not before telling me to call if I need anything. 
 
   Jake finally looks up at Dad. It’s the same look he wore as a kid. Whenever Dad had The Look and Jake knew he was in trouble. In the beginning, I tried to protect Jake from our Stepdad. That never worked. I would get twice the punishment and Jake would still get his. By the time Ron adopted us officially, we were both toeing his line. 
 
   Now I don’t look with pity or sympathy on him. I want to beat him myself.
 
   “Jake.” Dad takes a seat opposite him, hands on the table. “What were you thinking? Seeing your brother’s wife like that, in secret?”
 
   That’s not where I would’ve started.
 
   Jake shrugs. “I wasn’t thinking. It just happened really.” He always tried to get away with the innocent act. 
 
   “That’s not an answer, boy.”
 
   Jake looks to me, but I only shake my head, fists clenched in my crossed arms. 
 
   “I came to see how Lucy was. That first time. I knew how angry Max was with her…for what she did. Hell, I was mad at her.” He tries to laugh, but stops at the look he gets from Dad. “But I also know what men do in this family when they’re angry. I just wanted to make sure she was ok.”
 
   “That wasn’t your right, Jake.” Dad says exactly what I’m thinking this time. 
 
   “She is family, Dad. I have a right to make sure she’s fine…” But he isn’t convincing anyone, not even himself. He knew what he did was wrong. And he did it anyway.
 
   Dad speaks so quietly that I almost can’t hear him, “But you weren’t checking on her as a brother would a sister.”
 
   Jake swallows before answering. He was never a good liar. He learned a long time ago not to try with Dad. “No, Sir.” He looks at me, “But we were just friends. Nothing more. Nothing more than that ever.”
 
   Dad nods. I have no choice but to nod too. I know he’s speaking the truth. It’s what he’s not saying that has me still clenching my fists though.
 
   He wanted her.
 
   “So what else weren’t you telling the police?” Dad could always read us. He knows as well as I do that Jake was holding back with Killaney not just about his being here earlier or the night I beat Lucy.
 
   He looks at his hands while he answers, not wanting to see my face I guess. “She was struggling with everything. She…she didn’t know if she could live up to what Max demands of her.” He looks at me briefly, then back at the table. “I saw her when she got her last period...” He takes another deep breath. Hearing him talk about Lucy, about her so intimately. It takes everything not to shove the table away and choke him with my bare hands. “She was crying. Saying she didn’t want to tell Max. She didn’t want to disappoint him.”
 
   “She told you all that?” Dad is sitting back. I don’t think either of us had any idea how close Jake and Lucy had become. We’ve hung out together plenty. We helped him celebrate buying a new building to make his new architectural offices and home. We’ve spent holidays together. But Lucy was confiding in him before me even. And I didn’t even have a clue about it.
 
   I remember how sad and frightened Lucy had been the last time she told me started her period. I held her all night, reassured her with little touches and kisses. The next morning she said she felt like we were going to be lucky very soon…that she wanted nothing more than to have my child in her arms next year. I was so proud of her for not staying sad. For bouncing back so quickly. I had no idea that maybe that had more to do with her talking to Jake than me. I clench my jaw more at this thought.
 
   “Yes. She also said she wasn’t sure how she felt about raising a kid,” he glances at both of us now, “the way we were raised.”
 
   Dad doesn’t say anything for a long time. It takes longer for me to get this simple statement through my head. Lucy talked to Jake about this?! She never said anything to me. We talked about her fear of miscarrying, not being able to give me a child, but nothing about this…Of course, she would also know better than to question me.
 
   So maybe she was questioning Jake because he was the next best thing? Or was she really afraid of her future with me? Could I have missed that?!
 
   I shake my head. I can’t believe that. I know Lucy. I know what’s in her heart. I know she wanted to make me happy, to please me. But I also know that this is what made her happiest. She might have worried…but she never would have questioned our future. She had faith in me, in us. I have to have the same faith in her now. 
 
   Dad finally speak ups again, “Do you think she could’ve run away?” I hadn’t even thought this was a possibility until right now.
 
   This weakness is not something I’ve ever felt. I am powerless. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11 HER
 
   He pushes me back and I don’t resist. “All the fight gone out of you already?” 
 
   I shake my head, but I don’t resist when he pulls my dress up and puts his hand between my legs. He stops and I squeeze my eyes shut, expecting to be hit again.
 
   Instead he stands and pulls my legs roughly apart to stand between them. He pulls my dress up and yanks it over my head, my arms trapped in it. I can’t hardly see through the film, but I stay still.
 
   I hear him spit and just make out that it’s into his hand. He puts this to my pussy. And drops both his hands to the sides of my head. The bed bounces and his face comes close to mine, the dress a welcome barrier now. He enters me hard. I’m still raw from before, but I don’t cry out. I’m oddly calm. Max’s voice keeps telling me I have to stay calm, think.
 
   He doesn’t take long, grunting into me again, calling bitch and whore. He makes me say I like it. When he stands, I start to move the dress down, but he growls at me to leave it. I don’t know where he is. Still in the room? I can’t really see between the dress and the low light.
 
   I hear his breathing above me and feel him pressed between my legs again. Oh, God. Not again. He can’t be hard again already!
 
   I hear the rip before I feel it. The dress is pulled and giving way in front of me. The shiny knife again. He pulls my arms away from my chest roughly and cuts the ropes. 
 
   Stepping back. “Get that off.” I sit up, moving my arms and hands to get the ropes to fall. The skin burns in the air. I don’t stand, but push my dress and bra off my shoulders; he’d cut them in half already. I hiss at the belt marks and try to be gentle.
 
   I move my head, so my curls cover most of my chest.
 
   “Lay back down.” And I do.
 
   He’s right. I’m a well-trained puppy when it comes to taking orders. My eyes fill with tears. The left burns.
 
   I can’t believe I’m here. Like this. Naked before this man. Lost. Raped. I can hardly think the word. I hear Max’s voice. Hear him telling me to stay calm, to not cry. To hold on. But my body screams louder. The pain between my legs outshouts anything in my head.
 
   I press my knees together. I shake with unshed tears and unvoiced screams. My hands shake with unyielded anger. With unyielding fear.
 
   He’s hurt me so far. But he obviously intends to keep me…to keep doing this to me. I have to breathe hard to not throw up. I’ll be okay. Max will find me. I know he tracks my phone, my calls. He’ll know I’m missing long ago. He’s already looking for me. Max. I can’t help myself, I shake with silent tears at thinking of him.
 
   I can’t picture him finding me here…like this. I turn my head and try to hide under my hair, covering myself with my hands as best as I can.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12 HIM
 
   “I…I don’t know.” Jake shrugs and shakes his head. “Maybe. I don’t know where she would’ve gone though.”
 
   He may think he knows my wife. She may even have confided in him. She’s too trusting in people. But I know Lucy. I square my shoulders. “Lucy wouldn’t have left me. She had that choice once. She knows her place is here with me.”
 
   I can’t see his face, but Dad nods once. Jake just looks down.
 
   I know my wife. She may have felt that it’s okay to talk to Jake since he’s my brother. But she would never dare to leave me. She would never dream of stepping out that door without my knowledge. I gave her the choice once to leave or stay. With that first slap, I gave her the only choice she would ever have. And she made it then. She stayed. She does know that she belongs here, with me.
 
   It’s Dad who finally breaks the silence again. “Jake. Not a word to the police about Lucy’s fears. That won’t help to get her back.” He turns to me, “And I think you’ve given them enough information about how your marriage works. You want them to eliminate you as a suspect and concentrate on who really has her…then you need to swallow your pride.” 
 
   I nod. He’s right.
 
   “Take a shower. I’m going to arrange a car for your Mom. She’ll want to be here when Lucy’s parents get in.” He turns to Jake. “Why don’t you get some sleep in the guest room for now.” 
 
   And we both move to do what he says. No arguments.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12 HER
 
   I still my tears, breathing deeply, again listening to Max’s voice in my head. I have to turn my head to see what he’s doing. He has something metal in his hand when he returns to the bed, but I can’t figure out what it is. A small broken chain?
 
   “I used this on Bitch when she was small.” His eyes twinkle in the light. He’s so happy with himself again. His own biggest fan. He almost looks nice, like someone I’d see…where?
 
   I’m too drained to think anymore, Max. Just let me sleep. And despite my fear, despite my brain racing to figure out what is happening, who he is, where I am…I close my eye. I close off my brain from the pain and fear.
 
   I don’t even open it when I feel cold metal on my neck. I don’t open it when I feel him shove me further onto the bed. Or when he puts more rope around my wrists. 
 
   I allow myself the one escape I can…I sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13 HIM
 
   I open the door and Lucy’s Mom is immediately hugging me. I hug her back and look into her Dad’s eyes. They look as bloodshot as mine. No one’s slept.
 
   Her brother, PJ, brings in their bags and sets them in the hallway. I shake his hand. I haven’t seen him since the birth of his son. His wife, Cathy, stayed home with their kids. 
 
   I lead them down the hall and into the dining area. Mom has a full spread of food out all ready. She’s been buzzing around here getting everything back in order and cleaned. She needs to stay busy to keep from crying more. Dad told her not to in front of me again.
 
   But the moment she hugs Liz, they’re both crying. I turn towards the kitchen. I can’t stand hearing it. It rips at my own tears, the ones I’ve kept bottled in the pit of my stomach so far.
 
   I hear Dad warn Mom, “That’s enough, Alex.” 
 
   I get another cup of coffee and walk back in. Mom is sniffling. Liz is burying her face in Paul’s chest, but she stopped crying too. 
 
   I fill them in with what’s happened since they landed. “The tech just left here. They’re monitoring all calls and messages to my phones – here, my offices, cell. So far, nothing. But they believe that this might be a ransom demand…” I’d pay anything to get Lucy back. Then I’d hunt down whoever had her and kill them. This thought calms me. “No one used her credit cards. They were tossed with her phone and purse. No prints on anything.” Dad has been pushing every contact he has to get everything sped up on the investigation.
 
   “So they think she was kidnapped on the street? In broad daylight?” Paul is choking this out. His face is red. So like my Lucy.
 
   “Yes. But they’re checking for any witnesses still. It’s Saturday now, so downtown is pretty quiet. They know the security guard in the lobby of her doctor’s building recognized her, but said he doesn’t remember seeing her yesterday. And no one from the doctor’s office saw her either.”
 
   I take a seat on my sofa. Paul moves to sit in a chair opposite me. “So what’s next? What can we be doing?” 
 
   “I’m giving the police my full cooperation. I have a private investigator our firm uses too. He already has all the details. I won’t leave anything to chance, Paul.” He nods. “For now, the police have asked for a list of anyone who might’ve wanted to harm Lucy. If you can think of anyone, anything at all that will help…” 
 
   Liz laughs sharply, an hysterical sound. “No one would want to harm Lucy! Everybody loved her!”
 
   Paul gets up and puts his arms around his wife again. “We know that, dear. But the police have to start looking somewhere.” 
 
   Dad speaks up from his spot at the table. “Maybe she should lie down, Paul. Alex has the guest room ready.”
 
   Liz only shoots him a hard look. “I don’t need to lie down, Ron. I’m not a child!” She turns quickly though and walks down the hall to the bathroom, slamming the door behind herself. 
 
   Paul gives an apologetic look and goes to follow her. 
 
   PJ looks uncomfortable and takes a seat at the table finally. Mom hands him a plate. She needs to feel useful right now to someone. I know how she feels.
 
   Lucy’s Mom has been struggling with me since our wedding. She still likes me. But she doesn’t like that I’m in charge. Really she doesn’t like that she’s no longer in charge of her daughter.
 
   I let Lucy talk to her as much as she wants. Except when she’s grounded from using the phone. Three days after I beat Lucy that Wednesday night was the first time I had to tell Liz that Lucy couldn’t take her call. She yelled and threatened me. I stayed calm, but I eventually had to hang up on her. 
 
   When Lucy was able to call her again, I listened while she explained that she was fine with me punishing her like this. I was very proud of Lucy that day. She stuck up for us to her Mom. We’ve had a neutral truce since then.
 
   Thinking about Lucy. Remembering her voice, her smile, her. I feel even calmer. She can’t be lost to me. I will find her. She belongs to me, with me. I have to keep faith in that.
 
   I’m jolted out of my thoughts by the phone. Everyone looks to me. Liz and Paul quickly come back into the room as I grab the phone. It’s only the lobby downstairs. Killaney’s back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13 HER
 
   I wake with one thought. Max doesn’t snore.
 
   I lift my head and two pains fight for dominance. The left side of my head and my neck. My head wins, I stop moving. I swallow, but something metal pokes at my throat. 
 
   I slowly open my eye. My left still won’t budge. Light is just starting to come through the window. I try to lift my hands to my throat, but this burns my wrists more.
 
   I’m tied again. I slowly move my head, not lifting it. I can see him next to me. Snoring. In bed. 
 
   Don’t think about that. I was raped! He raped me, Max! How am I supposed to not think about that?! I’m losing it. I need to breathe. Whatever’s on my neck makes it difficult to get deep breaths, but I calm down. I close my eye for a moment. Breathe. 
 
   I open my eye again and see that he has two ropes in his hand. One I can see leads to my wrists. The other trails across me body, up to my neck. A collar. I have a collar on?! Oh God.
 
   Don’t panic! I obey Max’s sharp tone. I always do. I swallow rapidly several times despite the strain on my throat.
 
   I slowly move my wrists towards him. Who is he, Lucy? I shake my head slightly. I don’t know. I gently pull the ropes from his loose fingers. Don’t wake him. He doesn’t move. More snores.
 
   I have the rope ends in my hand. I almost laugh, giddy with freedom. I feel lightheaded for a moment.
 
   I slowly. Oh so slowly. Move my legs towards the edge of the bed. I want to jump up. I want to run. But I go slow, just like Max is telling me to do. My head shakes with his commanding voice. 
 
   I stop. I can’t see him anymore; I’ve turned away, but I can still hear him snoring. Good.
 
   Another inch. My left toes are on the floor and I push my upper body gently up with my burning wrists. My head swoons. 
 
   But it’s the low growl that makes my stomach leap.
 
   I look down and a foot away. I can just make out what looks like a pile of black clothes on the dark carpet. But the pile is growling. And I can see white teeth. A lot of white teeth staring back at me.
 
   He stirs behind me and I’m trapped between him and this beast. I’m yanked back onto his body by his hand in my hair.
 
   “Morning.” His smile is full of the same white teeth. Too many of them. I hear a high scream. Mine. I strangle it, shaking, too afraid to give him anything. Even my scream. 
 
   He laughs. “I see you met my other bitch.” At this the dog jumps up on the bed. I don’t turn my head. 
 
   I can smell the same hair I choked down yesterday. I can smell its breath. I can hear its panting.
 
   He pets the dog and me at the same time. I can see the shine of the dog’s teeth, inches from me. Her ears are back and she still growls low while licking his hand. 
 
   I cower against him for protection, keeping his arm between my face and the beast. He laughs and continues petting me the same way. I’d like to bite his hand; I’d like to have her teeth for weapons!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14 HIM
 
   Killaney introduces me to the media liaison, Eve. She’s young, pretty, a face you’d want to see on TV. She smiles a lot at me and puts her hand on my arm like we know each other already. I move away to sit on the sofa again. Killaney introduces himself to everybody else, taking names down on his notes again.
 
   Liz doesn’t wait for Killaney to finish writing, “What can you tell us?! Have you found anything that will help?” Her voice is unnaturally high and Paul squeezes her arms again. She pushes off him though and walks closer to the detective. I can see Paul’s patient and frustrated response. He’s never been in control in his marriage.
 
   “No, Ma’am. We’re still looking, though. We have a canine unit now on the street and we’re canvassing the area around where her purse was found.” He gently pats her arm and says slowly, “We’re doing everything we can.”
 
   She only nods and takes the seat next to PJ at the table. 
 
   Killaney turns back to me. Dad walks to stand next to him. “So, Max. Do you have that list for us?” 
 
   I hand him a piece of paper. It’s not long, a few employees I’ve had to fire recently. A disgruntled client or two. A few more defendants. No one I can think of who would do something like this though. He glances at it. “We’ll go through these today. Anyone else…anyone who might have been jealous of you or your wife? Of your money?” He looks around the apartment. It’s not opulent, but I obviously have money. “Anyone who would be jealous of your fame?” I’m not famous, but I’m well known in certain social circles. It’s the price of being involved with popular bars and restaurants. Everyone’s asking favors. But no one would do this.
 
   “No.” I shake my head, putting my head in my hands, rubbing my hair back again. I’ve given this same list to my investigator.
 
   “Any ex-girlfriends or boyfriends on here?”
 
   “No.” I clench my jaw thinking about Lucy’s ex-boyfriends. There weren’t many, but I have my investigator looking into any in the area too.
 
   Killaney turns to Jake. He’s been staying out of my sight, standing near the wall of windows. “Anyone you can think of?”
 
   Liz looks surprised that Killaney would ask my brother this. So, she didn’t know about their friendship either…Lucy really kept it a secret from everyone. I look at my brother. His face is neutral again.
 
   “No. I…I don’t think anyone who ever met Lucy would want to hurt her.” Jake doesn’t meet my glare.
 
   Liz nods and starts to cry into a napkin. Mom turns to walk out the room with a nod from Dad. 
 
   Killaney gestures to Eve and she moves to stand in front of me. “I’d like to get you ready for an announcement for the press, Max.” I know they’ve been mobbing downstairs. “We’ll keep it short, no questions.” I nod at her.
 
   She appraises me. “This message is very important, Max. This could be what brings your wife home.” I nod again and don’t shake off her hand on my shoulder. I’ve always hated when women get too familiar too quickly. She’s probably easy to get in bed too. 
 
   “What am I supposed to say?” I know what I want to say. I want to promise whoever has my Lucy that I’ll kill them when I find them. 
 
   “We’ll run the photos and details we have before and after your announcement. But I’d like you to hold this one up.” She hands me a glossy enlarged image of Lucy. It’s one I took on our honeymoon. She’s smiling and a breeze has her curls floating on the air. Rome is blurred in the background. I remember her laughter with that picture. 
 
   Seeing her smile now, I have to stop from crying by clenching my fist against my leg. I can’t lose it. 
 
   “You’ll need to say that she’s been missing since yesterday. That…” She pauses and looks at Killaney who nods at her, “That she may be pregnant and in need of medical care. Say a few things about her, what you love about her. The more you can say to make her real for anyone watching, the better.” Her voice is annoying. Too friendly, too happy, too fake concerned and trying for consoling.
 
   She waits until I nod to continue, “This part is very important, Max.” I look up at her. She smiles at me again. I want to hit her. To knock the smile off her face. I want to hit something anyway. I smile back. “You need to stay calm on camera if you can. Tears are fine. But no anger.” I could choke her. I only nod. 
 
   “We’ll go downstairs to meet the press in ten minutes. Why don’t you wash up a little? No shaving though…it’ll look better on camera.” She turns to where Liz and Paul are sitting. She doesn’t see the clenching of my jaw or the shaking of my fist on my leg. “And I think we’ll have her parents stand just to your side.” Liz frowns angrily at the appraising look Eve gives her. “But you won’t say anything…not this time anyway.” 
 
   I groan thinking that there will be more of this. Being on camera. Begging someone to give me my wife back. Begging someone to call with information. Begging.
 
   Dad squeezes my shoulder. The barely hidden anger on his face echoes my own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14 HER
 
   “Get down, Bitch.” And for a second, I’m confused if he means me. But he doesn’t let go of my head.
 
   The large black dog gets off the bed immediately. Well-trained too, huh? 
 
   I try to stay calm as his hand moves from my hair to my neck, just below the collar. He twists my head around to his. I can see his hard on. I press my legs together again. I’m still hurting from yesterday. I fight back the tears.
 
   “I…I need the bathroom…please?” He grins at this. He likes being in control. My mind runs from this thought. I always liked Max in control. I can’t compare being here, under this man’s control now. I stop anymore thoughts of Max.
 
   He gets up, but keeps his hand squeezing the back of my neck, pulling me with him. He pushes me towards a door and shoves me in, turning on the light. I stand facing him, trying to hide behind my hair. 
 
   I look at my bound wrists. My skin is broken in spots, dried blood colors the rope. “Can you untie me?” I hate how tiny my voice sounds, like I’m asking for a new toy. But he responds to it with a grunt and grabs my wrists. 
 
   He’s rough untying the rope and I have to stop myself from wincing out loud, only little hisses escape my lips. He keeps grinning at me. But he takes the rope to the collar out of my hand.
 
   With my hands free I turn a little and see a toilet. “Can I have some privacy?”
 
   “Nope.” I didn’t think so, but it was worth a try. 
 
   I’ve gotten used to doing this in front of Max. He doesn’t let me close doors to him. But the humiliation of this man watching me as I stumble a little and take a seat is almost worse than the pain shooting out from all over my body. My head, eye, throat, arms, wrists, back, legs, pussy. The ride in the trunk, being thrown around here, being beat with his belt. I hide my tears under my hair. When I finally pee, I wince. He was very rough and it’s just another spot that hurts. I wipe carefully.
 
   He tugs on the rope a little and I wince louder from the pain on my throat. Tiny pinheads pushing all around my neck. I get up and he moves to stand next to me.
 
   I look away, despite this pulling on the collar. I hear him pee and grunt. And fart. I gag against the collar. He laughs.
 
   I can see myself in the mirror, just my shoulders and head. But I gasp. I don’t recognize myself. My left eye is swollen shut. The lids two angry red and blue puffy half circles meeting where my eye should be. The skin around it a deep red and purple mix spreading onto my cheek and forehead. My right eye looks oddly small in comparison. An island of pale skin and blue water. The bruise spreads to this island even.
 
   The collar on my neck shines in the light. A metal choke collar for a small dog. The tiny prongs pinch into my skin. My shoulders and neck are crisscrossed with belt marks. These I’m familiar with. But never above my butt. Max would never have hit me like this. 
 
   I don’t take comfort in this thought. I run from all thoughts of Max. I yell at his voice in my head to shut up. Shut up! You’re not here and you can’t do anything about any of this!
 
   I can feel all the parts of my body that are broken and sore. I’m battered. That’s the word. I’ve heard it on TV. I’ve seen images from movies. I’ve seen my own body hurt, punished. But not like this. 
 
   I think the only spot not hurt is a baby toe. I almost laugh at this. You’re getting hysterical again, baby. Yep. I know, Max. I’m going to die laughing…
 
   I close my eye and clutch the small vanity, shaking and choking on my tears. No. I won’t give this man my tears. I won’t as long as I can help it. I make a promise to myself to hold back as much as I can. He can beat me and take what he wants from me physically…but I can withhold my tears. I’m strong enough for that. That’s my girl. 
 
   I take a deep breath in. And it’s familiar. My eye pops open and I see why and see him standing behind me. No expression. Just watching me. 
 
   He tugs the rope and I move to follow him out of the bathroom.
 
   He stops at the bed. The black dog inches from my legs, still showing teeth. He sits on the bed and orders me to kneel. I obey, but move to be away from the dog some more.
 
   I know what he wants before he puts his hand to the back of my head and pushes me down towards his swelling dick. Despite the pain, I resist, “Wait.” He lets me lift my head again. “What if…What if I can guess your name right…will you…does your deal still stand?”
 
   He laughs. I have to stop the windows flying open in my head, letting all the sanity out at hearing his laughter again. It’s too normal, too sane to belong to this, to him. I take one shaky breath in and out before meeting his eyes again. “Sure. Why not.” Instinct. He’s arrogant. Full of himself. And he actually wants me to know who is. 
 
   And I do know his name now. But do I save this get out of jail free card for later or use it now?
 
   The thought of him fucking me again turns my stomach and I know I don’t have the courage to wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15 HIM
 
   It’s drizzling out. Everyone’s crowded under the awning of my building. Eve assures me that the address of the building won’t show on TV. The press know where I live, but that doesn’t mean I want every rubber-necked freak out there to know. The ones who can’t turn away from an accident on the side of the road. They always slow down to watch.
 
   It’s cold, but I left my jacket upstairs. Liz huddles next to Paul to my right side. I look at Lucy’s smiling face in my hands. I’ll find you, baby. 
 
   Eve gives me a nod, all the lights and cameras and microphones are aimed at me. I hold up the picture.
 
   I say what Eve told me to say. I talk about Lucy. I choke on the words “pregnant” and “medical care” but I get it out. “Lucy is a sweet girl. She’s never hurt anyone. She should be home with me now. Please.” 
 
   I have to swallow several times before I can continue in a stronger voice. My usual commanding voice. “Please, if you have any information about Lucy’s disappearance. Call the hotline.” I pause. This is all I’m supposed to say. The cameras start to dip even. “Lucy. Baby. If you see this. Know that I’m going to find you. I’ll have you back where you belong soon, baby.”
 
   The reporters start shooting questions at me. I ignore them. 
 
   I turn and walk back into my building before anyone can stop me. I don’t want to hear Eve talk more about the hotline or Lucy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15 HER
 
   I read once that the brain is an amazing computer. Capable of processing all sorts of valuable information in the blink of an eye. And the greatest mysteries are locked deep inside us, as memories. The key to unlocking them can be as simple as a hint in the air.
 
   I blink my one good eye. I don’t want him to think I tricked him. If I have any hope of him keeping his deal. It’s only a small hope anyway…but it’s all I have.
 
   “It’s not Bill.” 
 
   “Is that your first question?” His laugh still in his voice. I can see that he’s still hard. I look away. I look down. Concentrate. 
 
   “No.” I swallow. “I’m just going over what I do know about you all ready.”
 
   He laughs. I clench my jaw, but this causes my left eye to hurt, so I stop. I need to focus. “Take your time. I got all day.” Arrogant asshole. I haven’t cursed this much, even to myself in months. I feel numb with thinking this. Focus! 
 
   “You met my husband before you met me.” He nods. He’s enjoying feeling superior. He drops the rope and leans back on his palms. I keep my eyes focused up to his to avoid looking forward, avoid seeing his dick.
 
   “This obviously isn’t the city.” He nods again. “So we didn’t meet near my home.” He nods slowly, licking his lips. 
 
   “Did I meet you while on vacation?”
 
   He grins. “Yes.”
 
   I know the answer all ready. “In Wisconsin?”
 
   He chuckles, “No.” 
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   His look darkens. “That’s cheating and your last question.” It was a risk. I was hoping he was so full of himself that he’d give me this information. That he would think it wouldn’t matter. But he’s not that dumb.
 
   “We met in Rome.” I say this with a stab of pain at the memory. I was happy in Rome, with Max. Our honeymoon. A time when everything seemed good and possible. When I was confident in my place with Max, in his love for me.
 
   He smiles, it spreads across his features. It’s a genuine, bright smile. A nice smile. I’m thrown off balance and sit back on my heels. His face is almost movie star pretty, softer. Dimples playing peek-a-boo.
 
   “What’s my name, Lucy?”
 
   “Ben.” This is the man I met briefly in the hotel bar with Max. I slapped his hand when he touched my leg. He has the same candle. The one the hotel gave as a gift. My bathroom at home smells just like his…just like the hotel’s.
 
   The brain’s a crazy computer. It can hold onto the smallest details for so long. That was over six months ago. But I remembered his name.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16 HIM
 
   Upstairs, I head into our bedroom and quietly close the door. I need a minute away from everyone’s eyes. I can hear the hushed words. Everyone asking Eve how she thought the press meeting went, if she thinks it will help, how soon we should do another one with Lucy’s parents this time…it goes on.
 
   I walk into our closet. I like it in here. I leave the light off and breathe. Lucy’s smell is here. Her sweet, orange blossom scent. It clings to her robe, to some of her clothes, sweaters. I turn and close the closet door to be surrounded by her. I feel the leather belt on the back of the door as it swings against my hand. Where it always is unless I’m using it on her. 
 
   This makes me think about Jake again. How could she keep a secret from me?! That she feared how I would raise our child? I hold my head in the dark and fight the tears. I can’t believe that. 
 
   Lucy feared me. Feared my anger. Sure. I even told her once that I wanted her to fear me. That it would help her. To not mess up, to not break my rules. 
 
   But it was more than that. I liked that she feared me. I liked seeing it in her eyes every now and then. 
 
   And I know that she liked it too. She did. She told me she did. In the dark, after a spanking. She would tell me that she liked how we were, that she loved me. I would hold her and she always said she felt so safe and secure. Especially after a punishment.
 
   I know my girl. She didn’t know her submissive side when I met her. I saw it in her. I recognized the signs, saw what she could be for me. I didn’t go slow. I didn’t have patience. I didn’t ease her into anything.
 
   I broke her and made her mine quickly. I forced her to submit to me completely. I gave her only one choice. One chance to back away from her destiny with me. I smile thinking about that night. She was so scared. And so yielding.
 
   She always is when she see my anger. She always knows just what I need. Her. 
 
   She can’t be lost. I need her. Here with me. 
 
   I can’t believe anything else. I have to hold onto two things. 
 
   I will find her.
 
   And when I do…I’ll straighten out this mess of keeping secrets.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16 HER
 
   He claps his hands and I jump at the loud noise in front of my face. “So you figured it out finally?” 
 
   I nod. “You’ve been stalking me all this time?”
 
   He chuckles. “Don’t flatter yourself!” He sits up and walks to an open closet. I watch from the floor. I can’t move with his dog right next to me. He comes back wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt. He throws a sweatshirt at me and I quickly put this on, grateful to be covered. 
 
   He’s going to keep his promise, his end of the deal?! I almost laugh and cry with relief, but keep myself in check.
 
   “I checked you out. It was easy to get info on your husband. I saw a few online posts with your pictures at events over the months, but I didn’t stalk you.” He picks up the rope and tugs me to stand. I do.
 
   We walk with him leading and the dog trailing behind me into the kitchen. I can feel Bitch’s breath on my legs.
 
   He nods to the stove and I take this as direction. Plus I’m hungry. He drops the rope and gives me free range around the kitchen to make us food. He’s gone for only a second to open the door for the dog. Not long enough to do anything, but I do take note of several large knives on a stand near the stove. 
 
   I have to roll the sleeves of the sweatshirt up, but I’m glad that it’s so big. It falls to just above my knees.
 
   He talks while I make us scrambled eggs and toast. I have to hold back tears remembering this with Max. Our mornings together. I loved cooking for him. 
 
   He keeps a close eye on me whenever I’m near the stove. “I won the money for that trip. I’ve never won anything before, but hit the jackpot on an Indian res near here. I promised myself that I’d take a trip of a lifetime with it. I guess I got the jackpot again right here.” He laughs and slaps my ass hard. I try to move away from him a little. 
 
   “I found out your address and went there a couple of times, to see how easy it would be to get in. Figured I would be spotted if I tried it there.” He laughs and reaches for the rope giving it one hard tug, causing me to choke and cough. “Better not burn my eggs, bitch!” Still coughing I move the pan off the flame. “I thought your husband kept you on a shorter leash than this.” He’s still laughing. 
 
   “I even came back and waited one whole week for you once to come out of that building once. When you finally did, you had that driver right there waiting for you. I gave up, figured I would never get near you again.”
 
   In the beginning, Max didn’t allow me out much…especially after I messed up that night with Rich. I shake my head thinking about this. Better to not think about anything but right here, right now, baby.
 
   I hold both plates and follow him into the living room. He makes me sit at his feet and eat off the coffee table. He sits on the end of the rope. Between bites, he continues. He certainly does love to talk…or at least hear his own voice.  But I need to know this…it might help. “And then. Yesterday. My lucky day again.” He laughs at the frown I give in return to this. “You all by your lonesome. I told myself that I was going to try one more time. I deserved another chance. And I had business near the city, so it worked out.” 
 
   He takes my unfinished breakfast away from me. And makes me crawl with him over to the door, opening it for the dog. I watch as he puts the plate on the floor and lets the dog eat my food. 
 
   He walks me back on my hands and knees to sit in front of him again. “I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. I got there just in time to see your husband leave. It was easy to follow your cab downtown. It was easy to nab you right off the street.” He snaps his fingers right in front of my face. “Just like that.”
 
   He laughs watching me try not to cry. “Oh, go ahead…have a good cry, girl. I don’t mind.” He yanks on the rope and I choke again, crying a yelp out loud. The dog comes over and snarls at me. “Down, Bitch.” Me or the dog? Bitch heels, but keeps an eye on me. “The hardest part was finding a deserted spot off the Skyway to move you to the trunk and tie you up.” He laughs a little.
 
   He said skyway…that means we’re in Indiana? And I remember something else about him… He said he was from Michigan. I glance out the window at the woods still spindly without leaves or buds. This could be Michigan. I keep my eyes down to hide how I feel. It’s not much, but I know sort of where I am at least. And it’s not far.
 
   Max…please, find me! Please hurry!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17 HIM
 
   “You have to eat something…” Mom is pushing my plate back towards me. It’s leftover roast from yesterday. 
 
   “Eat what your Mom’s made for you, son.” I lift my eyes to Dad. He has The Look going. I’ve been living off of coffee and scotch for four days, only taking a few bites of all the food Mom has made for everyone. I know what I look like. I’m numb from bad dreams, little sleep, little food, little control. But I still respond to him. I still do as I’m told. I pick up my fork and don’t taste what I chew. 
 
   Mom kisses my head and walks towards the guest room. They’ve stayed with me. Liz and Paul are in a hotel on the next block. We’ve all been holed up here in this apartment each day, waiting for any news, giving the press what they need to keep the story in the headlines, hopeful for any information. Nothing. Fucking nothing. No fingerprints, no calls, no demands for money, no leads on where she could be. My investigator, the police, no one has any fucking news.
 
   I’ve avoided work, obligations. Dad’s taken care of what he can from here. Friends have been by, but I’ve even avoided that. I can’t deal with friendly right now. I can’t deal with forced niceness. Or repeating the inexplicably small amount of information I know.
 
   Screaming. Hitting. Raging. That’s really what I want. What I need right now.
 
   I pick up my plate and go to the kitchen with it. Mom has the house all in order. But each day I hear her crying softly, behind closed doors. Just like when I was a kid. Is that what Lucy does? Waits till I’m gone for the day and cries to herself? I try to imagine that. 
 
   I know I hurt her. There’s been times when I’ve allowed my anger to really show. If she’s talked back for the second time in a week or forgot how I like something to be done a little too soon after I’ve reminded her. I’d hurt her a little more than usual. Leave her with tears streaking her pretty face. I’d be rougher in bed with her. Slapping her around more.
 
   But I always showed her my love and forgiveness afterwards. I’d always cradle her in my arms, soothe her tears away. I’d let her know that she was my good girl again. That she has all my love, no matter how many times I have to tell her a rule or show her how to please me. 
 
   And she’d always respond the same. More tears at first, begging my forgiveness, apologizing for whatever she did wrong. Sometimes it would take longer to soothe her, to get her to calm down and realize that I wasn’t mad at her anymore. She always thanked me for punishing her, just like I taught her.
 
   I can’t imagine her crying the next day again. Maybe from pain… That one time…I know she cried from pain days afterwards. I would come home for lunch and see that she’d been crying. But she needed a reminder that lasted. She belongs to me. If she was in pain longer, it was because she deserved to be punished longer, to be reminded of that each day. She never said anything. Never complained about the pain. 
 
   She didn’t say anything about Jake coming over either though. I frown at this thought.
 
   No. She was only needier. She needed my constant touch and affection. She was always this way after a punishment, but especially after a harsh one. She’d need to see a smile on my face after any little thing she did to please me. She’d get through most of her chores before I was even home for lunch, trying to show me her willingness to do exactly as I demand. I always made sure to be more attentive and loving to her. To give her the reassurance I knew she needed.
 
   I remember Mom crying when she and Ron were first married. Jake doesn’t remember any of it. I would sneak towards their bedroom door and listen as he’d punish her. For every little thing. He didn’t give an inch. We all did exactly as we were told or faced his punishment. And Mom was the same as Lucy. She’d run around trying to be on her best behavior for Ron. Like a puppy needing a treat, she’d follow him around the house. And he was always so loving to her. He’d light up when he came home; she’d light up whenever he smiled at her.
 
   Ron’s discipline gave my life stability. It saved us. Jake and me. From Mom. Saved her from herself.
 
   And I give this same stability to Lucy. She knows what I expect, exactly what is expected of her. She knows what it takes to please me. Her complete obedience.
 
   But I don’t kid myself. I need more than her obedience.
 
   My dreams have been filled with punishing her. For not being here. My anger having nowhere to go. In my dreams, I give myself the release I need. I beat her. More than I ever have in reality. I use my belt, my fists. I hit her with the buckle. I watch her bleed under my hands. I choke her until her eyes are popping. 
 
   I wake from these dreams. Sweating, crying. Hard. 
 
   I wake myself before I cum. The monster in me, in my dreams, takes her every time. Takes her bleeding body, her beaten, broken body, takes what’s mine to take. 
 
   In my dreams, Lucy submits to whatever I do to her. She takes whatever I give. She’s the same as she is in real life. My obedient, submissive, sweet wife. Her screams fill my heart. And she gives them to me freely.
 
   I don’t kid myself. I am a monster.
 
   My Lucy is God knows where…and in my dreams, I torture her.
 
   But every waking hour is torture for me. This complete feeling of uselessness, helplessness. I’ve never been powerless before. I’ve always known what to do to get something done. I’ve never let anything stand in my way.
 
   But this…I have no choice. I have to let others take the lead. I have to sit back and wait. And there’s been nothing. No good news so far. No helpful information. Just more waiting.
 
   I fill my dreams with the anger I can’t let out in the daylight. I have to hold it together for everyone watching. 
 
   I smile for a minute, indulging in a daydream. I picture Lucy here now, her little hand touching my cheek. She would know how to calm me. She would know how to reassure me.
 
   I hope wherever you are, baby, you’re picturing me too. That you’re holding on…staying strong. Picture my arms around you, protecting you.
 
   I can’t let myself think of any alternative…I will find her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17 HER
 
   I hate you, Bitch. I’ve always been a dog person. But from this point forward, I don’t know that I’ll ever look at one the same. 
 
   She lies next to me. A large, stinky black rug. But she’s free to move around. I’m locked in her cage. She’s locked out of it. 
 
   With my hands tied again, in a ball, I take up the same space she does probably on the dog bed. It smells like piss and hair and everything evil. I turn my face away, but it doesn’t matter. I smell like it I’m sure. 
 
   She sniffed at me the first hour, trying to figure out why I’m in here and she isn’t. Her big wet black nose running all along the metal bars. 
 
   Ben went to work. He called in sick for two days. He’s sick all right. I don’t know what he does. I don’t care. I just hope that he’s gone for a long time. This is as close to peace as I’ve had in days.
 
   Every inch of me is hurt. He’s gone from almost nice, civilized even, letting me sit at the table, wear a smelly shirt to crazed maniac, hitting with his fists and feet, not caring where his blows land. Always ending the same. I squeeze my legs together. I’m sore and swollen, throbbing. My pussy lips are torn, my thighs bruised, my ass…I can’t think of any of this. I close my eyes again and breathe. Small, shallow breaths to avoid the smell. I’m used to the collar now, I don’t even feel it as I breathe.
 
   Before he left, he carried me in here and laughed when he said that Bitch would keep me company today. He means that even if I somehow got my hands loose, it wouldn’t matter because his dog would treat me like a chew toy if I tried to leave. 
 
   He demonstrated this very effectively last night. Slurring and drunk, he sat back on the sofa and made me walk towards the door. Inches from my freedom, hand on the doorknob, Bitch growled a low deep rumbling of hunger right behind me. He told me not to move until the dog was back at his side. You couldn’t have paid me to move! My legs were liquid with fear.
 
   I open my eyes again and watch her. She’s just itching to get her teeth into me, I know it. Her black eyes have stared at me all day. I know what you’re thinking…that I took him from you. Well, you can have him! I say this out loud. I think I’m going crazy. She only tweaks her ears at my voice. She rolls and closes her eyes again.
 
   I’ve heard Max’s voice more today. He keeps pressuring me to figure a way out. Like I’m not trying.
 
   I have several barriers. Dog. Man. Cold. Clothes. Pain. Hunger. Weak…I am weak with everything. How many days has it been?
 
   But you can’t give up, baby.
 
   I’m not. But…I can admit…no I can’t!
 
   I need to just stay calm and wait. I’ll be found. Max will find me. I have to have faith in that.
 
   But what if he doesn’t…
 
   You better get that thought out of your head, little girl. 
 
   Max. I pretend the hair stuck to me is yours. The nasty dog smell is yours after a hard run. The pain between my legs, yours. All my pain. Yours. 
 
   But I don’t fool myself for long. The metal around my throat. Metal under me poking through the thin bed. I am not home. I am not safe.
 
   And yes. Dammit. I can say it…I blame you, Max…you said you’d keep me safe. There. 
 
   Ben…you talked to him, Max. You made me talk to him. I think back…how I flaunted my submissiveness on our honeymoon. How proud you were…you liked how other men saw you, saw me. I felt so free. It was the first time I truly embraced what I was. Max’s property. 
 
   I didn’t say those words to myself; I didn’t have to. He’d said them. He’s said them plenty since then. But that was the beginning of me accepting it. No. The beginning of me wanting it that way. And I was proud of myself for showing off for him.
 
   I moan, a soft low cry.
 
   I’ve held my tears in for as long as I could…thinking of Max, how we were, how I was…I let go and cry, big open sobs of snotty release. Bitch stirs, but only to move her head a little away from me. 
 
   I was free…and now I’m in a cage with a fucking dog and I can’t get out! So stop talking to me!
 
   But I stop crying at this thought. I’m sorry, Max. I’m sorry.
 
   I need to stay calm. Focus. Not go crazy.
 
   Maybe not go crazy should be first on that list...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18 HIM
 
   “The police haven’t found anything?”
 
   “No.” Laura shakes her head and looks around the room. Lucy’s Mom and Dad are talking in hushed tones by the terrace doors with PJ. Mom is quiet at the table; Liz had her crying again after watching a piece on Lucy’s disappearance on the evening news. Dad and Jake are next to her. “They just left. The eye witnesses that may have seen Lucy Friday weren’t very helpful.  Too many conflicting stories and details to be of any use. My investigators aren’t giving up, but…We don’t really have anything to go on right now.” My voice breaks with admitting this out loud. I wipe my hand over my face to cover my need to yell.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Max!” Laura’s eyes fill with tears. She’s called every day, but I told her to stay away while the mob was still downstairs. A week after Lucy’s disappearance and no new news, the press is onto some scandal or something. There’s only a few reporters and cameras downstairs now.
 
   I pat her hand on my knee. She’s Lucy’s best friend and a sweet girl, but any sign of tears or softness puts me on edge right now. Her expression changes though and she leans in a little. I frown. “I…I just wanted to let you know…” She’s whispering this to me. “Tracy talked to the police this morning. When they came to the office…” 
 
   I knew this was happening. Killaney told me that he talked to Lucy’s doctors yesterday. He seemed only a little more convinced that I shouldn’t be his main suspect. I assumed they’d already talked to her former boss and co-workers. My investigators had. I only nod.
 
   “She…she told them that she thought you might have something to do with…” I only nod again. I’m not surprised. Not even angry. “I’m so sorry, Max…” I pat her hand again. No use even thinking about any of that. 
 
   Tracy can say what she wants. I don’t care. As long as it doesn’t interfere with the police investigation. 
 
   I’m getting used to being numb. Scotch helps.
 
   Laura gets up and walks over to Liz, Paul, and PJ. I stay on the sofa with my head in my hands. Dad comes over to sit next to me. But he doesn’t say anything. He knows there’s nothing to say.
 
   I need some time alone. A week surrounded by people. A week of being investigated myself. A week of losing my fucking mind with fear and hopelessness. I get up and walk into the bedroom, quietly closing the door. I haven’t shed any tears, except the ones in my dreams. I have to hold it together. Until Lucy’s home. But I can feel the tears are close, my eyes burn. My gut is retching. 
 
   I calmly walk into the closet and punch the wall. The impact feels good. I can breathe again. I shake my hand and go to the bathroom to rinse it under cool water. The knuckles are red, but I didn’t break the skin. This has been my routine lately. The only release I allow myself.
 
   The man looking at me from the mirror isn’t me. His eyes are hollow, deep in dark circles. Jaw covered in the start of a beard. Hair matted down from hours of running my hands through the waves. And I stink. Too much scotch, too little bathing.
 
   My hands have been idle for too long. I need to do something.
 
   I go back to the closet and get my running shoes. I have to get my head clear again. I have to get myself under control again. I won’t last if I keep this up.
 
   Fuck. I have no idea how long I’ll have to last…Nightmares usually end when your eyes open. This one just keeps going.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18 HER
 
   I slept. I lost track of time. Bitch didn’t. She gets up and leaves the back room. To wait for him. I can see the light is gone from the window.
 
   I shudder. No, please…a little longer. 
 
   His boots come into view and I hear the metal scraping as he opens the door. I yell as he drags me out by my hair and arm. 
 
   All wind is knocked out of me when his boot meets with my stomach. A fiery pain, a thudding pain, a new pain. I can’t breathe. My eyes try to gulp in air, my left still barely able to open. My mouth a fish seeking bubbles. My body wants to stretch, to get the most air, but my brain takes over, I ball up.
 
   He picks me up before I can stop gasping and carries me to his bedroom, tossing me on bed. I almost bounce off but he’s on me too quickly. 
 
   His dick shoves into me from the side. He uses my whole body to push and pull me onto himself. His grunts have the stale smell of liquor. I can feel my lips tearing again. I shudder at the wetness. My body has taken over, providing what my brain refuses. I’ve been wet for him when he rapes me. A small relief against the pain. Or is it the pain that gives me relief? I run from this thought.
 
   I can feel him. I’ve tried to back away. To shrink from all knowledge of what he’s doing. To hide in oblivion of denial. But there’s no denying the feel. The pain. The push. The pull. 
 
   I laugh, hiding this in a cry out. He doesn’t go as deep as Max. He’s not as big. In a crazy moment, I have to bite my tongue to stop from yelling this at him. Don’t be stupid, baby. Hang on.
 
   But I pray for a time when I can shout this at him. When I can tell him that I laughed while he fucked me.
 
   I break down in tears, because he doesn’t stop. He just keeps pushing and pulling, fucking me harder and grunting.
 
   He staggers back when he’s done. I take one big gulp of air, but this is turned to screams when he brings his fists down on me, my head, arms, back, legs, side. He tries to turn me over, but I hold onto the mattress through the cover, my fingers claws. He’s too drunk, stumbling with his punches. I protect my stomach, my face. 
 
   Finally he stops, panting. I can hear his belt jingle as he steps out of his pants.
 
   I shake and cry, sobbing into the mattress. Everywhere hurts. But I put my bound hands to my stomach. Please, no. Please.
 
   “Get up.” He pushes my hips on the bed.
 
   I obey. For fear of more fists. I move quickly. I don’t know how. But I stand next to him. He grabs the rope holding my wrists and leads me into the bathroom. He turns the hot water on and shoves me towards the shower. With my hands bound, I turn the knob to cooler before stepping in. He doesn’t notice. He’s drunk. 
 
   “You stink, bitch.” You stink, asshole! But I’m grateful for the warm water. I put my hands forward, the ropes wet and sores hurting. He laughs. “No. You’ll stay tied tonight, cunt!” He watches as I quickly wash. I’m stiff and can’t move easily, but I’m thankful to remove any trace of him or his dog. I’m yanked out before I can rinse all the soap off. 
 
   He dries me roughly. I try not to look when his hand and towel goes between my legs. There’s blood. Naked and still dripping from my hair, he leads me towards the kitchen. “Make me something to eat, bitch.” He slurs.
 
   Does he come home drunk every night? He’s been drinking every night so far…Can I use this?
 
   But he opens the door and the damn dog is at my heels again.
 
   How am I supposed to get out of here, Max?!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19 HIM
 
   “Did he have any ideas where she’d go?” I hear Liz’s voice bouncing high in my living room. She sounds a little angry and a whole lot hysterical. I walk in, closing the door quietly behind me, wiping sweat from my eyes. 
 
   I hear Killaney’s voice answer her in his calming tone, “No, Ma’am.”
 
   The run did what I needed it to. I’m clearer. I was able to think again without feeling the need to either heave or hit. I walk down my hall slowly.
 
   Paul is sitting behind Liz. PJ standing next to her. Mom, Dad, and Jake all standing separate to the side. Liz is inches from Killaney. She looks and sounds upset. I have a tightening in my stomach, but I keep walking.
 
   Her eyes dart to me. She’s all anger now. “What did you do to her?!” She takes one step towards me, but Paul stands and grabs her arm, PJ moving closer to her too. “What did you do to Lucy?!”
 
   Everyone moves in a little. I stay where I’m at. I address Killaney calmly, “Do you have any news? Any new leads?” I fear what he’s going to say. 
 
   He steps in front of Liz a little. “No. But we did have an interesting conversation today with a former co-worker of your wife.” 
 
   I relax a little. I was expecting this. On my run, I went through how this would play out. What would be the best and fastest way to get the police off this trail and back onto the one that leads to finding Lucy. I know Tracy squawking about me will cause waves. I just have to wait it out.  
 
   Jake and Dad are both giving me warning looks. I know Dad doesn’t want me to go into my marriage more with this detective; he thinks it’ll look bad for me. I don’t care about that. I care about finding my wife.
 
   “We spoke with Rich Tesson.”
 
   I can feel my jaw clenching, but I keep my hands loose. I don’t like hearing that name. I only narrow my eyes. Waiting for the rest.
 
   Killaney pretends to look at his notes. “He said he was good friends with your wife until you stepped in.” I still remain silent. “Said he was afraid for her. That you had a violent temper.” Silence. I can hear Liz breathing heavily behind him. “He even said you threatened him. To break his arms if he so much as looked at your wife again.”
 
   Killaney isn’t going to continue. He waits out my silence now. “Yes.”
 
   Killaney’s surprised look. “I’m going to need more than that, Max…”
 
   “Yes. I told Lucy that she wasn’t to see or speak with him again. And I told him the same.”
 
   “Did you threaten him?”
 
   “No. I promised him.” I can’t help the little grin I let slip. A small release of the anger I feel at the memory of threatening the fuck who dared to touch my wife.
 
   “And did you threaten Lucy…?”
 
   “No.” I take a breath and sigh. I can see Dad’s small head shake. Jake’s too. “I didn’t need to threaten my wife, Detective. We’ve been through this already. I gave her an order and she obeyed it. No questions.”
 
   “You sonofabitch!” Liz pulls against her held arm. Killaney turns a little so she can see me. But he keeps his eyes on me; he’s waiting to see my reaction, but I give none. “Did you hurt her?! Did you hurt my baby?!”
 
   Killaney raises his eyebrows. He wants an answer to her question.
 
   Dad moves to step next to me, but I give him a small shake of my head and stern look to stop. 
 
   I look at Killaney as I answer. “We’ve already been through this. I punished Lucy for letting Rich touch her.”
 
   “Oh my God.” Liz is shaking, staring at me in disbelief. I ignore her.
 
   “That was the night you spoke of spanking your wife?” I nod. He turns towards Jake. “The same night you were worried about Lucy and started seeing her on a regular basis?” Jake nods slightly. “And this was about five months ago?” He’s back to looking at me. I can see that he’s trying to stay calm, for Liz’s sake I’m guessing. I’m already calm.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Killaney purses his lips and stares at his notes. Liz doesn’t like his silence. She pulls free from Paul and faces him again. “Aren’t you going to do something? Arrest him? He just admitted to hurting my daughter?!”
 
   He speaks slowly and calmly, turning to her a little more, “Ma’am…we are looking into every possibility. But…” He looks at me again and I know he’d like nothing more than to arrest me. He’d like this to be over. “But I can’t arrest him for this.”
 
   “Why not?!” She glares at me, “Look at him. All smug! He just confessed to you!”
 
   He shakes his head. “Mr. Tesson didn’t file charges. And neither did your daughter. I have nothing to go on, Ma’am.”
 
   I speak up, ignoring Liz, “You spoke to Lucy’s doctors, too. They had nothing to report, did they?” Killaney shakes his head. He’s not convinced. But he’s stuck. “So where are you on the investigation, Detective? What are you doing right now to find my wife?”
 
   He shakes his head again and looks at Liz as he answers. “We’re doing everything we can. Right now the hotlines are our best chance of finding something that will lead us in the right direction.”
 
   She shakes more and collapses into herself. Paul leads her to sit on the sofa while she covers her face and cries. 
 
   Killaney moves towards the front door, but stops close to me. “I’m not through with this line of questioning…” When I don’t move, he finally walks out.
 
   I turn to head into my bedroom, but Liz jumps up to confront me. “You hurt Lucy?! You spanked her?!” 
 
   Paul has ahold of her shoulders. I look at him. He’s not shocked by what he’s heard tonight. Lucy didn’t tell him everything, but just before the wedding he talked to her. She admitted to how things are between us and said she was happy. I look back at Liz. “Yes.”
 
   She shakes and almost spits in an hysterical angry laugh, “I can’t believe this. I cannot believe you are standing here…saying this!”
 
   “Liz.” I take a deep breath. The frustration of the last week. Of having everyone here. Living in a fishbowl of questions with no answers. At being powerless to help my Lucy. I have to take a moment to get my anger in check. “My marriage to your daughter is not yours to question.”
 
   “The Hell it isn’t!” 
 
   “Paul.” I ignore Liz. “I’ll see you both in the morning.” I turn back to my bedroom door, but Liz isn’t shutting up.
 
   “No. You’ll answer me! What did you to Lucy? Have you done something to her…do you know where she is?!”
 
   I don’t turn all the way around, just enough so I can look directly at her again. “Lucy is mine. My wife. My property. What I’ve done to her is none of your business.” She only blinks at me, in a state of shock. I don’t soften my voice or look, “But I can assure you that this…” I shake my head. “…I want Lucy here. Now. Where she belongs. I had nothing to do with her disappearance.”
 
   I don’t wait for her response. I quietly close my bedroom door and head to the bathroom. I’m shaking. My anger and pain too close to the surface. I ignore the yelling in the living room.
 
   Dad and Mom, Liz and Paul. The quieter voices of PJ and Jake. I head into the shower to drown them out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19 HER
 
   I’m on TV again. Well, my picture is anyway. Ben likes to watch the evening news before bed. He likes to snore through it. The copious amounts of whatever he’s been drinking finally taking its toll. My few moments of peace. 
 
   He keeps me on the floor, forcing my head against his knee. Bitch gets to be on the sofa with him. Better you than me, Bitch.
 
   The news has been running Max’s pleas. Mom and Dad have appeared a few times. Ron and Alex. Jake. PJ and Cathy. I’ve even seen a few interviews with friends. A crying Laura. An angry Tracy. Former co-workers. Neighbors. I never knew how many people thought they were close to me. People I barely know showing their faces with tears for the cameras.
 
   Mom and Alex looked terrible. Crazed in the eyes. Too many tears, not enough sleep. I’ve avoided looking at myself in the mirror. Too many bruises and cuts, not enough food or sleep. I’m wearing down. I can feel it. I can feel my mind chasing down a hole, light getting less and less. I can still hear Max, but it’s painful now. Too distant to be real. I can only pretend to be strong for so long.
 
   Max promised to find me. To get me home. Where I belong.
 
   He said it in that voice I know so well. I respond. Despite sitting at this man’s feet. Bruised and beaten. Every inch of me covered in pain. I respond each time. The news loves to show that part of his plea. The distraught husband, barely holding back tears. But I know the truth. He’s barely holding back anger.
 
   The usual stomach zing. Pussy flutter. I let one little tear fall the first time I heard it.
 
   When Ben is fucking me, I’ve tried to think of Max. I’ve tried to pretend, to make it through. Sometimes this helps. Sometimes I can almost forget all the pains and hide in a memory of being with Max. Feeling only the pain he gives me. Only the love of his strong touch. I stop these thoughts now…I don’t have the energy to keep up the image for long.
 
   I put my hand over my stomach. The news is reporting on my possible pregnancy again. I don’t know if I am. I could be.
 
   Tired. Sore breasts. Nauseous.
 
   But then again…I’ve been tied, raped, beaten…that’s bound to make a girl feel a little badly, right?! I hold back my laugh.
 
   When Ben heard that I might be pregnant…I can barely hold back my shudder remembering….
 
   He’d grabbed me by the arm and punched my stomach. Hard. And laughed. He was delighted with his own threat, “You’ll do exactly as I say, bitch, or so help me, I’ll punch you again and not stop until you’re bleeding out your cunt one way or another.” He can really be quite poetic in his crazy rants. 
 
   He believes that this gives him more power over me. It does.
 
   But he was nicer after that. Well…a little gentler anyway…he lets me wear the sweatshirt more and unties me when he’s home. He’s still brutal. I bleed from my head to my toes. I’m a bruised, bloody pulp.
 
   Oh, God. He’ll be home all day tomorrow. It’s Saturday. Today, it’s been a week.
 
   I don’t know how much longer I can hold myself together.
 
   And if I am pregnant…I cradle my stomach. I can’t think about that.
 
   Hold on, baby. I’m trying…but I need something to hold on to, Max. 
 
   I let my tears fall silently. Ben still snores, but I feel Bitch stir above me. I think she’s smarter than him. She alerts him to my mood changes. I sniffle and wipe my nose on the sweatshirt. The crusted blood from this morning wipes off and I have to stifle a small cry.
 
   Bitch sits up, making Ben move and curse. I close my eyes for the one more second of peace I’ll have. I almost don’t scream when Ben grabs my hair and yanks my head up towards his lap. I swear Bitch is laughing at me, her ugly teeth exposed, watching me have to suck her master’s dick.
 
   I imagine biting the head off. I imagine her biting my head off. I try to hide in my head…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20 HIM
 
   I wake to the phone ringing. It rang all night. Reporters again. No comment. I hang up.
 
   At least Lucy’s pictures are splashed all over the news again. 
 
   The interviews with Tracy and Rich put the story back in the limelight. The poor husband turns out to be abusive asshole and possible chief suspect. Not news. But it does make for good TV. 
 
   The phone rings again. Killaney this time. He starts speaking the moment I pick up. “We have a lead. A dark blue sedan that was seen near where your wife went missing.” He’s out of breath. “I’m at your building now. I’ll be up in a minute.” He hangs up.
 
   I dress quickly and knock on the guest room door on my way to the hall. 
 
   Dad comes out as I open the door to a red-faced Killaney, “We have a description of the car, no plates yet, but we know it’s Michigan. A Florida couple saw a woman that could’ve been Lucy being led to it. They’re from Michigan originally, so they remembered that much.” 
 
   He’s starting to believe me. To believe that I have what he calls a “freak” relationship with Lucy, but I didn’t have anything to do with her being taken or missing. Liz isn’t convinced. She refuses to come back here, just waits in the hotel for Paul to give her news.
 
   “So…?”
 
   “I need you to let us take the lead on this, Max. Your investigator needs to back off and give us the room we need to see this information through.”
 
   I agree. But I’m lying. He knows it too. I won’t let anything stop me from doing what I can to find Lucy.
 
   “The car description matches the one seen in your neighborhood last month. A delivery guy complained about it blocking the alley for three days, so he remembered it. But he can’t confirm the license plate was Michigan. He only thinks it could’ve been.” That information came from my investigator a few days ago.
 
   “This is good news.” Dad claps my shoulder. Any news is good right now. But this is far from a strong lead.
 
   But I have to hold onto something and this is the best we’ve had so far.
 
   Hold on, baby. I will find you!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20 HER
 
   I wake to him fucking me. His usual grunts, groans, grinding. 
 
   I close my eyes. But this pisses him off. He grabs my throat, “Open your eyes, bitch.” I do. 
 
   “Tell me how you want it.”
 
   Oh God. Not more of this crap?! “I want it hard.” He slaps me. My left eye is a mess of broken blood vessels and spidering rivers of bruises. The bone feels twice the size still. I yelp. He balls his hand into a fist and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to pull my head back into the bed. 
 
   “You wanna try again, bitch?”
 
   I know what he wants. “I…want you…to fuck me harder…” He puts his hand back on my throat. “I need you…need your big dick…in my wet cunt.” His second favorite word. “Please…harder…” I’m getting good at acting in his one-man show. I even throw my head back like I could be cuming any minute, but I’m really just trying to get his hand off my throat. “Make my cunt…make me cum…” Oh God. I get a wave of nausea and dizziness. His hand is cutting off my air. “Please…” He finally cums, but takes his time releasing my throat, laying on top of me, crushing my lungs still.
 
   When he finally moves, I roll away, coughing and retching. He kicks my ass and I fly off the bed. I land hard on Bitch, who yelps and whines. I roll off but not before she gets my arm with a good scrape of her teeth. I scream and scramble away like a crab. He laughs and calls Bitch up to the bed, but she doesn’t move for a minute. I stay on the floor, clutching my bleeding arm. Bitch finally stands, but doesn’t jump up. Good! I hurt her too.
 
   Ben gets out of bed and kicks me hard on my thigh, his toenails cutting into me. Bitch follows him, limping out the door. 
 
   I get up slowly. My back creaks, stiff, but I can walk. I think he may have broken a rib when he hit me. The pain was intense and I can feel it throbbing again, a white hot pain that shouts above all the other spots crying out. I move slow, taking in shallow breaths and panting every few steps.
 
   He already removed everything from the bathroom that could be helpful. The tiny window above the shower isn’t big enough to get through. The windows on all the rooms don’t open. Painted shut years ago, nailed securely yesterday by him. I’m trapped and he’s confident that I won’t be getting loose. 
 
   He intends to keep me here for a long time. He showed me yesterday the “fun toys” he was buying online to use on me. I shudder thinking about the whips, straps, masks, shackles…I can’t breathe and think of these things. I stop. Breathe.
 
   I hiss as I wash my arm in the sink and wrap a towel around it. The teeth marks burn and throb. Hell, my whole body throbs. I stare at my reflection for a second. 
 
   I have fist marks, belt marks, hot metal spatula marks, cut marks. Every inch of me is covered. There’s blood in my hair from my right ear. My right wrist is purple and swollen. My upper lip is cracked and scabbed. My left eye is swelling again. I’m a mess.
 
   And I’m trapped. 
 
   I can’t get out of here. I can only wait and hope. 
 
   But I’m losing hope, Max. I’m going insane losing hope. I can’t deal with what he has planned…
 
   I’m going to have to do something. I can’t stay here. He’ll kill me eventually. In a drunken rage, he’ll do it without thinking. I start to cry again, but shout at myself to stop.
 
   I can’t afford to let go. I have to think. I have to stay alert. Maybe I can find something that will hurt him. Maybe while he sleeps…
 
   But what about Bitch? 
 
   I drop my head in desperate blackness. I can’t fight them both off. I can’t even fight at all.
 
   I look at myself in the mirror again…I’m only getting more broken by the day…mentally and physically. I try to stand up, to take a deep breath. But I wince at my reflection. Be strong. 
 
   I hear Ben shouting at me and I turn away from the girl in the mirror…I can’t be her today. I can’t be strong when I’m this weak.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21 HIM
 
   We’re gathered again. Liz even came, but is staying near the door, away from me.
 
   Killaney is debating with Eve about the release of the lead. It seems without any of the license plate numbers, there’s a chance that giving this detail to the public could be more harmful than good right now. 
 
   “If we throw this out there, then every crack pot in the tri-state area is going to be calling with information on a dark blue car. It could take us weeks to get anything out of the hotline that could be of real use.”
 
   “Yes…but we need to keep the story going. Right now we’re seeing a good response to the…” She glances apologetically at me, “the negative publicity Max is getting. But the story won’t stay front and center if we don’t feed the reporters something new quick.” 
 
   I break in, “Could giving this information lead…” I don’t want to say it, “Could whoever has Lucy panic, thinking we’re close to finding her?”
 
   Killaney nods. “Then we’re not releasing anything.” I turn to Liz and she nods, meeting my eyes for the first time. “But I agree, Eve. That we need to keep the press dangling. We’ll all give new statements this afternoon. And up the reward again.”
 
   If the press wants drama, I’ll give it to ‘em. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21 HER
 
   I watch the news, waiting to see Max again. I hope I’ll get to see his face one more time before Ben drags me to bed. So far nothing.
 
   Ben snores. Bitch snores. His hand in my hair on his knee as usual. Bitch next to him. He’s drunk again. I tuck my legs under the sweatshirt more. I’m cold and afraid to move too much. Last night when I tried to get more comfortable on the floor, he smashed my head into the coffee table for waking him. 
 
   I turn my eyes to the TV. I can just hear Max above the snores. 
 
   “My wife has been missing since last Friday.” He looks tired. Like he hasn’t eaten or slept. I want to touch the screen. My eyes cloud with tears but I blink them away. He’s giving all the details again. Nothing new. You have no idea where I am, do you?! 
 
   The reporters ask questions this time though. “How do you respond to the allegations that you were abusing your wife?” “Did you have anything to do with Lucy’s disappearance, Max?” “What about the ex-boyfriend…Do you think he helped her get away?”
 
   I don’t know who they’re talking about. But Ben laughed yesterday, saying the police were looking at Max as their chief suspect. He didn’t give me any details. He was smug, drunk, and brutal as usual.
 
   “I didn’t abuse my wife. Sure, I spanked her when she needed it…” He shrugs and even smiles for the camera. The reporters go crazy asking all sorts of personal questions. I’m shocked watching him talk about me, our marriage so casually. I’m missing and he’s acting like…like a macho ass! Like it’s no big deal to air the details of our marriage on the news! Like he’s proud to claim himself a dominant husband and me his submissive obedient wife. It’s just like the crap that made Ben notice me in the first place!
 
   Max winks at the camera. It’s the look he gives me when he’s happiest with me. The smile, the love, the wink. I always know I’ve pleased him when I see this. I’m confused and frustrated. What the hell?!
 
   Bitch stirs and farts. Ben takes his hand out of my hair and waves it in front of his face, lazily, slurring, “Fuck, Bitch! Let her out!” 
 
   I get up cautiously, watching man and dog. Bitch slides off the sofa. She’s still limping. She whimpered when he made her get up on the sofa earlier. She’s hardly moved all day. I smile at this, showing her my teeth.
 
   She eyes me, but doesn’t growl. She’s a little more wary of me now. Good. I let her lead the way to the door. I slowly reach for the knob. No growl still. I open it quietly and let her out. 
 
   My heart is racing. This is as close to the door as I’ve been by myself! 
 
   What…what can I do?! I’m almost hyperventilating with the shallow breaths I can take.
 
   I still myself and turn to see if Ben is watching me. His head is back on the sofa and I can hear his snores again. He’s been drinking since breakfast.
 
   I take several breaths in and out. Calm, baby. Focus. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22 HIM
 
   “I think that should keep your story in the headline for a while.” Eve looks pleased. She’s a parasite. She acts sweet and concerned, but she only cares about the TV cameras. She talked in the elevator non-stop about how she’s just waiting for her big chance. 
 
   I concentrated on what I wanted to say. I warned her already that I was planning to throw myself on the fire. To make myself sound like an asshole. To flaunt my dominance. My marriage. I don’t care. I just need to keep Lucy’s pictures and the reward and the hotline on TV, blogs, everywhere. I’ll do whatever it takes. If that means that every person watching thinks I’m the biggest asshole around, I don’t care. I just need Lucy safe and back with me.
 
   Eve was of course thrilled with the idea. Killaney not so much. Dad definitely not.
 
   It was Liz who had the final word though before I closed the door. I told her and Paul to give a statement about me tomorrow morning. Something along the lines of what Liz has been thinking of me the past few days. “You really love Lucy, don’t you?”
 
   I only nodded. I didn’t trust myself to not breakdown. And that wouldn’t work if I was supposed to convince the vultures downstairs to keep feasting on our story a little longer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22 HER
 
   This is foolish! I can’t get away. I don’t even know where I am?!
 
   But I have to try. This is my shot. I know it.
 
   Options?
 
   Can’t go out with Bitch outside.
 
   Knives are hidden. Don’t know where. He’s removed anything I could use against him. I glance at the fireplace tools. He even took the poker away.
 
   I don’t think hitting him over the head with anything would do much…he’s so drunk it’d probably only wake him up.
 
   I can’t make it to the kitchen and back for the keys without him hearing me, he has too many. It’s like a damn jingle bell.
 
   I look down at my bare feet. I’m naked under the sweatshirt. I’m sore all over. I can hardly breathe fully. But my adrenaline is pumping. I feel my heartbeat going crazy.
 
   I look again at Ben. He snores. I breathe in as deeply as I can and shake and stretch my arms and legs as best as I can without making a sound. I need to warm up.
 
   It’s dark out, cloudy. Bitch is injured…Ben’s drunk…
 
   If I can get a head start...I’ve been training. Running almost every day for months…
 
   I barely hear the scraping of Bitch’s claws on the wood steps. 
 
   I slowly open the door and let her walk in.
 
   Quickly. Quietly. Turn. And close the door behind me. And I freeze for one second. I’m outside!
 
   RUN! 
 
   I run.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23 HIM
 
   Jake opens the door for me. He stayed out of the debate about my message. But the look on his face tells me everything. He’s glad. And he’s afraid for me.
 
   Allowing the story to shift to me is a risk. The police, my investigators…they’ll keep searching, tracking down this car. And Killaney assured me that the hotline will still generate new leads. Even if the reporters make it sound like I’m the reason for Lucy’s disappearance. “People don’t care about the why…they’ll call in with any detail just to be a part of something bigger. A headline story.” 
 
   I hope he’s right. 
 
   Jake hands me a coffee. I’m off scotch. I need to be focused. I’ve been running every day again. Just later at night to avoid the press hanging around downstairs.
 
   “How are you holding up?” We haven’t talked much, more through other people, around each other.
 
   I still don’t want to talk to him. I only nod and walk towards my bedroom again. I close the door on Eve calling her local station contacts.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23 HER
 
   I run and don’t look back. I don’t feel the gravel, the dirt, the twigs. I make for the woods. I run. 
 
   I don’t feel the branches hitting my legs, my face. I don’t feel my ribs crying against the exertion. I run.
 
   I hear the dog bark. I zigzag in the woods. Stopping to see the door open and Ben stagger out. I suck in big gulps of cold air. 
 
   Ben’s holding his head and yelling, “You better get your ass back here, bitch.” He’s still drunk, having a hard time standing. He and Bitch limp out the door and down the stairs. 
 
   Instinct. I wait. 
 
   RUN!
 
   I wait. Bitch is more injured than I thought. She’s not listening to his command to chase me down. She’s staying by his side, sniffing.
 
   Instinct. I run full speed towards the street, making a lot of noise when I get closer to it. 
 
   Instinct. I stop. 
 
   RUN! 
 
   I wait. I stay hidden, crouched in the dark. Ben and Bitch stumble after me. I can hear them, but hardly see their shapes against the weak light.
 
   I quietly creep back in the direction I just ran. Towards the house. It’s my only shot. 
 
   I stop. Ben is still heading towards the street. He’s screaming and yelling. I don’t see him as much as hear him. But I don’t think Bitch is with him anymore. I don’t hear her bark. Or sniffing.
 
   RUN!
 
   I run. As fast as my feet can go. I run. I apply every bit of focus I’ve learned over the months of training. 
 
   I run. Arms pumping. Legs pumping. Feet barely touching the ground. Heel. Toe. Air. I run.
 
   I think I can hear Bitch behind me. I don’t look. I don’t turn. I run.
 
   I make it up the stairs without feeling her teeth. I make it through the door without feeling her teeth. I make it into the kitchen without feeling her teeth. I grab the keys off the counter without feeling her teeth.
 
   And then I hear her low growl. The same one I heard that first night.
 
   She’s tasted my blood. She won’t stop chewing.
 
   Instinct.
 
   I grab the iron skillet and turn in one swing.
 
   Crack.
 
   Right across her snarling fucking teeth. Bitch goes flying and I stumble back into a cabinet. 
 
   I recover, scrambling with my arms to propel myself around the corner. She’s still shaking her head, trying to get up. I still have the keys and I run. I think I saw blood and teeth on the floor as I jumped over them. I don’t stop. I run.
 
   I’m out the door and down the stairs in one jump. Skidding across the gravel, bouncing back up. 
 
   Focus.
 
   The car is parked where it was when he first brought me here. 
 
   I see him, a shadow figure against the lighter gravel, too near. And he sees me. He starts jogging towards me.
 
   I grab the door. Locked. Fuck!
 
   I fumble with the keys. Pressing every button. The trunk opens; the doors release.
 
   I get in. Lock the doors. 
 
   Start.
 
   Reverse. Fast. Gravel spinning under wheels.
 
   I scream when I hit him. The impact slams me forward, head hitting the top of the steering wheel. The trunk slams closed.
 
   I look, but don’t see him. Where is he?!
 
   Go, Baby!
 
   The car bounces and loses traction. The car jolts and settles. His body under the wheels? 
 
   Go!
 
   I don’t stop. Careening out to the street, almost going into a ditch, before correcting and driving.
 
   I keep looking in the mirror. I don’t know if I expect to see him chasing me. 
 
   I’m down the road and I’m still looking for him.
 
   I start to shake.
 
   No. I can’t. Not yet. I have to get away. I have to get safe.
 
   I touch my left cheek. I press hard enough to cause tears. But it does the job. I can focus again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24 HIM
 
   I only come back out when most everyone is gone. I’ve had enough of the zoo for today. 
 
   Mom immediately puts a plate of food in front of me. I give her a small smile. I’ve been eating more again. I know I need my strength. I’m focused again. I don’t taste anything. I don’t care what I eat. But I go through the motions.
 
   I smile though, seeing what’s she made. Chicken parmigiana. Lucy’s been taking cooking classes. This is one of the things she actually makes better than Mom now. But I don’t say anything. I like the little reminder of Lucy. 
 
   I keep trying to picture her here for a little while each day. Most days I only get a minute or two that I can concentrate. Only a moment when I can almost hear her voice in the other room. I can almost see her sleeping in our bed. 
 
   I can picture her now leaning over me, the smell of her hair, the feel of her skin as she’d brush against me. I can hear the smile in her voice as she asks if I like it. I can almost reach out and kiss her neck.
 
   Dad sits next to me, interrupting my thoughts of Lucy. “How are you holding up, Max?” I clench my jaw. Tired of this question. But I only nod, taking another bite of food.
 
   “I had a talk with Jake today…”
 
   He knows I don’t want to talk to my brother. Or hear about him. I clench my jaw again, putting my fork down. I don’t make eye contact.
 
   “He asked me about your Mom. Not about how she’s doing through all this,” I look up. Something in his voice. He’s trying for tender. Not really his strength. “More about how she was when we first got married. When I adopted you boys.” I don’t say anything, so he continues. “I think he’s trying to make sense of what Lucy was going through. To think through if she might have, well, left on her own…”
 
   We’ve been through this. The Florida couple reported that Lucy could’ve been hugging a man and leaning into him, walking along the street like a nice couple in love. I don’t believe that.
 
   I shake my head, but I don’t interrupt him. I wouldn’t dare to interrupt Dad. “Jake doesn’t remember much of those early years. He seems to have forgotten all about that tiny apartment you lived in…well, he was so young…” 
 
   His eyes travel around my place. “I know he thinks I was harsh on you…on all of you.” His voice takes on a little of the edge I’m used to. “He doesn’t remember how much discipline your Mom needed in the beginning. How wild she was, lost. I loved Alex the moment I saw her in that coffee shop. I saw her sweetness buried under her hard life. I saw what she could become. Having you boys in my life…well, that’s just been…more than I ever thought I’d get in this world.” 
 
   He’s never spoken to me like this. This warm. He’s been encouraging, supporting, giving before. But not warm. Not really. It makes me a little uncomfortable. I don’t know how to respond to him. So I only nod.
 
   “No matter what happens…know that…know in your heart that you…you’ve been a good husband to Lucy.” I know what he’s not saying.
 
   If we don’t find her. If she’s…if. 
 
   I only nod again. He gets up and quietly heads into the guest room.
 
   I let out a long sigh though when I see Jake still standing on the terrace. It’s just us now.
 
   I walk out to the terrace quietly. Jake turns, but doesn’t say anything. He’s got the picture that I don’t really want to talk to him. 
 
   But I know that Dad was telling me that he won’t let this go on much longer. I have to talk to him, get it over with.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24 HER
 
   I’ve been driving down the same road for a while. No lights, only a few houses. I don’t know where I am. No streets, no signs look familiar. Fields of scrubby woods so far and patches of open fields. Is this Indiana? Michigan? I look for anything that I might recognize. 
 
   I see what looks like a semi-truck’s lights on a road at a long distance to my left. A main road? This one will have to intersect it eventually, right?
 
   I panic. Taking gulps of air to calm. I lower the window and get the stench of Ben out of my nose again.
 
   Focus.
 
   I only know a few things for sure.
 
   I don’t have clothes or money.
 
   I have a nearly full tank of gas. Thank God. And I’m not stopping until it’s out or I’m home.
 
   This gives me a thought.
 
   Ben said he’d been stalking me. Going to my home and waiting outside my building for me for months. I look around and could almost slap my head if it wasn’t still spinning. GPS. On the passenger side floor.
 
   I pull over. I’m afraid of being spotted. Stopped. But I have to know where I am. How to get the hell out of here!
 
   I plug it in and could scream waiting for the stupid screen to light up and go through its happy dancing logo before getting to a menu.
 
   I look in the mirror again. I’m unrecognizable even to myself. My eyes are crazy. A small part of my brain says that I must be in shock, hysterical, looney, la la…
 
   Finally! There it is. My address. Already typed in. Thanks, fucker!
 
   Michiana. I’m close. 
 
   I breathe a little slower. Look around. No one in sight. I don’t know what time it is. His clock is broken. But I think it must be after midnight. Good. No one else on the road to see the crazy beaten up chic driving like a maniac.
 
   I don’t know who Ben was or what he did. But I know small towns. I want out of here. I won’t be stopped by some friend of his. He said he had lots of friends. 
 
   I shake remembering how he said he would introduce me to them. Like we were a couple. Like I’d never be anything but his. He laughed, saying he wasn’t like Max. He liked to share his toys.
 
   Well, screw you, Ben! I’ll run over any friend of yours I meet too! I won’t be stopped!
 
   I put the car in drive and take off, fast. No stopping at lights or stop signs, only slowing down. The wheels a hum that fills my brain, makes the numbness a song. A crazy ass song.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25 HIM
 
   I keep my distance. I can hardly look at Jake. I can feel my blood boiling at just the thought of him being here, with her. Alone. Behind my back. I need to take a moment to get over these thoughts. I need to see past this, somehow. “Jake.” I don’t know where to begin.
 
   He does. “I’m sorry, Max. I messed up. I’m sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for keeping anything from you. I…I only wanted to help.” He’s obviously been waiting to say all this, waiting to be alone with me. It’s an avalanche of apologies.
 
   I know he’s sorry. I know he only thought he was helping. I’ve had enough time to think about this. But I still clench my fists and jaw at the reminder of Lucy keeping a secret from me. I let another deep sigh out.
 
   “I know you did.” His look of relief is almost comical. But I’m not letting him off the hook. “But you interfered in my marriage, Jake. I can’t let that stand. I can’t…” I swallow. Anger peaking. Pain plummeting into my stomach. “I know you were trying to help Lucy. But you only confused her more. You added your own confusion over how we were raised…that wouldn’t have helped her to come to terms with me, with us.”
 
   “I know…I know that now.” 
 
   “You may not like it, brother. But Lucy is mine. And I won’t allow you to interfere again.” I feel better talking about a time when Lucy is with me again. I can almost pretend that she’s in our bedroom, crying after a good beating for her secrets. This is one of the thoughts I’ve been able to hold onto the longest, a fantasy that I can imagine even with a room full of people. 
 
   Jake’s eyes spark at this, but his voice remains apologetic, “I won’t try again. I…” He shrugs. “I get it…I guess…I talked to Dad.” I nod. “But I already knew what he’d say. The same thing he’s always said…that it was all for our own good. He talked about loving Mom, us. About how I didn’t remember how…how bad she was to us, to herself before him. The same shit you’ve always said.” He shrugs again and takes a seat. I stay standing, putting my hands in my pockets, fists still. “But then I talked to Mom.”
 
   I’m surprised. He’s always acted so protective of her. We both have. Not wanting to confront her about the past. I never thought he’d talk to her about his feelings over how Dad was with us, with her.
 
   “She said all the same things. She cried.” He runs his hands through his waves, just like mine, “She said she knew that I struggled more than you with how Dad was. But she hoped that I’d figure it out for myself. That tough love is still love. That’s how she put it. The man would slap her right in front of us, and she loved him. He’d treat her like a child, sending her to their room…everything he did.” He looks accusingly at me. “But she loved him. She said she’s grateful that he came along. That she never knew what love and security was before him.”
 
   I want to hit him for making Mom cry, for making her explain this to him. For questioning everything, me, Dad, himself. But I’m fascinated too. I’ve never had the courage to talk to her about it. About her abuse or why she stayed with Dad. I know they love each other. But there were times when I wondered...
 
   “She admitted to all the abuse you told me about…I even remembered a little hearing her talk…” His voice cracks at this admission. He’s never really wanted to remember anything. “She apologized to me. Said that without Dad she doesn’t know what she would’ve done…to us, to herself. That she was suicidal back then. Depressed. On and off using drugs and men to forget about the two boys she had at home who needed her.” He looks at me with watery eyes. I didn’t know this. I vaguely remember a lot of “uncles” and “special friends” but nothing specific.
 
   “That’s how she put it. She didn’t hold anything back…maybe she’s too raw over all this to hold anything back.” He takes a deep breath. “But she told me that I need to stop blaming Dad. That she chose to stay. She chose to live by his rules, his discipline. That she’s never regretted the life she has with him. And he’s never really hurt her…not really. Just like he never really hurt us.” He stands up to be inches from me. “And I know that much is true…I’m a stronger person because of Dad. Because of the love I had from Mom. And I know you protected me when I was a kid, Max. I’ll do the same for you. Anything I can do to help, I will.”
 
   He waits for me to respond, but I only look at him. I can’t bring myself to forgive him.
 
   “I’m sorry, Max. I won’t interfere again. It’s your business. I know you wouldn’t ever really hurt Lucy. You love her. And she loves you.”
 
   I have to swallow to stop the tears I feel burning behind my lids. I can’t say anything. I don’t want to lose it one way or another. I don’t trust that I’ll be able to stop myself from either beating the shit out of him or breaking down into a blubbering idiot. I can’t do either right now. I have to keep my shit together.
 
   Jake finally gets that I won’t respond to him. He takes a step towards the door only adding, “Lucy never would’ve left you. I know that now.” I only nod. 
 
   I finally sit when he walks down the hall to the front door. 
 
   I can’t focus my thoughts for a moment. Too many conflicting emotions. Anger being top on the list. I imagine beating the crap out of Jake. My rage over his betrayal almost suffocates me. I can’t breathe for a moment. I have to stand, to pace. 
 
   I take my time fantasizing about having Lucy here now. What I would do to her for her betrayals. I smile at the image of her on her knees, begging me with tears. But the beating I gave her once would be nothing in comparison to this amount of rage. It wouldn’t just be once. I’d have her black and blue for weeks for what she’s done.
 
   I stop pacing though. It’s no use to imagine. She’s not here. God help me, she may never be here again.
 
   This thought is more than I can take. With one small shudder, every tear I’ve held back is shaken loose. I stand in the cold with my hands at my sides, open, my head back, the tears not stopping. I can’t control the emptiness I feel.
 
   I’d give anything to be able to hold onto the rage. To not feel this helplessness. But it’s all I have. I’m lost without her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25 HER
 
   Even driving like a madwoman, it’s taken a long time to get back. My limbs are stiff and heavy. My lids are hard to keep up. But there’s my home. My city. My skyline.
 
   The drive has given me time to think. Sort of. My mind keeps fragmenting.
 
   Pictures pop of Max. Me. Us. But I can’t put them in order. Today, tomorrow, yesterday, last week?
 
   The fragment that won’t stop flying across the windshield, my wicked witch on a broomstick…I’ll get you and your snarling dog too…
 
   Max’s look of anger. That night. His angriest face. The night I always go back to. 
 
   It’s filled my nightmares, my dreams, my days. 
 
   All because a man I barely knew touched my hand. That sparked Max’s rage. A rule broken. And I had to pay the price for that.
 
   Even in a cage. I woke with that night in my head. Even with Ben’s fists on me. I pictured that face.
 
   I haven’t admitted this to myself…until I was free, there was no point in thinking about…
 
   Max. My beautiful angry husband. 
 
   How can I face you now?!
 
   I didn’t let this happen…not like that night…I could’ve done something to stop Rich that night…should’ve done something…
 
   But this…this is so much more, so much worse…Ben beat me, fucked me. Max will know this. I laugh. Everyone will know this. Just look at me…but Max won’t be able to deal with this…he won’t be able to control his anger...he won’t be able to look at me the same way. 
 
   He’s a man who has to be in control. I’ve known this…almost since the beginning. I’ve given him everything…but now. Now. 
 
   I have to stop thinking for a minute, concentrate on the sound of the road, the lights and signs passing me. I have to blink away tears and swallow more air. 
 
   Now. I’ll never be the same again. Not to Max. Not to myself.
 
   And…the part I’ve only let myself whisper, trapped in bed next to a monster…
 
   I blame him. I blame Max.
 
   I blame myself.
 
   I blame Ben of course…but I ran him over. I feel a strange smile on my lips at this thought. I touch my lips and it goes away.
 
   I’m free. And trapped in a nightmare still.
 
   I blink through the tears, not stopping them, just need to see dammit.
 
   A homeless man crosses out of nowhere in front of me. I have to slam on the brakes to avoid him. My forearms hitting against the steering wheel. I don’t feel the pain shooting up my arms. He curses at me, but keeps shuffling across the headlights with his cart of belongings.
 
   I laugh. An awful sound. Harsh. High. Ugly. Glass breaking in my throat laugh. I don’t move. I just lower my head onto the steering wheel. And I cry. I’m almost home and I cry finally.
 
   I shake, cry, and sob. God…another song of misery of crazy fucked up crazy ass shit goddamn and fuck! More laughing. 
 
   But that helped. I look around again. Not a good place to stop. Lakeshore Drive. I can see a cop moving in my direction already. Even this late at night, it’s still the tourist area.
 
   I drive slowly away, not stopping when he waves me down. I have to get home. My husband is waiting for me. God, help me…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26 HIM
 
   “Max!” Dad is yelling from the guest room. “Max! Get in here!” I’ve only just thrown my running shoes into the closet. 
 
   Since the crowd of reporters has been staying longer again, I’ve been running in the middle of the night. There’s only a small group now that waits for me to return before giving up for good for the night. But avoiding the vultures isn’t the real reason. I can’t sleep and it’s an excuse to work out my anger. I felt empty after crying, but it wasn’t enough to exhaust me. Wasn’t enough to stop my thoughts. 
 
   I throw my shirt into the closet too and start to walk out my room. But the phone is ringing. Shit. I stop and grab the bedside phone. It’s the lobby. “Mr. Traeger? I…I think…you should come down here, Sir. It’s your wife…”
 
   Dad is in my doorway. “The news! …I think Lucy’s downstairs!”
 
   My mind blanks for a second, piecing together what he means, what the call meant.
 
   I don’t bother with a shirt or shoes. I run out of the apartment. Dad’s right behind me in his pajamas.
 
   The elevator takes too long. We stare with open mouths at each other, both breathing hard, not speaking, frowning.
 
   I take everything in in one blink. A small crowd of lights and cameras in the lobby. In the middle is my Lucy. Or what looks like my Lucy. She’s trying to move through them towards the elevator, but I can see they’re blocking the way. Asking their questions, pushing their mikes, cameras at her. Her hands are up and she looks frightened. 
 
   All my anger, fear, and pain tears out of me. I shove two cameras out of the way and punch another guy too close to her. She falls into my arms. Her lips barely breathing my name.
 
   My Lucy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26 HER
 
   I don’t need to open my eyes to know that I’m in a hospital room. The smell. The sounds. Beeps, hisses, muffled voices and footsteps, metal on metal clangs in a distance.
 
   Or am I back in the cage?
 
   I want to drift back to sleep. I don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t want to see his face. Max. Ben. 
 
   A single tear escapes my left eye, but I don’t feel it until it drops onto my shoulder.
 
   I drift. Thankfully, I drift.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27 HIM
 
   “She has a cracked rib, sprained wrist, fractured cheek, ruptured ear drum and a lot of cuts and bruises. She still has a low temp from an infection probably from the dog bites on her arm. She was severely dehydrated and in shock when I brought her in last night.” It’s barely 9:00 a.m., but time has slowed down. To the pace of doctors and nurses, coming and going. Police coming and going. 
 
   And this is about the fifth time I’ve had to say all this. To spell out the injuries my wife has. From another man. 
 
   Laura has her hand to her mouth. Tears in her eyes. She saw the early morning news. She’s been calling me ever since. The reporters have swarmed the hospital, but we’re able to keep Lucy’s room private for now. I told Laura how to get up here without anyone noticing. 
 
   Dad, Mom, Liz, Paul, Jake, PJ…all are waiting in the family waiting room down the hall. So far, Lucy’s been sleeping. She has tubes and monitors all over her. My Lucy.
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “Sure. But she hasn’t been awake yet…”
 
   “Of course.” I push the door open to Lucy’s room and let Laura go in alone. I can see Lucy’s still body under the covers. Propped up on the pillows. Her face pale, bruises vivid.
 
   I walk away before the door closes.
 
   In the waiting room, all eyes turn to me. I only shake my head.
 
   No one’s talked to her. She passed out in my arms in the lobby and didn’t regain consciousness even when the ambulance came. The doctors said she was in shock.
 
   So was I! 
 
   She was a mess. Bruised, bleeding, swollen. Naked. Fucking naked under that dirty sweatshirt. With a fucking dog collar on. Cuts up and down her legs, stomach, tits. Blood between her legs. My Lucy.
 
   I didn’t have to tell Dad what I wanted. He was on the phone arranging everything before I even had her on the bed. The rushed ambulance, private room for exam and care. Security against reporters and…whatever.
 
   Now all I can do is wait. For her to open her eyes again. My Lucy.
 
   And for the police to tell me who did this to her…so I can kill them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27 HER
 
   I feel a prick on my arm and moan. “I’m sorry, honey. You’re still so dehydrated, your veins are hard to find.” 
 
   A nurse smiling at me. That’s the first thing I see. Her hand pressing on the inside of my left elbow. My left arm is white with bandages. Tubes come out of my left hand. I follow them up to a bag of clear liquid, back down. My right wrist is wrapped too. I swallow several times and she brings me a cup with a straw. Cool water hits my throat and I don’t think I’ve loved the feel of anything more in my life.
 
   I cough a little and she plumps up pillows behind me.
 
   “Your family is going to be very happy to see your baby blues open, honey.” She walks towards the door. “I’ll get the doctor too.” I want to tell her to stop. Wait. Don’t tell anyone that I’m awake…not yet. Please!
 
   But she’s gone.
 
   I close my eyes, but the solace of sleep is lost to me. I hold my breath waiting. I keep my eyes closed.
 
   I can hear the door open. It’s quiet but the sound from the hall gets louder for a moment.
 
   “It’s good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
 
   A stranger. A doctor. I open my eyes. He’s youngish, smiling, looking at a chart. Nice, clean cut. I vomit on him. 
 
   He steps back quickly and goes into the hall, “Nurse!”
 
   But he returns to my side and pulls the sheets to cover the small amount of vomit on the side of the bed. He wipes my face and the front of my gown. I’m too weak to turn away from him. Too numb. He removes his jacket, leaving it on the floor without a care. 
 
   A nurse quickly comes in and he directs him to get a maintenance person in here right away. And to take my temperature. I watch all this silently.
 
   Then he smiles at me again. Nice. I want to cry and apologize, but I stay silent, the movie going on around me, but I’m not really in it. “Feel a little better?”
 
   I only nod, but frown at the pain this causes. “Do you know where you are?” He puts a light on my eyes and directs me to follow it.
 
   “In the hospital?” My voice cracks. 
 
   He picks up the cup and straw and holds it for me. “Take small sips.” I do. Keeping my eyes on him.
 
   “Yes. You were brought in early this morning. Do you know your name?”
 
   “Lucy Traeger.” 
 
   “Good. How about what day it is?”
 
   I only shake my head, more frowning with pain. Time is fuzzy. 
 
   “You don’ t have a concussion, Lucy. You are still dehydrated though. And you have a small infection from the bite marks on your left arm. You’ve been running a temperature from it, but we’re keeping this down.” 
 
   Behind him the door opens again, this time for a longer time. I stop drinking. I freeze.
 
   Max. Oh, God. Everybody. I don’t look at anyone. I look at the bed, with my wrapped up arms on the cover.
 
   Max is by my side. His hand on the bed, where the vomit is hidden under the sheets. I start to retch again, my throat uncontrollably moving in long motions against my attempts to breathe. The doctor pushes Max aside and puts a dish under me just in time.
 
   The doctor again wipes my face for me. I avoid looking at Max, but there’s no missing his look. His angry look. I lean my head back and close my eyes again.
 
   “I think we should let Lucy rest while we get her bed and gown cleaned up.” The doctor directs everyone to leave. 
 
   “I’m not leaving.” Max’s voice. His strong, in control, edged voice. The doctor doesn’t argue. No one would argue with that voice.
 
   But he stays against the wall. I only open my eyes enough to see him staring at me, but I pretend to have my eyes closed.
 
   Two women come in and make quick work of moving me around the bed and getting it remade with fresh sheets and me in a fresh gown. I’m a ragdoll again, weak and powerless. I start to cry when they walk away. 
 
   Max is quick to be my side again, but I turn away from him before he can touch me. I roll over onto my right side ignoring the pain this causes. I turn into a ball and cover my face with the new sheet. I make no noise as I cry. I know he doesn’t leave, but he doesn’t touch me either. He stops at the end of the bed.
 
   I finally stop crying, but I don’t move the sheet away.
 
   I can hear the door open again.
 
   And I feel a hand on my shoulder. “Lucy? Sweetie?” Mom. I start to shake and cry again. I don’t want to see her either. I don’t want anyone to see me.
 
   “Lucy, it’s okay, sweetie.” Mom’s hand is soft, brushing my shoulder, “You’re safe now. It’s okay.” 
 
   Her touch is gentle, but it feels like a live wire on me. I don’t want to be touched. I move my shoulder to get her hand off of me, “Stop! I just want to be left alone…” It’s a whine, a plea, a yell.
 
   “Lucy...” Max’s warning voice.  So familiar. 
 
   I respond as I always do. Tingle. Pulse. I want him. I want him, but...
 
   I move the covers and only let my eyes poke out. “I want to be left alone.” This time my voice is more even, a little stronger.
 
   I don’t quite meet Max’s eyes. I look at his chin. But his look darkens, his jaw sets, brow frowns. He even takes one step towards me. But he stops.
 
   Mom only pats my shoulder and says, “Okay, sweetie. We’re all here…whenever you’re ready.” She leaves squeezing Max’s arm. His face has returned to neutral, but his eyes are still narrowed.
 
   I don’t say anything, just roll back over and pull the sheet up again.
 
   Max doesn’t leave. He stands there watching over me. I can feel his eyes on me, but I don’t move.
 
   A nurse comes in with meds. I don’t ask what they are. I just take them with my eyes averted.
 
   I don’t roll over again, my side and wrist hurt too much. But I push into the bed more and close my eyes. Blocking out the site of Max’s eyes on me.
 
   I can’t face what he’ll say. I can’t face what I think.
 
   I admitted to myself that I blame him. But I can never say that to him. 
 
   I can never say how sorry I am either. It would be no use. Sorry will never change what’s happened, what I’ve been through. It wouldn’t change what Ben did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28 HIM
 
   Lucy won’t open her eyes again for me. I don’t say anything. Just watch her. 
 
   She turned away from me?! When I tried to comfort her. Tried to touch her. She turned away.
 
   I still feel as helpless as I did when she was missing. I want to scoop her up and hold her close. Never let go. But she looks so fragile. So broken.
 
   Her breathing evens out briefly. She sleeps a little. But her body twitches, her little moans escape.
 
   And I’m hard.
 
   I’m fucking hard. I’m sick. Looking at her, here, like this. But her little moans…I want to make them mine again. Just like in my dreams…beaten and mine.
 
   Instead she’s beaten beyond recognition by another man. I have to stop my hands from clenching. I have to remind myself to remain calm. That the worst is over. She’s home. She’s where she belongs.
 
   But she turned away from me.
 
   I’ve known fear in my life.
 
   Fear that my deadbeat Dad would or wouldn’t come home. Fear that Mom wouldn’t be able to stop herself once she started hitting me. Fear that I wouldn’t live up to Ron’s expectations and demands. 
 
   That brief but hot fear that Lucy would leave me once she knew the truth about me.
 
   But the fear of the past ten days. I’ve not known this. A complete helpless fear.
 
   I’ve been what society would call a victim before. As a small kid. But even then, something in me knew that I stayed because I chose to. I had to protect my little brother. I was more afraid for him than for myself. I even stayed for my Mom. I knew she needed protecting too. She needed to be loved no matter what.
 
   And the arrogant, cocky bastard in me always knew that I would be a success. That I’d have whatever I wanted. That I would be exactly what Ron wanted and more.
 
   I’ve never felt helpless before. Powerless. I always had choices. And I know that it’s choices that give a person control. 
 
   That’s why I don’t give Lucy any. I am in control. Of her. Of me.
 
   But not these ten days. And not now. She’s choosing to keep herself from me.
 
   And I want to hurt her. For the fear. For the anger in me. For my lack of control. I want to punish her. But seeing her broken like this…I know I can’t. I know the fear and helplessness again.
 
   Mostly…I just want to hold her. Protect her. Make her safe again. Make her mine again.
 
   I am a monster. And I don’t care. I know who I am. Who she is. And she doesn’t have the right to hide herself from me. Not ever. 
 
   Her eyes flutter again and her breathing catches. I know she’s awake, just keeping her eyes closed.
 
   “Lucy.”
 
   Her eyes instantly open. Good girl.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28 HER
 
   His voice. The strong, deep voice I love. I crave. I need. 
 
   My name on his lips. A curse. A song. A dream?
 
   I open my eyes. And for an instant I don’t know anything. Just him. His body. His eyes. His look.
 
   His anger. And I respond. I moan.
 
   But this brings back everything. Pain, confusion, fear, my own anger. I turn my head away.
 
   His fingers turn my chin to him, but I stop whatever he’s going to say. “Can you get a nurse for me?”
 
   I don’t meet his eyes. But he nods once and walks away.
 
   I can’t do this! I can’t be here. With him!
 
   All my thoughts…that I’ll never be what he wants again…that I blame him…that I was raped…Oh God.
 
   I start to cry again. I can’t get my brain to stop circling. To focus or clear or whatever the hell I need. I’m a drain, everything just keeps running out of me and away. I want to get away!
 
   I’m moving off the bed, trying to stand. Tubes pulling and things beeping.
 
   A nurse and that doctor come in quickly, followed by Max, Mom and Dad.
 
   The doctor helps me to stand. Gently. “Do you need the bathroom, Lucy?”
 
   I nod. He helps me to walk over to the door to a small bathroom, bringing my IV bag with me. “We’d like to get a urine sample; is there a receptacle in the toilet already?” The nurse nods to this. This is so humiliating. I still can’t use the bathroom by myself. I moan in frustration and pain.
 
   I close the door as much as I can with the IV monitor in the way. 
 
   When I come out, the doctor is gone, replaced by a new face. A short red-faced man in a crinkled suit.
 
   The nurse helps me back into bed. I can’t believe how stiff and sore I am. The smallest motions are making me whimper and hiss. My side is on fire. I can see Mom’s face wince and Max’s face set with a deeper shade of anger.
 
   “I’ll check with the doctor if we can give you anything for the pain, honey…” The nurse leaves.
 
   All eyes stare at me. Max, Mom, Dad, and this new guy. Max hasn’t softened his look. His eyes pierce me. I’m glad others are here now. I want to be alone, but I’m glad not to be alone with him. I can’t face what he’d say, what I’d say.
 
   “Lucy, I’m Detective Killaney.” The short man smiles and looks awkwardly at my bandaged hands and arms, putting the hand he was offering to me back down. “I need to get a statement, if you’re up for it.” 
 
   Max steps in, “She needs her rest now, Killaney.”
 
   “I…I can…” My voice is small. Everyone looks at me though. No one else notices how Max’s expression changes. Dark to darkest. I shudder. A cardinal rule broken, contradicting him. 
 
   “Good. We’d like to get everything down while it’s still fresh in your head…” Killaney pulls up a chair next to my bed, making everyone move out of his way.
 
   “Can you…Can you tell me if Ben…?” I can’t help but see Max almost shake with anger behind the detective.
 
   “How bout you give me all the details you can remember first…”
 
   “Ok.” I look at my hands on the cover, “Can…can we talk in private?”
 
   I don’t look up, but Mom and Dad turn quickly to leave, kissing my head as they go. They don’t want to hear the details. I glance at Max; he only squares his shoulders and puts his hands in his pockets. “I’m not leaving, Lucy.”
 
   “Please?” My eyes swim with tears, but I don’t look up again as I plead.
 
   “If you want to do this now. Fine. But I’m not leaving.” His ‘that’s final’ tone. 
 
   I don’t say anything else and Killaney settles back into his chair. “Why don’t you walk me through last Friday…?”
 
   I take a deep breath. I swallow thinking about how long ago it was. It was only ten days, but it was another life. Another me. “I left the house just after 1:30. When I got out of the cab in front of my doctor’s office, I heard a man call my name. I thought it might…that Max might’ve come for the appointment. I turned and don’t remember much after that…a blurry memory of being put into a car and the door slamming. I woke up in the trunk of Ben’s car just before we got to his place.” 
 
   I avoid looking at anything but my hands. My fingers press, pull, play, trying to distract me. My face is hot, breathing is hard. But my voice is surprisingly calm, detached telling these details.
 
   I describe the beginning. When I figured out who he was, where I knew him from. That he said he’d stalked me for weeks at a time, but was going to give up. His lucky day, he said. No, I don’t remember seeing him before that Friday. Just that one time in Italy.
 
   My voice catches answering the detective’s questions about Italy. “He said he noticed how I was with my husband. He said he wanted that for himself.” I don’t add that he said I was already well trained for his tastes. 
 
   I describe getting away. My lucky day. How Bitch was hurt when he pushed me off the bed onto her. How he was drunk every night, but especially last night. How I ran, how I hit the dog, how I ran. How I drove over him. How I got home is a daze, but I made it.
 
   I don’t describe what he did to me though. I can’t.
 
   Killaney wants to know. Needs to have everything out, to write everything down.
 
   I finally take one more deep breath in. If I say it fast, maybe I can get it all out…
 
   “Ben was hot or cold. One minute he’d be quiet and kinda nice. The next he’d hurt me. With his fists, boots, belts, rope, spatulas, newspapers, a small wooden figurine thing he had by the bed, whatever was within reach.” I itemize this like a grocery list. Trying to push away the memory of every item in his hands, on my body. 
 
   “He kept me in Bitch’s cage when he left for work, and on a leash, with a small choke collar when he was home.” I rub my hand over the small bandage on my throat. I don’t know what happened to that. “The dog…kept me from getting loose. Those teeth.” I shudder…but that unfamiliar smile takes over my lips again. I cover it with my hand. “She won’t be using her snarling teeth again on me…”
 
   Killaney shifts in his seat. I’m brought out of my strange memory of the impact of dog, skillet, and arm.
 
   I continue in the same small, quiet, calm voice. Only by saying it fast can I get this out. I close my eyes. “Ben raped me. Several times each day. I lost track of how often. My mouth, my cunt, my ass…” Ben’s words. I can hear his voice in my head, next to my ear. His ugly words, making me say them, making me beg with his words.
 
   I hear Max’s feet move closer to the bed, feel the bed shake. But I don’t open my eyes. I can’t. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29 HIM
 
   The words are embedded in my brain. Drugged. Trunk. Beaten. Caged. 
 
   Hearing what he did. To my Lucy. Anger is too small. Rage is too weak. Insanity…that fits. 
 
   I have to control my breathing. To keep my hands from shaking. I try to stay as calm as Lucy sounds. For her sake. But Killaney doesn’t stop the details. 
 
   Her words again echo in my head. Raped. I didn’t have to be told this. I saw her. I knew. But hearing it…
 
   I wish I could take away all her pain, all her memories. I wish I could make it so she never has to say these words again, that she couldn’t even remember them. 
 
   I’m almost numb with the fathom of hate and anger. The uncontrollable need to kill. 
 
   And in my well of darkest red, she curses. I’m shocked out of my numbness. Hearing those words come out with her sweet voice. Cunt. Ass. A rule she knows well. But she sits there, speaking so calmly. 
 
   It was the first lesson I taught her. The start to our understanding, our way of being together.  And here, now, she calmly breaks my rule?!
 
   I don’t think, I just move towards her. My hands out of my pockets. It’s not the cop sitting next to her though that stills my hands, stops me from punishing her. 
 
   It’s her. Her face. Her arms. Her hands. She’s broken. Too like how she was in my dreams after I’d given in to my rage and beaten her.
 
   And she’s not here. She’s not with me. She’s hiding again…in her memory of what he did to her. She’s ruled by another. In her head, she’s still his prisoner.
 
   I squeeze the end of the bed with my hands, shaking it in my anger. Killaney glances at me and I slowly pull my hands back. 
 
   Lucy finally opens her eyes and looks right at me this time. But she’s hidden behind that mask. A calm, cold, dead mask. “That’s everything, Detective. Everything I can think of right now…”
 
   And Killaney pats her bed, not touching her, but close. “You did just fine, Lucy. I’ll let you get some rest now.” He stands to walk out, but she stops him.
 
   “What…what happened to Ben?”
 
   He looks at me, then turns to her. “We were able to track his address down from the car registration and GPS. Local police found him just as you described, still on the driveway. He died while in surgery about two hours ago.”
 
   She smiles that same eerie smile. Not one I’ve ever seen on her sweet face. Not one I ever want to see again. “And Bitch?”
 
   “His dog. They haven’t found her yet.” 
 
   Lucy nods, still smiling. She finally closes her eyes again, but the smile stays.
 
   I walk with Killaney out to the hall.
 
   “Your wife was very brave.” I only nod. “What she described…getting away like that…” He shakes his head. “I’ll have to get a few more details later, but I think this will wrap up pretty quick. We have enough evidence between what we found in his car, the house, on Lucy.” He pauses, looking apologetically at me. “And he’s dead, so…” He shrugs and turns to walk away.
 
   I don’t go back into her room. I give her some time to sleep. And I need some time to think.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29 HER
 
   “You get some sleep, sweetheart.” Dad kisses my head. It hurts, but I manage not to wince. PJ and Cathy just left a few minutes ago.
 
   Mom finally stopped crying. She even tried to make a few jokes and complain about the hotel room. She kisses my hand and promises to be back first thing in the morning. To call her cell if I need her at all during the night. I promise I will. But I know I won’t.
 
   I almost roll my eyes when Alex and Ron walk in the barely closed door.
 
   Ron sees my exasperation. His look is stern, but his voice is soft. “We’re not staying, Lucy. Just want to say goodnight. You get your rest. We’ll be back in the morning.” I smile and say goodnight too. I try not to wince at their small touches and Alex’s kiss.
 
   I’ve had too many people all looking at me. Too many nurses and doctors poking at me. Not enough time to myself. To think. 
 
   Max has been in and out. But we haven’t really spoken. He’s been here every time the doctors check on me. Every time someone comes in to talk to me.
 
   Dad told me that Max has private security on the floor to keep anyone not on a list out of my room. The hospital doesn’t like it, but they don’t want the negative publicity of a victim being harassed in one of their rooms by the press or anyone. 
 
   A victim. That’s me. Kidnap victim. Rape victim. Assault victim….blah blah blah victim.
 
   I’m also a murderer. I smile again. I like that word more. 
 
   Ben won’t be bothering me again. Accept in my dreams… So far he’s been in a lot. But maybe I’ll just have to run him over again and again a few times before he goes away for good...
 
   Only a few minutes go by before a new vampire comes in for my bloodletting and turns the lights up. My fever has stayed down, but apparently they’re still worried about the effects of dehydration. I still have an IV with saline and a cocktail of stuff. 
 
   When she leaves, I lower the lights myself and close my eyes. Maybe I can get to sleep before Max comes in again.
 
   Nope. No such luck.
 
   He moves quietly. 
 
   “I know you’re not asleep, Lucy.” I debate about ignoring this. But I know I can’t.
 
   I open my eyes and he touches the tips of my fingers. The one spot that doesn’t seem to hurt. But it’s an electric feeling. Our touch always is. I pull my fingers away.
 
   “I know you’ve been through a lot, Lucy. So I’m going to give you some time…and some space. To heal.” He keeps his fingers flat on the bed, but I can see that his other hand is a fist at his side. He’s trying to keep his voice softer, but the low rumble of his rage is just below the surface. “But know this, little girl, that I’m not giving you this space to act however you’d like. I may not be able to punish you right now, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you get away with anything either.” 
 
   He doesn’t wait for my response. He leans over and kisses just below my right eye, another spot that isn’t throbbing with pain. And he leaves without another word. 
 
   I know he’s not leaving the hospital. He’ll be right down the hall and he’ll be checking on me. 
 
   I start to cry again when the door closes.
 
   My body is too fragile right now for my mixed up feelings. I sob once loudly. But I’m afraid of being heard. That someone will come in. I grab my pillow and shove my face in it.
 
   The familiar response to his anger. His warnings. I am his little girl. I want so much to be his good girl again. I long for a time when he could simply erase everything with his hand or belt. When he’d turn his disappoint in me into my pain and I’d earn his forgiveness and love.
 
   It seemed so hard to make that choice once. To give myself to him completely. To allow him full control. I’d go back to those days...of only worrying about disappointing him if I was late or didn’t finish a chore. I’d go back to the days of fearing that I couldn’t meet his demands. That I couldn’t take his anger, that I couldn’t make him forgive me. 
 
   I’d go back to being able to earn his forgiveness. Back to when he didn’t need to earn mine.
 
   I’d go back to being naïve of real rage and evil. 
 
   But now…I shudder thinking about Ben. I wear his marks on me now. Maybe always. I have cuts and broken bones that will forever be marked by another man…
 
   I’ll never be Max’s good girl again. Ever.
 
   I sob louder. I’m sorry, Max!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30 HIM
 
   I open the door to the family waiting area. I feel like a caged animal in here. But it’s the only place to go to be alone right now. I’m not leaving here without Lucy. I’m not going back to our apartment without her. I won’t leave her alone here.
 
   I know she’s safe. I’ve made sure of that. I’ll make sure of that for the rest of her life. She’ll never be alone again. Never be vulnerable again.
 
   But I can’t leave her here. She needs me even if she doesn’t want to admit it. Even if she’s hiding behind her calm mask. I know my little girl. She’s broken inside in more ways than one.
 
   When Killaney said that bastard was dead…I still wanted to have his body. To beat the shit out of it! To rip it apart, limb by limb. To watch it burn into a million pieces of ash and then step through it. Piss on it. Fuck! 
 
   “FUCK!”
 
   “Oh…hey…” I turn with fists raised. The blanket in the corner chair moves, revealing a guy.
 
   I lower my fists, but keep them clenched. I didn’t see him in here. He wasn’t in here earlier today. He rubs his eyes, yawns, and says loudly, “Sorry about startling you. I thought I was the only one sleeping here tonight.” 
 
   He puts his hand out, but I ignore this. I don’t feel like being friendly. Too many people have already invaded my space and time with Lucy. I need to be alone and to think more. He only smiles and lowers his hand.
 
   “I’m here for my wife. She was in an accident…”
 
   Good for you. Fuck off. I don’t say anything. “Doctors say she’ll be fine, but they had to do surgery on her collar bone. She’s been pretty out of it. How bout you?” He yawns and stretches. I only look at him. “Who are you here for?”
 
   I move a little closer to him, not letting my fists go. “Sorry to hear about your wife. But I’m not here to make a new friend. If you don’t mind. Fuck off.”
 
   He blinks at me several times. But he slowly gets up and leaves the room.
 
   I sit, putting my head in my hands. I gotta keep it together. I can’t lose my temper here. Just a little longer.
 
   I need to think through what do with Lucy. How to get her out of this strange state. She won’t talk to me. She’s avoided even looking at me. 
 
   And go ahead…you can say it to yourself…she’s not behaving. Not like she should. Not like she did.
 
   She contradicted me, talked back, cursed…just short of argued with me this morning in front of that fucking doctor that keeps touching her. 
 
   How do I handle this? How do I give her what she needs while she’s healing without losing my temper with her? I’ve come so close to slapping her today…two, three times already. Only all the bandages and her swollen face have stopped me.
 
   I don’t want to admit that…that I’m afraid.
 
   What if. What if this mess has changed my Lucy? Can I change her back? Get her back?
 
   Fuck! I’m sick of feeling helpless, powerless. 
 
   Tomorrow. I’ll start tomorrow. My instincts have always been right with her…I just have to trust them now.
 
   I’ll get her back and never let her go again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30 HER
 
   I moan when the light goes on. I only just started to fall back asleep after a nightmare. Ben was running Max over with me in the trunk. I tried to scream, to warn him to get out of the way. When I was fully awake I could think how odd dreams are that even though I was stuck in the trunk, I had a perfect view of both Ben and Max.
 
   I wait for the cold hand on my arm, the prick of the needle again. But it’s the doctor from earlier. The nice one. I haven’t seen him since this morning.
 
   “Hi, Lucy. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine. Thank you.”
 
   He smiles. A kind, nice smile. I want to tell him not to waste it on me. “Your heartrate was elevated…are you getting any sleep?”
 
   I only shrug. 
 
   “Hmm...You know we’ve been running a lot of tests on you since you’ve been here…?”
 
   I lift my right arm showing the needle pricks and bruises on the inside. They’re tiny in comparison to all my other marks. “Sorry about that…” I only shrug. “Your latest blood work is good. Your potassium is back up. We’ll get this IV out of you soon.” He smiles again, “I should be able to release you later this morning.” I try to smile at this, but it’s fake, forced.
 
   “I…I know that you have a lot of support here…your family and friends, your husband…but when a person…” He swallows. This is obviously not his usual conversation with a patient. “You should consider talking with someone, getting some help with everything that’s happened to you…I could recommend a few doctors if you’d like…?”
 
   I smile. A small, but genuine one this time. His kindness and awkwardness make me want to cry for some reason, but I smile instead. “I’ll think about it. Thanks.”
 
   “I’ll have instructions for you to follow up with your doctors. And how to take care of your arm and wrist…and rib…well, everything I guess.” He looks me up and down, with a concerned frown. I know I still look like crap. I’m a mummy of bandages and wrappings right now. I only say another small thanks. “Call the nurses station if you need anything at all…or if your husband has any questions for me…”
 
   I know Max has been questioning everything. The nurses have all told me how lucky I am to have such a devoted and caring husband.
 
   The doctor walks away quietly. I know I won’t be sleeping again anytime soon.
 
   Thinking of going home…I don’t know what I feel or think. I want to lie to myself. To say that everything will be fine. Max’ll be the same. I’ll be the same. Everything’ll be the same.
 
   But I’m not. It won’t. He won’t. 
 
   It was only ten days of my life. I laugh thinking this. I try not to think about everything that happened. What Ben did to me. 
 
   But I keep startling myself with a quick image or memory. A doctor’s shiny pen reminding me of Ben’s shiny knife. The sound of a metal cart being pushed in the hall reminding me of the cage door clanging closed. Turning in my sleep and feeling my rib ache. 
 
   And it’s funny…I know myself too well to shrink from this truth…I know that as awful as it was…I’ll get over it. The physical part anyway. 
 
   I was raped. And I can get over that. I don’t know how. I just know it’s true. Maybe killing the bastard that did this to me helps. I can feel the same smile take over my face at this thought. 
 
   The nurses and doctors have all looked with such pity on me. I’m sure I’m the whispered story in the hallways. I haven’t even dared to turn on the news. I’m the poor girl that was kidnapped and all sorts of evil done to…
 
   But that’s not what has me thinking, worrying. 
 
   I’ll get over the pain that Ben caused me. The parts of my body that he still controls now with his pain…they’ll be mine again, hopefully…
 
   What I can’t get over is the thought that Ben came into my life for those ten days because of a stupid impulsive move on my part. To please Max. To show him just how willing I am to be what he wants. 
 
   I watched a show once, a reality series, about a guy who would visit normal people and shake up their lives. Give them a wakeup call to make a change for the better. It was a crappy show. But I always felt sorry for the people, that they obviously needed to make a change, but they were too dumb to see it until some idiot came along to tell them.
 
   I killed Ben. The idiot that shook up my life. I laugh…what a non-melodramatic way to put it! Laugh or cry? Neither, please…
 
   I hold my breath until I can blink without tears. I breathe in and out a few more times, just concentrating on this.
 
   I killed Ben. I’m glad he’s dead. He was a worthless piece of shit and he deserved to die. There. Done. 
 
   Hopefully done…but I don’t kid myself about this either. He’ll be a frequent flyer in my dreams and thoughts for a long time coming. But he’s dead at least…
 
   I need to figure out what it is that I want. This shaken up wakeup call change to my life…what is it?!
 
   Max. He’s filled my every thought practically since we met. I haven’t questioned my love for him. How I respond to him. That night he hurt me so badly…
 
   Nothing like Ben.
 
   No, that’s true…but he did hurt me. On purpose. In anger. He loves me and he punishes me. I’ve accepted this. I’d given up even questioning it…except in secret with Jake. 
 
   I haven’t seen Jake. Alex told me that he’ll see me soon, but he didn’t want to have a big crowd here. I don’t know what to think of that. I’ve gotten pretty close to him the past few months. I heard his voice in my head in the cage too. Telling me to have hope and faith in Max. That I’d be found.
 
   I shake my head…I need to concentrate on Max…what am I supposed to do? I wish he could tell me...
 
   Can I go back to that? Can I go back to listening to his every word, his every rule. Can I be the girl who Ben met in Rome?
 
   How do I forgive him?
 
   He’s why I was there, why Ben noticed me in the first place. I’ve forgiven everything else that Max has done. No. I’ve not even had to forgive…I’ve given him permission, given him myself. He could do what he pleased and I would take it. Ever since that first time he slapped me…even before then when he started to take control…I’ve been his.
 
   I feel the familiar pulse deep in my pussy. Just thinking about Max in this way, I feel a warmth. 
 
   Am I sick? Should I get help?!
 
   I should get some sleep, but I know damn well that isn’t going to happen. My voice in my head is even different. I never cursed this much…is this in rebellion against Max? Against his rules?
 
   My head spins with the ways only ten days changed me, my life.
 
   What do you want, Lucy? Pretend it’s Jake asking…how would you answer? 
 
   He would tell me to stop talking to myself like a crazy person…I stick my tongue out in the darkness and smile. A small part of me is in here somewhere, right?!
 
   I take a deep breath. 
 
   I want Max. I can analyze this until I’m blue, but that is the truth. Fight it. Don’t. In the end, I want Max. But I have no idea how to make that happen now.
 
   Will he be able to forgive me? I will forever bear the marks of another man. I know this is important to him. He likes to see me with a bruise or welt after he’s punished me. To remind me of his control. That I belong to him. Will he be able to still look at me the same now with Ben’s marks on me? Feel the same? I had this thought when I was alone in Ben’s car…driving crazy to get away, to get home. 
 
   In a bloody, beaten state I worried about how Max would feel when he saw me. He’d know. Right away he’d know that…what Ben did.
 
   I can’t think anymore. I just want to stop thinking! Isn’t there a pill for this?! I’ll invent one…
 
   It’s only been ten days. Nothing has to change. Everything can be fine…right?! Right.
 
   I turn the TV on mute. No news. I don’t see what’s on through my tears, but I don’t feel as alone with its light.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 HIM
 
   “I wasn’t sure what all to bring, so I grabbed a few things just in case.” Mom hands me a small bag filled with Lucy’s stuff. I’d asked her to pick up some clothes since the doctor said Lucy will be released this morning. I glance down and see sunglasses on top. A good idea. 
 
   I’m pretty sure our building is still a zoo of reporters. I’ve seen Eve and Killaney on the news giving reports. I’ve seen coverage of the house in Michigan. I’ve avoided seeing too much of that. I don’t need details in my head to go along with the rage I still feel.
 
   The reporters will go away soon, but they haven’t been able to get near Lucy since she stumbled into the lobby. They want a statement, the details of her horror story. Not gonna happen. 
 
   Mom follows me back into Lucy’s room. Liz sits on the bed and nods towards the bathroom. “She’s changing.” I raise an eyebrow to this. She didn’t have anything but that sweatshirt and the police took that as evidence.  “I got her something to wear from the gift shop downstairs…”
 
   I only nod. She should’ve asked me. Lucy opens the door and I frown. She’s wearing an oversized hoody and sweatpants with flip flops. I let it go for now though. She tries to smile at all of us.
 
   “I was finally able to brush my teeth!” Liz and Mom give a small laugh to this, but I can see the pain on Lucy’s face.
 
   “You sure you don’t want a wheelchair for getting out of here, baby?”
 
   “I’m sure. Thanks.” She looks at the bag I’m holding. I pull out the sunglasses and she smiles and says again in her small voice, “Thanks.”
 
   She moves slowly with the rest of us walking near. The two security guards meet us at the elevator. Lucy only frowns at them, but doesn’t say anything. 
 
   …..
 
   The mob around the building is as bad I thought it would be. The two guards come in handy, clearing a path for Lucy, getting her safely into the elevator without contact with anyone. Jeff helps too. The guards stay outside our door, but he follows us in.
 
   Killaney already told me that the sad truth about stories like ours is the repeat attacks or attempts. That some freak out there gets it in their head that they know Lucy from the news and would want to get close to her. Not gonna happen. 
 
   Lucy won’t be without security ever again. I arranged with Jeff to hire a group of his ex-cop friends, as security and additional drivers. No one’s going to get close to my Lucy unless I say they can.
 
   Lucy stands around the living room, just taking everything in. Mom has the place clean and put together. I try to see what Lucy’s seeing. Her eyes are filled with tears, but she doesn’t move.
 
   “Why don’t you lie down, baby?”
 
   “No. I’m going to take a shower…” She moves quietly towards the bedroom and shuts the door. 
 
   “How bout I make us all something to eat for lunch?” Mom is already heading to the kitchen. 
 
   But Paul stops her, “Why don’t we four go out and bring something back for the kids?” He smiles sadly at me. I nod. 
 
   Dad nods and Mom just quietly grabs her purse. Liz is upset though, “I think we should all be here…just in case.”
 
   She hasn’t spoken to me about her accusations. We haven’t talked about my spanking Lucy or telling her to mind her own business. I know she’s still upset. I don’t say anything. She’s Paul’s wife. Let him handle her. I nod to Jeff and he heads out the door.
 
   Then I turn to follow Lucy into the bedroom. I hear everybody else walk down the hall and close the door. Good. 
 
   I didn’t want to be rude, but I’ve had enough of people around. I’m sure Lucy has too. I need some time with my wife. Alone. To straighten her out.
 
   The bathroom door is closed. She knows better. Maybe she closed it because our parents are here? But in the back of mind…she’s been pushing me. Pushing her limits. Why? On purpose or because she’s in this strange shocked-state still?
 
   If it’s on purpose, is it because she can get away with it? Or thinks she can anyway? She thinks I won’t do something because her parents are here or because she’s hurt? Because she wants to see how much I’ll let her get away with now? Because she wants me to be angry with her? Because she’s angry and acting out?
 
   I clench my fists tighter. 
 
   If it’s this shocked blank state of mind, how do I get her out of it? Will she come out of it on her own, with time and patience?
 
   Fuck. I don’t know what’s going on in her head. I’ve always been able to tell exactly what Lucy’s thinking. She’s always been so expressive and open to me.
 
   I turn the knob and it’s locked. I can hear the shower running. I don’t pause. I’ve been too on edge, restraining myself for too long. I bust the door open in one strong punch with my shoulder.
 
   Lucy screams and stands. She wasn’t in the shower yet, just sitting next to the tub. And she was crying.
 
   “You know better than to lock this door, little girl.”
 
   She doesn’t move or speak. Her face moves quickly from fear and guilt to freeze into that same blank look she’s been wearing. Her eyes still red from crying, but no tears now.
 
   “Answer me, Lucy.”
 
   Her breathing labors, her whole body shaking with the effort to breathe and swallow. When she finally speaks, it’s a tiny sound, but it echoes in my head, “Please…get out.” 
 
   It takes me a second to realize what she’s said. It halts me for a moment, staring at her. Taking in her blank look, her hard breathing, her shaking body. Her broken body and face.
 
   Fuck. I can’t. I can’t do this. Not now.
 
   But I take a step towards her anyway. I’m running on emotions and instinct. My brain is telling me to turn away and give her space, but my heart won’t listen. My body won’t listen.
 
   She takes a step back and stops at the tub’s edge. But she meets my eyes. She crosses her arms and tries to look strong. But she’s still blank. Her eyes are blank.
 
   “What did you say to me?” I put everything into this simple question. All my anger, my fear, my pain. I tremble with each word. My voice bounces off the marble, hurting my own ears. I didn’t yell, but it fills the room. 
 
   And something flashes in her eyes. Something like my Lucy. A hint that she’s still in there somewhere. She lowers her eyes, but keeps her arms crossed.
 
   “I’m sorry…can I have some privacy? I don’t want you to see me…” A blank tone. To match her blank eyes, turned back up to meet mine again.
 
   “Keep the door open.” I turn and leave. But I only sit on the bed, rubbing my hands through my hair.
 
   Fuck! 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 HER
 
   I have an entourage. That’s what it feels like. A full brigade of people. Mom, Dad, Ron, Alex. Max. And his henchmen. I didn’t expect to see bodyguards. Or Jeff.
 
   I listen to the sounds around me. Mom keeps trying to get me to talk, but I can’t. I’m numb. I only smile slightly at her. Please, shut up, Mom. When we get to our building, I’m grateful for the bodyguards. They keep the reporters and cameras out of my way.
 
   Thank God. I didn’t even think about them being here. 
 
   When I got here in the middle of the night…it seems a dream, a nightmare…I hardly remember anything. The lights, the questions, the people pushing and pulling. And then Max. His strong arms, his shocked face.
 
   Today, the people are kept back. I can breathe. No swarm.
 
   And I’m almost happy. Numb and relieved.
 
   Until we get inside. The two bodyguards stay outside the door. Are you kidding me…are they here to keep me in?! What do they need to keep out? I killed him.
 
   I shudder thinking of this. Mom is oblivious. She’s trying to touch me and I keep moving away, further into the apartment.
 
   But I can’t help thinking…nothing’s changed, but everything’s changed! 
 
   I look around and I can tell that it’s been cleaned and straightened. Probably Alex. But it no longer feels safe. No longer feels like home. 
 
   I head into the bedroom, closing the door against all the people. My family. My husband. I don’t want to be near any of them right now.
 
   I want to break down. I want to have a breakdown, quietly, by myself.
 
   I close the bathroom door and without thinking, lock it. But I keep my hand on the door. Max won’t like this if he finds out. I hesitate, should I unlock it?
 
   No. I need to be alone. He can wait to say whatever he wants to say to me. He’s been trying to be alone with me, to talk to me. I don’t know what I should say, what I want to say. I’m too tired to form anything coherent right now.
 
   I turn on the shower. I really need one. I start to take off the bandages and wraps. I stop when I take off the first bandage on my left arm. Bitch’s teeth marks are inflamed, white and red, puffy and sore.
 
   I have to sit down. No tears fall, but I just stare at my arm through a watery film. I’ll always remember this. I’ll never be able to put it completely behind me, because I’ll always see these scars and I’ll always remember the feeling of her mouth cracking on the skillet. The feel of Ben on me. I may someday get over it, but I’ll never completely forget.
 
   I hear the doorknob turn and wait for Max to demand that I open the door. But I jump up and scream when he bangs in. He’s furious. But he stops. Looking at me. I know what he sees. I’m broken, not his wife. 
 
   I almost respond automatically to angry voice. But my brain and heart are at war. Brain wins; I ask him to leave. I know I’m in trouble, but I can’t stop my brain train on its tracks to self-destruction now. And amazingly, he leaves.
 
   I start to shake and cry. I almost wanted him to hit me. I’m not sure I could hurt any more than I do right now. But he only walked away… I was right. He doesn’t feel the same about me. He only sees a broken girl. He knows I’m not his anymore…that I can’t be.
 
   I said I didn’t want him to see me and that’s true. I don’t think I can stand naked in front of him, not with all this. I look at my arm again and rip off the rest of the bandages. Up and down my arm are the same red angry teeth scratches and tears. My right wrist is looking less swollen, but it’s almost black with bruises. I yank off the hoodie and sweatpants. I tear off the wrap around my ribs. I’m black and blue all over.
 
   I stare at myself in the mirror. I don’t know this girl. She’s not me. I belong to Max. She doesn’t. 
 
   It takes me a long time to pull my eyes away and step into the shower. I don’t move under the water. Just let it run its course over me. When it starts to cool down, I finally wash myself. This doesn’t give me any relief, but I do feel better. Washing away the final remnants of Ben and Bitch. 
 
   I take my time drying off. I have to be gentle. I put the wrap around my ribs and wrist back on. My robe isn’t in here. So I put the hoodie and sweatpants back on too. 
 
   I stop though, seeing the candle on a side table. The same candle I stared at for ten days. I watch my hands pick it up and throw it into the trash. I don’t shed a tear, but I can feel my heart tearing.
 
   Max looks up when I walk quietly out of the bathroom. He looks like he’s been crying. I want to put my arms around him, tell him it’ll be okay. I want his arms around me, telling me the same. 
 
   But we only stare at each other. Finally, his eyes narrow, “You’re not wearing that.” 
 
   I look down at myself. The clothes hang on me and the sweatshirt rubs my arm. I don’t say anything, just walk over to the closet and open the door to see what I can put on. I pull a long skirt and long sleeve t-shirt and walk back to the bathroom to change. I leave the door open though.
 
   When I come back out, Max isn’t sitting on the bed anymore. But he returns quickly with the bag from the hospital. He pulls out gauze and bandages. “I’ll help you put these on.” 
 
   I only take them quietly, “No…I can do it...thank you.” He can’t see me. I quickly go back into the bathroom and cover my left arm with multiple strips of bandages. The mummy again. The rest of the cuts I think are okay to leave alone. The doctor only gave me instructions for caring for the bite marks and cracked bones.
 
   I avoid looking into my eyes. I know my face is a mess. My left eye feels like it’s swimming and my right ear feels like it’s filled with cotton. I don’t need to see myself anymore.
 
   Max hasn’t left the bedroom. I guess he’s ready to talk. I just wait.
 
   “Come here.” Max has his stern look. The warning look. His voice the beautiful rich deep one I love. I respond without thinking about it. I stand in front of him, my head down, wet hair cooling my face, but my eyes on his. “We need to talk.” I nod slightly. “I need to talk and you need to listen.” 
 
   He hasn’t touched me. I haven’t had a physical connection with him in how long? Too long… But I don’t reach for him. I can’t. I couldn’t take his rejection.
 
   “You’re pushing my limits, Lucy.” His voice takes on the edgier, angrier tone. “Why?”
 
   I open my mouth, but I can’t think of what to say to him. How to explain everything in my head. I’m too afraid that he’ll say out loud that he can’t love me the same. I only close my mouth and shake my head. 
 
   “Answer me, little girl.”
 
   I still only shake my head. Two trains on a headlong collision course…touch me, hit me…stop, leave me alone. He doesn’t do anything.
 
   He sighs and puts his hands on his knees. “While you’re healing, I won’t punish you.” I knew he didn’t see me the same. “But that doesn’t mean that I’m not keeping an eye on you. You’ll get the rest you need. But you’ll keep track of the rules you’ve broken.” His look darkens even more, so familiar that I want to cry and beg him to make me his again. “What rules did you break already today, little girl?”
 
   I shake my head, but my voice is automatic. The well-trained puppy in me, I guess. “I didn’t dress like you like. And I locked the door.”
 
   “Good. Get your journal and write those down.” I don’t move. I wait for him to get up, but he doesn’t move either. “Now!” I jump at the roar and move towards my nightstand. I keep my running log in the drawer.
 
   Opening the journal, I look at my handwriting, the numbers and my eyes blur. “I ran.”
 
   Behind me, his voice sounds startled, “What?”
 
   “I ran….I ran fast…because you made me run…all these hours…” I hadn’t thought of this before. I heard his voice in my head telling me to run. I heard his voice in the woods. I heard his voice above the sound of Bitch behind me. 
 
   But seeing the times and distances I recorded for him, I know that I wouldn’t have been able to run that fast, I wouldn’t have gotten away…if it weren’t for training to run with Max. If he hadn’t ordered me to start training all those months ago. “I got away from Ben and Bitch…”
 
   “Don’t say those names again, Lucy.” And he gets up and walks out.
 
   I’m left alone. With only my tears and thoughts finally.
 
   I got away because of you, Max. You stayed in my head. Your voice telling me what do, how to survive, how to get home to you. I ran because I could, because of you. And now I’ve lost you anyway.
 
   But I don’t say any of this. I don’t follow him. I only sit down and right the rules on a clean sheet of paper. I ignore the pain in my wrist.
 
   Somewhere…deep…I’m starting to feel something again though.
 
   I blame Max, myself. But without him…I wouldn’t have survived…wouldn’t have escaped. I wouldn’t be able to sit here calmly writing after everything that happened.
 
   Max is my stability. My life. I long for his touch…I don’t care if it’s rough or tender…I am his.
 
   But I know that he doesn’t feel the same…he probably never will.
 
   One tear plops on the page and bleeds the ink. Will he ever see me the same way again?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 Him
 
   It’s late. I’d sent Lucy to bed hours ago. She didn’t argue at least. I take another sip of scotch. I need to try to get some sleep, but I know it’s no use. I don’t want to wake her, so I’ll probably sleep in the guest room tonight if I sleep at all.
 
   Today was rough. For everyone. 
 
   Liz kept trying to smother Lucy. Paul kept trying to get her to back off. Mom and Dad tried to stay out of the way. Jake thankfully didn’t come around at least. I don’t think I could take seeing them together right now.
 
   Lucy…she walked around like a zombie. She wrote in her journal. I got her to do that much. It’s a start.
 
   I’d decided to go back to basics with her. To start over, like when we first met. Reciting my rules, fearing my anger…it’s a start.
 
   I don’t know if this’ll work, but I can’t just do nothing. I can’t let that fucking monster destroy us. She looks so fragile anymore. Like she’ll snap any second and not ever be the same.
 
   Dad’s right. I need to give her space. But it’s not what I want to do. I want to go in there right now and take her. Show her that she still belongs to me and make her stop thinking about anyone or anything else.
 
   Hearing her talk about him and his fucking dog. The details of everything. Fuck. I look at my empty glass. Not going to help. I put it on the glass table and walk closer to the edge of the terrace. The night air is still cold, but it feels good.
 
   It was cold that night Lucy escaped. She was freezing in my arms, her hands and legs like ice, blue from cold and bruises. I want her to know that she’ll always be safe. That I’ll never let anything happen to her ever again. 
 
   I should’ve kept her safer. I want to tell her that she’ll never leave my side again. That she’ll stay locked in here, my private possession. I’m tempted to make this her tower. I even told Dad this. He laughed and said he knows how I feel, but that it would only harm her in the end.
 
   I asked him if there was ever a time when Mom was unsure of herself and him, when she wasn’t behaving. He laughed at this too. Said there were plenty of times, especially in the beginning. He told me that it was when he needed to be his most strict and demanding with her. 
 
   But he reminded me again that he doesn’t think that’s what Lucy needs right now. That he and Mom never had to go through something like this. He was uncertain of what I should be doing, but made me promise to give Lucy time. 
 
   I just wish I knew what she was thinking. She won’t let me in.
 
   Maybe she does need to talk to someone.
 
   If she won’t talk to me, maybe I can get her to talk to someone else. To open up about what she’s thinking. How she’s feeling.
 
   Maybe I can get her to admit why she’s pushing me away. Give me some insight into how I can pull her back.
 
   Fuck! I’ll do anything for her. But this is hard to swallow…having to ask for help with her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32 HER
 
   “Hey! You’re downstairs?” I buzz Laura into the building. And open up my front door. The two towering men turn to look at me.
 
   “Ma’am?” The shorter one.
 
   “My friend is coming up here.” I feel oddly defensive. I’m not sure if he’ll argue with me, on some orders from Max or something. He only nods and turns again to face the hallway.
 
   Max finally went into the office today. It’s Friday. He has his staff meeting. PJ took Mom and Dad to the airport early this morning. I guess life is supposed to go back to normal now. Only two weeks ago I was kidnapped off the street by a monster. Today, I’m grounded. More or less. 
 
   Max didn’t tell me I’m being punished, he just stationed two bodyguards outside our door. And Max won’t let me leave the building. He said this in front of them before he left this morning. “My wife isn’t to leave the apartment today.” I expected them to click their heels and raise their arms in salute.
 
   I laughed at first, picturing what these two would do to keep me in here. But the truth is, I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to face the world just yet. I still look like crap. 
 
   Waiting for Laura, I look in the mirror and push my hair a little more forward on the left. Blood vessels are still shot, but the skin has faded a little. A few of the scabs on my neck are gone, just bright red scars now. I have bright red scars everywhere, except my arm. The deeper gashes are still open with bandages to cover them.
 
   Laura pushes the door open and comes in, giving me a big hug, but stops when I wince from my rib. She ignores this though…I already told her on the phone yesterday that I’m tired of how much my Mom babied me while she was here. “Who are the hotties outside?”
 
   “My watchdogs.” I had started to laugh, but calling them this…too close to what Bitch actually was…I stop and go back to my half-smile.
 
   She doesn’t mind, she ignores it. “Well…I brought refreshments!” She pulls a bottle of champagne out of her bag. I do laugh at this. And head into the kitchen for glasses.
 
   It’s been months since I’ve had anything to drink. While we were trying to get pregnant, I stopped. I cried when the nurse told me that I wasn’t pregnant in the hospital. But I only cried to myself, not with anyone around. I didn’t ask if she could tell if I’d miscarried or just never was…I don’t want to know. I have an appointment with Dr. Patel in a couple of weeks. Not that there’s any point right now.
 
   Not since Max hasn’t even touched me. Hell, he doesn’t even sleep with me. He sends me to bed each night and he doesn’t come in. His side is cold and undisturbed each morning. I don’t know if he sleeps in the guest room or the living room. He doesn’t say and I don’t ask.
 
   Laura pours our glasses. “So…why aren’t you at work today?”
 
   “I decided to play hooky with my bff this afternoon!” I smile and toast her for this. I think for one guilty moment about her being here without Max’s permission. He came home briefly for lunch and said he’d be back for a late dinner. He only left one chore for me. “Rest.” Well, champagne can be restful…
 
   Besides, I’ll just write it down in the journal…won’t matter anyway. He’d have to get close to me to punish me. I down my glass and hand it to her to refill.
 
   “Dang, girl. I’m going to have to keep up!” She downs hers too. This feels good. Feels like old times.
 
   “Have you talked to Tracy?”
 
   She makes a face, but laughs. “Yes. She wanted to come too, but she has a big deadline.” We both know that Max wouldn’t have allowed this. I’m pretty sure the beefcakes outside have a list of who can and can’t come in here. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s on the do not allow list. “She sends you a hug though.” 
 
   “Tell her that I’m not mad at her…or Rich…for their interviews. I know they were only trying to help me.” Yesterday, I looked up blurbs online of the coverage from when I was missing.
 
   Laura only smiles at this and changes the subject. “So…seriously…can we get one of those guys to come in here and command them to do a striptease or something.” She fakes fanning her face.
 
   “I’m pretty sure they’re on strict orders to stay out…” I take another big gulp, feeling the effects already. “But, hell…after another drink…maybe we’ll just have to try anyway…”
 
   …..
 
   Laura left about an hour ago. We drank the whole bottle and even opened another one. My head still feels fuzzy. I took a shower to try to clear it, but that just makes me sleepy. 
 
   Max text me that he won’t be home for another hour. My rib is feeling a little better, so I try for a sexy bra and thong, leaving the wrap off. Maybe if I just hang out in this in the bedroom… Looking at myself in the mirror…maybe not. I’m still a giant bruise. I grab my robe just as the doorbell rings.
 
   It must be a pre-approved somebody because the dogs aren’t barking…This time, I laugh to myself. Laura actually did try to get them to come inside…she’s so bad! I hope they don’t report that to Max.
 
   I open the door just holding my robe closed. I’m surprised. “Oh. Hi. He’s not here.”
 
   “I know. He asked me to stop by…stay with you until he gets home.” Jake walks past me into the living room. This is unusual… I already have two babysitters. And I’ve hardly seen Jake since...
 
   He takes a seat at the table, but I sit on the sofa. “So…he has something to talk to you about…?”
 
   “No.” He looks embarrassed. Then he drops the phony polite smile and he’s just Jake. The friend I’d gotten to know over the months. Before all this. “He knows about my coming here, Lucy…to see you on Fridays.” 
 
   I’m shocked. Max didn’t say anything to me. I always assumed that if he ever found out, he’d be angry that I was keeping something from him. But I didn’t want the visits to stop. It helped to talk to Jake. He was the only one who really understood what I said when I talked about Max, about us. He always helped me to see things from Max’s side.
 
   “He was pretty angry. So I was surprised when he called me this morning and asked if I was planning to see you today.” I nod numbly. Surprised is putting it mildly. “I told him I wasn’t. That I’d made that promise to him and I would keep it…” He looks embarrassed again. 
 
   I know Jake liked seeing me too. We didn’t always talk about Max or my problems. I thought about him today at the usual time. I wondered if he’d come by. I was disappointed when he didn’t. Seeing Laura in the afternoon helped, but it wasn’t the same. I’d hoped that maybe it was the reason he waited to see me, until we could be alone.
 
   “Then he asked if I would, later though, closer to the time that he’d be home. He’s bringing dinner with him a little later for the three of us.” He looks embarrassed again.
 
   “Oh.” It’s all I can think to say. I’m still too tipsy and this is all too much. 
 
   Slowly through my haze, I realize I’m angry to though. Max doesn’t even say anything about my keeping this from him and then he just casually asks his brother to come see me himself?! I feel like I don’t know him at all! We’re worlds apart anymore!
 
   “Are you ok?” Jake looks a little concerned.
 
   “I’m just tipsy…” I laugh at his exaggerated frown. So like his brother. “Yes…my friend dared to come into the inner sanctum and we drank some champers this afternoon…so sue me!” I’m angry with him too! How quickly he threw away our friendship and now acts like a whipped puppy for his brother! “In fact, I think I’ll just have some more.” I get up too quickly and spin a little on my toes heading towards the kitchen. 
 
   Jake follows and easily takes the bottle out of my hand. “Give me that! This is my house and I’ll do what I want, Goddammit!” He upends the bottle into the sink. “Damn you! You have no right!”
 
   His look sends shivers up my back. God how I wish Max would look at me like that again. “Yes. I do. I’m here to keep an eye on you for Max. And you know better.” He even sounds like Max…or how he used to sound.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Why not? You don’t care what Max thinks anymore?”
 
   I shoot him what I hope is a deadly look, but I can feel my eyes crossing a little in the effort. I can hear myself slurring a little too. “He doesn’t care anymore. Why should I?”
 
   “He cares, Lucy. You know he does. Why are you acting like this, getting drunk in the afternoon…shutting everybody out?”
 
   I walk back into the living room. “I’m not shutting anybody out.” I hiccup though. Dammit.
 
   “Yes, you are. Max asked me to talk to you. Do you have any idea how hard that was for him?”
 
   “I don’t care.” But I stop from sitting down on the sofa and turn to look at him. “He asked you to talk to me?” He nods. “About what?” 
 
   “About this. About why you’re shutting him out. Ever since…” He can’t say it. Goddammit! Coward!
 
   “You mean ever since I was fucked by another man?” And I flinch. Jake raised his hand like he was going to slap me, but he only ran it through his hair. But I saw that same flicker in his expression. He wanted to slap me.
 
   “Watch your mouth, Lucy. You and I both know that Max doesn’t let you talk like that. And I’m not going to stand here and listen to my brother’s wife disrespect him.”
 
   I was shocked for only a moment. I bounce back to being pissed. I’m sobering up a little with anger. “Screw you. You were fine disrespecting him all those months you came over here. You think I’m going to listen to you now because you’re acting like his errand boy, Jake?!” And I flinch again when he takes a step closer to me. This is not the same Jake I’ve known. 
 
   But he only turns away for a second, takes two steps towards the terrace, then quickly comes back to stand close to me again. “You were hurt, Lucy. You went through something no one should ever have to go through.” He looks me up and down. “But you’re here. You’re back where you belong. With Max. Why are you throwing that away, girl?!” 
 
   “He’s throwing me away! Why don’t you ask him why?!” I yell this at him. My throat cracks, I yell so loudly. 
 
   He only blinks at me. But I keep staring at him, I don’t back down. His voice is calm and quiet when he answers, “He’s worried about you. Don’t you get that? He’s afraid to do or say the wrong thing right now…”
 
   “No. He’s afraid to touch me. He doesn’t want to touch me. Can you blame him?” Before I even realize what I’m doing, I throw off my robe. “Look at me? Would you want me?”
 
   I didn’t put my wraps or bandages back on after the shower. I stand in my barely there lacy bra and thong, my arms out for him to see every bruise, bump, gash, and slash.
 
   Jake doesn’t move, just looks me up and down very slowly. His breathing is fast and hard. He finally lowers his eyes and turns a little to the side. “Put your robe back on, Lucy.”
 
   I reach down and pull it up to cover my front, but I don’t put it on. My voice is near tears. “He doesn’t want me anymore, Jake. He doesn’t want a girl who will forever remind him…my body will forever remind him of what Ben did to me. A man like Max…he can’t live with knowing that…that I won’t be his only ever again…” 
 
   I move to get by him. But he grabs my arm and yanks me back to face him. “You don’t think a man like Max would want you?!” I only shake my head, too shocked to answer. His face, stern and angry, his grip cutting into my arm painfully. “I am just like Max. I’ve wanted you the moment I first saw you. In that bar. With that bruise on your face. I wanted to take you away from him. To protect you. To keep you.” He shakes me and I wince from the pain to my side and arms. And he gives me the same crooked grin that I love from Max. “But I didn’t want to protect you from me. I wanted to have you all to myself. So I’d be the only one that could hurt you.” He lets me go, shoving me back as he does. I stumble and drop my robe.
 
   Now I feel very naked, I try to cover myself with my arms and pick it up again. “No.” He grabs it out of my hand. “No. You want to show me. Then show me.” He looks me up and down again. “You think a few cuts and broken bones would keep me away? You think seeing what another man did to you would matter to me?!” He yells this. And I shake. Not out of fear, but longing. I want to hear this. I need to hear this. But not from him. This is all wrong. 
 
   I try to walk away again, but he grabs my arm and shoves me back further. “I didn’t tell you you could go.” He stares at me and I try to cover myself again. “I think you’re more beautiful this way. I’d keep you this way if you were mine.” I can only stare at him. I don’t know this Jake. He’s never been anything but kind and gentle to me. I’ve seen hints of his darker side, but nothing like this. “Doesn’t Max like seeing you beat up? Doesn’t he get hard for you when you cry for him?” 
 
   “Please…stop…”
 
   He throws my robe at me and I quickly put it on.
 
   “We’re not nice men, Lucy. If you think for a second that Max wouldn’t do worse to you if he thought he could stop himself once he started…you’re kidding yourself.” He steps close to me again and I move a step back. “I know he’d love nothing more than to erase any memory of another man on you…but that would mean breaking you all over again.” He moves back, takes a deep breath. “Is that what you want? Is that what you’re doing? Pushing him, me…for what? So you have an excuse to leave?”
 
   I lower my eyes and hold my robe tightly closed. In a tiny, faraway voice, “I’d never leave him, Jake.” I ignore what he’s said about wanting me…I can’t think of this now. Not now.
 
   Through gritted teeth, “Then you better figure out how to start behaving again. How to convince him of that.”
 
   My head is starting to spin. My stomach rolls. “I want him. But I can’t be the one to reach out to him…that’s not how we work.” 
 
   “You’ll have to find a way then…to make him see that you want things back the way they were…if that’s even possible.”
 
   He turns to walk out to the terrace.
 
   “Jake?” He turns around to look at me. “Did you only say all that…for Max?” I don’t know what makes me ask…maybe I need to know that at least one Traeger man would accept me as I am now…
 
   He comes back to stand in front of me, but this time he’s more like the gentle Jake I know. “No.” He puts his hands on my shoulders, gently, rubbing his hands down the back of my arms. And kisses the top of my head, taking a deep breath in. “I meant it. I’ve wanted you. I shouldn’t have and I shouldn’t have told you even now.” He steps back and drops his hands. “I held myself back before. In every relationship, with every girl. I’ve not allowed my true feelings to direct my actions. Forced myself to toe a different line, not Dad’s.” 
 
   His look changes a little, back to a darker frown. “But while you were missing, I realized…what if I missed my chance at happiness. What if I missed my chance to tell you that what you have with my brother is exactly what I want to have…even if it can’t be with you.” He walks away again, but stops at the open terrace door. Over his shoulder, not looking at me, “You’re wrong about Max, Lucy. He’s not holding back because he doesn’t want you anymore…he’s afraid to let go right now out of fear of what he’d do to you. I can sympathize.”
 
   I watch him sit on the sofa outside. His back to me. Then I run to the bathroom and lose a lot of the champagne that’s churning my stomach. 
 
   I sit on the marble floor and cry. The first real tears I’ve cried for myself in a while. I’ve cried from the pain. I’ve cried from the fear. But these tears are all for me…for how hopeless I feel. 
 
   Nothing will ever be the same again. It only took ten days to ruin everything.
 
   My tears don’t last long; even for myself, I’m too wiped out to stay anything but numb for long. I get up when I hear the front door open and close. I splash my face with cold water and stare in the mirror. I’m sick of looking at myself. 
 
   I wish I could run Ben over again…maybe in my dreams tonight.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33 HIM
 
   The bedroom door is closed. Jake’s on the terrace. I drop the food in the kitchen and head out to him.
 
   He doesn’t say anything just gets up and stares at me. I frown and smile at the same time. My brother has become a mystery to me. I’ve not been able to figure out his looks, what’s behind them exactly. He’s always been so emotional, so mercurial, quick to flare up and just as quick to cool down. But never distant.
 
   “So…did you talk to her?”
 
   “Yes.” He moves to walk by me, but I put my hand on his chest. He looks at my hand, then at me. I almost laugh. Could swear he wants to hit me. Instead he turns to face me. “She says she wants things back the way they were, but doesn’t know if you do. She’s waiting for you to do something.” I let him walk inside this time.
 
   She wants things back to normal? Then why is she pushing me away?!
 
   Jake heads down the hall to the door. “You’re not staying for dinner?”
 
   He doesn’t turn around. “No. You two need time alone.” Just before he opens the door though, he turns to face me. He’s angry. Angrier than I’ve ever seen him before. But his voice is calm. “This makes us even, Max. Don’t ever ask me to use my feelings for her to help you again.” He closes the door quietly behind him.
 
   I knew it was risky, asking Jake to come here today. He was here the day she went missing. Behind my back. Their secret. I’ve not gotten over that. But I’ve had to bury my anger, wait for the right time.
 
   Lucy needed someone to talk to…she isn’t talking to me. For her sake, I would’ve turned to Tracy if I thought it would help. As much as it pisses me off, she obviously has something with Jake…an ability to talk to him about what she can’t talk to me about. I’d do anything to help her. 
 
   He’s right. I used him. I used the feelings I think he keeps hidden for her. For Lucy, I risked letting him get closer to her again. But I trusted him too. 
 
   And my risk paid off. He said she wants things back to normal…and that I need to do something to make that happen. I don’t know that I can…not yet.
 
   I walk over to the bedroom door and quietly open it. Lucy is just closing the closet door, a dress in her hand. “Come out here.” She looks at the dress, then me. “Now.”
 
   I don’t wait to see if she follows. I just move into the living room. She quietly moves to sit on the sofa. “No. Stay standing.” But something about her eyes, the way she’s moving. “Are you drunk?!”
 
   She tries to shake her head, but hiccups and puts her hand to her mouth. “No…Just a little tipsy…Laura came over this afternoon…”
 
   “Did you ask me if she could be here today?”
 
   “No…But she surprised me…”
 
   “Is that an excuse? For breaking a rule?!” She only shakes her head. “And then you make it worse by getting drunk? What the hell were you thinking?!”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking! I’m tired of thinking! I just wanted to have a nice day with a nice friend! So what? Do you really care?!”
 
   I raise my hand automatically. Lucy’s never talked back, yelled back like this. But I stop myself. Her face isn’t even healed. I can’t.
 
   She just shakes her head, still angry and tries to walk away. 
 
   “Get back here, Lucy.”
 
   She keeps walking. And I let her. I let her close the door to me. I let her push me away again.
 
   All my anger. It’s there, a caged animal growling to get out, to get at her. But I can’t open that door.
 
   Jake may think she’s waiting for me to do something…but I know that if I do, if I let the animal have her now…we’ll never come back from that. I never will.
 
   I didn’t picture just slapping her. I pictured breaking her lips open with my fist. I pictured her begging me to forgive her with blood on her mouth. I pictured grabbing her by her side and making her scream when her rib pops again while I squeeze. I pictured my nightmares coming to life. 
 
   I’ve held onto this rage and anger, this fear for too long. If I let it go now…
 
   I can’t.
 
   I go into the guest room and quietly close the door. 
 
   My Lucy is lost to me. I can’t help her. I can’t help myself. Not now. Not yet.
 
   If I act now, I’ll lose her forever.
 
   It’s the only control I can take right now. Control of myself. Again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33 HER
 
   I wait in the living room for him to get home for lunch. I’m not calm, but all the crying I did earlier has helped to steady my nerves a little.
 
   My life has been so upside down, that I didn’t think my nerves could take anymore. But I was wrong.
 
   Max hasn’t slept in the same room with me in weeks. If he does, he sleeps on top of the sheets, turned away from me. He barely looks at me. And I stare at him. 
 
   I was hopeful, that maybe Jake would talk to him. That I’d find the courage to talk to him. But I said it to Jake. That’s not how we work.
 
   And we haven’t been working. I know now that…it’s too late. We never will again. Not after today.
 
   I look at my suitcases sitting in the hallway. I said I’d never leave him, but I have no choice. He’ll push me out the door. When he finds out the truth…he won’t ever be able to forgive me. What small chance there was for us anyway is gone now.
 
   I jump when the doorknob turns. Take a breath! Stay calm! 
 
   He comes in as usual. My handsome husband. He always takes my breath away when he’s dressed in a suit. The picture of a powerful man. 
 
   He drops his bag on the table, right next to my suitcases. 
 
   I look down and wait. I have my speech in my head memorized, but I wait for him to make the first move. I always do.
 
   But he doesn’t say anything. He just walks by me into the bedroom. I hesitate. I don’t know what I should do. He saw the suitcases…but he didn’t say anything at all?!
 
   He’s not going to say anything?! This is it. I just leave?! He…
 
   I start sobbing. My body hit with great big sobs. I hold my stomach, my side. My rib still hurts and I try to press away the pain, but I can’t stop sobbing.
 
   He doesn’t even want to know why?! He doesn’t care at all…
 
   I stumble a little down the hallway, towards my bags. I try to breath, but it’s no use. 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going, little girl?” 
 
   His voice stops my next shuttered sob. I turn around quickly. He’s leaning against the wall a few feet from me. His jacket off, shirtsleeves rolled up.
 
   I swallow and take a few quick breaths. I try to put my speech back in my mouth. “I…I need to...” more swallowing, my mouth suddenly dry, my tears choked. I don’t want to say it. Please…but I know I have to.
 
   “What you need to do is unpack those bags.” His voice is that same commanding voice. He hasn’t used in a long time. We’ve been ghosts around each other, barely talking at all for weeks, hardly in the same room together. I miss his voice. His commands.
 
   But it’s too late. I pull my shoulders back and swallow one big gulp of air. “I need to talk to you, Max.”
 
   He doesn’t move. “I know what you need to say, Lucy.” He glances at my bags behind me. “You went out this morning.” I should’ve known that his henchmen would be reporting everything to him. I tried to get them to stay in the car, but they wouldn’t leave me alone. Boss’ orders. I only nod in response. 
 
   “Follow.” He turns around and goes into the bedroom. And amazingly, I do. His puppy still.
 
   But I stop at the doorway. He goes to the closet and stands next to the opened door. The belt swings next to him, on its usual hook. Unused and forgotten. “Hand me the belt, Lucy.” 
 
   I shake my head. It’s too late for this. “I need to tell you…” But I don’t get this out. Max moves so quickly, I don’t even see his hand as it grabs my throat, cutting off all words. He shoves me against the wall, slamming my head and body back, pinning me with his hand on my throat. 
 
   I put my hands up to his to try to pull it away. “Put your hands down.” My eyes search his. The intensity of his anger. I’m suddenly very frightened. Not just for me. Oh God. He does know. And he’s going to kill me?!
 
   I push with all my strength against his chest, but he’s a stone I can’t budge. I feel my right wrist strain and I cry out. As much as I can against his pressure on my throat. It’s no use. I drop my hands.
 
   “Please…Please just let me go…” It’s all I can do. He doesn’t want me…maybe I can get him to see through his anger. That letting me go is punishment enough.
 
   He laughs. A harsh, thick laugh. “Never, little girl.” 
 
   He pulls me by my throat away from the wall and pushes me towards the bed, but he keeps his hand on my throat. “…Just let me go…please…”
 
   He releases my throat and I cough, holding it myself and taking in big gulps. “You belong to me, Lucy. All of you belongs to me.”
 
   He moves quickly to the closet and grabs the belt himself. But I bolt for the door before he turns around. I’ve never been as fast as him. He grabs my arm and swings me back around. I fall on the floor, sliding. 
 
   “You’re not leaving this room without a beating, little girl.”
 
   Is that what he wants? To punish me one final time? To show me that I mean nothing to him anymore?! 
 
   “Get up and take off your clothes.” 
 
   I hesitate. Options? I don’t have any. He blocks the door. 
 
   I look up at him through my hair. He’s calmer looking. But his eyes are fire still, his jaw set, hands fists, one with the belt. He won’t kill me. But he will hurt me.
 
   I stand, shaky, but I don’t undress. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   He slaps me with the back of his hand. The right side of my mouth explodes with pain and I can taste copper inside my mouth. I stagger back.
 
   “I tell you to do something. You do it.” But his voice is even. At odds with his tense body and eyes.
 
   I watch myself, my hands. I’m numb. I push the front of my dress off my shoulders. I push myself out of the sleeves and see the dress pool at my feet. But I stop here.
 
   “The rest.” I look up at him. Same stern but calm look. I take off my bra and thong. I put my hands protectively around myself. Then I look at him again. I dare him to hurt me. I hope that staring him down will be enough. He’s backed away before. When I’ve pushed him. Maybe it’s my only hope now. To not show fear.
 
   But I’m very afraid. We’ve not been here, like this, in a long time. I don’t know what he knows. I don’t know how he’ll react when he finds out the truth.
 
   He smiles. His crooked grin. The one I know so well…it always comes when he sees my pain. The pain he’s caused. I lose my nerve and hold myself a little tighter. But I don’t look away. My eyes plead. His smile darkens.
 
   “Did you really think I would let you leave?”
 
   I only shake my head.  Somewhere in my mind, I knew I would have to face his wrath first. Somewhere in my mind, I wanted this.
 
   To be broken. A clean break.
 
   I was a fool. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34 HIM
 
   I didn’t know it, but today is what I’ve been waiting for, and I don’t like to wait. 
 
   But I feel good. For the first time in weeks. Her heartbeat against my hand. Her attempts to swallow and speak and breathe against my hand. Her look of pure fear. God, I’ve missed you, little girl.
 
   I go for the belt. It’s time I teach her a good lesson in who her body belongs to once and for all.
 
   She tries to run. I take one second to laugh before grabbing her and yanking her back towards the bed.
 
   She tries to stall. Talk back. Bad move, little girl. I slap her. Not her left side. This is still too hurt. Her cheekbone still healing. But her right side…that’s fair game.
 
   I watch her undress. My Lucy. I notice everything. It’s been so long since she’s stood in front of me nude. Every scratch, bite, scar. All mine. Her rib looks better. Still swollen a little, still bruised. Too bad. Not going to stop me. Not today.
 
   I’m the monster from my nightmares. But I’m in control of the animal. I have it on a leash. But I can give it a little room to play…
 
   When I got the text asking if it was ok that Lucy was leaving the apartment this morning. I knew. I just knew where she was heading. In the back of my mind, I already knew what was going to happen. 
 
   I was calm. Calmer than I’ve been in weeks. Every moment of anger and pain and fear was gone. Replaced by a clear image. Us. Lucy and me. Our future. I’ve waited long enough. Given her more time than I should’ve. But it was for this moment. Today. Our future starts all over again.
 
   This is what I’ve been waiting for. To prove to her. To me. That we belong together no matter what. 
 
   I wasn’t surprised when I saw her bags packed. She’d want to run. She doesn’t believe in me anymore. But she will.
 
   I’ve questioned my ability to bring her back from her nightmares. To make her all mine again. I waited through her healing. But I’m through questioning, waiting. There’s too much at risk. 
 
   “Did you really think I would let you leave?” She doesn’t move. Trying to look so brave. Her arms wrapped around herself. Good. “Did you think I’d let you leave with our baby inside you?”
 
   Her eyes widen with fear. She shakes her head and almost apologetically, “It’s not yours.” I know this already. I talked to her doctor after she left her office this morning. The timeline matches with Lucy’s disappearance. There’s only a small chance that the baby she’s carrying is mine. I don’t care. Boy or girl, it’s mine. Ours.
 
   I move quickly, grabbing her throat again. “I own all of you, little girl.” I shake her and squeeze harder before shoving her onto the bed.  I get on top of her before she can move, pinning her hands under me. I squeeze her side with my legs and she gasps from the pain to her ribs. I slap her right side again. Harder this time. I won’t leave a bruise. Not this time. Plenty of time for that.
 
   “Don’t you get that?” She shakes her head, tears of fear and pain. Her beautiful blue eyes bright with both. God, she makes me so hard.  “You are mine. Everything about you is mine, including this baby.” I run my hand over her face, from the left side down to her throat, across to her right rib. “You think you’ll ever be anything except mine?! You think what he did to you makes a difference?! That you can push me away?”
 
   She shakes her head uncontrollably, sobbing loudly. I slap her again. And again. Maybe I will bruise her. Give her something else to see in the mirror. But I stop myself. Not today. I have something else in mind for her today.
 
   I get up. Pulling her with me. Off the bed. I hold onto her arm and pull her against me. “Look at me.”
 
   She does, but her eyes are wild with fear and tears. And longing. My sweet Lucy. I pull her close and smash her lips with mine. Her tongue is eager, searching my mouth, licking the back of my teeth, the roof of my mouth. I taste her copperiness. Good. It’s a start.
 
   I pull her away and my sweet hungry Lucy moans. “I’m never letting you go again. You will never be left alone. You will never be anywhere but where I tell you to be. Do you understand me, little girl.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” So eager.
 
   I put my hand on her lower belly, holding her against me. She puts her hands over mine instinctively protective. Good. After I talked to her doctor, I’d worried that Lucy was thinking that she could end this pregnancy. That she didn’t want this baby. “This is mine. Have no doubt in your head, little girl, that you and this baby belong to me. Only me.” She only nods. “Say it!”
 
   “I belong to you.” She swallows. “My baby belongs to you.” But this is too much for her. She wails a big cry. Jerking against my hold on her arm, she throws herself into my other arm. 
 
   I drop the belt and hold her. Squeezing her to my chest, holding her head against me. I can’t understand what she says, a jumble of tears and stuttered words. I just hold her and rub her back. I soothe her with whispers and kisses. It’s been too long since I’ve held her like this.
 
   She finally starts to quiet, sobs turning to only tears and hiccups. I walk her back to the bed and sit with her on my lap. Her arms still clutching around my neck. 
 
   I speak softly into her hair, still rubbing her back and leg. “Did you really think I wouldn’t want you? That I’d let you just walk out of here?” She only shakes, no words. I lift her chin up. “I failed you.” She starts to open her mouth. “No. Just listen. I know that I failed you. I let you get hurt. It was my job to protect you and I didn’t. I’ll always be sorry for that, baby.” She rubs against my hand. My good girl. 
 
   “I know that you’re strong. Stronger than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re strong enough to take all me…all of my demands, all of my anger. I know you don’t need me, Lucy. You proved that…you got away from that asshole on your own.” I stop. 
 
   I don’t know if I should say the rest, but I know she needs to hear it. She needs to understand that I understand. She lost her faith in me, but I never lost my faith in her. “I’ve heard you crying at night. I’ve heard your nightmares. But I know that whatever he did to you…that you’re still my sweet Lucy. You weren’t broken by it, little girl. I know you can take care of yourself no matter what…but I need you. I need you to love me.” Her hands on my face. I kiss her palm and she smiles her sweetest smile. My Lucy.
 
   “I almost failed you again…giving you too much space the past few weeks. I was waiting until you were healed completely…” I let some of the anger I’ve felt creep back into my eyes and voice. “I thought that’s what you needed. I thought you needed time to come back to me on your own. But I know that you won’t be fully healed until I make you mine again.” She only nods. Her look of fear and guilt back. That perfect combination that shoots straight to my cock and pushes all rational thought aside. But I hold back a little longer.
 
   “I don’t care how you’re pregnant, Lucy. This is my child. Our child. I was raised by a man who wasn’t my father. But I’ve only ever had one dad.” She nods again, tears slipping out of her eyes, a small smile on her lips. I put my hand on her stomach again. “You were born for me. And this child will be born for us.” She kisses me. A gentle, tender kiss. 
 
   “I love you, Max.” 
 
   “And I love you.” I kiss her back with a little more force. I can feel my cock hard under her. I’ve waited too long to have what’s mine again.
 
   I pick her up and set her on her feet. “Bring me the belt, Lucy.” She blinks. Fear back. Good.
 
   She puts her hand on her stomach. I laugh, but manage to keep my face stern, shaking my head, “That’s not going to save you, little girl. You have a punishment coming. And you can take it.” She moves slowly to the belt on the floor and picks it up. She brings it back to me slowly too. I love watching her move. Her little walk back, one foot in front of the other, almost on tip-toe.
 
   I like the feel of the belt in my hand, the weight. I shift it around so the buckle hangs loose a little. She stares at my hand, eyes wide. She’s beautiful. I’ve missed this. 
 
   I look her up and down. Her wrist is swelling again, so is her side near her ribs. For this punishment, she can’t lie down; she can’t hold her weight against a wall or bed either. I stand and put my left arm out in front of her, across her chest, holding her upper right arm with my hand. “Brace yourself against my arm.” She figures out what I mean, moving her hands to cup under and over my arm, pressing herself against my strong hold. 
 
   She lowers her head, her hair tickling over my arm and her hands. I lean her forward a little, not quite on tip-toe. “Arch your ass in the air, little girl. Show me you want this.” She does. I feel my cock throb looking at her. Her chest thumps and breath quakes against my arm. 
 
   “I’m going to hit you with the buckle.” She shudders, but I keep her still. “Only on your bottom.” Her second shudder is a little less. Good. She grips my arm more. “Take a deep breath in.” She does. I know with her rib hurting, I’ll have to go slow. Allow her time to catch her breath. I don’t mind. The animal on the leash does…but I’ll like making this last.
 
   I let the first strike hit just as she ends her deep breath out. She screams and dances on my arm. I like the intimacy. I may have to spank her in this position more often. I can feel her every reaction. I wait for her to calm, her breath to catch. Her body to stop shaking. I hit her again, only a little harder, still on the plumpest part of her ass. Same scream, same dance. Her body heats against me.
 
   I wait again. Giving her a little more time. I watch as her ass shows two perfect buckle prints. Bright red. I hit harder. She screams a little louder. One more, same spot. Same scream.
 
   “Do you think you’ve had enough, little girl?” A special part of this particular punishment.
 
   “Please…”
 
   “That’s not an answer.” I hit her hard again, close to the last one. Her yelp is a gulp for tears and air.
 
   “Yes.” She gasps for air, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   “No. You don’t decide when you’ve had enough.” I hit her again, not as hard. “Have you had enough, little girl?” 
 
   “Please…I don’t…” She cries and sobs against my arm, her head rocking up and down. My beautiful Lucy. Her ass a tight plaid of buckle marks on her round cheeks. I hit her again, still not as hard. The buckle is leaving a deep red mark. I want to see this on her thighs too, but I already said I’d limit it to her ass. Next time…when she deserves a harsh punishment again.
 
   “Have you had enough?” I wait with the belt ready. 
 
   “Only if you say so.” She’s quick with this answer. A single word almost carried with her breath in. I want to laugh and tell her she’s a good girl. Not yet. She has another lesson.
 
   “Good.” She lets a long breath out with relief. Almost cruel to make her think I’m through with her…almost. “You kept a secret from me, little girl.” She stiffens again. “What was it?”
 
   “I…I’m sorry…I saw Jake…he’d come over…I’m sorry.” She’s sobbing again. I hit her hard to add to her tears. She screams and shakes again. I hit her once more hard before giving her a chance to breathe. I let her sobs run their course. I pull her up to stand straight, but don’t let go. She’s still too shaky. She clings to my arm.
 
   I turn her to face me. Her face all blotched, lashes wet with tears. So beautiful. “He won’t be coming here anymore without my permission.” She nods quickly. “You keep a secret from me again, little girl, and you’ll feel this buckle on your back.”
 
   “Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir!”
 
   I let go of her arm, running my hand up to her shoulder, around her neck to cup the back of her head. She’s warm from her punishment. Her eyes take on that soft, half-opened look of hers. Lips parting in want and need. I pull her towards me for the kiss. But keep it soft, feathering her lips with mine. Running my tongue across the inside of her lips before feeling deeper.
 
   She moans softly and I’m undone. I pick her up gently, her arms circling around my neck, her lips kissing everywhere they can reach. I lay her gently on the bed, kissing her as she strains to keep our lips touching, but I pull away. I take off my clothes quickly. It’s been too long.
 
   Her legs are open before I’m on the bed. I smile at my Lucy. Mine again. Always.
 
   Entering her is everything. The warm, wet strength of her pull. Her legs shake with the energy of forcing me in deeper. I let her control me for a moment. She squeezes and moans, arching her back and head, pulling on my shoulders, lifting herself off the bed to meet me more. It’s almost more than I can take.
 
   I push her back down with a firm hand on her chest. Her eyes pop open in surprise. My turn.
 
   I grab her legs and bend them back, pushing into her deeper and harder. She puts her hands behind her head. “Good girl.” She smiles. I can barely speak, trying to concentrate on making this last. Oh, hell…I give up and just fuck her hard and fast a few more strokes before I’m lost in my own deep moans.
 
   When I look down, she’s smiling at me, hands reaching for my neck. I lean down to give her a kiss, but she whispers in my ear, “You owe me one still…” She kisses my cheek. And pushes her hips up and down, grinding against me again.
 
   I grin. Not a problem. I’m getting hard again just feeling her squeeze me.
 
   I’m always ready for more of my Lucy.
 
   …..
 
   In the dark, holding her against my chest. Hearing her little moans. Soothing them away with my hand on her back, I know she’s mine again. And I know that I’m hers. My heart will never heal from the ten days she was missing…I’ll never forgive myself. But she forgives me. She loves me. She’s given me everything I’ve ever wanted, ever needed…her.
 
   Control is about choices. And I never had any. 
 
   I didn’t chose to fall for her. I just did. 
 
   I didn’t chose to give her everything I am. I just had to. 
 
   I didn’t chose to let fate step in our way. It just did.
 
   I have no choice in how I love her. I just do. 
 
   I am a monster. And she just loves me. 
 
   Always.
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   Chapter 1 HIM
 
   “Did you find her?” My brother is in the hallway before I can even open the door all the way. 
 
   I only shake my head at Jake. Too shocked, too numb to trust speaking right now. I feel hot tears in my throat, behind my eyes. I blink and try to breathe. This can’t be happening.
 
   I hear Jeff talking behind me, but everything sounds far away right now. I move further into my living room, but don’t sit. Just look around. It was only a few hours ago I came home and found Lucy gone. 
 
   “I called a friend at the Missing Persons Unit. He’s going to come over. We found Lucy’s purse and cell phone in the garbage near her doctor’s office. He’s checking on this first.” Jeff fills in what little we do know.
 
   “Can’t the police look for her now?!” Jake puts words to my own anger.
 
   “She’s an adult. Unless there’s reason to believe something happened to her…” Jeff is frustrated too. I can tell he’s barely holding his own temper in check. I almost hit him when he told me we just have to wait here for his friend to show up. I blame myself for not having him drive Lucy this afternoon. If only…
 
   “Obviously something happened…she wouldn’t just disappear like this!” My thoughts exactly. But on the ride back here, Jeff explained how the police operate when something like this happens. It’s going to take all my influence to get any sort of investigation going quickly. 
 
   “I called an investigator we use at the firm. I’m not waiting for the police to start looking for Lucy, Jake.” I pat him on his shoulder and move into the kitchen. He nods his head and takes a seat at the table. I come back with three glasses and a bottle of scotch. I don’t sit, but Jeff does. 
 
   We drink quietly, each staring at nothing.
 
   I keep thinking about lunch today. The last time I saw Lucy. She wasn’t feeling well. I’d hoped it was morning sickness. We’ve only been trying a few months now, but it could’ve been. 
 
   Jake picks up the list of chores I left on the table for Lucy this morning. She didn’t get to many of them. I’d warned her when I left after lunch to get everything done before we had to leave for the concert tonight or she’d have a hard time sitting through it. I smile thinking of this. I wish I could go back in time…
 
   Jake’s voice interrupts my thoughts, “She was having a hard time with this, ya know?”
 
   I frown, “What?”
 
   “With your lists. Your demands. She was having a hard time adjusting.” Jake puts the list back down and takes another sip.
 
   I only stare in disbelief at him. Where does he get off telling me what Lucy thought about anything?! “What makes you say that?”
 
   “She told me.” His jaw is set, but his eyes look…what? Guilty?
 
   “She told you that? When?”
 
   He takes a deep breath and puts his glass down. He sits back and faces me fully. “Today. This morning, when I saw her.” 
 
   I only blink for a second. Jeff reacts though, the ex-cop in him quick with questions. “You saw Lucy today? Where?”
 
   Jake doesn’t take his eyes off of me, but he answers Jeff in a calm voice, “Here. Around 10:30.”
 
   “You came here to see me?” I’m leaning against the wall now, just staring at my brother. He knows I wouldn’t have been here. He knows that our firm has a set office meeting every Friday. Dad doesn’t let anyone skip it. 
 
   “No. To see Lucy.” I’m not surprised by his answer. But I am pissed.
 
   I move to stand over him. Jeff gets up and tries to stand between us a little. But Jake just stays in the same spot, with the same calm look and voice. “Why would you come here to see Lucy, Jake? What about?”
 
   “I check up on her. See how she’s doing…”
 
   I laugh, one harsh grunt really. “Why would you do that, little brother?”
 
   Jake is still calm, but his jaw clenches again and he reaches for the scotch. His hand white, squeezing around the glass. A mirror to my own. “Because I care about Lucy. She’s my sister after all.” His grin almost gets him knocked out. Jeff grabs my arm as I twitch with the desire to hit him. I want to hit something in my anger and frustration. Sitting here, talking about Lucy, while she’s God knows where!
 
   Jake pours more scotch for himself, no longer looking at me.
 
   I shake Jeff’s hand off my arm and turn to sit on the sofa. He sits back down next to Jake, still between us though.
 
   Jake speaks up again, “You may as well know, Max. I’ve been seeing Lucy every Friday…since that night we picked her up at that Italian place…” He knows he can speak freely in front of Jeff. But he’s not saying that was the night I beat Lucy pretty badly for letting another man touch her while she was out with her friends. 
 
   “So you’ve been coming to my house, to see my wife…for five fucking months, behind my back?!” I can’t believe what I’m hearing! 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I can see Jeff tense, ready to jump up if I do. I take a breath and a sip. I need to stay calm. Police may be knocking on the door any second. Hell, Lucy could come walking through the door any second. I’ll have plenty of time to sort out what all this means then.
 
   I need to think through anything that I do right now. Punching my brother would not be a good move. But it would feel good. I grin at this thought.
 
   Jake frowns at the change in my look. I sit back. “So what did you and Lucy do on your little visits?”
 
   “Talked.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You mostly. Your marriage. Your demands.” He sounds angry again.
 
   “I see…and you think…what? I was too hard on her and that’s why she’s gone?”
 
   “Maybe.” He takes a big drink, glancing at Jeff. “I know you were too hard on her. Especially that night.”
 
   “That’s not your call to make.” We’ve had this conversation before. He never said anything about talking to Lucy, but he’s tried to get me to ease up on her a few times. 
 
   “I saw her two days later, Max. She could hardly move. She couldn’t sit.” His voice rises with anger, but I don’t react.
 
   “She got what she deserved.”
 
   “She wouldn’t tell me what you did to her…wouldn’t let me see. But she didn’t deserve that!”
 
   “Again…not your call, Jake. She’s my wife. My property.” 
 
   “Do you hear yourself?! She’s your wife…that doesn’t give you the right to hurt her like that.”
 
   “Yes. It does.” I can tell that he wants to hit me. His hands keep clenching and unclenching on his knees. He thinks we’re so different. I know we’re not. “I saw how you looked at her that night, Jake. You think you would’ve done any different?”
 
   It’s like I slapped him. “I…I wouldn’t have hurt her like that…”
 
   “No? You looked pretty pissed off too…another man touching Lucy...” He tries to put his face back to neutral, but I see that I’ve touched a nerve. “You think I haven’t noticed the way you look at her? The way you always find a reason to be near her? You think I’m stupid, little brother?” He only shakes his head. “You think you would’ve just gone home that night…and what? Had a nice chat with Lucy about her behavior?  You would’ve only scolded her for acting like a whore?”
 
   “She’s not a whore.”
 
   “No. And she’ll never act like one again either.” This feels good. Talking about Lucy. My Lucy. I can almost imagine that she’s in the bedroom crying after a good beating for whatever she’s been up to today. “You would’ve done exactly the same as I did. You would’ve punished her.” He shakes his head again. “That night, you would’ve taken a belt to her too.” He still only shakes his head, but I see the doubt in his eyes. He wants to think he’s so far removed from how Dad raised us. That he’s not just like me, just like Dad. He is.
 
   “You won’t be coming here again. You won’t be seeing Lucy alone ever again. You understand me?” He doesn’t answer. Just clenches his jaw. “Answer me, boy?”
 
   He laughs. My same harsh grunt. “You’re not Dad, Max. I don’t have to do what you say.” 
 
   I jump up. Jake jumps up. Jeff jumps up. I’ve never been so close to hitting my brother. I can’t stop seeing red and wanting to hit him. “Go. Get out before I do something…I don’t want to do.” 
 
   I’ve always protected Jake. Watched over him as kids, took his beatings from Mom when I could. Tried to do the same with Ron in the beginning. I never imagined a time when I would be the one who wanted to hit him. I was wrong.
 
   He interfered with my marriage. He messed up. And I can’t stand the sight of him in my home. Not now. With Lucy missing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1 HER
 
   The floor is starting to hurt my butt. I think this is the…seventeenth time I’ve said this to myself in the last…glance at my watch…hour.
 
   Oh God. It’s been hours since I left the house. Since I threw my phone and purse away. Where are you?! Please get home!
 
   I’m in so much trouble. I’m in so much trouble. And that would be the hundredth time…thousandth time?...I’ve had that thought. 
 
   I messed up. And now I’m trapped. I haven’t cursed in so long. I take a deep breath and whisper to myself, “Shit.” That felt good. Wanna go for broke? “SHIT!” I giggle loudly.
 
   “Lucy?!” Oh thank God!
 
   “Jake?! I’m up here!” I wrap my hands around the multiple metal bands and shake the cage. I can hear him running up the stairs. He’s out of breath by the time he gets to the top floor. The look on his face is so funny, I giggle despite everything.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?!” He looks at the elevator doors and me like he doesn’t recognize either one.
 
   “I came here to see you…to talk to you.” I pull my hands back from the bars. “I got stuck.”
 
   “No shit. The elevator hasn’t worked for more than two seconds for the last month.” He tries to pull the cage door open but it won’t budge. The elevator made it almost to the top and then stopped about a foot too low. The door opened, but the old inner cage door wouldn’t. 
 
   “I know that now…”
 
   “Try pressing the button up.” 
 
   I glare at him, “Tried that about five hundred times already. I’ve pressed every button.” But I grin. Now that he’s here, I feel better. Calmer. He’ll help me to figure out what to do just as soon as he gets me out of here. “The alarm doesn’t work either, by the way.” 
 
   He shakes his head. “Hang on. Let me see what I have that might work.” He walks away and opens the door to his apartment. 
 
   Jake bought this warehouse building a few months ago. He plans to make the two bottom floors his new architectural offices, rent the third floor and have the top floor as his new home. Eventually. Right now, the only floor somewhat useable is this top floor of semi-converted loft space. I was able to get in because I knew he used his birthday as the code for the door. I didn’t know that I’d be stuck in here all afternoon waiting for him.
 
   Oh God. I’m in so much trouble.
 
   He returns with a crowbar and a giant wrench looking thing. “Stand back.” I move to the corner. He shoves the crowbar into the small space between the cage and the edge of the elevator frame. Watching him strain and work, I’m reminded how much he looks like Max. Same gorgeous green eyes and strong muscles.
 
   The metal groans, Jake groans, teeth gritting with effort. Finally, the cage door grinds and scrapes open a little, then springs open further. Jake almost falls back with the release of pressure on the crowbar. I jump up and out with Jake grabbing me in his arms.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here. You’re safe.” He doesn’t let go. I can feel his heart beating hard under his light jacket.
 
   “Of course I’m safe, silly.”
 
   His look changes quickly. The stern, angry look I’m used to seeing from Max. I’ve only seen this a few times on Jake. I shrink as his hands grip my arms tighter. He shakes me with each word, “What were you thinking?! Coming here?!”
 
   “I needed to see you again…” 
 
   “Max is worried sick looking for you.” Oh God, please don’t remind me. His look darkens even more. “He has the police coming to your house right now, Lucy.”
 
   “Oh, God.”
 
   “Yeah…Oh, God, is right. Get in here.” He pulls me into his apartment and slams the door behind us. “Explain yourself.” How like Max he sounds!
 
   I haven’t been in his apartment since the first weekend he moved in. He threw a small housewarming party for himself. I met his friends and staff. Max and I stayed to help him clean up. I smile remembering how drunk they both were, laughing like kids late into the night. 
 
   Looking around, he’s done a lot with the big open space since then. A lot of new furniture and walls. It’s almost a home now.
 
   I turn to look at him and I’m shocked at how angry he looks. The Traeger men have a special look when they get angry. A deep, thoughtful, brooding frown. Eyes shaded, jaw clenched, shoulders rounded like cats ready to spring, whole body tense. I’ve only seen it on Jake once. I shudder the way I always do when I see Max this way.
 
   “I said, explain yourself, girl.” 
 
   “You said this morning that you were coming home after lunch. To work on this place.” He only nods, look unchanged. “So...so I came here to see you.” I swallow. “I skipped my doctor’s appointment. I rang from downstairs, but figured either the buzzer didn’t work or you were up here making too much noise to hear me, so I let myself in.” 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here…” But he stops himself, running his long fingers through his dark waves. He breathes out heavily, but the look only softens a little. “I’m going to have to call Max.” He turns to get his cell phone out of his bag, on the counter where he left it.
 
   “Wait! Please…” 
 
   He stops, but doesn’t turn around. “What happened today? With your purse and phone? Max said he found it in a garbage bin?” He finally does turn around again to look at me. I shudder once more at the anger I see.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2 HIM
 
   Jeff is still on the phone with his friend, Detective Killaney. He told me in between answering and asking questions that Killaney has bagged the purse and phone and will take it to the station before coming here. Good. It’s a start at least.
 
   My investigator already said that the cab driver who dropped Lucy off near her doctor’s office didn’t have any information. Neither did the security guard at the front desk of the office building.
 
   I walk into our bedroom. I’ve left everything just the way it was when I got home earlier. Jeff said not to touch anything unnecessarily. But I walk into the closet. No dry cleaning. Lucy didn’t even finish this chore. She probably intended to pick up my suit for tonight on her way home from the doctor.
 
   Fuck. My Lucy. Lost. I can’t take this.
 
   This feeling of helplessness. Powerlessness. I’ve never known this feeling. 
 
   Even when I was a kid and Mom was at her worst…I always felt like I had some control over my life. I was a tough kid. I stayed because of Jake…hell, even because of Mom. She needed me, to take care of her. Until Ron came along.
 
   He took care of all of us.
 
   I pick up my cell and dial his number. Dad may be needed to get any investigation fast tracked. I’m sick waiting for him to pick up though. How do I tell the man who taught me everything I know about being a man, taking control, staying in control…that I’ve completely lost it?! 
 
   Fuck!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2 HER
 
   Uh oh. Max went downtown looking for me? I am in more trouble than I thought…“I threw it away.”
 
   Jake blinks and raises his eyebrows with a grunted laugh. “Why would you do something so stupid?!”
 
   I get defensive at this. “Because I know Max tracks my phone!” 
 
   “So what?”
 
   “So he’d know that I came here…” Now who’s being stupid?!
 
   He rubs his chin. A move I’ve seen him do whenever he’s thinking, but doesn’t want to say what. “Just say it.”
 
   “What?” He frowns at me, his look still a blend of irritation and anger.
 
   “You have something on your mind…just say it.”
 
   He drops his hands, “What are you doing here, Lucy?”
 
   I swallow. It was hours ago when I came to talk to him. I realized what a bad move it was after the first half hour stuck in the elevator. I’ve made a big mess today. And I can’t see any way out of it now.
 
   I didn’t really think it through. I didn’t give myself a chance to think. I impulsively threw my purse and phone away right in front of Dr. Patel’s building. And then I walked quickly away. No cab. No bus. I walked to Jake’s. That was almost ten blocks. My feet were killing me in the little sandals I wore. My legs cold in the dress against the early spring wind. 
 
   And then getting here. No Jake. And an elevator that acted like a prison. 
 
   Yeah…pretty stupid.
 
   I put my hands over my face and let out a little cry. I’m scared now.
 
   Jake wraps me in his arms, holding my head and shoulders with his strong hands. He held me like this that first time he came to see me on that Friday…that seems like so long ago.
 
   But I’ve thought about it often. That Wednesday night with Max. That Friday with Jake.
 
   I shake with tears in his arms. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HIM
 
   “Yes, Sir. I’ll let you know as soon as the detective gets here.” I listen a little more as Dad assures me that he’ll be making calls on his way to my place in the meantime. “Yeah. That’s a good idea to leave Mom at home for now….it might be a zoo here soon.” 
 
   I put my cell in my pocket after looking to see if I missed any calls or texts. Maybe Lucy is with her friend Laura after all? Or in the hospital. My investigators are checking this next.
 
   Please…don’t let her be hurt…
 
   I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to Lucy…she’s my life. My everything. She has been since the first time I saw her. 
 
   Just before our wedding, waiting for the door to open, waiting to see her for the first time that day…this is how I felt. This separation. The need to see her again. To see her smile, her eyes. She has my heart and it feels like it’s tearing in my chest right now.
 
   I want to punch something. I need to be doing something!
 
   I walk into the living room again. Jeff is waiting at the table. He stands when I walk in. “Jeff…give me something…tell me your friend is doing something right now…”
 
   “Tom is doing everything he can…until this is an official investigation and he’s assigned, he can only do so much…” Not what I needed to hear. I growl and turn around in a small circle slowly. Fuck!
 
   “Dad’s on his way here…he’s going to see what he can do to speed up that official assignment anyway.” I reach for the bottle of scotch and notice Jeff watching me. I don’t give a shit. I need a drink right now. Or I need to punch something. He seems to get it and backs off with his hands up in the air.
 
   I walk out into the night air with my glass. My Lucy. Somewhere out here…Where are you, little girl?!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3 HER
 
   I get control over my tears slowly. Jake keeps his hands pressed on my head and shoulder though. His fingers rub my curls and the skin on my neck. I start to feel uncomfortable and push slightly against him.
 
   He lets go, almost pushing me away.
 
   “I’m sorry…I’m just scared…you said Max was looking for me?”
 
   He nods, “Yeah…he went downtown with Jeff. Even called me to keep a look out for you at your place.” He reacts to my look. “Sit down.” I let him lead me to his sofa. He sits close to me, keeping his hand on mine. His other hand pushing my hair back, rubbing my arm. 
 
   I like his touch, it’s gentle. I need a reminder that Max can be gentle too, like his brother. “I…I wasn’t thinking...” tears well up again, but I don’t stop, I just let them fall onto our hands in my lap, without blinking. “I dropped my purse and phone, thinking I’d tell Max that I was mugged…” I look up into his emerald green eyes. They’re not soft, but his face is, “Remember when we were mugged in the park?” He nods. 
 
   “I figured that would be ok…he’d forgive me for missing my appointment…and it was an excuse why he couldn’t reach me…just in case. But…But you weren’t home.” I sob again. I can’t help it. I’m in a desperate spot and I know it. I can’t explain away this amount of time…my phone and purse…Oh, God…he called the police! I’m not a good liar…I don’t know how I thought I could make this work!
 
   Shit. And I feel the familiar twinge of guilt at disobeying Max’s rule about cussing, even in my own head. I cry louder.
 
   Jake pulls me into a hug again. His embrace feels good. It shouldn’t, but it does.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HIM
 
   I walk back inside, hanging up the phone. “Your friend’s here. He’s coming up.” Jeff only nods and heads towards the door to open it. I set my empty glass down on the table and take a seat.
 
   I’ve had clients that have had run-ins with the police before. Kids in trouble. High-profile wife in an accident injuring someone. A few civil lawsuits that started with criminal investigations. But I’ve never had the need to call a cop myself. 
 
   I don’t really know what to expect. Until Killaney walks in. And he’s exactly what I would picture. Ill-fitting suit, short, sloppy, red-faced. Alert. His eyes take everything in before focusing on me. His hand is extended before his bag is even on the table. 
 
   “Mr. Traeger. I’m sorry to meet under these circumstances.” I only mumble a hello and shake his hand. “Jeff has shared some good stories about working with you over a beer or two.”  He’s eyeing my glass and the bottle of scotch.
 
   “Can I get you a drink, Detective?”
 
   He licks his lips. “Well…technically, I’m not on the job right now…so, sure.” I don’t have to ask if he wants any scotch; it’s obvious. Not off to a good start, but I nod to Jeff to get another glass.
 
   “So what did you find out so far?”
 
   “Not much unfortunately.” He lifts his glass in cheers before taking a big drink. “I have the purse and phone bagged and we’ll hopefully pull prints pretty quick. But it looks like a simple robbery if anything. No cash, but cards were all left. Strange that the perp wouldn’t take the phone, but it’s not the latest model maybe…”
 
   I nod. I’d already checked online for any charges to the cards. Nothing new. 
 
   “Do you have any ideas for where Lucy would be?” I only shake my head. “No friend or family she might be staying with…?” 
 
   I shake my head again, “No. I’ve already called everyone around here. Her brother and best friend. No one’s seen or talked to her today.” I stop, thinking, except my brother.
 
   “Hmm…and you think they’d tell you if she was with them…?”
 
   I don’t like where he’s going with this. “Yes, Detective.”
 
   “I gotta ask, Max.” He takes another big drink. “Usually, in these cases, the wife will show up on her own…usually turns out to be just a fight between a husband and wife…” I don’t say anything. “Did you have a fight with your wife, Max?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4 HER
 
   Jake finally pulls me away again. He gets up and grabs a few napkins for me. “Blow your nose, Rudolph.” I laugh at this. I know my face gets all red and blotchy when I cry. Max says I’m beautiful like this…when he makes me cry anyway. I try to hold my breath to stop from hiccupping, but it’s too late.
 
   Jake laughs at me and grabs two bottles of water for us too. But he doesn’t sit back down next to me. Just keeps watching me as I drink almost half the bottle in one long gulp. “Thank you.”
 
   “So what did you need to talk to me about so urgently that you made such a fuck-up move today?” He’s angry again. His voice with the edge, his cursing at me. 
 
   I’m feeling defensive again. “What you said this morning. We didn’t get to…to finish talking about what would happen…you left because Max would be home any minute…But I needed to know what you meant.”
 
   He rubs his chin again before running his hand through his hair. He glares at me. “I had to tell Max about seeing you today.” He watches as the blood runs out of my face. Trouble just keeps piling up for me. “Yeah…he was pretty pissed about it.” He moves around so he’s standing right in front of me. I look up at him, through my lashes. He’s giving me a pretty good preview of the look I’ll see on Max’s face. He cups my chin with his fingers and lifts my face to him more. But he only gives me that strange look of his. Like he’s looking through me, looking for something. He drops his hand and sits on the coffee table, facing me.
 
   I lower my chin and eyes. I know what I’m going to say will only make him more angry. “I needed to know what your Mom said to you. Why you were taking back everything that you said before.”
 
   “That’s why you blew off your doctor’s…why you came here and didn’t tell anyone?!” I don’t need to look up to know that he’s glaring at me. I only nod. “Goddammit, Lucy!” He jumps up and heads into the kitchen.
 
   I watch as he opens a bottle of beer from his fridge and takes a deep drink. He keeps watching me, slowing returning to sit on the coffee table again. He still has that deep frown look. I slide back a little in the sofa, away from him.
 
   He wipes his lips and takes a deep breath. “I wasn’t taking everything back. I meant what I said before too. I do think Max is too hard on you.” I can finally look at him again. He’s only a little softer, though. “My conversation with Mom…” He sighs. “She said she knew that I struggled more than Max with how Dad was. But she hoped that I’d figure it out for myself. That tough love is still love. That’s how she put it. The man would slap her right in front of us, and she loved him. He’d treat her like a child, sending her to their room…everything he did.” He stops and looks knowingly at me. “But she loved him. She said she’s grateful that he came along. That she never knew what love and security was before him.”
 
   “And that made you…what, rethink things?” I’m still trying to figure out what he meant this morning.
 
   He shakes his head. “No. She did admit to all the abuse Max told you about…I even remembered a little hearing her talk…” His voice cracks at this admission. He’s never really wanted to remember anything. Max was always frustrated about this. Said Jake needed to remember to understand that things were better with Ron than without him. But Jake was too young to remember much of anything from their earliest childhood.
 
   “She apologized to me. Said that without Dad she doesn’t know what she would’ve done…to us, to herself. That she was suicidal back then. Depressed. On and off using drugs and men to forget about the two boys she had at home who needed her.” He looks at me with watery eyes. I lean forward and put my hands over his on his knees. 
 
   “That’s how she put it. She didn’t hold anything back…maybe because I waited so long to talk to her.” He takes a deep breath. “But she told me that I need to stop blaming Dad. That she chose to stay. She chose to live by his rules, his discipline. That she’s never regretted the life she has with him. And he’s never really hurt her…not really. Just like he never really hurt us. And I know that much is true…I’m a stronger person because of Dad. Because of the love I had from Mom.”
 
   I only nod again. I don’t know what to say. This is what I came here to find out, but…I don’t know what to think of it. Jake’s always struggled with his upbringing. It’s why I talked to him that Friday. It’s why I’ve confided in him. Because he shares my questions and gives me insights into Max…how they were both raised.
 
   “She also told me…” He stops. His face turns from sad to stern to that odd look again so quickly; I imagine this is what Max sees when he says I’m so expressive. “She told me that I need to stop thinking that I can protect you.”
 
   I frown. “Why would she say that?!” 
 
   “Because she knows that I care about you… And I talked about you once to her.” 
 
   “You did?” He never told me this. I’m not sure how this makes me feel…uncomfortable I guess is the easiest way to put it.
 
   “Yeah. It was just before I bought this place.” He looks around. I know he was proud of himself for getting this place on his own, for deciding to make such a big move for himself and his business. He really wants to showcase his work here. I look around too. There’s only one light on in the kitchen, but I can see that it’s looking nice so far. 
 
   “I told her I always thought I’d wait until I had a wife by my side.” He was looking over my head, but he lowers his eyes to lock with mine. Definitely uncomfortable, but I can’t look away. “I told her that I didn’t think it was right, how Max won’t let you make any decisions for yourself…that he doesn’t appreciate having a good wife like you.”
 
   I swallow. “What…what did your Mom say?”
 
   “She told me that Max’s marriage was none of my business. And that I shouldn’t be thinking so much about my brother’s wife.”
 
   I can’t think clearly. He’s too close. The room is too dark. I swallow again. But he doesn’t move away. I watch as he squeezes my hands still on his knees. I don’t lift my eyes from his fingers, but I can see his look getting sterner again. “Lucy, you came here to talk to me…and I’m glad you did. You’ve made a royal mess of everything…but it gives me a chance,” I can see and hear his frown, “Look at me, girl.” Obedient puppy, I lift my eyes and chin. “It gives me a chance to set things straight with you.” I can only swallow again and nod slightly. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HIM
 
   “Lucy and I don’t fight.” I pour myself a little more scotch and tilt the bottle towards Killaney, he nods. I pour a little more for him too.
 
   “Never? Wow. You’re a lucky man…my wife and me…we’re like cats and dogs thrown into a wet sack together most days.” He takes a big gulp. “Having three boys in only four years doesn’t help much.” He laughs. “You got any kids?”
 
   “No. We’ve only been married six months.” I don’t want to discuss this.
 
   “Newlyweds…that’s nice.” He looks at his glass, making the scotch leg’s wrap around the inside before tilting it up again for a big drink. “So what’s with the list?” 
 
   He means the list of chores for Lucy of course. It’s still sitting on the table. “Chores for my wife. She didn’t get to most of them today.” 
 
   He takes out a small notepad and pen from his pocket. He pulls the list closer to his seat with the pen, but doesn’t pick it up. “This your handwriting or hers?”
 
   “Mine.”
 
   “You always leave her a list of chores?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And she doesn’t argue…you two don’t fight?” He’s laughing, looking at me with just his eyes raised from the list.
 
   “No. Lucy’s a good girl. She does as she’s told.”
 
   “Wow. I guess that makes you a very lucky man, Max.” The conversation is starting to shift. I’d like to keep it on track. I glance at Jeff, but he’s staying out of it, hanging back on the sofa.
 
   “So what is the next step in finding Lucy?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5 HER
 
   “Lucy, I’ve appreciated…these past months.” I can feel his warm fingers on mine. “But I don’t think that Max is going to allow it to continue and…” He swallows, pulling his hands back. I pull mine back too. I can’t stop staring into his eyes. He hasn’t hardly blinked even. “Well…I’m not sure it was a good idea for either of us anyway.”
 
   I reach and put just my fingertips over his. “It helped me a lot, Jake…being able to talk to you…it did help.” 
 
   He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. They stay stern, even getting a little angrier with me again. “That’s just it. You wouldn’t be here now if it had helped.” He shakes his head, runs his fingers through his hair again…his frustrated move. “I meant it this morning. I’ve been wrong. About everything. About you. About Max.”
 
   “That’s why I came…I needed to know what you meant…but you just left so quickly…”
 
   “I left because I didn’t want to cause any problems for you…for Max. I was going to tell you…that I wasn’t going to be coming over anymore. That it wasn’t a good idea and if Max ever knew…” He doesn’t need to finish this thought. I shiver a little thinking about what’s waiting for me.
 
   He grins, seeing my fear. “Yeah…he’ll go apeshit after this.” He tilts his head back and stares at his ceiling for a moment. “I was wrong to interfere. I was wrong to check on you that first time and to keep coming back.”
 
   “But I liked our friendship. I liked that I could talk to you. You helped me to see things from Max’s side...” My voice is small. I don’t want to lose the one person I can talk to besides Max…even more than Max in some ways.
 
   He glares at me. I back away again, startled by the intensity of his anger so quickly flared. “And I liked seeing you.  A lot. You want the truth?” I don’t move.
 
   He gets up and walks a few feet away before turning on me again. “You are such a stupid little girl, Lucy! You have no idea…” But he doesn’t finish.
 
   I stand slowly, “Maybe I should go…” I turn to leave.
 
   He grabs my arm and yanks me back to sitting on the sofa. I’m shocked. He’s never touched me so roughly before. He’s reminded me of Max so often in the past months, but never quite like this. I’m almost afraid of him. 
 
   He shakes his head and clenches his fists for a moment before walking away. I don’t get up again, just watch him go back to the beer on the counter and finish it in one long drink, staring at me. When he comes back, it’s with that same rolled shoulder, deep look. I sit back on the sofa more again. 
 
   He sits on the coffee table, our knees touching.
 
   “That night. The night Max and I picked you up and we saw that guy with his hand on you.” My cheeks flare thinking of how angry Max was. What he did to me. But I remember that Jake shared his brother’s anger that night too. Even that Friday when he came over, he was still angry. Even when he held me. 
 
   He puts his hands on my knees. They’re almost hot against me now. “Max was right. He said it today to me, when I told him that I started seeing you ever since that night.”
 
   “He was right about what?” I don’t want to know, but I can’t stop meeting his stare, I can’t help asking.
 
   “That we’re not so different.” He squeezes my knees, not a tickle, but a firm grip. Like his grip on my arm, not a touch I’m used to, from him at least. “Maybe if I’d been more honest with myself…I could’ve been more honest with you…” He doesn’t let go and I don’t move. “I could’ve told you what a bad idea it was for us to meet behind Max’s back. I could’ve told you not to trust me. I could’ve told you…” He stops though, breaking the spell by letting go of my legs and sitting back.
 
   I swallow hard, this was not how today was supposed to go. I didn’t think it through, but I imagined talking to Jake, feeling better about finding out if I’m pregnant, feeling stronger about talking to Max about my fears tonight. Not sitting here with a mess at home and a mess here. I’ve made a mess of everything. 
 
   “Jake…I came here because you’re my friend. Because I needed to hear what you had to say. Because hearing you say that…that you’d changed your mind…that I should stop questioning everything and just be what Max wants…” I can feel tears in my eyes again.  Ever since that Friday, since Max showed his true brutal anger to me…I’ve questioned if I can stay. If I can be the wife that he needs, submit to his level of painful punishments…raise a child the way he wants. Jake knew this. To hear him say today that I should just stop thinking and be with Max…Today, when I might find out that I’m pregnant already…I needed to talk to him. But not like this.
 
   I didn’t think it was possible, but his look darkens even more. He leans in a little and I lean back a lot. “Friends? You think I’ve been your friend these months, Lucy?” I nod. He laughs, a rattled painful sound in his throat. “You want to talk about Max. Then talk to him, Lucy! Me? I can tell you how I feel if you’d like to know.” 
 
   He grins, dark twist to his normally sweet smile. “I’ve lied to myself. To you. All my life, I’ve tried to deny how I feel. What makes me tick…in bed, in life. With women. I’ve tried to toe a different line than the one Ron wanted. I tried to pretend that treating women as equals, partners…that that is the way it should be. That all I wanted was a woman I could have by my side, sharing in all my successes and hers.”
 
   He gets up and opens another beer. He takes a small drink and slams it down. I jump at the sound and splash on the counter. “I’ve fucking lied to myself!” He comes back to stand over me. And I try to stand up. “Sit.” I feel like a puppy now. I try to look calm, crossing my legs and pulling my dress down over my knee. But I don’t say anything, too afraid that anything I’d say would only set him off more. I’m in uncharted territory with him. 
 
   “I wanted to believe that if…that if you were my wife, I’d treat you better. That’s what I’ve been doing these past months…convincing myself that I’m better than my brother. That I’d control my anger with you better. That I’d respect you more. That I’d make you happier.” He’s panting with the effort to control his breathing, his fists clenched, his face red with anger, his voice loud with it.
 
   “Oh.” It’s not really a word, more the wind knocked out of me. I have been stupid. I had no idea he felt this way about me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HIM
 
   “The next step is convincing the powers that be that she hasn’t run off. That something happened to her.” He puts up his hand before I can say anything to this. “I know you’ve told me about tracking her phone and messages. You’ve talked to her friends and family. You don’t believe that she could be out just having fun…maybe getting back at you, wanting to make you worry or something?”
 
   “No. Lucy would know better than to make me worry.”
 
   He’s appraising me again. His eyes taking in how angry his words are making me. The thought that Lucy could be hurt is more than I can think, that someone has her, that someone took her from me. But the thought that she’s gone on her own…no, I can’t even believe that’s a possibility.
 
   “Know better, huh?” I nod. “Sounds like you have her on a pretty short leash.” I grin at this description. It’s pretty accurate. “So…tell me about her…what does she like to do besides your list of chores?”
 
   I could punch this sarcastic fuck. But I lean back in the chair, ignoring his attempts to get a rise out of me again.  “Let’s see…she’s taking cooking classes, but only on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She runs, most days at the gym, but she’s starting to follow the same path around the Lake I take every morning.” Picturing Lucy in her running outfit, I feel my stomach hurt, like I’ve been punched.  
 
   “So she’s pretty active…in good shape?” I nod. “That’s good. I haven’t heard anyone matching her description at the hospitals yet, but if it was a robbery that turned violent…maybe she was able to get away…” He doesn’t say what I know he’s thinking. That it could’ve been a rape turn violent.
 
   I squeeze my fists painfully under the table.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6 HER
 
   “I didn’t know you felt that way…” I try to speak calmly, quietly. But my heart is racing too. This is so not the conversation I thought we’d be having.
 
   He puts his hands up, dropping them, laced on the back of his head. He still towers over me, but he’s a little calmer. His breathing is anyway. “I know. I’ve had my whole life to practice hiding how I feel, Lucy…I’ve become pretty good at it.”
 
   “I’m sorry…I shouldn’t have come here…” I start to get up again. 
 
   “I told you to sit, girl.” I stop, my feet on the floor, just staring at him. He’s ordered me around a little before. I always thought he was testing me, to see if I really wanted to be submissive with Max or was only pretending to like it. But this is different. There’s no hint of grin or smile in his voice or eyes. I sit back again.
 
   “I should’ve told you…that first time I saw you. That first Friday. I should’ve been honest.” He keeps his hands on his head, but he shakes it, shrugging. “I should’ve told you that I was as mad as Max was. That I was as crazy with being jealous and possessive as he was. That I would’ve punished you too for letting that guy touch you.” He looks at me, waiting for my reaction.
 
   I don’t know what to say. I’m in a mess. Such a big mess. And I can’t think. I’m too busy trying to ignore how he’s making me feel. I’m responding to him…the same way I do Max. This is all wrong!
 
   I jump up and push him out of my way. Or try to anyway. He’s able to grab my arm easily and push me back down. “I just want to go!”
 
   “No.” He doesn’t yell it. Doesn’t even raise his voice or lower it. It’s a simple statement that I have no choice but to stay. I look at him and can’t read his face again. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you all this, Lucy. But…” He lets out an angry deep sigh. “But I know that I won’t have another chance. And I meant what I said. You should stop questioning everything.”
 
   I wait for him to continue, but he only stares at me. “How can I stop?” I put my hands on my stomach without thinking and his hands follow my movement. 
 
   “You just decide. One way or another. You know that Max won’t change.” I nod slightly. I’d convinced myself on the walk over here that I could talk to Max later. That I could get him to see that there needed to be some changes, especially if…if we’re going to have a baby. But I know I was only fooling myself. He nods to my stomach. “If you’re carrying his child now, do you really think there’s any chance that he would?” 
 
   I shake my head and lower my face into my hands, crying again. I know that there’s no chance that things could be any different with Max. It’s his way or no way. And if I’m pregnant…Oh God. I don’t know how I let this happen…I kept hoping… My sobs are loud and uncontrolled, shaking me and the sofa, my face on my knees. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HIM
 
   Jeff opens the door for my Dad and he drops his coat and jacket on the bench. Jeff follows as he strides quickly down my hall to where I sit at the table still. “Have you heard anything?” I shake my head and introduce him to Killaney. They shake hands and I nod to Jeff to get a glass for Dad.
 
   He sits as Jeff pours him a drink. He doesn’t take it though. He’s all business. “So what do we know so far?” I fill him in on what Killaney has told me, what my investigator has learned. So far, not much.
 
   He shakes his head, taking a first sip. “A robbery makes sense, but then where is she?” I shake my head. He reaches for his phone, glancing at messages. “I’m waiting to hear from a contact I have in the Mayor’s office…see if I can get MPU assigned to this quickly.” He sounds as frustrated as I am. 
 
   He looks around, “Where’s Jake?”
 
   I can feel my face clouding, but I try to relax. Killaney is still watching me. He’s not even tipsy after all the scotch. “I sent him home. No use having him wait here.” I give Dad a look that he seems to understand. He doesn’t ask more questions anyway.
 
   But Killaney picked up on the tension. “Who’s Jake?”
 
   “My brother. I’d asked him to wait here in case Lucy showed up while Jeff I were out looking for her earlier.” I try to sound casual. I try not to let the anger I feel towards Jake enter my voice. Dad looks a little questioning at me too, but I ignore this for now.
 
   Jeff doesn’t say anything. Even when Killaney looks up at him. He’s a loyal employee and friend. He knows I don’t want to air my family’s business. Killaney just grunts at this and writes something down quickly on his notepad. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7 HER
 
   I wasn’t aware of Jake sitting next to me. Or of him pulling my upper body onto his lap, my tears staining his jeans. His hands rubbing from my head down my back, over and over. I wasn’t aware of his soothing sounds and touch until my sobs quieted.
 
   I take a last shaky breath and pull my body up, keeping my face covered with my hands. I wipe my cheeks with my palms, but avoid looking at him. He lifts my chin to look at him though and wipes my wet cheek with gentle fingers. “You are beautiful when you cry.” Same words Max would use.
 
   This somehow adds a spark to my sadness. I realize that I’m not only afraid, but angry. Angrier than I’ve been in a long time. How dare he?! I yank my face away and push myself to sitting a little further away on the sofa. “You don’t have the right to touch me like that, Jake. Or to say any of that…” My anger is short lived. I end weakly.
 
   He grins at me though. That’s his response?! To grin?! I actually feel my hand moving before I can even think. But he stops my wrist inches from his face. I was going to slap him? I swallow. He doesn’t let go of my wrist, only squeezes a little harder. “Say you’re sorry.”
 
   “I...I’m sorry.” He squeezes a little more, then drops my hand onto my lap. I look and see that my wrist is a little pink from his fingers, but not like when Max grabs me. 
 
   When I look back at him, he has the same grin. But this time, I’m only confused. I don’t know what to think or feel. “I shouldn’t have touched you. I shouldn’t be telling you any of this. You’re right.” But he turns a little to face me more. “You’ve made a big mess for yourself, little girl.” I catch my breath at being called this by him, but he keeps talking. “You can’t keep going on like you’re perfectly fine with everything, but then still question it. That’s not fair. To Max.”
 
   I can feel my anger again. “To Max? What about me?!”
 
   His look darkens only a little, the grin stays, but stretches slightly. I can feel my instant reaction. I calm my face, hide my anger. “Yes. To Max. He’s never been anything but honest with you, right?” I nod. I know this is true. I’ve never questioned what he wanted…only if I could meet his demands. 
 
   “So it’s you that’s been dishonest with him.” I start to open my mouth to protest, but his glare stops me. “You’ve been hiding from him all these months…your fears, your…your apprehensions about your future…about a baby.” His look turns to a cold stare of anger. I shudder a little watching his handsome features turn to stone. “All the while, you’ve been trying to have a baby with him. Now…when you think you might actually be pregnant…you choose now to come here and talk to me…like this?!”
 
   I breathe my answer, frozen in his stare, “I had to.” 
 
   He leans forward and before I can stop him, he pulls the back of my head, my face to his and kisses me. On the lips. Just a slight pressure. Almost chaste. Just the slightest touching of wet lips together. He slowly moves my head back. I open my eyes. I didn’t even realize I’d closed them. Or that I’d held my breath.
 
   “I’ll help you, Lucy. Tonight at least. I’ll talk to Max.” 
 
   I lower my head and he gets up to grab his phone. He comes back to sit in front of me with it, but he doesn’t make the call yet. 
 
   He lifts my chin, gently this time. He grins at me again, but this time it’s more like his gentle smile. I don’t know how, but I return it. Jake has this ability to pull me out of myself no matter. Even when I was hurting after Max beat me. I was able to laugh with him. I don’t remember about what. But I remember that it felt good to laugh, even when it hurt to move. 
 
   “But you know I’m not going to be able to convince him to change. Max isn’t ever going to change, Lucy...” I only nod. I do. He sits up a little more. “And you need to decide for yourself if this is really what you want. No more indecision. Because if you are carrying his child, I won’t be able to help you again.” I only blink at him for a moment.
 
   “And if I’m not?”
 
   He just rubs his chin again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HIM
 
   My phone vibrates on the table. All eyes fix on it. Jake’s white teeth smile up at us. A dumb photo he took of himself last year with my phone as a joke.
 
   I don’t want to talk to him now, but I don’t like how Killaney is looking at me, waiting for me to pick up. I grab my phone and get up, heading outside. When I’m on the terrace and out of hearing, “Yeah. What’s up?”
 
   “Lucy’s here.”
 
   It takes me a moment to comprehend what he’s said. I still don’t get it. “What?!”
 
   “Lucy. She’s safe. She’s here. With me.” I feel too much at once to think. I don’t even respond. I sit down, slowly. Relief and anger flood my nerves. He doesn’t say anything more. 
 
   I try to breathe. Deep breath in. Out. I swallow. “Where are you?”
 
   “My place.” His tone is blank. Trying for calm.
 
   “Your place?” I squeeze the phone; I’m surprised that it doesn’t break. I stand up again, pacing in front of the low wall, not seeing the skyline. “Tell her to get her ass home now.” I try for a calm voice, but I’m beyond that. I’m yelling into the phone. I turn and see Dad, Jake, and Killaney looking in my direction. I turn around again so my back is to them. “Put her on.”
 
   “I won’t do that, Max.” Red. Pure red. That’s all I see for a moment. “I’m bringing her home. But you need to calm down.” 
 
   I swallow. “Don’t tell me to be calm, Jake. What the fuck?!”
 
   “I’ll explain it when I’m there. Just…just try to get control of your anger. Ok?” He hangs up before I can say anything more.
 
   I turn with my phone raised to throw towards the wall. Dad is standing in the doorway, staring at me. I stop. “What did Jake have to say?”
 
   “Lucy.” My teeth are grinding with the words. I can’t stop my anger from tearing my lips back, my whole body tensed to hit something. “She’s with him. At his place. He’s bringing her here now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8 HER
 
   I can hear Max’s voice. I can hear him yelling into Jake’s phone. I put my hands over my ears. Too scared to move, even when Jake puts the phone down on the coffee table next to him. 
 
   He pulls my hands away from my head and I finally look at him. His face is neutral. A mask I’ve seen before. When he’s around a lot of people or family. When he doesn’t want to show how he feels. Or he’s getting control of his anger. I think he’s trying to be calm for my sake. I almost laugh, a little jerk of a gruff sound escapes my lips. I frown at him.
 
   “We need to go. Now.” I only nod. His voice is commanding. A deep, dark voice…I’m familiar with its sound…an echo I’ve heard.
 
   “I…I need to use your bathroom first…” He nods down a dark hall. I stumble up. Feeling a crazy amount of lead in my legs. I’m dizzy with fear. I don’t know if I can face Max right now. And all that’s happened here with Jake…I’ve made such a mess. I just keep thinking this same thing over and over.
 
   I get to the bathroom and turn on the light. After peeing, I just stand in front of the counter, staring at myself for a second. I splash a little cold water on my face finally. I’m too scared, too shocked even to cry more. But my body shakes. I grip the counter to stop myself. I laugh. A scary hysterical sound. Is this what a death row convict feels like? I’m walking to my judgment?!
 
   I head back down the hall. Jake is in the kitchen, just setting down the bottle of beer he finished. He looks strange. A mix of anger and…and I don’t know. Determination? Guilt? I have no idea. I thought I knew him…
 
   He doesn’t look at me, just goes into the bathroom and doesn’t bother closing the door. I can hear him pee in the dark. I can hear him wash his hands.
 
   When he comes out, he grabs my arm in a firm grip. The same, tight, almost painful grip from before. “Let’s go.” 
 
   And he keeps this hold all the way down the stairs, out the door, down the block, into a cab. I only stare at him. Trying to see his look budge from the same stern, strong look. It doesn’t.
 
   In the cab, he takes my hand and holds it, pulling my hand onto his knee. He doesn’t look at me though. He just looks straight ahead.
 
   I’ve really messed up today.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9 HIM
 
   Dad doesn’t say anything for a moment. He moves instead to stand in front of me, close to me. Blocking any view of me from Jeff and Killaney. “Get ahold of yourself, boy.” I have a second of rage at this. He sounds like Jake. But he puts his hand on my arm, the one not holding my phone. His grip has always been like a vise. His voice calm, in control, commanding as usual. Too many years raised under his belt, his complete power. I don’t move. 
 
   I want to tell him to fuck off. I thought it plenty of times growing up. But he’s the reason I am who I am. He saved our family. I can’t disrespect him no matter what. Even now.
 
   I take a breath. I lower my phone. I shrug my shoulders and head, loosening up the hold my anger has on my body. I meet his eyes again. I nod. 
 
   He lets go of my arm. We turn together to head back inside.
 
   Jeff is trying not to show his question. He’s trying to look neutral. He saw my anger. So did Killaney. 
 
   Killaney raises his eyebrows, waiting. When I’m closer to the table, he finally speaks. “So…news?”
 
   Dad answers for me. He keeps his voice calm, neutral. “Yes. It appears Lucy is with my other son. She’s safe and sound.” 
 
   Killaney doesn’t stop appraising me though. I walk by him into the kitchen to give myself a few more moments alone with my anger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9 HER
 
   Jake takes my elevator card from me. He hasn’t let go of my arm again. A firm grip, pushing and pulling me along. I guess this makes him my executioner. He’s walking me to face Max’s anger.
 
   I’m numb. I’m not really sure that I’d be able to walk without his holding me up, without his strong force moving me along. I keep staring at him, trying to see any change in his expression. So far, he’s been this strange mix of anger and determination. But somehow neutral too. His looking through me look…with only a touch of anger. But I don’t know if it’s directed at me or Max…probably both.
 
   Just before the elevator door opens on the top floor though, he turns his head slightly to me. And he grins again. I’m weak. I lean against the wall, pulling on his arm, but the doors open at the same time and he pulls me forward. 
 
   I can see that our door is open. Jake pauses for a second, pulling me closer to him. He whispers to me, an angry edge, a command not to be argued with, “Shut up. Not a word until I tell you to speak.” I only nod, but he doesn’t even wait for this. He leads me into the apartment.
 
   As we walk down the hall, I’m aware of two things. Silence. And a face I don’t know. The other three faces are all angry. Ron, Jeff…and Max. I swallow, looking down quickly to avoid eye contact with anyone.
 
   Jake doesn’t let go of my arm, keeps it close to his chest, hiding his grip though.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10 HIM
 
   I imagined all sorts of ways tonight would end. I didn’t allow myself to imagine the worse cases. The ones where Lucy didn’t walk in that door…but this?! Fuck! I never thought I’d see my brother holding the arm of my wife…Where’s she been? What’s she been up to since this afternoon?!
 
   Jake nods at Dad, but doesn’t say anything. He stays close to Lucy. She at least has the decency to look ashamed, to look down. I step forward, but Dad speaks first. His words halt me.
 
   “Lucy. It’s good to see you’re safe and sound!” Dad moves to put his hands on her shoulders and kiss her cheek. She looks scared, pressing more into Jake’s side. 
 
   Jake answers, nudging her. “She was stuck in my elevator this whole time. I really need to get that damn thing fixed!” Her smile at the nudge quickly disappears and she looks down again. 
 
   Dad doesn’t respond, just moves so I can see his look of warning. His back to Killaney and Jeff. I nod before he’s turned enough to not block their view of me anymore.
 
   I move forward, ignoring Jake and Lucy. “Looks like you were right, Killaney…the wife always does show up in these cases…” I try for a light-hearted laugh, but I know I fall far short of this. I nod to Jeff, who stands.
 
   Killaney stays seated though, looking from me to Lucy behind me. “Mrs. Traeger? Do you mind answering a few questions?”
 
   I don’t turn to see Lucy’s face, and I don’t wait for her to respond. “Thought you weren’t technically on duty, Detective?” 
 
   He turns his eyes to me again. “You’re right.” He smiles. “I can come back tomorrow if you’d prefer something more formal, Max.” 
 
   I shake my head and lift my hands open in front of me. I sit down at the table to face Killaney. He has a clear view of Lucy now, my back is still to her. I don’t trust keeping my anger in check if I look at her. I can picture her look of fear and how her body tried to shrivel seeing me.
 
   I watch Jeff’s face. He stays standing, but doesn’t move away from the table.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10 HER
 
   I shake in Jake’s hold. Thankfully, Max moves away. I can’t see his face. I can see that his body is tense, filled with anger still. But for some reason he’s pretending to be calm. So is Ron. He’s still standing close to us and looking so calm.
 
   This only makes me shake more. I can feel Jakes hand gripping harder. I steal a glance up at him, but he doesn’t look away from the short man at the table. 
 
   Jake leads me to sit at the table, he takes a seat right next to me. I’m glad that he stays close. Max is to our right, the detective to our left.
 
   “Mrs. Traeger, I’m Detective Killaney…a friend of Jeff’s.” The man nods up towards Jeff, who’s standing a little ways down the table. “Your husband and Jeff called me to check up on you…after they found your purse…they thought something might’ve happened to you…?”
 
   I look at Jake. I know I shouldn’t. I can tell by his look, staring straight at this detective, not turning to me, he only nods a little. I quickly look back. “I…I’m sorry that I had everyone so worried.” 
 
   Jake thankfully speaks up, “Her purse and phone were stolen. Lucy didn’t have any money to get home…so she walked to my place. To find me.” I can see that he glances at Max. I don’t follow his eyes. I can’t. “She was stuck in my elevator for hours before I got there.”
 
   I don’t say anything. That was a partial lie, a partial truth. I’m not a good liar. I won’t be able to lie to Max if he questions me. I don’t know what I was thinking…stupid!
 
   “That must’ve been some ordeal, Mrs. Traeger…?” Killaney leans forward. I only nod. I notice that his breath has alcohol and notice the empty glasses and nearly empty bottle on the table.
 
   For some reason, this makes me angry. While he was so worried about me, Max sat around here drinking?!
 
   I stand up, grabbing the glasses angrily as I do; they clink together loudly. I head into the kitchen, walking by Ron as I do. I ignore his stern look.
 
   I make noise putting the glasses in the sink loudly. I return, but don’t sit down again. I stand away from everyone, with my arms crossed. “If you don’t mind…it’s been a long day…”
 
   I don’t know where this is coming from. How I’m able to stand, let alone come across as upset with everyone. It’s like I’m watching myself from afar. I can see that I want to get this over with. I want to get to the part where…No. I’m not brave enough to say that…the part where Max can unleash the anger he’s holding in….There. I said it. I shake again though, all bravery gone.
 
   Max gets up. I look at Jake, but see that he’s wearing his neutral mask, only the hint of a shake to his head is given to me.
 
   Max comes to stand next to me, putting his arm gently around me. He kisses my head and I melt into his arm for a moment. His gentleness…it’s what I crave most right now. “Lucy’s right. I’m going to have to ask everyone to leave. I appreciate your staying…and helping. But she’s home where she belongs now.” He looks at me and I can see the dark look he’s burying. “And she needs to get to bed.”
 
   Jeff moves to leave, nodding at Killaney. Killaney reluctantly gets up, putting his notepad away.
 
   He stops in front of us though. “I’ll have prints on her phone tomorrow or the next day at the latest…I’ll let you know if we find anything. But you’ll need to come file a report with the precinct too.” I see Max nod. Killaney keeps staring at me, but I keep my look composed. I don’t know how. But I manage not to shake or cry or scream…only in my head.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11 HIM
 
   I move my arm from around Lucy to grab her arm and turn her to me, not rough, not gentle. She drops her arms to her sides, but doesn’t look up into my eyes. “Look at me, little girl.” She does. Her usual responsiveness.
 
   But Jake stands and moves to be next to us. I can see Dad coming back from closing the front door to join us too. 
 
   It’s like watching a bad movie. You can see everything happening, but you can’t make it better.
 
   I let go of Lucy’s arm. “Where were you this afternoon?”
 
   She doesn’t stop staring, but it’s Jake that answers. “I told you. Her purse was stolen and she was stuck in my old elevator.”
 
   I move just my eyes from him to her. A few times. Dad is now on the other side of Lucy. A tight little circle. I laugh. “Not buying it.” I look at Lucy again. “Tell me where you were, Lucy. Now!” She jumps at the rise in my voice. Good.
 
   But Jake is still interfering. “I told you…” 
 
   Dad shuts him down this time. “Jake. Stay out of this.” Lucy is the only one who doesn’t look at Dad. I can see Jake wants to argue, but he doesn’t say anything more.
 
   “Answer me, little girl.” I say this quietly, in a deep demanding voice. One I know she’ll respond to quickly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11 HER
 
   It’s my downfall. Not being able to lie to him. I thought I could. He’d see right through me. And this is my one chance to get him to see…
 
   I swallow, not taking my eyes off him. “I needed to talk to Jake.” I watch as his face slowly melds…into the angriest face I saw one time before. Somehow made more horrible by the calmness, the lack of change in his body. It’s all on his eyes and lips. And I want to run again. My heart leaping into my throat, I have to hold back a cry. I put my hand to my mouth though.
 
   But this time, we’re not alone. Jake sees this change too. I can feel him press a little closer. And Ron turns to face Max a little more.
 
   How strange. I can hear every breath, feel every tension. How long have we stood like this? I start to see pops of bright lights in front of a darkening curtain. I stagger a little and feel hands on my arms. I look down and can’t tell if they belong to Jake or Max. Oh, I see…both.
 
   I’m pulled towards a chair and sat down hard. I want to say, “Thank you,” but my mouth’s not working…all fuzzy right now. I cover my face and try to follow the words said behind me. But I really just need to breathe for a moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12 HIM
 
   Shit. She’s going to faint. I don’t drop my anger, but I grab her arm to stop her legs from buckling under. Jake grabs her other arm. I look from his hand on my wife to his face. He’s not letting go. We pull her over to the table and put her in a chair.
 
   “What the fuck is going on, Jake?!” I can see Dad moving to stand near us again. I ignore him.
 
   “She was scared of you.” Jake matches my tone, says this like it’s an accusation. An explanation. It’s not.
 
   “So? She runs to you?!”
 
   Jake lowers his eyes to Lucy’s head. I don’t need to look down to see that she’s trying to get her breathing under control again, covering her face and shaking. He tries for a calmer, more even tone, “She didn’t run to me, Max. She needed a friend to talk to. That’s all. I didn’t make it home…she got stuck in my elevator. That’s it.” He tries to shrug like this is no big deal.
 
   My tone hasn’t changed. I’m only getting angrier. “Let me get this straight…she left here for her appointment, but instead went to your place…looking for you?” He only nods, keeping his eyes on me again. For a moment I can’t see beyond the red. I can’t believe any of this is happening.
 
   My nightmare earlier tonight was someone holding Lucy for a ransom or taking her and…and hurting her. But this?! That she was with my own brother?!
 
   Dad interrupts, “Jake…why would Lucy go to your place?” He’s angry too, but trying to sound calm like Jake. 
 
   Jake doesn’t look at him as he answers, just keeps staring at me, “I’ve been talking with Lucy…for a few months now…we’ve become close friends.” I don’t like the way he stressed the word. My jaw and fists clench harder. “She was scared about her doctor’s appointment today…and she needed a friend to talk to.” He repeats what he’s already said…it’s not an explanation!
 
   Jake finally takes his eyes off me and looks at Dad. “She’s been scared for a while. She just needed…a friend…” Dad shakes his head slightly, but I can see that he’s out of words too. Jake fills in the silence again. “It was stupid. She knows this. She knows she shouldn’t have…” He glances at me, but lowers his eyes to her again quickly. “She would’ve been home sooner, if it weren’t for my elevator. I found her when I left here and brought her back as soon as I could.”
 
   Dad sighs. It’s a sound we’ve heard before, with a look we’ve seen. It’s a resolute sound and look. He doesn’t like what he’s heard, but he’s done listening. So am I. I don’t wait for him to speak.
 
   “Thanks for bringing my wife home where she belongs, Jake.” Sarcasm and anger mix to clip each word. He shoots me a look filled with volumes, but doesn’t say anything back. “Lucy.” She doesn’t move. I look down at her and repeat her name a little louder to get her to look up. “Go to our room.”
 
   She pushes herself to stand, but Jake grabs her arm again, pulling her closer to him. “No.” 
 
   I narrow my eyes, anger taking a backseat to disbelief for a second. Only a second. “Get your hand off my wife, Jake.” I don’t move. I don’t need to, we’re all standing very close.
 
   Jake drops his hand, but Lucy stays standing against his arm. My brother stares at me; I stare back. I’m pretty sure he wants to hit me. I know I want to hit him.
 
   Dad breaks in, “Lucy. Go sit on the sofa.” No one argues with his commands. Lucy meekly moves two steps back and turns to the living room. I don’t take my eyes off Jake, but I see her sit on the edge, watching us. “Jake. Max. Sit.” We don’t move. “Now!” That did it. We both sit at the table, slowly, still staring at each other.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12 HER
 
   This is so much worse than I could’ve imagined. All three Traeger men, here, angry. All because of me. I want to cry and cover my face. But it’s a train wreck I can’t look away from…I have to watch, to stare.
 
   Ron takes the seat I was just in, between Max and Jake. “This has been a long day for everyone. I have a few phone calls to make to clear up this mess.” His voice booms like Max’s. His anger a film covering everyone. “Max. You need to see to your wife. She’s obviously had some sort of shock or something today.” He speaks slowly, “She needs to be dealt with…gently tonight.” Max looks at him, but takes a while before he nods. 
 
   “Jake.” I watch as Max looks at his brother again; Jake turns to look at Ron. “You need to go home. And think about how your involvement here tonight only made matters worse…for everyone.”
 
   “I’m not leaving until I hear Max say that he won’t hurt her.” I shiver hearing this. Jake is calm, but his voice has the same edge, the same steely grit as Ron’s. I want to jump up and run. I want to cower behind Jake. I want to beg Max to forgive me. I just want to hide really.
 
   Max laughs. It’s a choked sound, sandpaper against bricks sound, “You’re trying to tell me what I can and can’t do, little brother?” Oh, God. This is only getting worse.
 
   Ron puts his hand on both men’s arms on the table. “Enough.” I can see how he has an effect on them. Grown men, but they’re both still under his control. I can see myself in them, under Max’s control. Always. “Max, that detective is going to want to check on Lucy, to get a report tomorrow…it’d be best if you kept your anger in check right now, son.” Max again only nods.
 
   Ron turns to Jake. “I told you to go home. Now.” Jake nods too. 
 
   He gets up and walks over to me, standing close, hiding me from them for a moment. He puts his finger on my cheek, tracing a tear I didn’t know was there. “I’ll call you tomorrow. You’ll be fine.” I only swallow in response, still too afraid to speak. My arms are wrapped around me, trying to hold my fear in, keep myself safe. It’s futile. But his words do make me feel better…it’s a lie, but I hold onto it. 
 
   He walks down the hall and I can hear the door quietly open and close. I can’t help but look back at the table. Ron and Max are both staring at me with the same look. Disgusted anger. Shocked anger. Furious anger.
 
   I’m too frightened to move or breathe or blink. I just keep holding onto Jake’s words…I’ll be fine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13 HIM
 
   I close the front door. 
 
   Dad stayed long enough to send Lucy to bed and make the calls he needed. I had to sit and listen as he explained that it was just an accident. That Lucy is fine and back home. No, no need to investigate anything. She was only trapped in an elevator for hours, but she’s fine now. 
 
   I had to listen to Dad laugh and charm his way out of the favors he pulled for me. The number of people he had already involved. He didn’t waste any time. If Lucy hadn’t shown up when she did, my house was minutes from being a full-blown TV-style crime scene investigation. 
 
   I sigh. I know he’s right. I have to keep my anger in check. Tonight anyway. There may still be questions to answer tomorrow. Too many people involved.
 
   For his sake. For my sake. I can’t let my anger have control. If I punish Lucy tonight…I have to stop myself from thinking this. The images that pop into my head are too vivid. My hands ache to punish her! 
 
   I take a deep breath and walk down the hallway. I stop at our bedroom door. I can’t go in there. If I see her now…I won’t be able to stop myself.
 
   I turn and walk into the guest room instead and close the door quietly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13 HER
 
   I don’t remember falling asleep. I’m still in my clothes, on top of the covers. It’s late though. 3:00 a.m. I don’t need to roll over to know Max isn’t in bed. But the house is quiet. I don’t know where he is.
 
   I get up and head to the bathroom. The lights hurt for a second, making me blink my puffy and red eyes. I splash more water on my face. Take off my clothes. Put on my robe and nothing else.
 
   I don’t have a plan. I’m not really thinking. Just going on instinct. Maybe…
 
   I quietly open the door. I can see the guest room door is closed. He must be in there.
 
   I take a deep breath. Steeling myself. I can do this. I have no choice…I have to face him sooner or later…
 
   I quietly open the door and hear his deep breathing. I hesitate. I second guess. Maybe I should just let him sleep…not wake the monster…I’m trying to joke to myself?!…so not funny!
 
   I stand over the bed, putting my hand on his dark, soft waves. I gently rub his head, “Max…come to bed, sweetie…” 
 
   He’s awake in an instant, rolling over and grabbing me with him. He’s on top of me before I can even squeal at the sudden movement. “You want me to come to bed, baby?” I only nod. I don’t know if he can see me even.
 
   I can’t see his face, his shoulders block the light from the hallway. But I can hear the edge in his voice still. I’d hoped waking him quietly, gently…a foolish hope that he’d respond gently too. 
 
   I feel his hand inside my robe, pushing it open. I can feel him hard against my leg already. I can’t help myself. My body is a traitor. I respond and arch to meet his hand between my legs. He roughly shoves two fingers in, his knuckles punching against me. I cry out, but he only repeats the slamming in and out several times. I know better than to try closing my legs. I’ve made that mistake before. I don’t resist. I just cry out with each thrust. He finally pulls his fingers out and I shudder with pain…and that traitorous wet excitement I always feel with his touch, good or bad.
 
   “On your belly.” I try to obey, but my robe is trapped under us. He lifts off a little and I get my arms out. I slowly roll over. He grabs my hair and yanks my head back. “Spread your legs, whore.” He hasn’t called me that…not since that night. I know he thinks I betrayed him again tonight. I open my legs. He laughs. “You can do better than that.” I open further and he lets go of my hair. 
 
   “I’ll give you a choice, little girl.” I shiver hearing his words. I thought he’d move to be between my legs, not leave me exposed like this. “I promised not to beat you…tonight anyway. But that doesn’t mean that I won’t hurt you.” I muffle a little cry into the bed. “But I’ll give you a choice now. I plan to beat you with the buckle of the belt…up and down.” His fingers trace goose bumps from my legs to my shoulders. I shake and cry into the bed more. “But I’ll relent…only beat you with the leather…if you tell me now that you deserve to be fucked hard in your ass. Like a good little whore needs.”
 
   Oh God. He did this on our honeymoon. I remember the pain. But…but he’s never hit me with the buckle before…I can’t take that…I can’t. “Please…”
 
   “Please, what, little girl?”
 
   I can’t say it. He’s made me beg for punishment before. He’s made me tell him exactly what I did wrong to deserve his anger. But this… “Please…”
 
   “I’m losing patience, Lucy…you’ve just earned the buckle on your ass no matter what you say…wanna save your pretty back and legs that pain? Then tell me what you deserve, whore.”
 
   “Please…do…do my bottom…” I know better than to curse, to say it the way he did. Even in my rabbit holed-brain, I know better than to anger him more that way. I push my mind away, trying to not feel his body move to be above me, between my legs.
 
   But I feel everything. There’s no escape. He spreads my cheeks with his thumbs. I can feel the tip of his hard cock against me and I try to squeeze my body smaller, away. He laughs. “Go ahead. Tense up. I’ll only like it more.” He pushes a little, but not in. “I’m not going to make this easy on you, whore. I’m not going to make you wet. I want this to hurt.” He pushes in fast and hard.
 
   I scream. I’m being ripped apart. A searing pain, I try to push up and get him off. I don’t have control over myself, it’s instinct to fight against this pain. But he doesn’t budge. His legs stay locked next to me, his cock buried deep. He shoves my arms down and holds me against the bed. “I like when you move. Pushes me in deeper.” 
 
   He pulls out a little and I cry more. He’s almost out and I take big gulps of air and hair, my face smashed to the side, my hair covering me. “Tell me you want it. Tell me you deserve it.” 
 
   I know he’ll only hurt me more if I disobey, if I try to resist. “I want it….I…I deserve…” my tears cover the last word. My cry strangles it when he shoves into me again. 
 
   He leans forward, pushing his cock down and making me cry out louder. With his lips gently against my ear, “Move your hips. Shove yourself against me.” I’m too shaky to do much, but I move my hips up, crying more. “Good whore. You do like it, don’t you?!” He kisses my ear and raises up. He thrusts in and out fast several times, then slows down. I can hear his breathing over my cries and grunts. I know he’s slowing down to stop himself from cuming too fast. 
 
   “Please…”
 
   He stops, his cock deep in me. “Squeeze me then. Make me cum, whore.”
 
   I shake my head against the bed. “Do it or I’ll cum now, get hard and fuck your ass all over again.”
 
   “Please, Max…please…” But I close my eyes, squeezing them as much as my ass. I cry out, letting go.
 
   “Again.” I don’t know how, but I do. My cries are constant, shaking the bed, us. I don’t know if I let go; it feels like I just hold onto him. A desperate embrace of sobs and pain.
 
   I feel him explode, his legs rocking the bed and me. But he doesn’t get out. He stays in me, rubbing my head and back. When my sobs finally quiet. He leans over, pulling out and kissing me cheek through my hair, “That’s my good whore.”
 
   He gets up and I roll over, waiting until he leaves the room to really cry. My body convulses with sobs. I don’t hear him when he returns. “Get up.” I jump at his voice. But my sobs are silenced. I shakily get off the bed, grabbing my robe. It’s still clean even if I’m not. I wrap this around me and slowly walk out. I feel my asshole is the size of my ass and I can feel his cum dripping out of me. I have to stop myself from throwing up. I take a few deep breaths before I walk into our bedroom.
 
   He’s in the bathroom. I can hear the shower running. I walk in slowly. He’s already cleaning himself off. His beautiful hair slicked back, his muscled body bubbled with soap. He sees me and opens the door. His eyes are still hard, but he doesn’t say anything. I let the robe drop to the floor. I’m numb.
 
   The warm water feels good for a moment, a shock against my numbness. He hands me the soap and turns away while I clean myself. I wince at the pain, trying to be gentle. When I turn around, he’s staring at me again.
 
   But his face has changed a little. The anger’s still there. But so is pain. He’s had this look before. Like he wants to cry but he won’t let himself. “Why?!”
 
   I don’t know how to respond to this. His voice takes on more volume over the water. “Why would you betray me like that, Lucy?”
 
   “I...I’m sorry…I wasn’t trying…I didn’t mean to hurt you…” My voice echoes and I can hear how pathetic I sound. I’m hurt, but I’m the one apologizing to him. This is just the way it is with us.
 
   He moves slowly to stand in front of me. He puts his hands on my shoulders, gently. But I don’ trust that he’ll stay gentle. I can see the dark anger, I can still hear it. His body is still tense. “Haven’t I always told you exactly what I expect of you?”
 
   “Yes” This is true. From the beginning, he’s told me how it has to be with us. His demands were never a secret he hid. Jake’s right; I’m the one who’s been hiding. 
 
   “Then you know you’ve been very bad, little girl.” It’s not a question. I don’t move. He said he wouldn’t punish me today. But I’m suddenly very cold in the steamed shower. 
 
   He turns off the water and opens the door. I follow him out. He puts a towel around me and dries off my hair and back. He kisses my forehead and even smiles at me as he turns to get his own towel. I’m too numb, scared, confused…I don’t know what to make of any of this.
 
   When he’s dry, he takes the towels and hangs them up. I watch as he gently takes my hand and leads me back to the bedroom. I watch as he gets in bed, propped up on pillows and pats my side of the bed. I slowly get in. My butt still hurts and I wince as I put pressure on it, lying on my side quickly. He puts his arms around me and pulls me onto his chest more.
 
   I’m still not trusting…but this has always been our routine. He punishes me, then comforts me. I’m used to kissing my own tears on his chest, feeling his heartbeat against my cheek. I put my hand up on his stomach and feel his breaths, his muscles. I can see that he’s aroused again under the sheet. I can feel my own body respond to his gentle touches. A damn lab rat in his maze, doing whatever I can for a piece of cheese!
 
   I decide I have nothing to lose. If he’s going to keep his promise of not hurting me more, then it’s now or never. “Max?”
 
   “Yes, baby.” He sounds almost sleepy.
 
   “I…I don’t want to make you angrier with me…but…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14 HIM
 
   “…but I need to talk…to say something…?”
 
   I can feel her shaking against me. My little Lucy. She knows she’s in a lot of trouble. She’s never made me this angry before. Not even that night when she let Rich touch her. She’s been on her best behavior ever since…I don’t understand why she blew it. Why she misbehaved so badly.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   She moves her head up to look at me more. I kiss her nose. I’ve always loved her nose, so straight and little. I’ll keep my promise…I’ll never break her, never cause her any real damage. But I smile thinking of the black eye I’m going to give her tonight. I won’t use my fist. Her nose will be safe.
 
   She swallows and takes a deep breath. “I am sorry for everything.” I nod. Of course she is. She’s sorry she’s in so much trouble. “It was stupid and foolish…and I shouldn’t have done any of it…” I nod again, but I’m curious where she’s going with this. Does she really think that apologizing now while I’ve promised not to punish her will help to ease my anger? She should know better by now.
 
   “I know you know…” She stops, I can feel her body heat up again, her heartbeats flittering thumps against my side. She continues in a tiny voice, “…about Jake coming here…” I keep myself relaxed, not responding to the mental image and shouting in my own head at her words. 
 
   “And I’m sorry for keeping that a secret too.” I nod, continuing to stroke her hair and back. “I needed someone to talk to…after…after what you did…that night…”
 
   “What I did?” I keep my voice steady, but I can feel my own body getting warmer now.
 
   “…Yes…when you hurt me so badly…when I couldn’t move without pain for a week…” Her voice rises slightly, an unpleasant note of defiance in it.
 
   “Careful, little girl...”
 
   I feel her squirm, swallowing and moving her head back down. When she starts again, her voice is small and soft once more, “I was in a lot of pain…and I was scared, Max.”
 
   “Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you let another man touch you again?”
 
   “…Yes, but…” She’s shaking again, I can feel her tears on my chest, her fingers fidgeting against my stomach. I wait for her to continue, wanting to see how far she’s willing to push this. “But…I never thought you’d be able to hurt me like that…that you’d even want to hurt me that badly…”
 
   I lift her chin up to look at me again, but I’m gentle. I even keep my voice soft, my look tender. “I’m going to hurt you worse than that later today, little girl.”
 
   She’s shocked. I like seeing her looks as they change so quickly. Shock. Fear. Guilt. Despair. And one I haven’t seen in a long time. Anger. 
 
   It doesn’t matter. She’ll be feeling only fear and guilt soon enough. And pain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14 HER
 
   “I can’t…I can’t believe you’re saying…” I try to breathe. I must be in a nightmare…today must’ve been a nightmare and I’ll wake up soon, right?! He can’t be looking at me so sweetly and saying…this!
 
   “I think I’ve been too lenient with you, Lucy. It’s my own fault really. I’ve given you too much time to think…I’ve not demanded enough of you, to keep you busier.” He smiles at me. I feel his hand move from my hip around to gently press against my lower stomach. “That’ll change soon if you’re pregnant.” He shrugs. “And I’ll keep a closer eye on you. I won’t let you get yourself into so much trouble again, little girl.”
 
   I push against him quickly, shoving myself away before he can react. I’m standing, naked. Furious. Shaking with anger at his words.
 
   “Do you hear yourself? Max…I’m practically a prisoner here now. I threw my phone away because I know you trace my every move, my every call. I needed a minute to myself. To breathe! To think!”
 
   His look doesn’t change much. He remains sweet with a hint of anger, but his words carry even more edge. The warning edge. “You want time to think? How bout thinking about what you’ve done wrong…yesterday and now. How bout thinking about how you’ve disappointed me?” 
 
   I take a breath, but stay standing away from him. I try to think. How can I get him to see that I need him to talk to me seriously?! “I…I know I disappointed you, Max…and I am sorry…I already said I’m sorry for everything that’s happened.” I take another deep breath, trying to see if any of this is getting through to him. I can’t tell. “But…but I’ve been struggling for so long with…with everything…I need to talk to you…I need you to listen to me…please?!” My tears run down my cheeks freely, I brush them away angrily.
 
   “What is it you think I need to hear? What is it you think you need to say, Lucy?”
 
   “I…I’m afraid.”
 
   “You said that already.” He’s calm, matter-of-fact almost. “You should be afraid.”
 
   “Max…” I’m running out of words. My shock, fear, anger…zapping any thoughts. I swallow and start over, trying for a stronger voice again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15 HIM
 
   “I’m afraid that you don’t really love me…that you only love how you can order me around…and…and hurt me.” She swallows again. I let her have this time to speak. No harm in letting her talk as long as she’s calm about it. “I’m afraid…if we have a child…how you’ll want to raise…our child…” She stops. Her mouth opening and closing, but she only tries to breathe, her hands against her stomach.
 
   I speak calmly, slowly, in the voice I use when I want to be very clear with her, a child needing a reminder lesson. “Lucy. I love you very much. Everything about you. I’ve loved you since the beginning.” I put my hand out and pat the bed again. She doesn’t move at first, but she responds when I lower my brows a little more. She sits on the edge of the bed, but still away from me. 
 
   “I do love ordering you around as you put. And I do love being able to hurt you.” I can see she tenses up again, almost standing, but she stops herself. I keep my voice very calm, very slow still. “And I will raise our children to be respectful of me and of you. Our children will know that I’m in charge and they will fear being punished if they misbehave.” She starts to shake her head, but I continue. “But understand…that my harshest, strictest lessons…and discipline…I reserve for you.” 
 
   I give her a moment to think about this. “I expect full obedience and submission from you, Lucy. No questions. No arguments. No negotiations. You know this, little girl. You mess up. I will punish you. And from now on…I will be harder on you.” 
 
   I can see her eyes fill with tears. So pretty. Her hair down her front, her hands in her lap. I reach and pull her towards me, not giving her a chance to stand up again. She doesn’t resist. I pull her into my chest, a tight ball with her knees up and pressed against me. I pull the covers over us and hold her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15 HER
 
   I try to be still in his arms. I’m too chilled by his words. So calm. So clear. 
 
   “What if…what if that’s not what I want…what I need…?” I say this as almost a whisper, too afraid to say it…to afraid to keep it in.
 
   He doesn’t say anything for a long time, just keeps stroking his hand from the top of my head, down my back, across my raised legs and back again. I almost think he didn’t hear me until his voice answers in a whisper too, “You gave up having a choice when you became my wife, Lucy. What you want…what you need…I decide. You’ll take whatever I do to you.” 
 
   Even in a whisper, I know his final tone when I hear it. There’s no point in talking more.
 
   Jake was right. He’ll never change. I swallow and still only speak in a cracked whisper, “What…what are you going to do to me, Max?”
 
   And he waits to answer me again. His voice slides across the words, like he’s enjoying hearing the fear in my voice, feeling the shiver in my body. “Do you really want to know, little girl?”
 
   “I…I might be pregnant…” It’s all I can think to say…hopeful that he’ll snap out of this deeper darkness still. Foolish hope. And coward. Too afraid to hear what he has planned for me.
 
   “Yes. I think we should get you a new appointment later today.” He moves us both down the bed. “Enough talking. Get some sleep now, baby.” He kisses the top of my head and relaxes his arms a little.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16 HIM
 
   I didn’t fall back asleep after last night. I stayed awake, listening to Lucy’s breathing eventually even and deepen. Just that was enough to make me almost sleep. I’m always calmer having her next to me.
 
   And I could use some calming right now. It’s why I got out of bed at 5:00 a.m. and went for a longer run. It’s why I’m still sitting on the terrace with a cold cup of coffee, thinking.
 
   Yesterday seems like a nightmare. Not knowing where Lucy was. Looking for her. Talking to Killaney, Dad, Jeff. Jake…but I skip over him for now. Everything that happened up until she was home again, safe. 
 
   I’ve never felt helpless before. A feeling I hope never to feel again. That Lucy made me feel this way…I can’t forgive her. Not yet anyway. Not until I’ve punished her.
 
   Which leads to my next frustration. Having to wait to punish her. I don’t like waiting for anything. I see the reason, the sense in waiting. But that doesn’t mean I like it. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to wait for anything. Waiting last night to hear from Lucy...I need to stop thinking about it.
 
   Since Jake called. Since knowing what happened to her. I’ve had to hold my anger in check. I’ve had to stop my hands from wringing her neck. From punching him. I look at my hands holding the cold cup now. 
 
   I don’t know that I’ll be able to forgive Jake for his part in all this. I’ll try, but it’ll be a long time before I trust him again with Lucy.
 
   I smile. But that doesn’t matter. I’ve already arranged for a new driver for me. Jeff will be keeping Lucy company from now on. She won’t be leaving here without me knowing where she is at all times. And no one will be allowed in here without my permission. 
 
   She said last night that this was practically her prison. Well, baby, it is now. I smile. For her own sake, I hope she takes these new rules well…she’s already in for a world of hurt for what she’s done and said.
 
   What kept me up…what robbed my sleep wasn’t any of these thoughts, though.
 
   It was the same thoughts I’ve had before. About Lucy.
 
   I knew she struggled. When I’d see her resisting or trying to work around a demand, I’d be more strict and severe with her. It’s when I’d be my most cruel. I don’t really want to be cruel to her. I like hurting her, sometimes just for my pleasure…but I want to be loving and kind to her too. And most of the time, I am.
 
   I give her all of my love. I deny her nothing. Within reason anyway. I’m not a fool though. I know what I demand isn’t for everyone. I’ve had enough girlfriends throw modern feminism and equal rights crap in my face to know that Lucy isn’t like any other girl. 
 
   She understands that she needs my guidance. My devotion to making her the best wife she can be. She gets that all of my rules, demands, punishments are meant to help her, to help us. To be happy. 
 
   So why does she still resist? Why is she still struggling? Why did she run to Jake?!
 
   Jake. Fuck! I don’t want to think about him. Her. Them.
 
   Holding her last night, trying to sleep, then giving up. I almost thought about not punishing her…well, punishing her only lightly anyway. I thought it might be easier on us both.
 
   I know that allowing myself to express the amount of anger I felt yesterday…that it’s dangerous. For her and me. I didn’t picture just using a belt on her. Using the buckle. I’ve never done that. Ron never even used it on us. Maybe on Mom…I’ll have to ask him.
 
   But before I could stop myself, I pictured hitting her too. Really hitting her. Punching her face, breaking open her cheek, her lips. I pictured choking her hard enough to leave my fingerprints on her pretty neck. I pictured breaking her beautiful nose, so she’d always have a reminder of what would happen if she ever did anything like this again. I pictured letting myself be out of control.
 
   She lied to me. Threw her phone away to hide from me. Ran off to be with my brother. Talked back. Argued. Disobeyed almost every rule.
 
   No wonder I’m so angry. But…but I’m worried. I don’t want to lose control of myself. I can’t. It’s a promise I’ve made to myself. 
 
   I know I’m a monster. I’ve come to terms with this. I don’t care what anyone thinks of me. I only care about Lucy. About her obeying and submitting to me. 
 
   If I let myself the freedom to really punish her…how I know she deserves to be punished for everything she’s done…I don’t think I can…I know I can’t. I made a promise to her too. I’ll always keep my promises to her. To myself.
 
   But how do I punish her then? How do I hurt her only a little for all of this?!
 
   Maybe I just need a little more time…to calm down more…maybe that will help.
 
   I look at my watch. I better get her awake. I made an appointment for her online, we need to get going.
 
   I smile. Another reason to wait to punish her. She may be carrying my child…I wouldn’t want anything to risk that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16 HER
 
   I hear Max get up. I stay quiet in bed, waiting for the front door to close behind him. I don’t know how long I have, but I breathe a little easier being alone.
 
   I roll over. 5:20 a.m. I hesitate for only a second. I may not have another chance today. I move over to Max’s side of the bed. To the phone.
 
   It takes too many heartbeats for him to pick up, his voice sluggish with sleep…maybe alcohol. “Hello?”
 
   “Jake? I’m sorry to call so early…” I whisper even though I know Max is gone.
 
   “Lucy? Are you ok?” He sounds wide awake now.
 
   “I…I am. For now anyway.” I try not to think about what Max said last night. “I…wanted to tell you that I made a decision. You told me to make up my mind…and I…I think I have.”
 
   “Overnight? Just like that?”
 
   Not what I was expecting from him. I thought he’d be supportive, not sarcastic and angry. “Yes. Just like that.” I try for strong, but I can hear how petulant I sound even to me. I go back to whispering, “I don’t have long to talk…I think he went for a run, but I don’t know how long before he’ll be back.”
 
   “Did he hurt you last night?” His dark, deep voice. So protective, so angry. So like Max’s I want to cry hearing it.
 
   I don’t want to tell him about what Max did. “No…I’m okay…” I swallow loudly. “I know he’ll never change...what he was saying last night…I’m scared. I mean…more scared than I’ve ever been of him, Jake! I need to get somewhere safe…to get away from him!” 
 
   I hear him breathe out heavily. It seems to take him forever to answer me. “What you’re asking of me, Lucy…I…I want to help you. Shit!” He breathes again in and out, his mouth close to his phone. “I will help you, girl. But you have to be honest with me. No bullshit.” I wait, not sure what he means. “If I step in…if I interfere more than I already have…and you decide to change your mind and stay…it’ll be a lot worse for you…and me. You know that, right?”
 
   “Yes.” My whisper is a long hiss of air out.
 
   “You really want to leave Max? To walk away from him? From everything you have with him? You really think you can do that?” 
 
   “I…I…” I start to cry, choking on words. “I don’t know what else I can do!”
 
   “Shhh…no more tears, Lucy…shhh.” I try to sniffle in my tears, try to stop my body from shuddering more on the bed. My knees up, arm around them. I look up at the ceiling. Oh God. To never be in this room again?! To never feel Max’s arms around me again?! I can’t...
 
   “I don’t know, Jake. I love him…but I can’t take all of his anger…it’s too much…if you’d seen him…heard him last night…” I’m lost in tears again. I drop my head onto my knees and hold the phone like it’s Jake’s hand. Like it could actually help me right now.
 
   “Lucy!” His sharp, hard near-shout stops my tears instantly. I hiccup from gulping in a sob. “You need to get yourself calm. Now, girl. He’s going to be back any minute and he can’t find you on the phone with me like this.” I know he’s right. That wouldn’t be good. I sniffle a little more. “Good.” 
 
   He takes a quick deep breath in and I follow his example. “He’s not going to do anything this morning. He made a promise to me and to Dad that he’d calm down. He’d wait to see if you’re pregnant.” Something in how he said it, like it hurt him to say the words. It hurts me to think them. “So you have a little time. We have a little time to think about what can be done.” 
 
   “He’s going to make me an appointment today with the doctor.” I need to know. I know that. But I’m afraid of knowing, of Max knowing really. “What if I am pregnant?”
 
   Jake doesn’t hesitate. “I’ll still help you, Lucy. But Max will never let you leave with his child. You know that. You…you’d be better off trying to figure out how to make…how to make him happy with you again…if you think that’s even possible after yesterday…”
 
   I know he’s right. I’ve had this same thought. It’s why I got up at 3:00 and went looking for him. To try to appease him. To make up to him. To show him…I don’t know. My mind runs from this thought. “Ok…I don’t know if I’ll be able to call you again…”
 
   “I’ll come by later today…to talk to Max again. Ok?”
 
   “Ok….Thanks, Jake…” I hang up quietly.
 
   But I do know. At 3:00 a.m., I wanted to show Max that I’m still his. That I still know that he has every right to be angry with me. That he has every right to punish me however he wants. That he’s right…I will take whatever he does. 
 
   God help me. It’s what I thought then. Until he scared me with how calmly he said he would hurt me more than he already has. I’m not strong enough to take that...
 
   And what if I am pregnant…it’s not just me I have to think about then…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17 HIM
 
   Lucy looks scared. Her fingers keep squeezing each other. Her legs keep tapping against the metal drawers, making the paper below her bottom crinkle. She’s dressed again, we’re just waiting for Dr. Patel to return with results.
 
   I chose her as Lucy’s doctor because I knew she’d be discreet and trustworthy. I allowed her to question Lucy privately on her first visit. She understands how our marriage works and she doesn’t question it. Her family ran into some trouble when she was still in med school; Dad helped them out. She understands what owing a favor means. She’s well aware that I punish Lucy sometimes. She’s seen my marks on her. She saw Lucy today, saw how she winced during the exam. She only looked at me, but said nothing.
 
   “Lucy…” In this small room, even trying to keep my voice soft, it booms against the hard surfaces. She looks at me. My sweet, lovely Lucy. “It’s going to be okay.” I smile, trying to relax her. I stand up and take her hand in mine, pulling her against me. “I love you very much. I heard what you had to say earlier too…I know you’re scared, baby.” I kiss her palms. She usually smiles at this.
 
   “You do?” She’s near tears. She has been since we left the apartment.
 
   “Yes. I know…” I breathe in a little, squeezing her hands, rubbing her fingers a little more. “I know you need reassurances.” I wink at her. This usually does the trick. She knows that I’m happy with her when I do this. She does relax, but only a little. Despite everything that’s happened yesterday, this morning…I want her to be happy.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you. No matter what the results are today.” I hear myself saying it. I hadn’t decided this. Until now. I listen to myself making this big decision and I know it’s right…for her, for me. “I won’t punish you for yesterday.” And I know I won’t. Some part of me has decided to keep the monster locked up, away from Lucy, for good. To keep her safe always. I’ve made this decision before. I can do this now. Go on, you can admit it to yourself, coward…you’re doing it to keep us safe. She ran to Jake for a reason. And you can’t lose her.
 
   Lucy throws herself into my arms, crying out and hysterically shedding tears. I have to brace myself to not let her fall off the exam table.
 
   “It’s ok, baby. It’s all going to be ok.” I lift her wet chin and kiss her wet lips. “You’ve given me everything, Lucy…everything I’ve ever asked of you…I can give you this…a little space…a little time.” I kiss her again. “We’ll have a clean start…would you like that, little girl?”
 
   She nods, more tears flowing, but her sobs gone now. “Max, I know you love me…I didn’t mean it when I said…”
 
   “Shhh…I know…you were scared.” I kiss her again, holding her for a second longer against me before looking into her beautiful red-rimmed eyes. “I won’t make promises to you…promises I know I might not be able to keep…but I’ll try.” She nods. “I’ll try to be gentler with you. I’ll try to give you some…” This is harder to say. I don’t even know if I want to say it, but I know I have to…for her. I can’t lose her. My life is lost without her in it. She scared me yesterday, leaving like that. I won’t lose her. “I’ll try to give you some control over your day to day, baby…to allow you more…freedom.”
 
   “You will?” I nod. She looks scared again. I don’t know why. Because she doesn’t believe me? No…
 
   I smile, grabbing her chin harder. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to let you get away with anything, little girl. And you’ll have Jeff as your driver from now on, to take you anywhere, to keep you safe.” I may give her a little more freedom, but I’ll keep tighter tabs on her. She smiles against the pressure of my fingers. I know my little Lucy so well. We’ll be okay. She nods and sniffs.
 
   Dr. Patel walks in again at that moment. She gives me a look, but doesn’t say anything about my hand on Lucy’s chin. “Well…I’m used to seeing tears, but usually not until I give the good news…” She laughs.
 
   Lucy is wiping her face, still pressed against me though. I keep my arm around her. 
 
   “And good news it is. Lucy, Max…Congratulations! You’re pregnant!”
 
   I feel Lucy shake and laugh and cry against me. I turn to hold her, bury her face against me. I’m glad I made my decision. Whatever happens…we’re forever linked. Lucy and me.
 
   And I will keep us safe. And together.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17 HER
 
   On the ride home, hands linked on my knee like always. I keep looking at him. I’m never sick of staring at his handsome features. Chiseled. That’s the word used in the trashy novels I read in college. 
 
   No matter how hurt. No matter how scared. No matter how confused. I’ve always responded to him. To his strong looks. His strong voice. His strong love.
 
   I’ve been living in a crazy state. Up. Down. Side to side. Crazy. I let myself release a stream of curses in my head…a dizzying freedom after everything that’s happened. Shit. Damn. Fuck. Shit. Ok….I’m not that creative! I laugh again and Max takes my hand and kisses it. 
 
   I feel like I’ve been told the guillotine isn’t sharp enough and I won’t be executed...long live love!
 
   I’m suddenly sick again. Max shouts to his new driver to stop. We’re pulled in sharply to an open space by the curb and I quickly open the door, leaning out and taking in big gulps of air. I don’t vomit. Barely. I shake with small cries or laughter or both. I shake.
 
   But I feel Max’s hand on my back. His gentle, sweet hand.
 
   No matter what else happens. I will always remember this moment.
 
   His child inside me. His loving touch at my discomfort. His attentive command to stop the car just when I need it stopped. That he loves me. I know this. Right here. Right now. I don’t doubt. I won’t ever doubt again that his love can conquer anything, even my fears and his anger.
 
   I don’t feel the rest. I hear. But I don’t feel. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18 HER
 
   I don’t need to open my eyes to know that I’m in a hospital room. The smell. The sounds. Beeps, hisses, muffled voices and footsteps, metal on metal clangs in a distance.
 
   I want to drift back to sleep. I don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t want to see.
 
   A single tear escapes my right eye, but I don’t feel it until it drops onto my shoulder.
 
   I drift. Thankfully, I drift.
 
   .…..
 
   I feel a prick on my arm and moan. “I’m sorry, honey.” 
 
   A nurse smiling at me. That’s the first thing I see. Her hand pressing on the inside of my left elbow. My left arm lying on a white sheet. Tubes come out of my left hand. I follow them up to a bag of clear liquid, back down. I turn my head a little. My right arm is wrapped. I swallow several times and she brings me a cup with a straw. Cool water hits my throat and I don’t think I’ve loved the feel of anything more in my life.
 
   I cough a little and she plumps up pillows behind me. My face feels funny. Like I don’t have control of it.
 
   “Your family is going to be very happy to see your baby blues open, honey.” She walks towards the door. “I’ll get the doctor too.” I want to tell her to stop. Wait. Please!
 
   But she’s gone.
 
   I close my eyes, but the solace of sleep is lost to me. I hold my breath waiting. I keep my eyes closed.
 
   I can hear the door open. It’s quiet but the sound from the hall gets louder for a moment.
 
   “It’s good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
 
   A stranger. A doctor. I open my eyes. He’s youngish, smiling, looking at a chart. Nice, clean cut. I vomit on him. 
 
   He steps back quickly and goes into the hall, “Nurse!”
 
   But he returns to my side and pulls the sheets to cover the small vomit on the side of the bed. He wipes my face and the front of my gown. I’m too weak to turn away from him. Too numb. He removes his jacket, leaving it on the floor without a care. 
 
   A nurse quickly comes in and he directs him to get a maintenance person in here right away. 
 
   Then he smiles at me again. Nice. I want to cry and apologize, but I’m silent, watching the movie around me. “Feel a little better?”
 
   I only nod. “Do you know where you are?” He puts a light on my eyes and directs me to follow it.
 
   “In the hospital?” My voice cracks. He picks up the cup and straw and holds it for me. “Take small sips.” I do. Keeping my eyes on him.
 
   “Yes. You were brought in this morning. Do you know your name?”
 
   “Lucy Traeger.” 
 
   “Good. How about what day it is?”
 
   “Saturday.” 
 
   “Good, Lucy. You don’t have a concussion. You have lacerations…cuts…to your right side. And your wrist and rib are bruised. But you’re fine.” He pats the bed. “And your baby is fine.”
 
   I’m trying to understand what he’s saying.
 
   “What happened? Why am…” I cough again, splitting pain to head and neck. My right side exploding with hot throbbing pain. He gives me the straw again. I close my eyes and wait for this to subside a little.
 
   “What’s the last thing you remember?”
 
   “Max.” Saying his name is a new kind of pain.
 
   “That’s…that’s your husband?” Why is he looking as white as the sheets on this bed now? I nod, but this only sends shooting pains to my right eye and temple. I lift my fingers to this side and feel gauze and bandages. No wonder I feel like I’m hearing through a thick cotton blanket. 
 
   “You were in an accident. A car accident. You’re fine.” He doesn’t look as young or as sweet. He looks tired and dragged through something smelly now.
 
   “Where’s my husband…Max?!” I don’t know why my voice sounds so strange, so high, so panicked…well, it’s always high, but still…why is this doctor looking at me…like I’m deranged? This isn’t a movie, doc…just tell me where he is!
 
   “You were both in the accident and…and your husband didn’t make it…I’m so sorry…”
 
   I blink. Blink. Blink. Blinkblink.
 
   “What…what…” I blink the hot tears down my cheeks. “What….Max! Max!” I yell, despite the pain in my head, my body. I scream his name. I know he’ll come running in the room any second. I know he’ll hit this man for lying to me. I know he’ll make everything ok. He has to…he has to…Max!
 
   I watch as the doctor holds my arms down, he yells something at someone. Something is needled into the bag attached to all the tubes attached to me. I keep yelling. Max will hear me. He’ll come for me…I know he…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19 HER
 
   I don’t open my eyes. I don’t ever want to open my eyes again. I feel warm, strong fingers around my left hand. I move one finger a little and I hear his voice.
 
   So like Max…but not his…never his again. Tears bubble and spill. 
 
   “Lucy?”
 
   I let one sob out and feel the heavy bed shake with me. I feel his arms around me, pulling me up to him, crushing me against his strong chest…but not his…never his again.
 
   I wail. I cry. I scream. It’s not enough. All into his chest. My lips vibrate against his shirt.
 
   “No! She’s fine…just leave us…go.” I hear his commanding voice through my long tormented cries. 
 
   I don’t stop. I lift my arms, my fingers claws, grabbing at his shirt, holding on. Screaming.
 
   My throat betrays me, gives up. I keep crying. I keep screaming. I don’t have sound to my wails, just wet sobs and rasping breaths. I keep screaming. One long, continuous wail. One shuddering, shattering cry. 
 
   I feel his arms pushing me back against the pillows again, but he doesn’t let go. I feel his hands pull at mine, taking them off his chest and laying them on my lap, but he doesn’t let go. I feel his warmth, his strength. I cling to it.
 
   …but not his…never his again.
 
   I shake and whimper, soundless, tearless, my body too weak to give strength to my pain. 
 
   “Be a good girl…Get some sleep now, Lucy.” I keep my eyes closed. I listen to his soothing sounds. I cling to his voice…and I pretend it’s his.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20 HER
 
   My eyes are open before I realize I’m awake. I cough a little and become more aware of everything. 
 
   I’m alone. The room is darker. I can see the cup with straw and I reach for this, pulling painfully at an IV in my hand, but I can get it.
 
   My head hurts, my side hurts, my wrist hurts, my throat hurts.
 
   My heart hurts.
 
   I start to cry again. A calmer, deeper cry. 
 
   Max. Why did you leave me?! Why?!
 
   I can’t get the sounds out of my head. No matter how loud I sniffle and cry. I hear the sounds of the accident. Bangs, metal scraping, screaming.
 
   I’m startled to hear the door open. I try to sniffle and sit up more.
 
   Jake’s at my side quickly. I try to smile at his deep frown. I try not to compare it…
 
   He brushes my hair back off my forehead and holds the cup for me to sip more. I watch him walk away and get more water from a plastic pitcher and bring it back to me.
 
   I take another big sip before pushing it away. “Is…is he really…?” I’m not brave enough to finish.
 
   He only nods. Not brave enough to answer out loud. 
 
   He holds me while I cry more silent tears, my body lifeless save the regular pulls of deep breaths in to carry more tears out. I feel his tears in my hair.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21 HER
 
   A nurse interrupts us. Our tears long spent, we’ve been quietly holding each other. Jake doesn’t let me go. I hold onto his arms still. 
 
   “I’m sorry…I just need to get a few vitals…”
 
   Jake kisses my head and starts to move, I cling harder to his arms. He whispers, “I’m not going anywhere.” I let him move to stand at the end of my bed. I let the nurse take my temperature and blood pressure. I’m a limp rag doll. I even have rag doll eyes. Big and unblinking. A rag doll mouth. Closed and small.
 
   When she leaves with an apologetic smile to Jake, he moves to take my hand again and I cling to him once more.
 
   “Dad’s outside. He’s called your parent’s already…he has them on a plane tomorrow morning…” I nod. 
 
   I swallow, but my voice hurts to speak. “Where’s Alex?”
 
   Jake just shakes his head. “Dad didn’t think it was good for her to be here…” He doesn’t need to say that she’s somewhere in a bed crying too, unable to make sense of all of this. Big balled up tears fill my vision and fall hard down my cheeks, bouncing to our hands. 
 
   “Tell me…how…” I don’t want to know….I’ve tried to pretend that this is a nightmare. But the efficient nurses and doctors coming and going don’t let my fantasies take hold. I’ve tried to push away the sounds in my head, but they drown out everything else. I need to know. I have to know what happened to my Max. My breath catches at thinking his name, but I squeeze Jake’s hand back harder.
 
   He almost whispers. But I hear the raw edge of his throat, cutting against each word. “From what the police have told us…you were pulled over and…and another car behind you zipped around without stopping at a light.” He swallows and I rub his fingers to help him to keep talking. I need him to hurry. I don’t know how strong my resolve to hear this is, but it’s fading fast. “A delivery truck had the right away and turned straight into the car…pushing it into yours. You were luckily thrown out and the whole mess was pushed further down the sidewalk away from you. Max…” He stops, blinks and breathes for a second. “He didn’t suffer, at all…that’s what they told us. His side…shit…his side was hit hardest and he was crushed…” He can’t continue. And I can’t continue to listen. Crushed…I don’t ever want to hear that word again.
 
   I roll over and turn away from his description. He puts his hand on my shoulder and doesn’t move, doesn’t rub, doesn’t squeeze. Just keeps his hand on me. A warm spot against the cold that grips my heart and stomach. I shake and cry quietly again. I hear him crying behind me too, but his hand never moves.
 
   I don’t hear the door open. I only feel Jake’s hand pull away finally.
 
   “Lucy, sweetie…” It’s Ron. I roll over and have my arms out for his embrace. I hold him while the big man cries in my arms. His hug hurts my shoulder and rib, but I don’t really feel the pain. I only feel his warm wet tears on the thin gown. I look up and see Jakes tears and reach my hand out for his.
 
   We’ve all lost so much…I’ll never be anything but lost again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22 HER
 
   I haven’t had the strength for what I’ve done today. Being numb helped. But I don’t know where I found the strength to stop crying after each person came in. PJ and Cathy. Laura. Jeff. Dan and Mike. Jake stayed in my room, never leaving my side. That helped. Ron has taken care of everything. That helped.
 
   He told me the driver is in critical condition with head trauma. I don’t even remember his name. Max only said that Jeff was going to keep an eye on me for him from now on…none of that matters now. I know Ron assured the family that all the bills will be paid and he’ll have the best care. Jeff told me. I know Max would want that…
 
   I don’t know how I’ve been able to think his name without choking on my tears, but being numb has helped. I haven’t been able to say it out loud without a searing pain, a spreading pain that tingles my fingertips, tries to push away the numbness. I am greedy for the numbness. I hold on tight.
 
   I try not to say his name.
 
   The doctor says I can go home. This shakes my hold on the numbness. I can’t go home. He isn’t there. I can’t.
 
   Jake sees my panic. “Shhh…your brother and his wife want you to go with them tonight…so they can take care of you…ok?” I nod. I’d sleep anywhere except alone in our bed. I lose it again. I roll away from everyone watching and cry softly again. Jake’s hand stays on my shoulder. A reminder that I’m still here. Still in this nightmare. But I’m not alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23 HER
 
   The mind is a strange map. Mountains of memories forged and forgotten, fields of feelings formed and processed, rivers of functions automatic and learned. All connected. All divided. All equal. All nothing in comparison to the next. 
 
   I wake with the memory of pancakes on Sundays. That smell and sound of childish laughter mix and I’m taken back to the last day of summer before I had to start first grade. Mom yelling that breakfast is ready. PJ home for the weekend from college, rubbing my sleep-hair head and racing me down the stairs.
 
   It’s only a second, but for that second I forgot. Max is gone. I’m lost. All I am now are memories.
 
   I hear the sound of PJ racing Priscilla and Cassie down their stairs. I pull myself up from Cilli’s little bed. I have to pee. Damn this body and its need to function. 
 
   I quietly leave the bedroom and close the bathroom door. The girls’ bathroom is bright pink, with lavender and ballerina’s and princesses. It’s sweet. And I can hardly see it through my tears again.
 
   I don’t know what I’ll have to face today…Mom and Dad. Alex. I look at myself in the mirror. I take a deep breath and start to turn for the door.
 
   I sit back down, hard. Funeral arrangements. Ron will take care of everything. I know he already is. But I’ll have to be there. I’ll have to face it. Alone.
 
   I will have a hard time pretending Max is with me today…but I will try. My love, for you, I will try to be everything you expect of me. But I am weak and these tears are strong.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24 HER
 
   It was worse than I imagined. A sea of black. A churning, tossing, moving, arms pulling, lips kissing sea of black clothed mass. I lost sight of Max once. And I panicked, shoving a stranger out of the way. Jake pulled me to the side, so I could have a clearer view of the front of the room. He hasn’t left my side except to check on his Mom.
 
   The casket is empty. His ashes are already in a small box. I’m not a fool. I don’t think Max’s here. In this room. But his picture is. At the front. Surrounded by flowers. The one thing I insisted on. No white flowers. No reminder of our wedding, only six short months ago. I breathe quickly to control my tears. Blink. It’s his voice I hear. His voice has been with me…getting me through the worst of it. I’m trying, Max. 
 
   But I need to see his face. To get through this…I need to see Max. I keep saying his name over and over in my head. A mantra, a prayer, a beginning to a wail I will let loose when I am alone again. 
 
   I look down at myself, at the simple black dress I’m wearing. Mom picked this out for me. She and Dad went to our apartment and packed a small bag for me. I’m staying at Ron’s and Alex’s tonight. It’s closer to the…to this place.  But I needed something black…to fit in with the sea of blackness.
 
   I lift my head and push my shoulders back. Max wouldn’t like it if I lost control here. He would expect better of me. He’d want his wife to hold her head up. Be strong. To be gracious to the strangers surrounding me. Just like our wedding. Men and women I never met, all passing with whispered wishes for me. You can do this, baby.
 
   I’m trying. 
 
   “Do you need to sit down?” Ron is at my side again. He’s taking turns with Jake. The strong Traeger men taking care of their own. I shake my head. I still have a wrap on my ribs and wrist, a few bandages on my arms, legs and face, but I don’t feel this pain. It’s shadowed by the tear in my heart.
 
   I do however have to pee. I remember this from the book Max made me read. Early pregnancy. “Please excuse me.” I put my hand on my stomach and walk out the doors. I ignore the eyes all staring at me. Pity, curiosity, sympathy…I ignore all of it. I especially ignore the blatant appraisals. I frown at these stares. From men. Men I don’t know or barely know. It was the same as at our wedding…and I can’t think of that right now.
 
   I smile at the nod I get from Jeff and his girlfriend, Anna. When he introduced me to her earlier, it was startling to see him with tears. I know he loved Max as more than an employer. He looked up to him, tried to be like him. He blames himself for not driving that day…but I’m glad he’s safe at least…
 
   I almost hit Becca with the bathroom door. “I’m so sorry!” She stops and laughs, but stops herself quickly and grabs me in another hug. I hug her back, but quickly move into a stall. The human body is a machine. Like an ant, it can carry a load of emotions far heavier than its own weight, but it still has to stop for the stupid stuff.
 
   When I come out to wash my hands, Becca and Stephie are still here, waiting for me.
 
   Stephie breaks the silence, her bright, loud voice piercing in the small space. “You look great! I mean…you look like crap…but you’re holding up great, Luce! You really…I wish I could take you out drinking from here!” She’s awkward when she’s emotional. I’ve learned this about her. She usually acts brisk and offensive when she’s uncomfortable. 
 
   Becca pushes her with her hips and smiles at me, “I know everyone’s asked you this already…is there anything we can do? Anyway we can help?”
 
   I smile too. It’s a small smile, but genuine. Max’s friends meant the world to him. He’d be happy to know that they’re here for me now. I grab one of their hands in each of mine. “I’ll let you know…for now, I’m just trying to hold it together, ya know?!” I let go and brush away a stray tear. I’ve tried not to cry today.
 
   I turn and look at myself in the mirror. Max always told me how beautiful I am when I cry. He liked to make me cry when he punished me…or when he was feeling in a rough mood in bed. I almost moan out loud at this thought. I look down, embarrassed, in case Becca or Stephie saw my cheeks flush, my breathing speed up. I splash cool water on my face.
 
   “Well, you’re doing great. Max would be proud of you,” Becca understands a little. I talked to her earlier today. Told her I was trying to live up to what Max would want from me. I smile again at her reflection. 
 
   We leave together and I walk over to Mom and Dad. They’ve been huddled with PJ, Cathy, and Laura. Dad and PJ put their arms around me. I’m getting used to hiding behind a curtain of a small smile and held breath. Don’t mind that shriveling, sniveling, sobbing girl behind the curtain…I am the Great and Powerful Widow who can grant any onlooker a graceful smile. How silly a mind can be in a time of tragedy. I picture myself green…I’d rather be riding away on a broomstick and torturing some small villagers than having to be here and going through this. I’d rather be home in Max’s arms for the rest of my life.
 
   “Lucy?”
 
   I turn and see Tracy, Rich, Catherine and Kevin walking towards me. My old friend, boss, and co-workers. I pause. Max wouldn’t like this. Wouldn’t like them here. But reality is a bitch. He’s not here. 
 
   I put my arms around Tracy and cry-laugh against her collar and red hair. I haven’t seen her in almost five months. Not since…well…since that horrible night Max punished me for letting Rich put his hand on me.
 
   I don’t look at Rich though. I don’t touch him. I can’t do that. I won’t do that.
 
   Jake is next to me. Out of nowhere. I hug Kevin and Catherine. Rich doesn’t move towards me, but puts his hand out and lets it drop when I don’t respond. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.” Jake’s voice is hard, low, deep. Max’s words, Max’s voice. I look up at him. Max’s look.
 
   Rich blinks at Jake, then turns to me and gives a small smile, before turning again to Tracy. Laura told me that they’re seeing each other now. She broke up with Josh officially and is only dating Rich. Good for them. Jake’s right, they shouldn’t be here. Not here, not now.
 
   I let Jake take my arm and pull me back towards my family. Laura smiles an apology and walks over to Tracy. I let Mom fuss over pushing my hair back. She tried to get me to pull my hair back into a braid today. But I need the curtain to hide behind. I don’t look up at Jake again. I just feel his tension next to me.
 
   …..
 
   I wake up in the middle of the night. This is a strange bedroom. Alex made the room nice, but I’m still scared for a moment. It takes some time to realize where I am. And why I’m here.
 
   Nightmares fill my days and nights anymore.
 
   I roll over again, pressing my hand to my stomach. Well, baby…just you and me now. I’m out of tears. Or in shock still. 
 
   What are the stages of grief? Is shock one of them? Should be if it’s not. I’m in shock by how much can change in a heartbeat. 
 
   It seems like only a heartbeat ago I was falling for Max. A heartbeat and I was forever changed by his views on relationships and me. A heartbeat and he slapped me for the first time. Beat…happily married. Beat...his brutal anger. Beat…back to happiness, hope, love. Beat…gone. I want to live in a heartbeat. The one with us, together, happy to be us, to have a baby. I want that beat back! It’s not fair!
 
   I slam my fists against the bed. I give into a real tantrum. I scream almost silently into the pillows. I thrash and hit and scream until I’m exhausted of tears again. But I’ll never be without tears again.
 
   I curl into a ball and hold my stomach. It’s going to be ok, baby. No, Max. It’ll never be okay ever again. I’ll never have your mouth, your body, your eyes on me again. I’ll never have your love to protect me again. To keep me and our child safe…even from yourself.
 
   I know that’s why you said that you wouldn’t punish me. I deserved it. I deserved your anger. I should’ve been stronger. I know I trusted you, deep down…it’s the only way I was able to stay…after everything you did. All the ways you hurt me. I know you would never really have hurt me. 
 
   I know you loved me. And I know I’ll never be loved again. I’m lost and alone. I don’t know if I can do this, Max. If I can be a mom alone to your child…please…please come back to me!
 
   I cry again…fool’s tears…and I fall asleep imagining Max next to me. I know it’ll hurt more when I wake up alone, but I don’t care. I’ll punish myself with my foolish dreams and wishes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25 HER
 
   Jake opens the door for me. Was it only ten days ago that he was here with me? When Max was so angry and waiting for me? 
 
   I’ve avoided being here. I’ve stayed with PJ or Alex and Ron. I’ve not been able to face coming home to our empty apartment yet. But I know I have to. 
 
   Mom and Dad will be here soon. I take a deep breath and walk slowly in. Nothing’s the same.
 
   I move quicker through the rooms into our bedroom. Everything’s cleaned and…
 
   “What…where’s everything?!” I turn on Jake. He stays just outside the room, watching me. “Where is all of Max’s stuff?”
 
   “I had a cleaning crew come in yesterday. They boxed everything up for you.”
 
   “Why…I don’t want anything in boxes! Where are the boxes, Jake?! Tell them to bring me everything now here now!” I’m hysterically yelling, loud and shrill. I hurt my own ears.
 
   He just stands there, watching me, no answer. I turn and move around the room again. Into the closet. A few things are still here. A few shirts. I grab one and pull it to my face. I can still breathe in his musky-linen smell. I sit on the floor of the closet, holding the shirt against me.
 
   I don’t move, I don’t cry, I just sniff and hold. I hear Jake walk away.
 
   I stay in here, in the relative darkness. I lay down on the carpet, just like the night Max kept me here, safe from his anger. I put his shirt on over my dress, wrapping myself in him. 
 
   …..
 
   I must’ve closed my eyes and slept, because I didn’t hear my folks arrive. I didn’t hear Mom open the closet door more. I just feel her cool hand on my forehead, like when I was a kid with a cold. I let her pull me up and walk me out of the bedroom. But I wrap Max’s shirt around me more. I’m not taking it off. Ever again.
 
   Jake is still here. He and Dad are talking quietly at the table. I glare at him. He had no right to take anything from here! “Where are the boxes, Jake?”
 
   “There at the house. In Evanston. Nothing will happen to them, I promise. Everything’s safe and there when you’re ready to go through it.”
 
   “I want them back. Now.” Mom tries to rub my arm, to soothe me. I shrug her hand off.
 
   Jake only shakes his head, his look unreadable. “I left all the pictures, Lucy. I only had them take the things…the things I know won’t help you right now.” He looks at the shirt I’m wearing. “I’ll have to complain that they forget to check the laundry…” 
 
   I move quickly. I slap him. Hard. I try for as hard as Max ever slapped me. “Lucy!” Mom is grabbing my hand as I aim to slap him again. But Jake didn’t move. His head only moved a little at my feeble attempt to hurt him.  
 
   I pull my hand away from Mom, but it’s Dad that stops me from yelling. His quiet, calm voice. “Lucy…you need to calm down, sweetheart. Jake did the right thing…I know it’s hard to see that right now. But,” he stands to hold me in his bear hug, “you’re better off not having to do that yourself…go through everything here yourself right now.” I shake with anger and grief in his arms.
 
   I don’t want to hear any of this. I push him off me and turn quickly back to the bedroom, slamming the door behind me. I crawl in bed and am grateful that the sheets weren’t washed. I can still smell Max here too. I pull the covers over my head, wrapping myself around his pillow.
 
   I’ve decided. I’m never getting out of this bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26 HER
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want us to stay longer, sweetie…we’d be happy to stay here. Or you could come home with us!” Mom is still hugging me. I look at Dad behind her and roll my eyes.
 
   “Come on, Lizzie. We’re going to miss our flight.” PJ hugs me one more time; Dad leans over and kisses my forehead. Mom finally lets go of her squeeze on my arm.
 
   I quietly close the door. I take a deep breath before turning around though.
 
   I haven’t been alone in over five weeks. I thought I’d go crazy with having my folks here that whole time. PJ and Cathy and the kids were here a lot too. But I’ve been alone in bed at night. 
 
   I cried when Mom ripped the sheets off the bed and washed them. I wouldn’t let her touch Max’s shirts though. I’ve kept them near me. 
 
   I’ve managed to get out of bed a little each day, a little more each day. But I’ve walked through our home like a crazy person at night, pacing, thinking, unable to sleep. I’ve expected Max to come find me and bring me back to bed most nights. I’ve almost convinced myself that he will some nights.
 
   Turning now and looking around, I feel that same craziness take hold. I panic. Calm down. Just breathe. I still hear Max’s words, but it’s my voice now. 
 
   I’ve only left the apartment a few times and that was only this past week. I had to in order to convince Mom and Dad to leave finally. I couldn’t take more of Mom’s constant babying. Ok. I’ve acted like a big baby, crying and not doing anything for myself. But I needed to get them out of here.
 
   Now I think I made a mistake. I don’t want to be alone here. It’s too lonely being alone when Max should be here.
 
   I’d promised Mom that I would go for a walk today. It’s starting to warm up outside again. But this thought only makes me realize that it hasn’t even been a year since I met Max. And that thought is too much right now.
 
   I pace, grabbing his shirt and wrapping it like a scarf around my neck, holding a sleeve under my nose. This counts as walking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27 HER
 
   “Get up.” I open my eyes and have to blink sleep away after gasping. I thought it was Max standing over me for one too brief of a second.
 
   “I really need to change our locks.” But I sit up with my legs over the edge of the bed.
 
   “You really need to get a shower and get ready.” Jake throws my robe at me.
 
   “What are you doing here, Jake?”
 
   “I’m here to take you to the doctor appointment you missed.” I glance at the alarm clock. Shit. I did miss it. 
 
   “I’ll call and make a new one…go away.” I start to lay back down.
 
   He grabs my arm and yanks me up. “Jesus. Look at you! You’re skin and bones, girl.” I look down at myself. The waistband of my sweat shorts is tight, but everything else just hangs on me. I’ve tried to eat, but I haven’t been able to get more than a few bites down each time. I’ve mostly slept since my folks left. I have to think…that was a week ago?
 
   Jake stares at me a little longer, a deep frown on his face. I try to squirm out of his grip, but he only squeezes harder.
 
   He pulls me towards the bathroom and shoves me through the door. “Take a quick shower. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes.”
 
   His take charge attitude pisses me off. He’s not Max. I don’t have to take orders from him!
 
   “No. I’m not going anywhere with you. Just get out of my house!”
 
   “I’m warning you, Lucy. Close the door and take a shower. Now!” His face is as angry and dark as Max’s would be. I almost cry, but being angry is feeling too good. It’s a break from despair. 
 
   “Warning me?!” I laugh loudly in his face. I haven’t even seen him in weeks. “Who the hell do you think you are?!”
 
   He speaks slowly, through gritted teeth. “If you don’t start getting ready, girl, you’re going to get the spanking you deserve.”
 
   I freeze. For one blink, I freeze. Then I’m lost in a flare of temper I’ve never felt before. A surge of all the grief, pain, anger I’ve felt since losing Max.
 
   “Fuck you, Jake!” I scream this in his face as loud as I can. 
 
   And he reaches with his long, strong arms, grabbing me and yanking me back out of the room. I try to get away, scratching and pulling at his hand, kicking at him as he pulls me. He pushes me onto the bed, on my stomach and holds me down. Swatting my butt with his hand, hard. Both cheeks getting equal abuse. I’m screaming at him to get off me, to stop. Soon I’m screaming in pain too.
 
   He doesn’t stop. He just keeps hitting my sore butt, blistering me more with his hand, until I’m only crying in pain.
 
   He finally stops, but still holds me down, a little breathless, “You ready to behave, Lucy?” 
 
   I only cry into my bed, refusing to answer him. He smacks my lower cheeks several more times, causing me to cry out, “Yes! Yes.”
 
   He doesn’t move though, only breathes a little deeper, “If I let you up, you are going to go straight to the bathroom, clean yourself up and meet me at the door in fifteen minutes?”
 
   I sniffle a little more, but quickly answer when I feel his hand lift off my butt again, “Yes!”
 
   He moves his hands away, “Good girl. Hurry up.”
 
   And he leaves the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28 HER
 
   And I do hurry. I don’t stop to think, I just get ready quickly. I don’t even look at myself in the mirror. I don’t look at my butt. I just run around and fly out the door down the hall.
 
   I don’t look at Jake as he opens the door for me. I don’t look at him on the elevator ride down. I don’t look at him as he opens his car door for me. Or even when he gets in and drives away.
 
   I look at my hands instead. I look at my rings.
 
   Max would be very disappointed in me. That I missed the appointment. I meant to get up. I was even excited for today’s visit. First ultrasound. But facing this alone was too much. I laid down and tried to calm myself, rubbing my belly and telling baby that we’d be okay. I don’t believe this, but I hope the little bugger does. I must’ve fallen asleep.
 
   Mom went with me to the first prenatal visit. Dr. Patel was very kind, all of her staff were, offering condolences. I didn’t have to go through that alone at least. Kindness is the worst. I have to smile and act sweet, when I really just want to cry and rage against the unfairness of life.
 
   But today, I was going to be alone. I should’ve called Alex or Cathy or Laura, but I felt pathetic. My house was a mess. I haven’t had the energy to do anything. I’ve hardly left the apartment since Mom and Dad left.
 
   I blink in the sunlight, staring out the window at the streets passing quickly. “I don’t think I can just walk in for an appointment that I’m two hours late for…” I say in a small voice.
 
   Jake’s voice is still gruff, but a little nicer, “I made a new one for you this afternoon.”
 
   I swallow, “So…how did you know I missed it?”
 
   He grins at me, a rather wicked version of his usual boyishness, “I’m keeping tabs on you. I got a call saying you needed to reschedule.”
 
   “Oh.” I feel only a small twinge of anger at the invasion of privacy. “I didn’t think doctors were allowed to give out patient information.”
 
   He only grins again. I know that Dr. Patel is somehow a family friend. She never even blinked an eye when I’d show up with belt marks on my butt for appointments. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that she’d share information with Jake. 
 
   I turn my head again and stare out the window. I’m not angry; somehow, I feel a little better. I shift in my seat. My butt doesn’t. But I’ve had worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29 HER
 
   The goo is cold no matter what they said about warming it up. I strain to see the wand move across my little bump. I’m ashamed of the bones sticking out at my hips. Dr. Patel already lectured me on eating more. 
 
   Waiting for her to come back into the room for the ultrasound, I stared at the ceiling. My butt still tingled a little against the paper. I was shocked. Jake spanking me…never would’ve seen that in my future. But then…I can’t see my future anymore. I knew that Jake only did what he thought Max would’ve done. He’s tried to be supportive and protective. For Max. 
 
   Staring at the ceiling, I made a promise to myself, to Max, to our baby. That I was through with wallowing in self-pity. That I would take better care of myself for the sake our baby. That even though I only want to crawl in a dark hole and forget about life, I know that’s not an option.
 
   I have to keep our baby safe and healthy. I’ve done a bad job so far, but I promised to do better. For Max.
 
   “Here we go…Lucy, meet your baby.” Dr. Patel turns the screen more towards me, pressing down more with the wand. It takes me a minute, and her pointing, to make out the little bugger’s shape. So tiny, so innocent. I cry and shake. But for the first in time in weeks, with only a small amount of pain.
 
   “Can you…can you get Jake for me…to see?” Her assistant nods and leaves the room quickly.
 
   When the door opens, Jake comes in quietly, looking a little awkwardly towards me on the bed. I’m covered except for my stomach, but he doesn’t look at me.
 
   Dr. Patel points at the screen, “Your niece or nephew wanted to say hi.” 
 
   He leans into the screen, even putting his fingers over the tiny figure. “Hey there, little guy! It’s good to see you!” He has tears in his eyes when he turns to smile at me. And then he winks.
 
   I let out a laugh and a cry at the same time. I hiccup and the screen goes crazy moving around. Dr. Patel gets up and wipes my stomach off for me. She’s already printing copies for me to share with my family.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30 HIM
 
   “I’m glad to see you have an appetite.” I risk a finger reaching for a fry off her plate. She’s already wolfed down her burger and she’s on her second vanilla shake. 
 
   She only smiles, rubbing ketchup off her lips with the back of her hand. We haven’t really said much since leaving the doctor’s office. I didn’t ask if she wanted to eat; I just opened the door to the diner around the corner. I didn’t ask what she wanted; I just ordered for us. 
 
   So I was surprised when she spoke up and got the waitress’ attention to order a shake too.
 
   She looks like shit. Eyes hollowed with dark circles, pale. Way too thin. Dr. Patel said she wants to see her in one week and stressed in front of me that she needs to see some weight gain. I smile again. Looks like that won’t be a problem if I can get Lucy to keep eating like she is right now.
 
   She scrunches her nose at me in response to my smile. It’s a good look for her. Almost puts color into her cheeks again.
 
   I was shocked when I opened the door to the apartment earlier. It was a mess. Dishes everywhere, mostly uneaten food left on some of them. The TV left on, but quiet. Furniture turned over. The bedroom looked like a bomb had gone off. Clothes and crap everywhere. And Lucy looking so lost, so fragile, broken.
 
   I talked to Mom yesterday. She said she spoke to Lucy briefly the day before, but she didn’t know really how she was doing. She wanted me to check on her today anyway. When I got the call from Dr. Patel’s assistant, I was pissed. I didn’t think, I just went to see Lucy, cancelling all my afternoon meetings and giving my appointments to my staff.
 
   At the funeral, I’d told Lucy that I was going to keep an eye on her. That I’d made a promise to Max that I would watch over her. Well…to his ghost I guess, but I still intend to keep my promise to my brother. I won’t let anything happen to his wife or baby. Not if I can help it.
 
   Seeing the state Lucy was in, the state their place was in…spanking her was the least I was thinking about doing.
 
   I haven’t spanked anyone in a long time. The first girl was high school. Autumn. It was more fun and games then, nothing serious. She was my first everything. I loved watching her ass get red. I loved hearing her fake beg for me. I knew I wasn’t really hurting her, that I wasn’t really making her beg me to stop. I didn’t care, it was good enough. I was getting laid.
 
   When I got drunk one night and tried to spank her for real, she broke up with me. I didn’t try it again with any other girlfriends until later in college. Similar results, plenty of play, but nothing serious. I never went far enough, never tested any commitments.
 
   Instead, I tried for the more normal relationships. Like Julia. Now that one was a mistake. That was a girl who didn’t want to be a man’s equal. She wanted to rule. 
 
   I guess if I’m honest with myself, I’ve chosen to be with strong women. Women who don’t need me. Women who would slap a lawsuit on any guy who tried to spank them.
 
   Women who would never be what I really want.
 
   Not women like Lucy. I swallow. No use going down that road. Not now. Not ever.
 
   But my hand still tingles thinking about her ass. I didn’t get to see her cheeks turn red, didn’t get to see my handprint on her…but I have a pretty good imagination.
 
   I can’t help smiling as I watch her chug her shake, then grab her forehead. “Brain freeze?”
 
   She only nods, pressing both hands to her head. Her eyes are bright blue when they open again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30 HER
 
   I stop at my door. “I…I know you already saw…how bad it looks…but I’d rather…rather you not come in again…ok?”
 
   He nods, his deep frown in place again, “As long as you promise to clean up before I’m back tomorrow.” 
 
   I nod and even give a small smile. I take the bag of groceries from him and open the door just a little to get in.
 
   I’m keeping my promise, Max. I walk down the hall, taking in how messy everything really is. Wow…you really let yourself go, baby. I smile thinking that wouldn’t quite be the words Max would have for me if he ever came home to find our place like it is now.
 
   And the fact that I can smile instead of cry makes me almost cry anyway. No. No more tears today. Ok…not until I’m in bed again later at least. Deal? Deal.
 
   I put the groceries away. I sigh before tackling anything more though. Maybe I need some motivation.
 
   I pick up the phone. Luckily Laura picks up on the second ring, I was just about to lose my nerve and hang up. “Hey. Wanna come over later?”
 
   “Hey yourself! I’d love to! I should get out of here around 5:30ish today. Want me to pick up something on my way?”
 
   “No…I’ll make us something…see you then!” I hang up looking around again. Damn, that only gives me two hours. Yep, that’s motivating.
 
   ….
 
   “Lucy…you’ve been holding out on me!” Laura is laughing, wiping her plate clean with the last chunk of bread. “This was amazing…I wanted to stop, but I just couldn’t…you’ve added thirty minutes to my workout tomorrow with this shit!”
 
   I laugh, “Thank you.” On my list for tomorrow is heading to the gym. I’m going to start jogging again. I’ll go slow, but I want to get back to the point that I could follow in Max’s footsteps…it seems important somehow to continue some of the things he wanted me to do.
 
   Like the list. I’m not going to write one down, but I am making a mental list of chores for myself. I smile taking Laura’s plate and mine to the kitchen. She follows with everything else from the table.
 
   I managed to get the majority of the house clean. At least the areas she’d see. I’ll work on the rest tomorrow.
 
   And I frown just as I start to smile again. I was thinking about Jake saying he was coming here tomorrow. Thinking about him spanking me earlier today. Be honest. I was thinking about him spanking me tomorrow if I didn’t have the place clean. And…how tempting it is to leave it a little dirty…I shake this thought off.
 
   I look at my fridge. Baby Traeger’s first photo on display. I touch it as I open the door. Laura gushed over it for the first half hour she was here, then I put it back on the fridge. Another one is propped up next to my bed, in front of Max’s urn. I catch my breath thinking this, but shake my head to stop the tears.
 
   “So…dessert?”
 
   “Are you kidding me, stop demon woman!” But she’s already pulling out two plates and forks. I pull the brownies out of the oven where I kept them warm.
 
   We each take one then laugh at each other, reaching for another one. I lead us into the living room. Max never liked to eat on the sofa. It was a rule. I hesitate at the table, looking from it to the sofa and back again.
 
   I slowly walk over to the coffee table and put my plate down. Laura doesn’t notice or at least doesn’t say anything about my uncertainty. She plops down next to me and digs in with her fork. I don’t touch my plate, suddenly a little nauseous.
 
   “You ok?” Her concerned look makes me smile. 
 
   “Yeah…just baby doesn’t think there’s more room right now.” I pat my stomach.  
 
   “So your due dates in January?” I nod, taking another sip of water to fight back the rest of my uneasy stomach. “That means you have all summer to be at the beach, sportin a big belly and two piece…” She nudges my leg with her foot.
 
   “You are a brat! I will look fabulous in a full muumuu thankyouverymuch.” Thinking about summer doesn’t make me happy though. I’d looked forward to celebrating our first date, our first kiss, our first everything.
 
   Now I have another first…first summer without Max.
 
   “I’m sorry…I seem to keep saying all the wrong things.” Laura puts her plate down and holds my hand again. 
 
   I shake my head and wipe my eyes, not letting the tears fall. “No. I’m ok. I just have to keep getting out of my own head, ya know.” She smiles and nods. “Thanks for coming over tonight…I really needed the company.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d return my calls sooner…I know your folks left last week…what have you been up to?”
 
   I laugh. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” I pick up my plate, but I still can’t get myself to eat. Not on the sofa anyway. This actually makes me smile again. I’m still Max’s good girl. I put the plate back down. Laura just watches and leaves her plate on the table too.
 
   “So…what are you going to do?”
 
   “Well…to be honest…I haven’t even thought about it.” I look a little embarrassed at her. “I don’t really need to work.” 
 
   Ron took care of everything. He came by a few weeks ago with all sorts of paperwork for me to sign. Life insurance, annuities, funds, accounts, properties, investments…it was more than I ever knew existed.
 
   My head was spinning and my wrist was hurting, still healing from the accident. He didn’t give me a final number, just said that when I was ready to go over everything in more detail, he’d have the firm’s accountant meet with me. I only really remember hearing that the apartment was paid off. And that he’d keep a small sum in a checking account for me to use as day to day until I was ready to do anything else. All bills are paid automatically through a different account.
 
   It wasn’t much of a relief at the time. I remember my Dad looking impressed. Mom looking stunned. 
 
   But I can see that not having to worry about anything financial has been a huge burden lifted from my already overburdened shoulders. Seeing the look on Laura’s face, I feel embarrassed by the wealth Max left me. But I’d trade everything just to have him back…even for only a moment. 
 
   She sees the shift in my look and quickly interrupts my thoughts. “Well…that’s good news then. But ya can’t sit around here, cooking like this and getting fat!” She nudges me again with a big smile. “Except of course, you will get large with child.” She puts her hands straight out and blows up her cheeks.
 
   “I thought I told you never to use that phrase again!” I throw a pillow at her face, laughing.
 
   I’m looking forward to feeling our baby move, to seeing our child’s face on another ultrasound, to watching fingers and toes grow…for having our baby. Scared beyond belief, but looking forward to it. It means Max will always be with me, through our baby.
 
   “What about coming back to work for Cruela? She’d love to have you!”
 
   “Oh, God. No. No, thank you!” I did actually think about it while I was cleaning earlier. The need to stay busy, at least until the baby is here. “Besides, I don’t think I’ll work once I have the baby…so I need to find somewhere to work that doesn’t mind a short short-term employee.” 
 
   “Well, since you don’t need the money…what about charity work?” 
 
   “I was thinking the same thing…maybe something with the symphony…Max loved the symphony.” This thought does tug at my brow, but I smile and shake off the frown.
 
   “Ooh…we could get all dressed up together and go to the opening night! Maybe I’d find a prince charmin type in a tux…yep, that’s where you need to volunteer.”
 
   “For you, dahrling, anything.” 
 
   I change the subject. She seems to understand that I need more distractions. I don’t want to talk about me or anything to do with me right now. She fills me in on office gossip and happenings. Rich and Tracy are apparently very much in love now. Or he is anyway. 
 
   “So…you still haven’t returned Tracy’s calls?”
 
   I shake my head, it’s one of the things I’ve debated. “I…I know this may sound dumb…but Max wouldn’t like it if I did…and…and I need to feel like I’m still…” I shrug.
 
   She takes my hand again. “I get it. I do.” She smiles until I smile back. “Besides, it’s been so long…I know Tracy can be a big pain in the ass…she understands though. She was never a fan of Max’s…now, well…she gets why you wouldn’t want to be around her just yet.” This does make me smile. Maybe I’ll pick up our friendship again, but I don’t think so. I realized after all that happened that Tracy wasn’t the type of friend I need in my life.
 
   I need more friends like Laura. Faithful and devoted. Friends that are willing to look you in the eye and ask the hard questions, but have faith in your answers too. Have faith that you can figure things out for yourself, without judgment.
 
   The rest of our night is spent with stories of bad dates. One after the other. Poor Laura has been out with every version of loser it seems. I laugh, but in the back of my mind, I think how scared I am. I’m nowhere near thinking about dating…but if I ever was…I know no one will ever compare to Max.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 HIM 
 
   I called her three hours ago. It only went to voicemail, with no call back. I was disappointed to not talk to her. Even more disappointed after not hearing back from her. Now, in the elevator, I’m getting angry. She better not still be in bed!
 
   I get to her door and open it with my card. I smile…she didn’t change the lock at least. 
 
   Walking in, I can tell right away that she cleaned. It smells like oranges and blossoms…like her, clean and fresh and sweet.
 
   I head into the kitchen. “Lucy!” I look and see the bedroom door is open. I don’t go in. I just put the bag of food I brought on the counter. I smile seeing how clean everything is.
 
   Good. She listened to that part at least. Let’s hope she’s not still lounging around in sweats, crying all day. I frown. Not that I can blame the girl. I had to stop my own faucets from running on more than one day lately. I still can’t believe Max is gone.
 
   I stop. I don’t hear anything. Maybe she’s in the bathroom? I move towards the bedroom door. “Lucy?!”
 
   No response. I poke my head into the bedroom. It’s clean too. But no Lucy. I spot the urn and the ultrasound picture. I feel my stomach flip-flop. The bathroom door is open.
 
   Get ahold of yourself! She’s not here is all. She’s fine. 
 
   But I feel a stab of guilt. Max must have felt like this when he came home to find her not here…she was at my place, waiting for me. Shit. This is all wrong. Max should be here and I shouldn’t be.
 
   I turn to walk out. I’ll leave her a message later.
 
   I reach the front door just as she comes in. She’s beautiful. A jolt of fear before smiling in surprise at seeing me. Her cheeks flushed, hair wild from the wind. “You’re early!”
 
   I can see her arms are full with groceries and bags. I grab two of the heavier looking ones and take them into the kitchen for her. She stops in the hall and tosses the shopping bags into the bedroom before following me.
 
   I keep my back to her. I don’t want her to see my reaction at seeing her walk in the door. I’m as hard as I was yesterday after spanking her. I’d hurried out of the room then too.
 
   “You went shopping?”
 
   “Oh…yeah…” I glance at her as she puts her groceries on the counter. She looks a little embarrassed. “I had to get some new stuff.” She pats her stomach. “I’m planning to overfeed this critter the next few days.” She laughs at herself.
 
   I’m under control again. I turn and laugh with her, “Good. I’ll be glad to see it.” 
 
   She turns to face me, fully. Her face isn’t sad, but she’s not really smiling either. “I want to say thanks…for yesterday. I needed…” she stops and her look frowns and turns…coy? “…a good kick in the butt.” I watch her mouth as she says this. It’s playful, stressing the word, toying with me. 
 
   I grin, “Anytime.” She blushes. That way she has, so easily. Max told me once that it was her expressiveness, her little responses and blushes that made him fall in love with her so fast and hard. I can see why.
 
   I stop smiling and turn away quickly again. “So…what’s all this?” I nod toward the spread of food she has on the counter. 
 
   “I’m making you a home cooked meal tonight.” She glances at the bag I brought, her eyebrow hooked in accusation.
 
   “You don’t have to do that…” But my stomach betrays me, growling. I rarely cook for myself. Usually the spaghetti variety is the most I do. 
 
   She laughs and pokes me in the rib. “How bout you help? You can chop onions…I think I’ve cried enough lately…”
 
   I give her a small, soft smile. I think so too.
 
   …..
 
   “Mom is going to be jealous. I’m not telling her that you’ve now outdone her with chicken parm...” I’m on my third helping. I’m happy to see that Lucy’s had two herself. She was serious about eating well.
 
   “I won’t tell!” She raises her fork in salute. “This was one of Max’s favorites…” She has the faraway look again. She’s gone quiet and solemn a few times tonight. I haven’t interrupted. She needs to learn to get herself out of her head, to allow herself time to feel everything too if she needs.
 
   She shakes her head and I’m rewarded for my patience with one of her prettiest smiles, big and lots of teeth. “Would you like more wine?” She’s already reaching for the bottle. I shake my head. She only had water, but she insisted I have some Chianti. 
 
   It’s funny. When I compare tonight to so many nights I had with Julia…or any girlfriend for that matter. I know Lucy is different. She’s naturally submissive. She’s naturally attentive and giving, feminine. Not like the women I’ve dated.
 
   I recognized this in her before. The first night I met her, she was obviously scared…and just so damn cute. So damn submissive…subservient. Her every movement was done to please my brother. I still feel a pang of jealousy thinking about that night. And guilt.
 
   I talked to Max about Lucy’s nature. After I broke up with Julia. The night I threw myself a housewarming party for my new building. Lucy fell asleep on the sofa. Max and I finished drinks and cigars on the roof. 
 
   I asked why he was so hard on her. Why he had to demand so much from her. I was really trying to be her friend. To help him to see what she’d been telling me, about her fears. But, hell, I was drunk. I wanted to know how he was able to get her do what he wanted…so easily.
 
   He said he couldn’t help how he was with her. That she brought out the most primal needs to possess, rule, protect in him. His words. I laughed then, really drunk. But I dreamt that night…well, I don’t really remember much but a bare skin rug and beating my chest like an apeman, taking her wildly.  I woke up soaked in sweat and guilt, painfully hard. 
 
   Max also said that Lucy didn’t know herself before he met her. She didn’t know her true nature really…he brought it out in her too. He was very poetic in his drunkenness that night. That she was a flower waiting to be de-thorned or some bullshit like that. That she only pretended to be a modern girl, she was really old-fashioned, that she really understood her place was next to her man. I remember gritting my teeth when he said, under her man. I don’t remember what I said. I only remember how I felt. Jealous.
 
   Watching her now. I know he was right. Her true nature is submissive…she does everything to please everyone else. 
 
   She interrupts my thoughts. “So Alex asked if I’d come up to the lake house next weekend…” 
 
   “I know…I suggested it. The weather’s getting nicer. I think the fresh air would do you good.” I shift uncomfortably, trying to keep my voice light. I’m going to give myself permanent damage if I keep getting this hard around her. “I can drive you up if you’d like…”
 
   “I…I’m thinking I might be busy…” She smiles a little more.
 
   “Busy?” I frown. I hope she doesn’t mean hanging around here, wallowing in grief more.
 
   “Maybe…I’m going to see about working at the symphony or a museum or something…” 
 
   And I’m shocked at the stab to my stomach. I can’t even think where it comes from for a moment. “You…you want to go back to work?”
 
   She laughs. “Well…not work as in get paid…but volunteer maybe…if I can.” I watch as she picks up the plates and walks away.
 
   I watch her body move. She’s too skinny. Her skirt stretches at the top, but her legs and arms look too thin. That doesn’t stop me from watching her hips sway. Her little toes almost pointed with her barefoot steps, her hair still crazy with frizz and curls, bouncing. 
 
   Shit, get ahold of yourself!
 
   I don’t move. She clears the table, smiling at me. I can’t get up just yet. Again.
 
   When she’s in the kitchen, I bolt for the bathroom.
 
   I close the door and breathe. Just breathe. 
 
   I look in the mirror. And just like that, I’m deflated. I can see Max staring at me. We were always told we looked more like twins than brothers with three years between us. No matter what else I think tonight. No matter what else I’ve thought over the last months. I can’t betray my brother. Not now. Not ever.
 
   I open the door slowly. I’m in control of myself again. And for the last time. I make this promise, knowing it’s useless…I can’t control everything. I grin. It’s not my fault your wife is my dream fuck, brother. But I don’t feel the humor…I feel only sadness that Max can’t be here…for her, for me.
 
   I sit back at the table and watch as she brings two cups of coffee and brownies out. 
 
   I frown at her cup. She laughs, “Dr. Patel says just a little caffeine won’t hurt me or the baby.” 
 
   I put my hand over her cup. “Not on my watch.” 
 
   She frowns again, but she lets go of the handle. I smile. I don’t get hard, I’m concentrating really hard not to. Her easy submissive responses though make it…I clench my fist under the table…damn difficult!
 
   “So…why volunteer?” I have to choke back the edge to my voice. She’s still frowning, but answers with the same smile.
 
   “I just need to keep busy…until the baby…” She’s held her hand over her stomach a lot tonight. A sweet unconscious gesture. Max’s baby is already very loved. 
 
   “Oh…well…if it’s just to keep busy…” I shout at myself to shut up. I ignore that side of my brain. “…you could help me…?”
 
   She laughs and puts her soft, little fingers on my arm. “What could I do for you?” I watch her fingers curl around, barely covering my arm. She’s so tiny. I notice her ring and pull my arm back. Stop. Right now. Fucking stop this shit.
 
   But I’m still not listening… “You could be my temporary office manager…just until…” I shrug and look at her stomach. I’m already down this road. I take a deep breath, letting it out with a strong sigh. “I lost my office manager last month. I’ve been interviewing, but I haven’t found anyone that’ll work. My admin’s been filling in, but he’s not really cut out for it.” This is true. I could use the help. Stop kidding yourself. You don’t want her help. You want her near. You want her not somewhere else.
 
   That was what stabbed my stomach. The thought of her out there…in the world…around other people. Away from me.
 
   I’m as demented as Max. 
 
   I shake my head and start to retract what I just said, “I think volunteering would be go…”
 
   “I’ll do it!” She claps her hands. “Thank you, Jake! I know you’re just being nice…but this is exactly what I need!” Her eyes fill with crystal blue water, deep pools of unshed tears that magnify the color of her eyes. Now who’s being poetic! “I just need to keep myself busy, ya know?!” She wipes her eyes, but I watch one stray tear fall across her cheek, running towards her mouth. I’d like to follow it with my tongue.
 
   I hear myself agreeing. I hear myself laughing with her. I hear myself saying that we’ll work out the details. Shit. Why can’t I shut up already?!
 
   “And I can help you interview for a replacement,” she puts her hand on her stomach again, “when the time’s right…” I nod. I should be backtracking, getting myself out of this deal, but instead…I nod. Idiot!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 31 HER
 
   I’m shaking. It’s been a long time since I’ve worked really. And I’ve only had a few jobs before this. High school, I worked in a friend’s Dad’s dental office; college, I worked as the front desk in admissions; and right out of college, I worked as technical recruiter for a small talent placement company.  The longest I worked anywhere was with the accounting firm, recruiting non-accounting positions. I loved it. I was even good at it. But it feels like a lifetime ago that I was around professional-types.
 
   Max didn’t believe in letting me work. I ignore this thought. It’s not going to help me. I need to focus on getting through today. That’s all. I can’t let Jake down. He’s doing this for me. I have to do my best.
 
   I know this is good for me. I’ve been able to think of nothing else all morning. Almost. A miracle. I rushed through getting ready and eating a big breakfast.
 
   I smile and jolt with a pothole. But I keep my breakfast down. I have a tight small smile for Jeff as I get out. I know he’ll be back to pick me up. He’s still on the payroll is how Ron put it. I know he thinks it’s his job to keep a close eye on me. For Max. I like it…I feel connected still to my life with Max this way.
 
   Jake’s still in his old offices, just outside the Loop. I look at my watch. I’m early. Max’s training. Never be late. A golden rule. I smile. He might not be pleased that I’m doing this, but at least I’m not breaking any of his other rules.
 
   I smooth my light dress down, pull my light-weight sweater away from my stomach and walk through the open doors. The offices are up a flight of stairs. I have to search for the door down the hall. I’ve only been here once, several months ago.
 
   I finally find the door, but it’s locked. The hallway is dark too. I’m a little too punctual. I wait near the only window in the area. I can see people walking quickly just a floor below on the street, cars slowing and speeding.
 
   I’m saddened by the obvious tick of time. This is why I need to stay busy…to avoid thinking about life and time and all that can happen and has happened and all that...
 
   “Hello!”
 
   “Shi…!” I jump and turn, startled by the clear voice in the hall behind me.
 
   “Hey…sorry…didn’t mean to scare you…” A dark-haired, dark-eyed man in baggy dark jeans, t-shirt, and multi-colored shoes comes a little closer. His smile is friendly though. He keeps one hand on his side and one on the strap to his bag slung across his shoulder.
 
   “Oh. No…I just didn’t hear you…” I try to sound more confident again. I’m still shaking though. Between being scared and running down the rabbit hole of depression again…I’m definitely shaken. 
 
   He smiles wider. “Are you waiting for Jake?” I nod. “Well, I’m Tim. One of his architects. I can let you in to wait inside…”
 
   I smile too, “Thank you.” 
 
   I follow him inside and he turns on lights as we go. The place is a little different. The lobby and front desk is pushed forward more, there are more cubicles everywhere. Tubes of papers, long tables of reams of paper, every work surface covered in papers. I follow Tim into a break area. He keeps looking at me from the side as he makes a fresh pot of coffee. The smell is intoxicating. I’m used to having one cup each morning. Another rule. Going cold turkey with even this small addiction has been hard. 
 
   I step back out into the open area, looking around. I don’t know where Jake’s office is anymore. The space is jammed pack with tables and walls and papers.
 
   I turn to see Tim smiling again at me. “So…are you a new client…or a new architect?”
 
   “Neither…I’m just here to help out…new office staff.” I don’t know why I shy away from saying ‘manager’ but it doesn’t feel right. I won’t be here that long anyway.
 
   “Ah. Finally.” I move out of his way as he walks back towards the front. I still follow him though, through the maze of stuff. “This is me. In case you ever have a question, or need anything.” He drops his bag at a cubby near a side window. I look around the space. It’s a mess. A creative mess, but still an overwhelming display of objects, art, trinkets, and more papers. He moves a pile of rolled up papers off to the side and turns on his computer.
 
   “Thanks.” I think my first question would be how he gets any work done in all this. 
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Oh…sorry.” I put out my hand. “Lucy. Nice to meet you, Tim.”
 
   He takes my hand and wraps his other hand around both of ours. “You have a pretty smile, Lucy. I can say that…since you haven’t officially started yet.” And he winks at me.
 
   I catch my breath. I lean against the makeshift wall between the cubicles and feel the tears spring up, but I look down quickly.
 
   “Damn…I didn’t think anybody blushed anymore!” He lets go of my hand. I pull away, moving back a few steps from him. 
 
   I try to smile, to not cry. I don’t look at him. I look everywhere but at him. I know he was only joking with me, but…the wink! I hear a few more people coming in and I take the opportunity to walk away quickly. I’ll wait at the front.
 
   I bump into Jake’s strong chest rushing to get down the corridor of cubes. 
 
   “Hey.” He puts his arms around me and I feel even colder, more shaken. I shouldn’t be here. This was a bad idea. “Lucy…you ok?” His deep, concerned voice. His spicy sweet smell, like vanilla and nutmeg, warm and inviting. His eyes. All wrong. 
 
   I push away. “I’m fine…I just need the bathroom.” That’s true. My bladder is becoming the size of a pea with this baby. Maybe I’ll just keep walking though. I can explain later that I changed my mind. He’ll have to understand.
 
   But Jake grabs my chin and pulls my face up to his. And I know. Right there. I can lie to myself all I want. But I know. “Don’t lie to me, girl.” 
 
   I shake my head, “I just got a little overwhelmed…being here…all these people I don’t know...” My eyes dart around. A few people are looking our way now.
 
   He lets go of my chin and grunts a little, “That’s understandable.” Then he grins, his dirty-secret grin, “Besides…I know you wanna impress the boss.” And I laugh watching his eyebrows wiggle. He can always make me laugh, even when my stomach hurts.
 
   “I really do have to…” I gesture with my head towards the hall.
 
   “Oh. Down the hall, first on the right.” As I walk away though, he adds with a stern voice, “I’ll be waiting right here, Lucy.” 
 
   I guess I won’t be walking away. 
 
   And I know that I don’t want to…I like the idea of being here…near Jake.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32 HIM
 
   I watch her walk down the hall. I don’t care that everyone’s staring at me, smiling or frowning. I only have eyes on Lucy. Her dress isn’t helping. It’s sweet, but I can see her ass moving under the light material, it looks like she doesn’t have on... I stop myself before I finish the thought. I rub my chin with both hands and stare up at the ceiling.
 
   She looked like she’d seen a ghost. She was that pale, that scared. I just wanted to pick her up and carry her away from whatever had her so scared. 
 
   I’m absorbed in my thoughts; I don’t notice Mitch until he shoves my coffee cup under my nose. “Hey, Jake. What’s this I hear about you kissing somebody in the lobby?” 
 
   I groan and shoot him a look that instantly has him shutting up. Lucy returns, but stops a few feet away seeing my angry look. I give Mitch one last warning glare, before turning my attention back to her. I put my hand out and she does her little hip-rolling walk over to me, putting her small fingers in the center of my palm. “Lucy, this is my assistant, Mitch. He’ll show you around today, get you settled in.” She nods and smiles at him, pulling her hand away from mine and shaking his. 
 
   And for a brief moment I think about grabbing her arm and yanking her back against me. I smile, thinking about the office gossip that would start. I’m glad that I’ll be busy with client meetings all morning…I really need to keep a distance from her.
 
   Why’d you hire her then, jackass?
 
   …But I know the truth. I can lie to myself all I want. I can pretend. But I know.
 
   I like having her here…I like knowing that she’s near.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 32 HER
 
   “What are still doing here?!” I jump at hearing Jake’s loud and angry voice at the entrance to my little cubicle. 
 
   “Holy…! Jake, you scared me!” 
 
   “I asked you a question.” His eyes narrow and his body seems to fill the space more.
 
   “I…I had a few things I wanted to finish before leaving.” I saw him an hour ago and he said bye, so I thought he’d left already. I don’t know why he’s so upset. I glance at my watch. It’s only 6:00 p.m.
 
   “Jeff is waiting downstairs for you.” It’s an accusation. An angry one. 
 
   This only ticks me off, like he thinks I’d leave Jeff just waiting. “I text him. Told him I’d be down at 6:30 today.” 
 
   “You leave at 5:00, Lucy.” I’ve only been here a week. But on the first day, Jake came into my cubby at exactly 5:00 and told me to leave for the day. I was embarrassed then because Mitch and I were in the middle of a report. I didn’t argue, I just quietly left, not making eye contact with Mitch or Jake again.
 
   “I can decide for myself when to leave, Jake…it’s not like you’re paying me overtime…” I try to smile at this, to change the tension. It backfires. 
 
   He only gets angrier with me, his face hardening. “Don’t get cute with me, girl. Get up. Now.”
 
   I flush at this. An angry, embarrassed flush. No one else is around at least. “What’s the big deal, Jake…so I stay a little later tonight? I’m trying to help you.”
 
   He moves to stand next to me, swiveling my chair to face him and pushing it back quickly with both hands on the top, his forearms on the sides of my head. I have a moment of dizzying motion and intoxicating vanilla spice. “The big deal is I told you to go home at 5:00. So that’s what time you’ll go. No questions.”
 
   I try to push against his chest, to get him off. It’s like a butterfly pushing a door. Not gonna budge. He grins and pushes my chair back even further. I’m afraid we’ll tip over; I stop pushing and just stare up at him. 
 
   He hasn’t been this close to me all week. If anything, he’s avoided being near me or alone with me every day. We went to lunch that first day, but he invited a few people along and sat on the other end of the table. 
 
   Feeling his heat, his breath on my face, seeing his strength…I flush again. It takes any thoughts I had and twists them around to only one. I want to run my tongue over the light hair on his arms. 
 
   I lower my eyes and put my hands in my lap. Get control of your damn prego hormones! 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33 HIM
 
   Heading out the door, I spot Jeff leaning against the car in the side alley. I frown, walking over. “Where’s Lucy?”
 
   He nods and takes out an earbud, I can hear the game he was listening to, “She’ll be down soon.” I frown more at this. 
 
   “She’ll be down now.” I turn to walk back into the building, but stop and walk back to Jeff. “From now on, if she’s not down here at 5:00, you text me. Got it?” He nods again, but with a small smile. I ignore it and walk away quickly.
 
   I told her to leave at 5:00 every day. She needs to rest. She’s looking better, more like she should. Her eyes aren’t as hollowed and I know she’s been eating more, taking better care of herself. But she’s also been working harder than I expected.
 
   She’s been a madwoman with organization. I almost don’t recognize my offices, and it’s only been a week. She arranged interior design interns to help archive all the plans and drawings that were lying around. And she came up with a new system with my project leaders for staying ahead of the piles, so in the future we won’t have to deal with the same problem again, no matter how short staffed I might get.
 
   I’ve been impressed. 
 
   Now, I’m just pissed. I stop at her cubicle and see her curls highlighted by the computer screen and her fingers pulling on her lips as she concentrates.
 
   She jumps and I like seeing the little startled, big-eyed look for a moment. It doesn’t take the edge off of my anger though.
 
   I’m not thinking. I’ve been trying to avoid being close to her all week. But now, I’m too pissed off to think of this.
 
   I shove her back, grinning at her shocked look again. I feel myself getting hard. But it’s too late. I can’t back down now. I push her even further back.
 
   And her look changes, her eyes soften, lips part… Stop! My imagination is going to drive me crazy. I let her chair back up slowly. 
 
   “Now. Get your ass downstairs and go home.” 
 
   She sits up straighter in the chair, chin up. “No. I have a few things I want to finish and I told Jeff I’d be down in a half hour. He can wait.” I laugh at her effort to look commanding and determined. Not very convincing on her. Her eyes narrow more. “It’s not nice to laugh at an employee, ya know.”
 
   “You’re not an employee… But I am your boss. And I’ll give you two more seconds to get your shit and get out of here.” I cock my eyebrow at her.
 
   “Or what?” She sits back and crosses her arms over her stomach. She thinks reminding me that she’s pregnant will stop me from doing anything to her. That’s a mistake she won’t make again.
 
   I answer her slowly, crossing my own arms. “Or I’ll pick you up and carry you out of here. I don’t care if you kick and scream, girl. You’re going home when I tell you to.” I grin at her even more determined look, almost a pretty pout now, “I won’t be the one embarrassed.” 
 
   She falters. I know she’s imagining what everyone would see. I am too. I like the image in my head. She seems to think better of pushing me more.
 
   She glares as she opens her drawer and slams it closed after getting her bag. She huffs as she stands up and stomps by me. Her cheeks are bright red, her lips squeezed tight over what she’d like to say to me. But I grab her arm before she’s by me. “And I told Jeff to let me know if you’re ever late meeting him again. I won’t give you a choice a second time, Lucy.” She looks like she’s going to say what she’s been thinking, so I cut her off, my voice a little deeper with emotion, “You need your rest. You’re just starting to look healthy again…I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 
   Her mouth snaps shut again and she looks down. I let her arm go and she walks out, but quietly. Submissively.
 
   I on the hand have to wait a minute to leave. Wouldn’t be good for the boss to be walking around with a hard-on in the office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 33 HER
 
   The first morning sunshine feels good, but the humidity is already climbing. I can feel sweat all over and not just from jogging. I slow to a fast walk. Sorry, Max, won’t make my numbers today. I know it’s more than feeling heavier and the heat. I’ve been pushing myself to get out of the funk I feel again. I woke up at 4:00 a.m. and couldn’t go back to sleep. I came out for a run when it was still dark out.
 
   I had a burst of energy the last few weeks. A happiness at working for Jake. Feeling productive and needed again. I like most of the people there and I’ve had more than one person say I’m doing a good job. I smile thinking about the praises I’ve received from Jake.
 
   I like when he pops his head into my cubby, just to smile and give me a compliment. I’m a puppy with a bone, wagging my tail in happiness all day afterwards. Eager to please…that’s me. But it’s more than that. I like earning Jake’s praise, his smiles. I like pleasing him.
 
   I feel a flutter in my stomach again at this thought. I’ve been having dreams of him lately. The boss bending me over every surface in the office and taking me from behind.
 
   I keep blaming it on hormones, but I know that’s not it. Well, not all of it.
 
   I keep going back to the conversation we had…that night I was stuck in his elevator. But I never quite finish my thoughts. Because all thoughts always leads back to Max. 
 
   And I’ve been thinking a lot about Max this past week. All of the firsts we missed celebrating so far this summer. First kiss, first date, first time he said he loved me. That was today, Fourth of July. 
 
   I’ve skipped over a lot of things this summer to avoid facing my pain with others around. I skipped Dan’s birthday party. I skipped firm events that Ron and Alex invited me to. I’ve skipped going to their lake house. I haven’t avoided them. I’ve seen Ron and Alex almost every week. 
 
   But I’ve avoided going places that remind me of Max, doing things that remind me of him. I’ve even stopped wearing my rings. At least in public. I’ve always felt a little self-conscious with such a large diamond. Somehow not having Max next to me, I feel a little strange with it on. Like it’s a tag of possession, but I no longer belong to anyone. Luggage lost at the airport that no one claims. I’d rather not answer any questions about it when someone notices it.
 
   In the privacy of my own home, I still cry myself to sleep some nights with pictures of him around me. I still wear his shirts around the house. I’ve bolted awake from a dream, thinking he was next to me and cried well into the morning hours.
 
   I start to jog again. It helps with the anger. Tears I can handle now. I have some feeling of control over the sadness. I can keep it together around people for the most part. I only breakdown when I’m alone anymore. 
 
   I put my hands on my stomach as I pick up speed. Our baby helps with the sadness. I know I have to stay positive as much as I can for the baby’s sake. But the anger? I don’t know what to do with it sometimes.
 
   And I’ve been dreading today. It was a turning point in our relationship. The “I love yous” were exchanged and I was forever his. No choice. No control. Just his.
 
   Well…I still had the illusion of control for a little longer. I brush my cheek, shoving a tear away, thinking of that first slap. When all illusions were cleared away. I had one last choice and I made it. Him. Always. 
 
   Even with all of the doubts I had. That last day together. I said he couldn’t change, but he was willing to try. For me. He said we’d have a fresh start. No matter the pain he caused me, his love was always stronger. Always.
 
   He said I gave him everything he asked. At least that day, he knew I gave him the one thing I was afraid I couldn’t. A child. And my belief in him. My faith in him. Always.
 
   And now? It’s been so long since I’ve felt his touch. His gentle pets or his rough demands. But I am still what he created. What he made me see in myself. I still need what he gave me. What only he could give me. Freedom to let go. Freedom to give in. Freedom to submit. Freedom to love him unconditionally. Always.
 
   What happens when “always” is cut short? 
 
   I realize that I’m running too fast, my breathing isn’t controlled. I slow down again and hear Max’s training in my head. This helps. It helps with the anger and the sadness. I steady my pace and my breaths. For Max. For our baby. I can get through anything. Even today.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34 HIM
 
   I don’t stand when the door opens. I just wait calmly at the table. I’ve been waiting for a while. I made myself coffee and toast while waiting for her. I know she’s been jogging again. I asked Dr. Patel about it; she thought it was good idea. 
 
   I assumed that’s where she was, but I still felt my heart leap a little when she didn’t answer the door this morning. I still let myself in to look around here for her. I still called her cell. And I was still angry to hear it ringing from her bedside.
 
   She jumps when she sees me. I haven’t moved or said anything. “Shit, Jake! What are you doing here?”
 
   “You left your phone!” I didn’t mean to bark this at her, but seeing her now…my anger just jumps to the next level. She’s wearing almost nothing. A tight tank and even tighter shorts. Yeah, there’s a tiny bump pushing out, but she looks like a model for a Goddamn sex ad, sweaty and beautiful. 
 
   “What?!” I pick up the phone I now have on the table and wave it at her. “So what? What are you doing here?!”
 
   “So what?! You leave the house, dressed like that, without your phone, without telling anyone where you’re going even?!” I can hear how insane I sound. I want to stop, really, I do. But I can’t seem to get an image out of my head. Of her being dragged off by some scary asshole and hurt. Because she was out alone, in the barely lit up morning…with no phone even to call for help! And looking like she does!
 
   She’s speechless, shaking her hands in front of herself for a moment. A high frustrated sound of anger escaping her tiny throat. I watch as her face changes from shocked anger to full rage. “You have no right. No right to talk to me like this. And no right to just let yourself in here!” She marches back to the door and opens it. “Get out. Now!”
 
   I don’t move. My own anger has reached the rage level. But this only calms me. I’ve always been able to stay more level-headed when angry.  My other emotions can briefly have control over me. But anger is the one emotion that somehow makes me more still. More focused. 
 
   I sit back in the chair and put one foot over my knee. A relaxed posture, my hands behind the top of my head. “I’m not going anywhere, girl.”
 
   And I watch her face change again. It’s amazing how quickly her emotions flit across her face. Each feature morphing with the changes, it’s almost dizzying watching her. She settles on a more calm show of anger. She slams the door closed and walks towards me.
 
   And God help me. I’m stiff. I mean, full alert, this is gonna hurt later. Stiff.
 
   Her hair swings and catches on her sweat soaked skin.  Her nipples ache against the thin tank. Her legs stretch and tighten, hips roll and sway. She stops just in front of me, hands on her hips. This only makes her tits stand out more. 
 
   It takes everything I can manage not to take my eyes off of hers. I want to run my hands and eyes up and down every inch of her. I want to watch her face change as quickly from this anger to one of pain.
 
   This thought rattles me a little. I drop my hands and look down, but bounce my eyes back up quickly. I’m glad I have my foot up. It’s hiding how tight my shorts are now.
 
   “So what did you let yourself into my house for, Jake?” She enunciates each word.
 
   “I’ll get to that.” Her eyebrows raise and she looks like she’s gearing up to yell again. I continue to speak calmly, but with a deep edge of anger. “First. Tell me what the hell you were thinking this morning. Jogging before it’s light out, without your phone. And dressed like that.” 
 
   She actually looks down at herself. I can see she’s still angry, but my calmness is throwing her off. When she looks back up, there’s an unexpected element of guilt in her face. Impossibly, I’m harder. I have to take a deep breath before speaking, but I can still hear the slight strain in my voice. I only hope she can’t, “You weren’t thinking, were you?”
 
   She shakes her head slightly. But she still manages to sound a little defiant, a little bratty. “These are my running clothes, Jake. What am I supposed to wear? It’s already hot outside.”
 
   I lower my eyes slowly, looking her up and down. I’m causing myself more discomfort, but I like seeing that it makes her uncomfortable too. She moves her hands from her hips and crosses them in front of her chest. I grin. “And I’m sure any guy who would come across you all alone in the dark wouldn’t mind it at all.” I let her look of guilt deepen. As painful as it is to watch. “Don’t go out again in the dark for a run, Lucy. And never leave here without your phone, again.”
 
   She doesn’t say anything, only looks down with her eyes, then lowering her chin.
 
   I raise my voice and anger a little, liking how her head pops up, eyes wider, “Say it!”
 
   “Say what?” She blinks, a beautiful childish pout on her wet lips. 
 
   I grin only a little, slowly, “Yes, Sir.”
 
   She continues blinking. I try to read what her looks mean, but they change too fast, finally, quietly, calmly, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
   “Good. Now go shower. I’ll make us some breakfast.” Really, I just need her to walk away, so I can stand without her seeing the affect she has on me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 34 HER
 
   I didn’t argue when Jake told me why he came over this morning. I don’t know if it’s because he didn’t really give me any room to argue or because of how I reacted to him earlier.
 
   But I have plenty of time to figure it out this weekend now. I cross and uncross my fingers on my lap again.
 
   Over breakfast he informed me that he was taking me to the lake house. That Ron and Alex were expecting us there early, so I needed to pack quickly. Or he’d do it for me.
 
   Just like that. Bossy. Pushy. Commanding. So like Max.
 
   But different too. I can’t quite put my finger on it. I responded to him. The same way I did to Max. I’m sorry, Max, but it’s your fault. You made me aware of this need in me…to be dominated and controlled and commanded and…I stop babbling to myself, to Max.
 
   And that’s what Jake did. I quickly glance at him. He looks straight ahead, not taking his eyes off the road, but I see his tiny grin. Smug. He commanded and I obeyed.
 
   And I liked it. It felt comfortable, familiar. I take a shaky breath in and turn to look out the window, so he can’t see the tears in my eyes suddenly.
 
   Am I so desperate to feel Max again that I’ll jump to obey anyone who shows the slightest dominance? Or is it because Jake reminds me so much of Max; and that he only acted that way because he’s trying to act like Max for me? Thinking he’s helping me?
 
   It’s not. It’s only confusing me. I need to be thinking about my baby. And that’s it. I cover my stomach again. I’m starting to really show. I’ve had to switch to some of the clothes I bought. I smile. All skirts and dresses still. Just what Max would’ve wanted to see.
 
   But I’m going to be huge soon…I really don’t need to be thinking about any guy. Especially Jake this way. I had my love. Now I’ll have our baby.
 
   I can forget my submissive side again. I can ignore it.
 
   Now if I can just ignore the growing apprehension of going to the lake house. The last time I was here was with Max, for thanksgiving. I’ve been avoiding painful memories. And this weekend was already going to be bad.
 
   Jake puts his hand over mine and I twist my head around to see him giving me his looking through me look again. He smiles though and squeezes my fingers just once. “It’s going to be ok, Lucy. I promise.”
 
   I smile a little back. Traeger men always keep their promises…I don’t know how, but I know Jake will keep this one. I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I’ll be okay, Max. Your brother said so.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35 HIM
 
   Mom and Dad aren’t around when we arrive. A note on the counter says they went with the neighbors on the boat and would be back for lunch. I watch Lucy. She’s moving around slowly, like she’s never been here and she’s trying to see everything.
 
   I know her though. She’s really trying not to see the past. “Let’s unpack.” She jumps at my voice. I grab our bags and head upstairs. She follows very slowly behind. I wait at the top of the stairs for her to catch up.
 
   She looks like I’m walking her to the gallows. I walk past the room she usually shared with Max, the bigger room with the terrace. She pauses at the doorway and looks after me with a frown.
 
   “You’re small…you don’t get the bigger room!” I laugh at her confused look. But she follows me down the hall into the room I usually used. She stands just inside the door and watches as I put her bag on the bed. “You’ll stay here, Lucy.” I walk back to her and tap her nose with my finger, “New room, new memories, girl.” She nods and waits till I’ve walked away a little before going more into the room. I can see her moving around slowly and I see her smile a little too. 
 
   …..
 
   “Oh my God, remember that awful sweater you bought him? He hated that scratchy thing and tried to throw it away.” I’m laughing too hard at the memory of Max with the oversized sweater that felt like it had needles in it. Dad laughs and nods. Mom puts her hands over her mouth, laughing hard. I turn to Lucy, she’s sitting on the sofa with her legs tucked under a blanket. I’m sitting on the floor below her. “He threw it away, but Dad found it the next day and made him wear it…with the night before’s spaghetti stains on it. It was…I dunno…80 degrees out! And he had to wear that damn thing all morning doing chores…” She’s laughing so hard, she suddenly jumps up, again, and runs to the bathroom.
 
   She comes back, “Sorry…I think my bladder has either shrunk to nothing or it’s what’s actually growing inside me.” She pats her belly. We all smile at her. She really does glow. More than from the firelight. She’s been laughing all day. More than I’ve heard her in a long time.
 
   We’ve been looking at photo albums and telling stories of Max all day for her. She and Mom have both hugged and cried a lot too. But for most of the day, she’s been laughing.
 
   And I’ve been resisting the urge to kiss her. Talking about my dead brother to his pregnant wife, and I’ve had to stop myself from kissing her! What kind of sick bastard am I?!
 
   I look away, but not before I catch a look from Dad again. Unreadable. 
 
   Lucy stretches and yawns. “Time for bed.” I don’t even realize that I’ve said it out loud until she looks at me funny. But she only nods and kisses Mom goodnight, hugging Dad. She just frowns slightly at me and heads up the stairs.
 
   Mom quickly gets up, too, and kisses my head goodnight. It’s like she was on orders to go upstairs as soon as Lucy did. That Dad wanted to talk to me alone the first chance he got.
 
   “So…” I was right. I get up and sit on the sofa, waiting for whatever he’s going to say. “We were surprised when you said Lucy was coming with you…”
 
   “So was she.” 
 
   He nods, “She looks good. Happier. Healthier.” I know they’ve seen her weekly. She’s shown me all the baby stuff Mom brings each time. The den is looking like a nursery already and nothing’s been moved or changed. So I know he’s seen that she’s healthier already. I only nod, still waiting.
 
   Dad clears his throat and sits forward a little, leaning on his knees and clasping his hands in front of himself. His earnest pose. This usually accompanied a long lecture, a serious infraction had occurred and he wanted to make the punishment as long and drawn out as possible. “Jake.” He looks up at me, a stare I’ve never been able to completely match. “Your Mom and I like that you’re taking good care of Lucy. That you’re helping her so much…to get back to…well, to being happier. It’s important for her and for the baby.” I nod again. I know not to interrupt him when he’s in lecture mode. And I’m still waiting for the punchline.
 
   “I can see that you really care for her. That you want what’s best for her.” This is going to be long and painful. I nod again to get him to the point faster hopefully. “Well…” He sighs, sitting back finally, hands flat on his knees, “Are you in love with her?”
 
   I was not expecting him to be this blunt. I thought he’d try to warn me against complicating things, to be a good brother, to her and Max. Not ask me about my feelings! 
 
   I stammer, “Of course I love her…” 
 
   “No. You know what I’m asking you, boy. Answer me.”
 
   I only nod. It’s all I can do. I haven’t even admitted this feeling to myself. Saying it out loud to him…no, can’t do it.  I can’t admit to betraying Max. Not to Dad. Not to myself.
 
   He only nods too and rubs his hands over his face, sighing loudly. Then he fixes me with his stare again. “Family is important, Jake. It’s everything to me really. I loved Alex the moment I saw her in that coffee shop. I saw her sweetness buried under the hard life she had. I saw what she could become. Having you boys in my life…well, that’s just been…more than I ever thought I’d get in this world.” 
 
   He’s never spoken to me like this. This warm. He’s been encouraging, supporting, giving before. But not warm. Not really. It makes me a little uncomfortable. I don’t know how to respond to him. So I only nod.
 
   “Everyone deserves a chance at that kind of love. The kind you can’t control; it controls you.” I nod. “If that’s what you have for Lucy…then you shouldn’t let…you shouldn’t let anything stand in the way of seeing if she could feel the same about you.” I can only nod, feeling the tears in my eyes that I see in his too. “But if you’re only acting on some sense of obligation to Max…to take care of his…” He shakes his head, unable to finish. He doesn’t need to. I know what he’s saying.
 
   It’s the same question I had. Briefly. But I know something he doesn’t. I’ve been fighting this need for Lucy since the moment I met her. I never would’ve acted on it, not while she was with Max. But I’ve known I’ve loved her, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself.
 
   “I love her.” I say it quietly, before laughing a little and sitting back too, running my hands through my hair. “I don’t know what to do about it…but I do…”
 
   He nods, but stays quiet. He finally gets up and pats me on the shoulder, only adding, “Just be sure of what you want to do before you do anything…for her sake.” 
 
   I stay downstairs for a long time. Walking out to the terrace and listening to the waves.
 
   I cry quietly to myself. For Max. For Lucy. For myself. This is all fucked up. 
 
   When I admitted to her how I felt. That day she was stuck in my elevator. I never imagined that I’d get a chance to act on it. I thought I was purging myself of the feelings by getting them out. Here, you take this crap, Lucy. It’s yours, my heart. Now throw it away, so I can get on with my miserable life.
 
   I sniff and suck in the cool, wet air. I already pledged to Max that I would take care of her. No matter what. That I’d take care of his child. No matter what.
 
   But what has me stopping my tears cold isn’t thoughts of Max and what he’d think of me wanting to be with Lucy.
 
   It’s thoughts of what could happen if I wasn’t with her. I know I won’t want anyone else. I might be able to try to make something work, but I’d always know I missed my chance at happiness. Just like I said.
 
   And if Lucy were ever to be with another man…I look down at my hands. Two fists shaking against my knees. This isn’t anger. This is rage. A rage I’ve never felt before. I only tasted it a little that night that asshole had his hand on her. But she wasn’t mine then. 
 
   I don’t know if it was the implied blessing from Mom and Dad. The admitting out loud to loving her. Or the realization that I would take care of Lucy how Max would’ve taken care of her. That he’d want me to protect her and keep her. But my indecision is gone.
 
   She was never meant to be anyone else’s except Max’s…but fate stepped in. And I will make her mine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 35 HER
 
   “Thanks again for this weekend, Jake. It was exactly what I needed…” I hug him again, still not going into my building though.
 
   “I’m glad. I know it meant a lot to Mom and Dad…they miss seeing you more.” Jake looks down at the big bag of baby stuff next to my other bag. He laughs. “Sure you don’t need some help getting all this upstairs?”
 
   “No. Thanks.” I start to pick up both bags, but leave them on the sidewalk and stand to face him again. I tried to tell him this in the car on the drive back, but I didn’t have the courage. I didn’t want anything to upset the nice weekend.
 
   “I…I don’t know how you always know just what I need…to get me out of my head. To get me to a better place again, but I…I really want to say thank you.” I swallow and look down. “The Fourth was supposed to be the anniversary…of Max telling me he loved me.” I look back up at him and smile. Not a tearless smile, but still a happy one. “I don’t know how I would’ve gotten through it without you.” 
 
   I throw my arms around him again and kiss his scruffy cheek. He presses against me a little more. But lets me go quickly. 
 
   Inside my apartment, alone again, I still feel the glow of a weekend spent with family. I talked with Mom and Dad a lot over the weekend too. I even talked with Cathy. She knew I was having a hard time lately. She and PJ invited me out to Downers Grove for the parade and fireworks too. But she sounded extra happy for me that I was spending the whole weekend away.
 
   I move around the apartment, putting yet another bag of stuff into the den. It’s starting to look cluttered and like a nursery exploded on top of an office. I’ll have to think about getting rid of some furniture soon. This thought only sends a small shiver of fear and sadness through me. I’ve been reluctant to make any changes to the apartment so far. I can face this. I know Jake will help me too, if I ask.
 
   Heading into the bedroom, I go back to thinking more about this weekend.
 
   It wasn’t just hearing stories about Max, him as a teenager, as a young man. It was being around all of them that made me feel better. I love my own family, but Max’s family became such a big part of my life so quickly, that I didn’t even realize how much I’d missed seeing them until this weekend.
 
   Ron is so much like Max. Or well, Max was so much like him. Strong, silent type. He didn’t say much to me all weekend, but he smiled a lot. And what he did say was sweet. Stern. But sweet. He acted like I would’ve expected Max to act. Silently making sure that I had everything I need, while admonishing me if he thought I wasn’t doing something to take care of myself. 
 
   Alex though was a little different this visit. She was softer somehow. She kept her arms around me a lot more. We cried a lot together. And laughed. I felt closer to her than I ever have before. Like we understood each other more. 
 
   I know she had a hard life before Ron. I asked her about my baby’s great-grandparents. She looked sad, but said she’s never spoken to them, not since they kicked her out when they found out she was pregnant with Max as a teenager. It made me feel protective of her, like Max always said he felt.
 
   Last night, though, that was a conversation I wasn’t prepared for with her. She took me for a walk along the retaining wall, just us. And when she talked then, I could see a lot of Max in her. Glimpses of a strength I hadn’t really seen before. 
 
   She told me about a conversation she had with Max that I didn’t know about. It was about a month before he passed. He said he knew I was struggling with him. That he wanted her advice on what he could do to help me. She said, “To help you be your best, your strongest. For him and for yourself and for any child he hoped you’d give him.” Her eyes were shining with tears in the sunset, but her voice didn’t shake, she didn’t pause.
 
   She went on to tell me that the advice she gave him was simple and even silly probably. Nothing concrete. But she did tell him one thing. And she wanted to tell me the same thing. She stopped our walk and faced me then. I was actually a little scared of what she was going to say. I don’t know why, but I felt like the whole weekend had led up to that conversation. 
 
   She put her hands on my shoulders gently and said, “I told Max that when love comes into our lives, it’s a gift. What we do with that gift is up to us. That for a woman, at least for a certain kind of woman, it takes a strong man to bring out the best in us. To help us to realize our potential for loving, for giving all of our unique gift of love in return.” 
 
   I remember nodding at this point. It’s how I felt with Max. That he was special. That I’d never know another man who was able to balance me, to be the dominant force I crave still. So I could give my greatest gift, my submission and heart.
 
   I told her that I understood what she meant. That Max did take her advice. I remember a special night of love and tenderness with him. I pat my stomach and said it may have even been the night we conceived. She liked that thought.
 
   I don’t remember the rest of what she said, except at the end. She stopped us again before heading up the path to the house. She didn’t look at me though this time. She looked at the porch, with Jake and Ron, waiting for us. 
 
   I remember this part word for word. “You have a lot of life ahead of you. Our family is strong. You can lean on our strength as much as you need. Or want. Just always keep your heart open, to accept the gifts that are given to you. Always.” 
 
   I went to bed last night with her words in my head. They mirrored my own thoughts. That my heart will never heal from losing Max, but I’ve come to terms with reality.
 
   Ya know what they say about reality and I can tell ya, that bitch bites hard! I laugh, patting my belly. Sorry, Max, I’ll try to keep from cursing around our child. 
 
   But my reality is a hard one to face. I’m alone. Large with child. I giggle thinking about Laura’s voice when she says this. I don’t want to be alone forever. But I don’t know that I can open myself up to anyone. Ever again.
 
   It felt good to know though, that if I ever did, I would still have Max’s family too. That’s what she was trying to tell me. That no matter what my future holds, they’ll all love me and be there for me and our child. I’ll always have Max and his family. Always.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36 HIM
 
   Today. I’m going to say something to her today. I’ve waited long enough.
 
   Well, not really. Max has only been gone for a little over three short months. But I’ve watched Lucy go through the full gamut of emotions. I’ve watched her pull herself together again. I’ve watched and waited. 
 
   I debated about talking to her on the drive home from the lake house. But she was so happy, relaxed. And I didn’t want to be distracted with traffic. I want to sit down with her, over dinner. To tell her the feelings I shared before…that they haven’t gone away. That I want her. God, how I want her.
 
   I’ve been thinking all week about what I want to say to her. How I want to take this slow. To not pressure her. I know it’s going to be hard though…to not rush into this. I want to rush her right into my bed!
 
   Ok. Not helping. I have a long day ahead of me, running around to different project sites with project managers. I do not need to have painful balls again. 
 
   “Hey.” She lifts her head up from a report and smiles at me. She looks pretty today, soft. Thankfully, she’s not wearing anything that shows her growing tits too much. “Let’s get dinner tonight.”
 
   She smiles, “Can’t. I have plans with Laura tonight.”
 
   I frown. I think about pushing her. I know I could. I smile again, “Ok. Tomorrow night then.” She nods and goes back to her report as I turn away.
 
   Probably best to give myself a little more time to think about what all I want to say anyway. I want to be clear with her. I’m offering her my love, and definitely not the brotherly kind. I smile on the way down to my car. 
 
   I smile for the rest of the day, even while yelling at a project manager for messing up later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 36 HER
 
   “Ya know, you could get into trouble for that?” 
 
   I turn in the checkout line and see a tall man in a light brown suit standing very close to me. His blue eyes are crinkled with a small laugh and big smile. I laugh, with another carrot in my hand, halfway to my mouth already, “Oops. Busted.”
 
   “There’s penalties for stealing you know…hardened criminals like you should be dealt with harshly.” Something in the way he says this makes me shiver. He’s leaning a little too close, almost whispering into my ear. His deep voice is like a drum against the beat of my heart. 
 
   I hear myself saying, “A good spanking perhaps…” and have to hide my shocked look by turning around. I can’t believe I just said that out loud! To a total stranger! I move a little away from him, but I can feel that he moves even closer, chuckling behind me. Good, he took it as a joke anyway. 
 
   Before I can stop him, he tells the cashier that he’s paying for both our lunches. “Oh…thanks…but I got it.” I pull the money out of my pocket I had ready.
 
   He pushes my hand down and hands his money to the woman instead. She just shrugs and gives him his change.
 
   I walk a little away and turn around to put my tray in between us. He’s standing close still. “Thank you.” 
 
   “I only did it so you’d have to sit with me.” He smiles more. He has nice eyes when he smiles. “You can confess how you got started on your life of crime. And we can discuss an appropriate punishment for salad bar infringement.” 
 
   I only smile and sit down at the first table I see. He sits across from me and keeps smiling. “You’re names Lucy, right?” I’m startled and stop smiling. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m not some stalker or anything…I come here almost every day. I’ve seen you here a lot too. And I’ve heard your co-workers call you by name.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah…this is close to my office. You work around here too?”
 
   “Yeah, around the block. Sad to say, there are days when this is breakfast, lunch and dinner for me.” He puts out his hand, “I’m Jason. I’m glad to finally officially meet you, Lucy.” 
 
   I shake his hand. I feel a little tingle in my stomach. This is the first man I’ve touched in a long time. A stranger anyway. The tingle is a mix of excitement and guilt. But I ignore the guilt for now. 
 
   We spend the lunch hour laughing and comparing places to eat in the neighborhood. He’s an account manager for a large real estate investment firm. For some reason, when I talk about my job, I don’t mention that I’m just helping out my brother-in-law. For some reason?
 
   Be honest in your own head, girl. You’re flirting with this hottie. And somehow mentioning that you’re not really working, you’re just filling in until you pop out your baby might put a damper on the obvious flirting he’s doing too.
 
   I look at my watch. A constant reminder of Max. I feel the twinge of guilt again. But I push it back once more. “I better get going. My boss is strict about being on time.” An understatement. Traeger men cannot stand any breach of punctuality. And there’s an office meeting this afternoon.
 
   “Oh. Well…” Jason smiles and stands. “I’d like to see you…how bout dinner this weekend?”
 
   And for some reason I say yes. I even give him my phone number. I walk away a little dazed. I knew he was flirting, but I didn’t think he’d ask me out.
 
   I am so out of practice in this whole dating thing.
 
   Not that it matters. I might go to dinner with him. Once. But it’s not going to go anywhere. It can’t, right? I mean. Gee, Jason, I’d really like to hang out more with you, but you see, my water just broke and I have to get to the hospital. Sexy.
 
   I’m laughing at myself when I get to the office. 
 
   No harm in practicing a little flirting though, right? I don’t have to tell this guy anything. I can just go out once, split the check, have some fun and be done with it.
 
   But I keep thinking about Jason’s hands and smile during the office meeting. I keep thinking about how he had just a little bit of a dominant attitude…maybe…or maybe it’s just wishful thinking, girl.
 
   I’m so completely distracted, I don’t notice when Jake asks me something about an order for a client. I answer him quickly, but shrink when he gives me a narrow look a little later. I know that look. The Look. 
 
   I hurry out of the conference room when the meeting ends to avoid having to talk to him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37 HIM
 
   I say goodbye to staff walking by my office on their way out. I glance at my computer screen. Lucy’ll be leaving for the day soon. Most everyone’s gone already. I like to offer summer hours to anyone who wants them. Come in early, leave early, as long as it doesn’t interfere with production or project progress. It’s worked out so far.
 
   I pick up my phone and dial her extension. “Come to my office.” I don’t wait for her reply; I hang up. I don’t have to wait long for her to arrive. She must’ve already been ready to leave, because she has her bag with her.
 
   “Shut the door, girl.” I like how her face flushes at my angry tone. She had this same flush in the meeting a few hours ago. She quietly closes the door and sits down in the chair opposite my desk. I get up and move around to sit on the edge of the desk, my arms crossed in front of me. She tries to avoid looking up. “Wanna tell me why I had to ask you a question twice this afternoon?”
 
   She only shakes her head. “No, you don’t want to tell me?” I can see I’m making her uncomfortable. Her fingers keep moving against each other on her lap. “Look at me when I’m talking to you, girl.” She lifts her bright blue eyes to meet mine.
 
   “I’m sorry. I…I wasn’t listening in the meeting.” She swallows. 
 
   And suddenly her look of nervousness makes me nervous. I drop my arms and anger, standing up straight, “Are you ok? Feeling ok?” She looks a little paler.
 
   She laughs even more nervously, “Yes. I’m fine. Really…just wasn’t paying attention is all. I won’t let it happen again, boss.” She sits up and tries for a light smile.
 
   “So what had you so distracted then?” I’m heading back to anger pretty quickly. To hide how scared I felt at the thought of anything being wrong.
 
   Her look is strange. Nervous and shy? Like she wants to bolt from here. “I…I’d rather not say.” She crinkles her nose. This is a look I’ve seen on her before. Her “tell” that she’s withholding something. She’s only done this a few times with me. Usually teasing whatever it is out of her is pretty easy though. 
 
   I’m not in the mood to tease now. “You better start talking, girl.” 
 
   “Fine. If you must know. I have a date.” 
 
   I blink and sit back on the edge of the desk. I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 37 HER
 
   “You have a date? Tonight?”
 
   “No. This weekend. Maybe. I don’t know. This guy I met at lunch asked me out on a date.” I laugh. It feels strange saying this to Jake. He certainly looks strange hearing it, all frown and disbelief. I’m nervously babbling. “It was so out of the blue and completely ridiculous, that I said yes. I was laughing at myself and distracted, so I’m…”
 
   “You’re not going.” His face is stone, voice flat and deep.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me. You’re not going.” He hasn’t moved, his face hardly even moved in speaking, his jaw set so strong.
 
   Now it’s my turn to frown in disbelief and a little anger. “That’s not up to you, Jake.” 
 
   He laughs, still not changing his stony glare though. “Yeah. It is. And you’re not going out with some guy you just met. You’re not going out with anyone, Lucy.” 
 
   I laugh. “It’s really not your call, Jake. I’m a big girl. I can decide for myself. And he’s nice. I don’t think you have to worry so much about me.” 
 
   “Worry about you? You are a stupid girl sometimes, Lucy.” He shakes his head and grins at me.
 
   “You’re stupid if you think I’m going to sit here and take being insulted by you, Jake!” I stand and am immediately shoved straight back down, hard, into the seat by his right hand. But he hardly moved. His hand is already back crossed over his chest. He looks almost relaxed, leaning against his desk.
 
   “I meant to have this talk with you over a nice dinner tomorrow. But I don’t see any reason to wait now.” He rubs his chin a little. I frown, waiting for his explanation of why he’s acting so strange. His glare pierces me again and I sit back more, crossing my legs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38 HIM
 
   Everything I had prepared to say is out of my head now. Replaced by this rage. That another man asked Lucy out. And she accepted. 
 
   I had intended to be gentle, to ease her into a discussion of the night she came to my building. To remind her of our deep friendship and how much I care about her. There’s no chance at gentleness now. 
 
   “You remember when I told you how much you mean to me?” She only blinks. Thrown off by my blunt anger that doesn’t match my words. “That night you were stuck in my elevator?”
 
   She swallows and nods slowly. “You’re not ever going out with anyone else, Lucy.” I watch as her face flushes again and she looks like she’s going to say something. “Interrupt me now, girl, and you’ll be sitting on a red ass for the rest of what I have to say.” Her lips press tightly closed again. 
 
   “I’m through waiting. I don’t really know if you’re ready. I don’t care. I’m done waiting for you to be ready for me.” I grab her arms and yank her off the chair, pulling her against me. I kiss her.
 
   Not the soft kiss I gave her that night. Nothing sweet about this kiss. But she responds. Her tongue pushes against mine, her lips soften. And her tiny moan escapes before I pull my face back to look into her eyes again. She takes her time opening them slowly.
 
   “That’s why you’re not going out with anyone else, Lucy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 38 HER
 
   His grin is the first thing I see when I reopen my eyes. I can’t think of anything to say besides, “Oh.” He lets go of my arms, but I stay standing close, in between his legs. I can see that he’s turned on. I know I am.
 
   I’ve thought of Jake this way before. Just never really thought it would happen. I had started to put him in the friend file in my mind. That was not a friendly kiss though. I brush my lips with two fingers.
 
   He’s still grinning, watching my hand and mouth, searching my eyes. “I’ve waited a long time to do that.”
 
   I move a step back from him. I’m rocked by a clear image of Max. How he was so angry that night; how he was so loving the next day. How he’s gone. But I still shouldn’t be here, doing this now. And certainly not with his brother. “You shouldn’t have done that…it’s too soon for me…for this.” 
 
   His grin falters for a moment, his voice takes on a little of the anger he had earlier, “But it’s not too soon for you to go out with some random guy you just met?”
 
   I push against his chest, but his arms lock around me again, “That’s not fair, Jake. That was just going to be one night. One time. Not this. Not you.”
 
   “Why not me, Lucy? You’ve known how I feel about you. You’ve had to know. What…did you think I’d wait, sit back and watch you get over Max by being with other men first?!” 
 
   “I don’t want to get over Max!”
 
   “Too bad!” And he kisses me again. Just as hard, just as forceful. This time I push away from him. Or try to anyway. His arms are stones around me, keeping me from moving. I can feel my body reacting to him. Wanting him. The same way I did that night. But my mind is still running away. Or trying to.
 
   He finally stops and lets me move a little in his arms. I pull my hand up and slap him hard, stinging my own hand and seeing the redness on his cheek.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39 HIM
 
   Her little slap stings for a second. She holds her hand though like it hurt her more. I let go of her and gently pull her hands apart, keeping my eyes locked on hers. I kiss her palm and press it against my cheek.
 
   “You can kick and scream and fight me all you want, Lucy. But I’m through waiting to have what I want.” I grin again. “I want you.”
 
   She tries to bolt again, pulling her hand away and moving back. I grab her and twist us around, pushing her on to the desk. I’m gentle though. I put my knee in between her legs, keeping myself off of her stomach, pressing only her upper body into the desk. Holding her hands down.
 
   “I want you, Lucy. I know you want me. I can feel it. I can see it. I can taste it.” I kiss her again. She’s still resisting a little, but she moans too. “And I will have you. You will belong to me.” 
 
   “No. Stop. This is all wrong.”  Her tears choke her words and she tries to push against my hands. I just grin, not moving. I bend down and kiss her neck; she tilts her head back against the wood for a moment, exposing more for me. But just as quickly, she shakes her head and pushes against my hands again. 
 
   “This isn’t wrong, Lucy. We’re right together.” I growl my words softly, biting her ear to keep her head from moving, brushing her neck with my stubbled chin. Her nipples answer nicely.
 
   “You shouldn’t be doing this, Jake. Please…” But there’s not much strength in her words, her breathing is too fast.
 
   I kiss her again and she responds a little better, opening her lips quickly. But the next second, she’s still trying to push against me. “I should’ve done this a long time ago.”
 
   This apparently was the wrong this to say. She increases her pushing, her eyes flashing with anger. “No. This is wrong. I can’t do this to Max. Get off me, Jake!” She’s trying with all her might to push me, I let up just a little so she doesn’t hurt herself.
 
   “Max isn’t here, Lucy. I am. And I won’t take no for an answer.” I run my tongue up the side of her neck and grab her ear between my teeth again, not letting go as I whisper, “Not when I can feel you saying yes.” I kiss her cheek gently. 
 
   But she twists her head around, glaring at me. “What? Are you going to rape me, Jake? Rape your brother’s wife?”
 
   “I will if I have to…” I grin at her shocked reaction, “but I don’t think I’ll have to.”
 
   She bucks and squirms, against my grip, but she’s no match, hardly moving me. Actually only getting me harder. When she stops finally, “And you’re no one’s wife…Max is dead, girl, it’s time you get that through your head.”
 
   She screams. A primal, outraged, from the gut scream and this time when she bucks, she moves me. She moves the desk. I slam her arms down harder on it to get her to stop. She digs her nails into my hands. I don’t let go, I just let her scream until she wears herself out. It doesn’t take long. She dissolves into tears for a longer stretch. Tossing her head side to side, hiding under curls, her whole body rocking against me. I wait this out too. 
 
   I want to kiss her, to stop her tears with gentleness. But I know that’s not what she needs. And it’s not all I want to do.
 
   “That’s enough, girl. Stop crying.” I laugh at her little sniffle in response to my command. How she manages to make it sound defiant and angry. But she stops. She doesn’t look at me though. She looks at my mouth. Watches my lips as I talk to her. 
 
   “Your life didn’t end just because Max’s did. I know how he felt about you. That you belonged to him. I know you think that the only way to keep him in your heart is to close it off to me. That he’d want it that way.” She raises her eyes briefly to mine. I’ve got her number. 
 
   I laugh at her and she lowers her eyes again. “He wanted you to be happy, Lucy. If he couldn’t make you happy for the rest of your life, I know...” Dammit. I take a deep breath. “I know he’d never forgive me if I didn’t try.” 
 
   She looks at me again, tears stuck in place, magnifying the red and blue. I want to taste her tears. I want to cause her tears not from this emotional pain, but from my hands. I want to take her by force. 
 
   But I only take her mouth again. I slam my lips against hers, shoving her head hard against the wood, crushing and clutching her fingers in mine. Her little cry and gasp are lost to my breaths. I don’t wait for her lips to open to me, I pry them open with my tongue. I explore every part of her mouth, biting her lips, biting her tongue, choking her with mine. I pull away and lower my forehead onto her chest. I want to take all of her this way. 
 
   But I know that I’ll enjoy it more, taking her one piece at a time.  I lift my head up and put my finger over her swollen lips. Pressing them hard against her teeth. She’s panting. “Your lips are mine now.” She nods, blinking the tears down into her hair. “Say it.” I cup her cheek and feel the cold path of her tears against her hot skin.
 
   “My lips are yours…” Almost no sound, just her beautiful mouth forming the words I’ve longed to hear.
 
   “Good.” I let her go and walk around to the other side of my desk again. I watch her slowly get up and move her skirt down, run her hands through her hair.
 
   She doesn’t look at me again, only reaches slowly for her bag and moves slowly towards the door. I wait till she has it open before saying anything more. “Lucy.” She turns, but still doesn’t look up all the way. “Cancel that date. Tell him you’re taken.”
 
   She whispers, but I can just hear, “Yes, Sir.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 39 HER
 
   I’m shaky walking to the elevator. Luckily no one is around. No one heard me screaming. No one heard him. 
 
   I lean against the wall of the elevator, holding my mouth. I can still feel where he bit my lip. My tongue keeps seeking out the spot, wanting more of him.
 
   Jeff gives me a concerned frown. I must look a mess. “You ok?” I nod and his hand is gentle as he opens the door and helps me inside.
 
   I want to cry or laugh or both. I’m wrecked. Fragmented. Mental looney right now.
 
   I try to hold onto what he said, not how he made me feel. I can’t help crossing my legs in frustration though.
 
   I said yes to a date, not because I thought I was ready for one. I’ve been horny as hell, but I know nothing would’ve happened with a stranger. I didn’t even want anything to happen. It was just a step. That was all. A step into the world of the living. That was all I thought I was ready for.
 
   Jake isn’t a stranger though. He’s family.
 
   Ok, I’ve wanted him…like I wanted Max. I’ve responded to him like I responded to Max. I put my hands over my face, hiding my emotions from Jeff again. From myself.
 
   I can’t face this. All this. The feelings of guilt, desire, anger…love. 
 
   I take a deep breath and look out the window to continue hiding most of my face. So I can face the truths. I want Jake. I want him to want me. To possess and dominate me. To order me around. To do whatever he pleases just like he just did.
 
   But he’s not Max. I don’t know that I can be like that with anyone again. I can’t face giving all of myself to someone again. Not even Jake.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40 HIM 
 
   I haven’t been in the office all day. Probably a good thing. I’ve had a hard enough time concentrating on anything besides our dinner tonight.
 
   I’ve worked from home. On my home and projects. Mitch has been running back and forth. I’ve kept tabs on Lucy this way pretty easily. I half expected her not to come in today. I thought she might try to avoid me after yesterday. I’m glad that she didn’t.
 
   I smile to myself. I wouldn’t have let her, but I’m glad that I won’t have to resort to that. 
 
   I hear the buzzer from downstairs and glance at the clock in my kitchen. Good girl, right on time. I hit the intercom, “Come on up. Elevator’s working now.”
 
   I open the front door. But I don’t hear the elevator running. My buzzer sounds again. I roll my eyes. “Yes?”
 
   “I’m not coming in. I know you told Jeff to bring me here, but I’ve already text him to come right back. I’m going home.”
 
   “He won’t be coming back, Lucy. I told him that I’ll be getting you home tonight.” I wait for her to swallow that news. It’s a lie. “Now. Get your ass inside and up here.” I buzz her in again, holding down the button longer this time. I’m already texting Jeff not to return. He replies back with a smile only. I roll my eyes again.
 
   I can hear the elevator running this time.
 
   I stand at the door waiting for her. When the doors open, I’m a little surprised. She looks great. But different.
 
   It’s her outfit. A dark blue silky V-neck top that shows off a lot more cleavage than I’ve seen from her before, but it isn’t too much. And dark jeans. I smile watching her legs move, her toes peeking out of high-heeled sandals. 
 
   She stops in front of me, but she’s not smiling. “I only came up to wait for a cab.”
 
   I hesitate for a moment. Deciding. I’d planned to start over. To try for the gentleness I was originally planning. But seeing her like this. Hair full and bouncy. Chin and eyes all set defiant and on edge. Her clothes obviously meant to piss me off. I can’t help myself. The road of best intentions, right?!
 
   I grab her arms quickly and pick her up; she squeals. I turn quickly and put her down and against the wall with a little shove. Her eyes are wide with shock, but she’s recovering fast. I stop anymore nonsense she might try by closing the door and standing in front of it. “You’re not leaving until you’ve had dinner. So you might as well make yourself comfortable.”
 
   She narrows her eyes, but finally moves more into the loft. “And if you did call a cab, you better cancel it right now. Because if I have to go downstairs to get rid of one, your ass will be very sore when I get back up here, girl.” 
 
   She reluctantly pulls out her phone and texts something. “Good. Now come sit down. We have a few things to discuss before eating.”
 
   I watch her walk over to my sofa. Her ass looks great. “I’ve never seen you in jeans before.”
 
   She turns with a wicked smile, “That’s because Max, your brother, wouldn’t let me wear pants. Does it bother you?”
 
   So that’s her game. She thinks mentioning him, his rules will throw me. That I’ll back down and give up trying. That I’ll think about him more than her. Sorry, brother, but she’s here. You’re not. And I want her for myself now. 
 
   I grin, I believe Max would’ve wanted it this way. He didn’t really want anyone to have Lucy of course. But he knew her. Loved her. He would know she needs to give her love and to be loved in return. She’s only happiest when she can really give herself freely. And she’ll only give herself to me. I’m very sure of that.
 
   “I think you look sexy.” Her little wicked smile falters, I only grin more. “Maybe a little too sexy for the office. But I like it.” 
 
   She sits down, with a little pouty frown that she quickly tries to hide. “So you don’t think girls should only wear skirts or dresses, just like Max and Ron?”
 
   I’ll give her an A for effort. “Nope. I told you before that I thought Max had too many rules and didn’t let you make enough decisions for yourself.” I sit next to her, handing her a glass of milk. She frowns at this too, but takes it. “I’ll of course tell you if I don’t like something that you wear. Or if I don’t think it’s appropriate. And in those cases, you’ll of course change.” I like how red her face gets. So easy to push her buttons.
 
   “You just said you like a girl to make her own decisions.” She’s trying for bratty, but I can hear the real question in her voice.
 
   “Lucy, this is what I want to talk to you about.” I cut the crap. As fun as it is to see her squirm like this, I know we have to have a serious talk about everything. To clear the air about what I want and what she needs. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40 HER
 
   I made Laura go shopping with me instead of dinner yesterday. I made her help me pick out these jeans and top. She was surprised that I wasn’t shopping for maternity clothes. And that I was looking for tight and revealing. This was never really my taste. But I didn’t tell her why. 
 
   And this isn’t overly tight or revealing. My belly wouldn’t fit in anything too tight right now. I look down at the amount of cleavage popping out of this shirt though and want to cover up. I had a sweater on in the office all day, but I’m not going to tell him that. 
 
   I planned to flaunt my independence in his face. To show him that I’m not his puppy, not Max’s puppy anymore either! I knew my plan was in trouble the moment I saw the look on his face at the door. I could see how turned on he was by how I looked.
 
   It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. I know he’s not exactly like Max. I haven’t been able to put my finger on what’s different though. That I’ve had more freedom around him maybe? And more indecision. I don’t know exactly what Jake wants or thinks. It’s frustrating.
 
   “I want to be clear with you, Lucy. I don’t want there to be any doubt in your mind.” I only nod. He looks soft, but determined. He takes my hand in both of his. I like how warm and strong his hands are. There’s little calluses on his palms, from working to fix this place up. “I’m not Max. I won’t ever be Max.”
 
   I try to pull my hand away, but he keeps it locked in his, “I know that!” I’m getting upset again. I know I was the one to bring Max up, but I really don’t want to talk about him, not like this. Holding hands with Jake.
 
   “Don’t interrupt me again, girl. I’ll let you know when it’s your turn to speak.” See right there. Different. Max probably would’ve slapped me or turned me over his knee for talking back. I only nod. I’m pulled between this urge to push him, to see how far I could push him and this need to see how different he really is. 
 
   He takes a deep breath and starts again. “I’m not going to dictate every part of your life, every minute by minute.” He puts his hand on my cheek and rubs down my neck, following down my arm to our hands again. “I don’t think that’s what you need to be my good girl, Lucy.” I shiver from his touch and his words. “I’ll have plenty of rules, sure. And lots of consequences. But I’ll expect you to make a lot of decisions on your own. And if I disapprove of any, I’ll give you fair warning.”
 
   “You’re talking…” I realize I’d interrupted him, so I stop. Puppy! 
 
   But he nods and smiles, “Go on.”
 
   “Jake…you’re talking like we’re already together…like everything’s already decided…” 
 
   He grins again, “It is. I told you last night. You belong to me.”
 
   I open my mouth a few times to answer, but I’m not sure what to say. He laughs and I get angry again at this. “Stop laughing at me! I don’t like it when you do that!”
 
   He only laughs harder for a moment, before trying to swallow back any more, he finally ends with a big crooked smile again. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh at you. But you’re just so damn cute when you try to be something you’re not!” He pulls me forward and kisses me, but just a light kiss. “You’re not in charge, Lucy. You never will be. So don’t try to act all independent and strong-willed with me anymore. I’ll bend you over for a good spanking if you try it again tonight.” 
 
   “I’m not trying for anything…except to make you understand how I feel!” 
 
   “So tell me then.” But he gives me a stern look, “But lower your voice or you’ll be sitting on a stool in the corner and getting a good time out along with that spanking.”
 
   I blink at this image. Max always just got angry, ballistic angry sometimes. He’d make me recite rules facing the wall. But the image of being treated like such a child by Jake…I’m shaken by this.
 
   He didn’t say it with anger either. I’m not even sure he is angry right now. I don’t know how to respond to this. To him. I don’t know what he really wants from me. 
 
   “You’re confusing me…I don’t know what you want. I always knew exactly what…” I can’t finish. I can’t bring Max up again. 
 
   He shakes his head. “I know what I want with you, Lucy. And I want to be clear about it. No confusion.” He stops though and lets go of my hand. He takes a big drink of his beer before turning back to me. “I know what you had with Max. I don’t want that. Not exactly that. Shit. This is harder to put into words, to explain…” He takes a deep breath while looking up at his ceiling. 
 
   “I’ll give you an example. Maybe that’s the easiest way to explain it.” He stares at me again and I only nod. “If I tell you the sky is beige. I’d expect you to argue with me, right?” I nod, laughing a little at his choice of example.  “But you wouldn’t have argued with Max if he said it, would you?” His voice takes on a deep edge, full of emotion. 
 
   I shake my head. As ridiculous as his example is, I know it’s true. I wouldn’t have argued with anything Max ever said or did. No matter how minor or major. I knew I’d be punished.
 
   “I expect you to respect me. To obey me.” His voice is so low it’s almost a whispered growl. “I won’t accept any disrespect or back talk from you. But I will allow you to speak your mind with me.” He grins, “Not in public…but privately, with me…we can discuss anything.”
 
   I nod. Again, a little startled and shaken by the differences…and similarities. I frown with a pouty smile, “So I can’t argue with you about the sky being beige around other people?” I’m being sarcastic, pushing him just a little.
 
   He grins, “Sure you can. I’ll know that you’re asking me to give you a spanking with other people watching if you do.” He laughs at my shocked reaction. “Give it a try, girl, if you think I won’t do it.” 
 
   I just lower my eyes at this image. He’s relaxed and laughing, but I can hear the edge in his voice too. He would punish me in front of other people. The thought makes my head spin. And my pussy wet.
 
   He lifts my chin to look in his eyes again. “And if tell you to change your clothes, I’ll expect no arguments. If I tell you a decision is final, then no arguments. If it’s a rule, no arguments. But I don’t want you to be so scared of me that you don’t ever discuss anything with me. I won’t be ruled by my anger, Lucy, and neither will you. Do you understand now how I want it to be with us?”
 
   I nod, tears in my eyes. “I think so…”
 
   He smiles again and pulls me forward for a deeper kiss. I melt against him, pulling with my lips, searching for more of him with my tongue. “You want to be my good girl, don’t you?”
 
   I nod again, tears falling freely down my face now, “Yes, Jake.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41 HIM
 
   It’s all I was waiting for. I scoop her up under her legs and arms. She doesn’t say anything, just wraps her hands around my neck as I carry her into my bedroom.
 
   I set her down next to the bed and she looks around, uncertain. I know what she’s thinking. And for a moment I feel a startling amount of rage.
 
   Jealousy again. My button she can push so easily. I know she’s hesitating because of her thoughts of Max. And I have to take a deep breath to not react. 
 
   Instead I demand her full attention again with a stern voice, a little of the anger showing, “Lucy.” Her blue eyes pop to mine and she stops biting her lower lip. I smile, satisfied that she’s properly focused again.
 
   I put my hands on her hips and pull them to me, pressing her against my chest for a kiss. She starts to lift her hands to my neck, but I stop her, “Keep your hands at your sides.” I like her this way, open to me. 
 
   I explore her while kissing. My hands travelling over the silk top, across her stomach, up her arms, around her neck. I give a little squeeze with both hands, not hard, but her eyes open a little. I grin against her lips, but keep kissing.
 
   I’ll like being able to choke her more when she’s not pregnant…when I can see her eyes begging me to stop while I let her have enough air to keep moaning for me. I grin again with that image. That I’ll be able to do whatever I like to her. Not yet, but soon.
 
   I lift the bottom of her top up and start to pull it off her, but she moves her hands quickly over her tits. She only breathes my name, “Jake?” scared and uncertain again. I let go of the shirt and step back.
 
   “Take off your clothes, Lucy.” I had planned to be gentle about it, to slowly undress her. But she’s pissed me off now. Now I’ll humiliate her. 
 
   She still stands with her hands over her tits. I know what she responds to. I know what she even expects maybe. I grin, “Do you want me to slap you, girl? Is that what it’s going to take?”
 
   She shakes her head, tears in her eyes, lowering her head to hide under her hair. “I can’t do this…I’m sorry…”  
 
   I move the step towards her again and like that she flinches a little. At least she’s not just scared of her own thoughts, she’s scared of me too. She should be. I grab her chin and pull her head up hard. “I’m not asking.” I drop my hand and like that she keeps her head up still. She’s shaking though and questioning with her eyes. I know my girl. I know what she needs.
 
   I run my finger down her nose and smile, my voice calm, almost gentle, “You’re going to give all of yourself to me, Lucy.” I continue running just my finger across her skin, down her neck, across her collarbone, her shoulder, her back as I tell her what I’m going to do to her. “I’m going to make every inch of you hurt tonight, leave every inch of you covered with the feel of my touch on you.” She’s breathing faster, swallowing and leaning towards me slightly. My little pain slut. 
 
   I lean in more too, to whisper next to her ear, my stubble rubbing hard against her delicate skin, “You can resist if you want to add to my fun, but I’m going to claim every inch of you tonight whether you like it or not.” She lets out a tiny moan.
 
   I know she’s used to responding to anger, to submitting to it. But I don’t need her to relieve my anger. I need her to relieve my desires. I’ll train her to respond to my needs only. To enjoy the pain I want to inflict. The humiliation I want her to endure. My desire doesn’t stop at punishing her…that’s only the beginning. 
 
   I step back. Very gently, very slowly, with the deep edge she shakes to obey, “Take off your clothes, girl.” She doesn’t hesitate. But she is slow, a small smile on her lips that disappears under her shirt. I watch as she removes the rest, very slowly. 
 
   I take another step back to admire her. She moves to cover herself with her hair and hands clasped in front. I shake my head. “Pull your hair back and keep your hands to your sides.” She does. “Chin up, eyes up.” I smile at her eager responsiveness. “I want your eyes on me at all times, girl. No looking down or hiding.” She nods slightly.
 
   “Open your legs a little. Good girl.” I can see that she’s starting to feel uncomfortable, exposed. I can almost ignore how hard my cock is. I’ve waited for this. I could prolong this moment all night.
 
   She’s as beautiful as I imagined. Her shoulders back, skin smooth and pale, nipples hard and deep pink. The small mound of hair hiding her how wet I know she is. Her ribs pop with her fast breathing. Her mouth opens just a little in anticipation of my touch. Her belly only has a small bump; a reminder that I’ll need to be gentle with at least some parts of her tonight. Not a problem…just too bad for the rest of her then.
 
   I grin wickedly at her and she shrinks, lowering her chin and raising her shoulders a little under my stare. But she quickly comes to attention again when I raise an eyebrow.
 
   I move around her slowly, letting her feel only my breath on her skin. Letting her know that I’m staring at every inch of her. Not speaking though. I want to see how long she can last before breaking down. Not long apparently. “Jake?” I only just moved from standing behind her to her other side. She turned her head to keep me in her sights. 
 
   I put only one finger on her lips. “Shhh…I’m admiring my girl. Just stay still and silent.” I lean in and brush my lips against her cheek. “Don’t speak again before I give you permission.” 
 
   I start over. Walking around her slowly again, still not touching. I take even more time standing behind her. Admiring the beautiful curve of her back, her shoulder blades tensing like a tiny bird ready for flight. Her curls moving with each breath and the small shaking of her body. Her neck straining to see me, but she stays in place. 
 
   Her bottom is perfection. Two pale moons glowing, just waiting to turn red for me. She’s arching her back, wanting to display herself, even if she is nervous. I can see the dimples just above her cheeks and want to kiss them. Later. Her legs twitch and her toes dance against the floor, but she stays in place. 
 
   I slowly move around to her other side again, watching as her breathing catches more. She’s anticipating an end to her misery. Poor girl…I’m only just getting started. I watch the slope and fullness of her tits expand with each breath, her stomach tightening and toes dancing even more. Her fingers are clenched into fists.
 
   “Relax your hands, beautiful.” She slowly opens her hands, shaking her wrists a little before stopping all movement again. Even her toes stop. “That’s my good girl. This is how I want you. Completely open to me. Now take a deep breath in and hold it.” She does, watching me. I smile. Her tits push out more. “Keep holding it.” I watch as her eyes get a little teary, not blinking as she looks at me. I smile again. “Don’t let go.” 
 
   I slap her ass hard, across both cheeks in the middle. She gasps out in surprise, stepping forward with one foot at the impact. I growl, “Get back in position.” She quickly responds. Trying to relax her whole body at once. I give her a moment to get her breathing under control.
 
   “Again, breathe in, beautiful. And don’t let go this time.” I wait a little longer, seeing her eyes plead. I don’t let her see my hand raise behind her though, so she’s just as surprised by the sting and sound. She keeps her breath from escaping, but steps out of place still. She recovers quickly though to stand with her legs open more. “Breathe out.” She gasps and breathes quickly for a moment. Her cheeks flushing nicely. 
 
   “Again. In.” Her face twitches with a pleading question, but she obeys, taking in a bigger breath. I move around to stand behind her. She strains her neck to follow me. I slap her left cheek with the back of my right hand, hard. She stays put this time, but she whimpers a little. “Out.” I hear her gasp. “Good girl.”   
 
   I walk around to the front of her. “Take my belt off and hand it to me.” Her cry is tiny, barely audible but I still give her a stern look for it. She’ll learn to obey direct orders silently. She moves her fingers to delicately unfasten the buckle. She pushes and pulls it gently off, taking her time. I smile. I don’t mind. I’m going to take my time using it too.
 
   “Arms out to your sides.” This obviously startles her. She’s already feeling exposed. She opens her mouth and almost says something. I grin and raise an eyebrow. “You think you have something you need to add? Too bad, my sweet girl. Just stay silent.” I tweak her nose with my finger and laugh at her pout. I trace the finger down her body, between her tits, feeling her stomach clench at the tickle and press just the one finger against her wet clit. Her moan is loud. But she keeps her arms up. I don’t move the finger. I don’t need to, she’s doing plenty of moving on her own, her hips uncontrollably pulsing. I smile and pull my finger away, her moan is loud again. “No crying. Stay still and stay silent.” She pouts more, but she relaxes back into the same position, watching me.
 
   I move back so she can see my hands. I hold the small buckle in my right palm, wrapping most of the belt around my hand until only six inches of the belt hangs loose. It’s a thin leather; I chose to wear it specifically to use tonight.
 
   Her look of curiosity is almost enough to make me laugh. I only smile and walk around her. “Keep your face forward.” She instantly turns her head back around. “And keep your arms up. If you lower them, I will start from the beginning, beautiful.” I know her arms will be tired by the time I’m through.
 
   I start with her right shoulder and shoulder blade. Letting the small strap lick her pale skin to a pretty pink. Her shocked cry is strangled with a quick swallow. I hit her again in the same spot. This time her cry is more of a soft hiss. “Good girl.” 
 
   I bring the strap down on her left shoulder and she shudders, but keeps her cry in. I told her I wanted every inch of her to feel my touch, to hurt with my touch. I meant it. I like the small pink strap mark that forms. It will fade all too quickly. But that’ll only be incentive to do this again to her soon. 
 
   I alternate the strap from arm to arm, working slowly, bringing it down to wrap around her thin arms every few inches. When I get to her wrists, I stop. I let her breathe for a moment, watching as her lined arms shake with the effort of keeping them up, with the effort of staying silent. I step closer to her, feeling her heat against my shirt. I put my left hand in her hair and rub her head, saying softly into her left ear, “Lower your arms and cross them in front of you.” I can feel her shudder of relief. I grab her hair and twist it a little, yanking slightly on her head, before dropping it around to her front.
 
   I step back and bring the strap down a little harder across her upper back. She tries for a hiss, but a small cry escapes too quickly. I hit her again in the same spot and her body shakes, but she manages to stay quiet this time. “Good girl.” I follow the same slow pattern down her back, alternating side to side. I can hit her a little harder here, keep the marks a little longer. When these fade, I’ll bring her back to stand in this position again. I’ll like seeing her cover these in the office, making her expose the tiny bruises to me, kissing each before falling asleep each night.
 
   When I get to her lower back, the sweet dip before the swell of her hips, I stop. I allow her time to breathe a little more. “Take a deep breath in and hold it.” She does and I bring the strap down on her right side, following quickly with a second sting to her hip on the right too. I gave her the lightest touch of the strap, but this is a sensitive spot. She releases her breath with a series of hiccupped gulps. I allow it this time. It will be a long time before I can hit her midsection the way I want to. But I’m patient. The small bending and shaking is more than I’ll allow though. “Stand up straight or tell me you want me to start over, girl!” She’s instantly back in position. I pet her head again, “That’s my sweet good girl.” 
 
   I know she’ll tense more for the left side now, in anticipation of the pain. “Relax, beautiful.” I watch her try to. “Deep breath for me, that’s a good girl.” I don’t wait, I bring the strap down twice quickly on the left side and she lets her breath out with the same stuttered hiccupping and shaking moves. But she recovers a little faster, standing up a little quicker on her own. 
 
   I move around to her front. Her arms are still pink, only a few of the marks already fading. “Put your hands out together, palms up.” She blinks her tears down her cheeks. And I have to stop. I grab her neck with my left hand and pull her towards me, kissing the trail of her tears on both cheeks, tasting her sweet saltiness. My mouth covers hers and I pull and bite at her lips. She’s breathless again when I let her go, her hands still clutching the front of my shirt.
 
   I move back a little. “Palms up.” She moves with a clear shake in her hands. I smile. Her look of fear is gorgeous. Eyes wet and wide, but soft. I know if I put my hand between her legs again, I’ll feel how needy she is. “You are my little pain slut, aren’t you?” She freezes, blushes and looks down quickly. “Eyes up, girl!”
 
   She pops her eyes to me again, but I can see her shame. I put my hand around her neck again and kiss her gently, whispering, “You are beautiful this way,” against her cheek. I step back and she steadies her hands in front of her chest. I grin a little and keep my eyes on hers. I bring the belt up so she can see the small strap, waiting, giving her time to anticipate this strike. 
 
   I bring it down hard across her palms and watch her face squeeze closed. She held her breath on her own this time, releasing it with a slow whining hiss. She starts to close her hands, “No.” She slowly opens them again with her eyes and I kiss each palm gently. “Hands behind your back, but keep your palms out.” I won’t let her squeeze the pain away.
 
   I push her hair back again, exposing both her hard nipples and swelling tits. I know her tits may be like her middle, an area I can’t touch like I want to…yet. To test her sensitivity, I squeeze her left nipple with my fingers, gentle at first, only adding a little pressure. She’s gasping and panting with only a slight increase. I grin, bending my head down and licking her sore nipple. She starts to moan, but remembers herself and swallows this away, panting again. I move to her right nipple, flicking it between my tongue and teeth. She tries to cover her moan with a soft catch in her throat.
 
   “Your tits are too sensitive, girl. I’ll have to spank your ass twice as long to make up for not being able to give them my full attention tonight.” She actually blushes more somehow. Her cheeks flaming red like her back and arms. She squirms a little, but stays put.
 
   I step back and to the side. “On the bed,” I grin as she shrinks back a little, “on all fours, girl.” She starts to shake her head, but I grab her by the hair and stop her from moving at all. “Are you shaking your head no to me?” She blinks in fear, I shake her head, “Answer me.”
 
   “No…No, Sir.”
 
   I yank her hair harder, watching her eyes close against the pain. I walk her over to the bed this way, not letting go. To her credit, she keeps her hands behind her back. But this only makes me think about her obeying another before me. I don’t care that it was Max. I still don’t like the thought being in her head now.
 
   “Put your hands to your sides.” She does quickly. I let go of her hair. “On the bed.” She scrambles to get on quickly, awkwardly going on her knees and hands. I breathe for a moment to calm my anger. “I had to repeat an order to you again, girl. Do you think that should go unpunished?”
 
   “…No, Sir…” Her voice is shaking and she’s hiding under her hair again, head down.
 
   “You’ve been a bad girl. Ask me nicely to make you my good girl again.” I can see her body shake more. I smile. I like humiliating her. Forcing her to participate in her own punishment. She’ll learn to beg me for what she needs.
 
   “Please…” I wait to see if she’ll say more. I sigh deeply when she doesn’t.
 
   “No. Full sentences, Lucy. You’ll ask in a strong voice for exactly what you deserve. Now.”
 
   She turns her head and looks at me standing behind her. Even through her hair, I can see she’s turning red again and pleading with her eyes. I wait. This time I can be patient with her. In the future, I’ll expect quicker responses…but we’ll get there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 41 HER
 
   I try to think, but my mind goes blank at his words. My arms and back still sting and tingle, little spots of fire feed the need of my pussy. He called me a pain slut. I am. I never realized how much until now. Until he started torturing every inch of me with his little slaps. Hardly touching me except with his belt. I eagerly waited for each strike, like an itch I didn’t know I had, but desperately need scratched.
 
   But this? I can’t do this. I can’t stay here like a dog and beg for him to hurt me more. I lower my head again, trying to breathe. Maybe if I wait, he’ll just get angry enough to beat me. I won’t have to say anything except that I’m sorry. He’s in my head though, “We can wait here like this all night, beautiful, if that’s what it takes.”
 
   I look at him again. He only looks a little angry. I’m shaken by this. I feel the tears drop to the bed when I lower my head again. Max always hurt me when he was angry. He’d punish me based on how angry I had made him. He was rough during sex most of the time, but he never used the belt unless he was angry.
 
   Seeing Jake so calm…I shake harder. “Why are you doing this?” I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but I couldn’t help myself. I can hear the tears in my voice and I don’t try to stop them. I let out a soft sob with a shaky breath.
 
   I feel him move closer to the bed, but he still doesn’t touch me. “You need to learn this lesson, Lucy.” I feel him move back a little. Turning my head only a little, I can see him unwrap the belt from his hand, letting the leather hang down. I turn my face away. Good. I won’t have to say anything. “Arch your back, put your ass in the air for me.” I do. Eager to please him. Eager for him to start. Scared and excited. It’s been too long…
 
   But he doesn’t hit me. “The lesson you need to learn, girl. What is it?”
 
   I open and close my mouth a few times. This is torture. Exposed like this, knowing he’s staring at me. Knowing that he knows that I’m just waiting for him to spank me. That I’ll stay in this position until he does. Well, no.
 
   I push myself up, onto my knees, turning to look at him. Arms crossed over my chest. “Why don’t you just tell me what it is you want, Jake?”
 
   And he smiles. Damn him! He even laughs a little. “Are you trying to make me angry, Lucy? Is that what you think will work here?” But it does work, his face changes quickly to his stern stony glare and he steps closer to me. I lose my nerve and drop my arms to my sides, but stay on my knees, meeting his eyes at least.
 
   “I know what you’re used to, girl. I know what’s going on in your little girl head.” He grabs me by my hair again, yanking even harder and pulling me off balance. “You think the only way you can submit to me is if you make me angry?” His pull on my head is causing my eyes to water and I’m gasping, but I stop myself from trying to pull away from him. He shakes me with each word again, rattling my teeth, “You think the only way I’m going to demand your obedience is with anger?” He lets go of my head and shoves me away. I fall back down onto my hands and he barks the order, “Stay.”
 
   I do. I’m shaken and frightened. I have no idea what he’ll do. He’s confused everything, my head and body shouting to run, to stay. I blink my tears, sniffling, hiding behind my hair again. My head throbs from his touch.
 
   I can hear him breathing heavily behind me. When he speaks, his voice is controlled, even, darkly edged. “The lesson you need to learn is that I’m not Max.” I shoot him a hard look. How dare he bring up Max now, when I’m like this! I start to sit up again, but stop at the cold, calmness of his voice. “If you move again, girl, I will tie you to that bed.” 
 
   I relax back onto my hands slowly. When he continues, I can hear the need in him. Anger mixed with passion and longing. It mirrors my own. “Your heart belonged to him first…maybe always will. I know I can only hope for a small piece to belong to me. But that’s enough. Loving you, like this; having you, like this…it’s enough for me.”
 
   “You love me?” My voice is tiny, I don’t want him to hear my own need. I don’t want to admit how desperate I am for him. 
 
   “Yes…with all of my heart, Lucy.” But it’s a cold, calm response. I resist turning to see his face.
 
   “But you don’t want all of mine?” 
 
   “I didn’t say that…I said I know that Max will always be a part of you.” He moves towards me again, reaching with his hand under me, shocking me by his warmth and gentle touch. “That this baby will always have a part of you too. But this part,” he moves his hand down between my legs and I push towards his fingers, moaning before I can stop myself. “I won’t share. This part belongs to me now. I won’t have you thinking of him when I touch you. I won’t have you thinking of him when I’m inside you. I won’t have you thinking of him when you’re with me ever again.” I moan at the deep pressing of his fingers. “You are mine now, Lucy…I’ll let you keep a part to yourself…but the rest...you belong to me.” 
 
   I nod, my hair whipping the sheets. I turn my head and smile a little, “I do belong to you now. And I love you, too.” I moan at the release of his hand.  He steps back again.
 
   “Then show me what a good girl you want to be for me. Ask for what you know you deserve.”
 
   I swallow and breathe for a moment. I push thoughts of Max out of my head and concentrate instead on my fingers on the bed. On the feel of the sheets under me. On Jake’s breathing near me. I raise my head a little, but close my eyes. My voice is extra high and small, “I...I deserve a spanking. Please?”
 
   And he laughs at me! I turn my head to see him smiling and shaking his head. “That’s not the best you can do, girl. Try again. Start with why you deserve to be punished.” 
 
   I have to swallow the anger I felt at his laughter for a moment, but it makes my voice a little stronger. “I didn’t obey your order, so I deserve to be spanked. Sir!” It’s a petulant response. He just brings this out in me! Especially since he’s laughing at me again.
 
   “And now you can add being bratty to your list of reasons. I’ll give you one more chance to get this right.” His voice lowers even more, sending chills down my spine, “Get it wrong this time and I’ll get out a thicker belt to use.” 
 
   I swallow at this thought. I don’t think Jake would ever hurt me as much as…I stop myself. I swallow again. “I’m sorry.” I have to breathe a little more to get over the need to cry again. I know he doesn’t want that. And I know he’s right. I have to decide for myself. To be here, to be with him, like this. I love him. I’ve known this for a while. And loving him means I have to let go…I have to be free of the hold Max has on me…
 
   I have a clear mental image of myself right now. The humiliating position, the lack of any place to hide, the openness to Jake physically. I trust him enough to be here like this. I take a deep breath and picture a collar on my neck, with a chain attached. I mentally place the chain in Jake’s hands. I smile a little…not that I want that exactly…well…maybe…
 
   I try for a calm, clear voice, my smile still evident, “I…I hesitated following your orders…and I’ve been disrespectful.”
 
   He sighs, “Good girl.”
 
   I turn my head back and wipe my hair away from my face quickly to see him clearly. He’s smiling at me. A sweet, full smile. The kind I know I will long for every day of my life. The kind I know I will have with him every day too. I know I’ll do anything to please him, to earn his smiles, to feel this again.
 
   I’m sore and my arms are getting tired. My eyes burn with tears and I’m afraid of what he’ll do to me. But I want more. I want him, more from him. I need this from him. I want to give myself to him…the only way I know how…completely.
 
   “I need to please you, Jake …Please punish me…make me yours completely…always.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42 HIM
 
   I flick the belt in my hand, feeling the light weight. With her eyes still watching me, I smile and give her the first real whip with the belt. I like the sound, the crack, her ass wiggles and moves for me. Her cry catches in her throat. And most important. I can see the clear red line across her cheeks.
 
   I’m not going to be able to ignore my hard cock for long now. 
 
   I crack the belt against her cheeks again in almost the same spot, where her ass meets her legs. Her cry is louder. “I said be quiet, girl. If you can’t hold your cry, then tell me you need to be gagged.” I smile at this thought. Picturing her mouth stretched open.
 
   She whimpers and shakes her head, “No, Sir…please!”
 
   Damn. She makes it hard to keep going. But that only makes me hit her harder, same spot. She held her breath, pushing it out with a loud pop and long hiss. I don’t give her a moment to hold it again…I’m a bastard, I want to torture her, to force her to cry out and beg.
 
   I hit her again, same spot and love watching her move this time. Her knees shaking and pump against the bed. Her cry is louder, but snatched back quickly. Good girl. Let’s see if you can do that again.
 
   Same spot, same speed, more deep redness. She’ll have a welt there for sure. Her legs only shake this time, her arms too. Her cry is a long slow whimper. Her head hanging down. 
 
   I step forward and rub her ass. She moves her cheeks away quickly like my touch stings as much as the belt. It probably does. I pinch the redness and she yelps. But she stays put. She even arches her ass for me. “Good girl.”
 
   I wrap the belt back around my hand. “Stay exactly as you are. No sound. No movement. I won’t make this easy, but I will make it fast, beautiful. I want to be inside you.” She moans for me.
 
   I start back up with the small slaps of the belt, wrapping its end around each leg at a time, taking extra care to hit the tender part of her inner thighs. Enjoying her quick intake of breath, her head whipping back in pain each time.
 
   But she stays put, she only breathes and hisses through each strike. When I get to her feet, I stop and kiss each sole. She squirms. I bring the belt down harder and she almost cries out in shock, just stopping herself from forming any words or getting louder. Good girl. I only give her a second to pant against this pain.
 
   “Spread your legs.” She moves to open her knees quickly. I smile. She thinks she’s done.
 
   I move slowly to stand next to her, rubbing the part of her ass that’s only a little pink. I whisper, “There’s only one more spot I need to claim with my belt, Lucy.” I can feel her shaking increase as she takes my meaning. “Stay still!” I keep my hand on her ass to help her not to move.
 
   I rub the tip of the belt against her wet lips. I can see the leather darken with it. I pull the belt back and hear her take a quick breath in, holding it. I wait a little longer, enjoying her anticipation. I bring the belt down hard against her pussy and asshole. A wet smack and sharp cry. She’s almost hyperventilating from it. 
 
   I cut into her breathing, “Get control of yourself, girl. I’ll give you another if you keep crying and breathing like that.”
 
   But I smile that she doesn’t close her legs. She lowers her head and takes deeper breaths. I move away from the bed, dropping the belt and getting undressed quickly.
 
   I’m on the bed, behind her just as her breathing is almost back to normal. I squeeze her lower ass, the welt mark and she hisses again. I move my thumbs to her pussy lips, feeling the swelling and wetness. She’ll be sore. Just the way I like her.
 
   I pull her lips apart roughly and she’s gasping already, pushing towards me.  I lean over and run my tongue up and down the inside of her pussy, sucking her juices and scraping her swollen lips with my teeth. She cries out again, but still pushes into me more, arching more. So beautiful.
 
   I pull back and hear her little moans. Watch her ass pump up and down a little for me. God help me if I can make it more than 30 seconds, but I’ll try, girl. 
 
   I push my cock slowly into her, feeling her tight, wet pussy wrap around me. Feeling her lips pull and squeeze me deeper. She can take all of me. I can feel her wall, but she takes it, even pushing herself further onto me, crying out.
 
   I pull back and shove in hard, slapping my balls against her clit. We cry out together, grunt together. I push in harder once before pulling out quick and shoving back in quicker. She matches my moves, shoving and pulling, squeezing when I’m deepest. I only hold on long enough to hear the start of her long moan.
 
   My own cry drowns hers. My fingers cutting into her hips, pulling and shoving her on my cock. She falls to her elbows. Crying and moaning. I wait until my cock stops throbbing, until her hips stop moving at all, before pulling out and pushing her sideways. 
 
   I collapse next to her and grab her in my arms. “I love you…I love you…I love you!” I kiss her lips, taking her breath to make it my own. 
 
   She laughs and slaps my chest. “Give a girl a minute, you brute!” But she quickly pulls herself onto my chest, smothering me with her kisses and hair. “I love you, too!”
 
   …..
 
   “I want to show you something.” I get up and pull her with me. We walk naked through my loft, hand in hand.
 
   I open the door down the hall and reach for the light switch inside, letting her walk in first. 
 
   “When did you do all this?” She’s beautiful, with her hand on her stomach, hair falling around her shoulders, my belt marks pinking her skin in lines across her legs, arms, and back. Her ass a beautiful cherry red moving into the nursery. 
 
   It’s all set up for her. A comfy rocker, furniture. Tons of toys and books. Everything she could want.
 
   “Today. I had my contractors here all day getting it together.” She turns and sees my smile and the wall behind me.
 
   She frowns, but I only smile more. She walks over and stands in front of the art, “MJT,” hand painted with tiny cartoon animals joined together inside the initials. I stand behind her and put my hands over hers, still on her stomach. I can feel her warmth. 
 
   I see goose bumps run down her stinging arms with my voice against her ear, “Our son will be named Maximilian Jacob Traeger when he’s born.” I turn her around in my arms, she smiles at me with tears. “MJ for short I’m thinking.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42 HER
 
   “And what if I’d said no to being yours?” I tease him with a coy smile and kiss on his chin.
 
   He only laughs. And swats my ass hard. I cry out. “Are you asking for another spanking so soon, girl?” I shake my head. He turns a little more serious. “I know you didn’t have a choice.” He kisses me and I’m filled again with the complete passion of his touch. Even with only a small kiss, every part of me is claimed as his. I feel it down to my toes. I feel everywhere that he touched with his belt, his lips. “I want you to move in here, Lucy. I don’t have a ring…I’ll take care of that tomorrow, but I want to make you my wife. Say yes.”
 
   I put my arms around his neck. “Two weeks.” 
 
   “What?” I laugh at his confusion and stern frown. I kiss him quickly.
 
   “We’ll get married in two weeks, on Saturday and I’ll move in then.” I step away from his arms and walk back out into the hall.  I know his eyes are on my ass, on the marks he’s left on me. I smile. “That should give you enough time to get this place ready for a nice party to celebrate.” He comes up behind me laughing and picks me up again, spinning me around and heading back into the bedroom. I can picture a future again. With Jake. Here. 
 
   I allow myself one more thought before giving into his kisses, the tiny part I know Jake will always let me have…
 
   I can picture a future with our baby very loved, Max…and he will know you through Jake and me. You will always have a piece of my heart. Always.
 
   …..
 
   In the dark, listening to Jake’s little snores, I know he’s right. I know I’m his now. I know he’s mine. My heart may never heal completely from losing Max and I’d never forgive myself if I let go of the love I still have for him. But I know Jake loves me. And I love him. He’s given me everything I want, everything I need…him.
 
   Control is about choices. And I didn’t have any before. 
 
   I didn’t chose to let fate step in my way. It just did.
 
   I didn’t chose to fall for him. I just did. 
 
   I didn’t chose to give him everything I am. I just had to. 
 
   I have no choice in how I love him. I just do. 
 
   I can be strong. I can submit all of myself again. And he just accepts me as I am. 
 
   Always.
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