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For S, JR, T, and m…

Thank you for the lessons learned and for believing in me.

Thank you for helping me break.

 

For k and s...

This isn’t the version you first read, but thank you for telling me I could write this story... One day.

 

 




 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Claire

 

I waited on him. It was my job. Or one of them. I owned the businesses, both bookstore and café, so my jobs were numerous and unending. I could have let someone else, the only other someone else who was in the café working with me wait on him, but I didn’t want that and I didn’t want to question it. I wanted to wait on him. I wanted to serve him the cup of coffee, black with one ounce of heavy cream, no more and nothing less. I wanted to be the one who set it in front of him, who received his smile and nod of approval, his satisfied sigh when he took his first sip. I wanted all that. For me.

And…

I wanted none of it. I didn’t want to need that feeling deep down in my soul that I’d pleased someone. Him, only him. I didn’t want to feel anything again. Not for a man like him. I didn’t. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I’d vowed it, sworn it, done everything but write it in blood. But he walked in three months ago and I knew. I fucking knew in my gut there was no turning back. Not when he looked at me like that. Not when the corners of his lips tilted up or the desire lit his bright blue eyes when he saw me.

I was lost and he found me when I didn’t want to be found.

Only…

“Will that be all?” I asked the question each time I brought him coffee. And each time, he gave me the same response.

“No. I would like you to sit with me.”

I was running out of ways to say no. Truth was, I had run out of ways to say no the very first day I met him. I knew the request he would make and he knew the answer I would give. “Thank you, Sir. I can’t.”

I quickly bit my tongue. All the words were the same with the exception of Sir. It slipped out, unwarranted and unwanted and completely perfect. I hadn’t used the term over two years. I promised him… No. I sighed inwardly at the lie. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t use it ever again. Not with anyone.

The man seated at the table smiled over the rim of his coffee cup and his eyes darkened in a way that caused my thighs to squeeze together, my belly to roll with need, and my palms to sweat. I knew he wanted me, and I knew I wanted him, but this was more than simple lust. And my saying the word Sir, admitted it to both of us.

“Why do you always say that you want me to sit with you?” I had an inkling, but until he said it, it was just that. However, once he did, it would be real, as everything was when spoken aloud.

It was something I’d always known, deep down inside, but had never thought about until that January day two years ago. If they didn’t speak the word, it couldn’t have been real, so I avoided them, the people and the word, existing in denial as long as I could. It hadn’t been long enough when I emerged and let it sink in.

Dead.

He was and I wanted to be.

But now, there’s a new, different him when I never expected there to be, when I never wanted there to be, and he’s here every day, sipping my coffee, and wanting me to sit with him. My question hung between us.

“Because I want to know where you go when you get that far away look in your eyes. Because I like looking at you and seeing one of your rare smiles. Because I want you to ask my name, after all this time. Because I want to know what happened to him.”

My heart lurched in my chest and my throat threatened to close off all air from my lungs. I grasped the edge of the table to keep myself from falling. He reached out, but I stumbled back before he could touch me.

“Claire?”

I loved my name on his lips, even as I hated him knowing my name at all. To hear it uttered with concern, as though he cared, nearly broke me. “H-how do you know about him?” I whispered the question around the thickness of my tongue and through my dry lips.

“The Club,” he said softly.

The Club. I closed my eyes. No one was supposed to speak of it, to mention it outside the doors, but him saying it… Those two words evoked so many powerful memories and desires. The room spun and my world tilted. I’d forced myself not to think about The Club, not to remember its existence. Since that night, I’d driven out of my way so I wouldn’t be anywhere near it, so I wouldn’t be tempted.

“They had no right.”

“They didn’t. I saw the pictures on the wall downstairs. I did ask, once. I was told you were no longer owned, but for more answers than that, I would need to ask you. I was also told I likely wouldn’t get very far.”

“But that’s why you’re here. Why you’ve been coming in here all these months?” He definitely wasn’t the usual Club member. He was blue collar whereas most that I’d known had been wealthy, elite, privileged. I wanted to ask how he’d learned about The Club, how he’d gotten invited being that he was outside the norm for them, but I kept my curiosity about him to myself as I waited for his response.

He sat up straighter and set his coffee down. “I’m here because I saw a woman in pictures that I couldn’t get out of my head. I’m here because it was insane for me to want a woman I didn’t know. I’m here because I wanted to see you in person, to see if my reactions would be the same, to see if I would still be enchanted with more than a photograph”

He was too young to use words like enchanted. I wanted so badly to smile, to enjoy the fluttering going on inside my body at his admission to wanting me, whether he knew me or not. I wanted to revel in the very real fact that I wasn’t dead inside.

But I couldn’t. That would be a betrayal. Saying Sir had been bad enough. Giving in to the pleasure of being wanted, even if I was the only one who knew, was another kind of betrayal altogether.

“I think you should go,” I told him, not meaning it at all. I liked looking at him, hearing the Southern twang of his voice. He wasn’t from around here. He’d told me that the first day he came in. Said he’d moved from Virginia, first to Dallas, then to Karim once he’d been discharged from the Marines.

“I think you want me to stay.”

I did. I wanted him to stay, but he needed to go. I wasn’t ready. It was possible I would never be ready. Not for him. Not for anyone.

I closed my eyes, removing him from my sight, and shook my head. “No.” I lied without conviction and he knew it. His chair scraped the floor as he stood and he reached my personal space in less than a heartbeat. I could feel his heat, the fan of his breath. He didn’t touch me, not a single strand of hair on my head, but he might as well have.

I couldn’t explain my reaction. From the moment he’d wandered into my café, I knew something was about to happen, that the air was charged differently than before he’d walked in.

Today was the first day either of us had actually acknowledged it.

“You do, Claire.” His voice was a hiss against my ear. “You want me to stay and you want to tell me.”

“No.”

“Yes. You want me to know and you want to be free of the heartache that’s written all over your pretty face.”

“Stop.” Tears clogged my throat and my heart thudded hard against the wall of my chest. Heat suffused me from the inside and I didn’t know whether I wanted to cry or scream or fall to my knees at his feet.

Instead, I gripped the edge of the table behind me and held on for dear life.

“I’m not going to stop, Claire. Not until you let go and let it all out.”

“Please don’t say my name like that.”

“Like what? I think you like it when I do. I think you like your name on my lips.”

I really did, but I really wanted him to stop saying it as though he was caressing each syllable, as though he had every right to my name, as though he had every right to me. “Please go.”

Silence stretched between us, but I knew he hadn’t gone.

“On one condition. Ask my name.”

My eyes flew open and my mouth gaped, then closed with my lips in a firm line. I wouldn’t do it. I didn’t want to know his name. I didn’t want to know him.

Liar.

“Ask my name, Claire.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then I won’t be leaving.” He took a slight step back and leaned against the table he’d recently vacated, arms crossed over his chest.

We stared at one another. He really wasn’t going to go if I didn’t ask. The look in his eyes, his casual stance told me he’d stay until I locked up for the night if I didn’t ask. It was a simple enough thing, quick too. Just ask his name and he’d leave. It’s what I wanted and even I didn’t understand my stubbornness over something so small.

Yet, it wasn’t a small thing. It wasn’t an innocent thing. It was large and significant which, if I had to guess, was what he was going for. My acknowledgment of it, of him. He wanted to get in my head, wanted to not be the nameless customer. He didn’t want to be anonymous. He wanted to be someone to me.

He wanted to be the name that came to mind, that I whispered on the tip of my tongue.

I didn’t need him to tell me any of it because it was what I wanted, too.

And I hated us both for it.

In the end, though, I resigned myself to my fate. “What’s your name?”

His smile took my breath away. “Jared. Now, you say it.”

“Jared.” It rolled off my tongue the way a name you’ve been saying your whole life does. I sighed with sadness.

He stepped close again, though still without touching me. “Good girl, Claire,” he praised. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Please don’t.”

“You can’t keep me away. Not when I know you want just the opposite.”

“I don’t.”

“You lie a lot, you know that? And you’re not very good at it. We’ll have to correct that behavior.”

“There won’t be any correcting.” I finally found my voice again. Strong, if not exactly steady, but it was there. I stood up straight, which forced him to do the same. “And even if correction was necessary, it’s not your place to do it.”

“Not yet.”

Arrogant son of a bitch. I bit the words back, but they were itching to fly from my lips. “Not ever,” I countered.

“There’s a feisty girl behind all that sadness. Good. I’ll be back tomorrow, Claire.”

I didn’t want to, but I watched him walk away. I watched him exit the store, turn to the left, and disappear out of sight.

I wanted to rush forward, lock the door, and pull down the shades. I wanted to close up shop and never reopen. I didn’t want to see him tomorrow or the next day or the next. I didn’t want to know his name, think his name, or say it.

But damn… I missed him already.

 

The afternoon dragged on and by the time I walked out into the early evening air, I was exhausted. Not from a heavy workload or an influx of never ending customers, but from battling my own internal demons and emotions.

Jared had me so damn flustered, so twisted up inside. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him. I hadn’t been able to stop letting his name bounce around inside my head, a constant thought that wouldn’t go away.

I held the door open for a group of women who were meeting in the café for their weekly book club. It was such a normal thing, they did. Met for coffee and tea and to discuss books. I loved to read, but that sort of club or entanglement didn’t appeal to me.

Sitting quietly with a book and a cup of dark roast coffee full of silky cream? That was my kind of thing. The only club I’d ever cared anything about was The Club. I loved it. I fit there. With him, my Sir, I fit there. I could be me. I could just exist, or I could be so alive in the moment.

I let go of the door when the last woman walked in. I turned in the opposite direction that Jared had taken earlier. My parking spot was along the edge of the building. I didn’t live far, but then nothing was too far from the center of town.

I didn’t realize when I pulled out of the spot and had gone straight through the light instead of turning, where I was headed until it was too late.

I drove slowly past the entrance. The pang of sadness didn’t hit me as I expected it to when the doors came into view. But the longing that tugged at my gut, was unexpected and not at all unwanted.

I didn’t know what to do. Everything, every carefully constructed and reconstructed feeling and emotion was starting to come unraveled. And all because I asked a man his name.

Not just a man, I chastised myself. No, he wasn’t just a man. If I couldn’t figure out how to rein it all back in and put myself back together, he would become so much more than a man to me. I couldn’t let that happen.

Easy to say now because he wasn’t standing in front me. If he had been, I’d have been resolved to nothing more than a puddle at his feet given the direction my thoughts were headed.

“What am I supposed to do, Sir?” I’d started many conversations this way with my deceased Dom. It still hurt, knowing I’d never hear his voice again, never feel his touch, never know the sensation of his hand sliding through my hair only to grip it tight and tug my face to his. It hurt more than I thought it would after all this time, but less than it did the first year after he was gone.

But I still talked to him. I still sought answers from him. I still sought that peace I always felt when on my knees.

Many would think me silly, but there were others, like our friends from The Club, who would understand, who would even think me brave.

I simply felt alone and lost. Now, more than ever.

I pressed on the gas pedal and continued my long way around trip home. I continued talking to him in the quiet privacy of my car under the near cover of darkness. “What do I say? How do I make him understand that I just can’t be with him?”

It helped, sometimes. These talks with myself and yes, I knew I was talking to myself, that my Dom wasn’t really listening, that he couldn’t hear me. But it helped to imagine, to pretend that he could, that he could guide me from the beyond.

The sun would settle beneath the horizon in another thirty minutes or so and the January night would settle in. What did I say to Jared tomorrow? What reasons would I give that sounded real and plausible? What would work? What would convince him that whatever it was he wanted from me, I couldn’t give?

Nothing.

The one word whispered across my mind. Nothing? I was supposed to do and say nothing to deter him? But why? I didn’t want anything. I didn’t even want friendship. I just wanted to be left alone, left in the space I’d created for myself. I didn’t want to feel, to think. I wanted to be. That’s all. That’s it. Just. Be.

It’s time.

No, it wasn’t time. Not for another man. Not for another Dom. Not to let go. No. It wasn’t time. It would never be time. I had one wonderful Dom who’d loved me and who’d given me purpose and breathed life into me. He’d helped me achieve a dream and opened my eyes to a world I had only heard disparaging things about. I belonged with him. I belonged when I was with him.

You can again. With him.

This was beyond ridiculous. Even my head wouldn’t listen to me.

I pulled into my driveway, shut off the engine, and got out. Why did it all of a sudden grate on me? The silence. The aloneness.

Why did I want to know where he worked, where he lived, what his fetish was? Why did I want to know his taste, his kiss, his touch?

Say his name.

I shook my head, as though anyone could see me do it. I shook my head, my lips tight together and glared up at the sky.

Say it.

I stomped inside my house and slammed the door so hard the windows rattled. I closed my eyes, and lowered my gaze to the floor. The voice in my head was different now. Was changing. And it broke my heart all over again, making it hard to breathe.

Say it, Claire.

“Jared,” I said into my darkened living room before I slid down the door and cried.




 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Jared

 

It always took the machines time to shut down, but when silence finally broke through, we all breathed a sigh of relief. This morning was no different.

It had been a long night. The work load was heavier, the hours longer, the labor harder. I wasn’t complaining. It paid good money. Physical, backbreaking work.

And third shift paid better money on top of good money.

It was a job. Not a career. Not what I had planned to do with my life. I’d planned to stay in the Marines another fifteen to twenty years, but taking that one bullet near my heart and the steel rods in both my legs had done me in. I hadn’t suffered the way many of my brothers had, but it was enough.

I’d wanted to play baseball before joining the Corp, but hadn’t been good enough coming out of high school. No one was interested in drafting me and no one was lining up to give me scholarship money for college. I got out and went to work once I could walk on my own again. Experience in the world was the best thing that could have happened to me though. It allowed me to work through my pity party at life not working out the way I wanted. It forced me to grow up and take charge of my shit.

Moving to Texas permanently hadn’t been part of my plan either, but it’s the way things had worked out. The Corp dropped me off in Texas for discharge and I’d gone back home to work in the one thriving business outside Blacksburg. Building cars. When the company opened a new plant outside Karim and offered me the manager’s position, I jumped. I regretted leaving the Virginia mountains almost immediately, but I’ve since made peace with the choices I’d made.

I finally know who I am and what I want. I know who I want, too.

When I saw her picture in The Club, I was stunned. I stared so long, security got concerned and called down one of the owners, Jet Mak. That was the first and only time I asked about her. I learned her name was Claire and that she was no longer with the man who’d been holding her by the ring in the collar at her throat. If I wanted to know more, I was told I needed to ask her.

When I asked how I could find her, the son of a bitch had laughed and shook his head. I knew it was policy that no one talked, that no one shared, and I had a healthy respect for that. But it ate at me just the same.

Three nights later, I was staring at her photograph again. I was mesmerized by the look of total devotion on her face. The day after that, I’d walked into the bookstore and headed straight to the café for coffee. There she was; all dark hair, dark eyes, and so many lush curves. She took one look at me, and if there was such a thing as a woman closing down and opening up all at the same time, that’s exactly what she did.

I’d been showing up at the café ever since. I hadn’t been able to get her off my mind before, I met her. I couldn’t after I met her either and now that she knew my name, had said it…

Calling me Sir had been a slip, an unconscious, but deliberate slip, and she’d caught herself immediately. The deer in headlights look had quickly taken over. 

Calling me by name had been forced, yes, but God, it had been beautiful hearing it from her lips. Beautiful and more arousing than if she’d been on her knees.

She hadn’t wanted to say it. She hadn’t wanted me to leave after.

She didn’t want the discomfort I brought to her life, but she needed it. Whatever hell she’d been trapped in for so long, it was time to get her out of it.

Selfish of me? Without a doubt. I wanted her free of the invisible chains that held her back because I wanted her bound in other chains. Mine. My very real, very heavy chains.

“… comin’ with us?”

The bump to my shoulder jolted me out of my thoughts enough to realize one of my crew had been talking to me. “Sorry, man. Walkin’ dead on my feet. What were you sayin’?”

“I hear ya. Wanted to know if you were comin’ out to breakfast with us.”

“Sure thing. I’m starvin’.”

The diner just a quarter of a mile down the road was packed as always. First shift was stragglin’ in and commuters were headed out toward the metropolis not too far down the highway. I liked small town life too much to move to the big city. Had grown up in a college town and that was about as big as I wanted to ever get.

Karim was a nice place. I could see staying around and settling for a long time. Being invited to The Club by my boss had been an eye opener. First floor normal night club and bar. Downstairs held private play rooms. There was a third floor, but I’d never been up there. Everything was top secret and I was good with that. The pictures on the wall in the Members Only area from special events had caught my eye. I’d been to BDSM clubs before, both stateside and in Europe while with the Marines, but the atmosphere of this one was different and me being me, I stuck out like a sore thumb. I was cool with that. People were nice and welcoming. I played with a few submissives, but none had struck my fancy the way Claire had. Seeing her picture though had been a gut punch. And not a little unexpected. How did a guy fall for a woman in a picture?

“You been a little absent, bossman.”

I looked over at Hugo, one of my project foremen. “Dead on my feet, man. That’s all. It’s been a long ass week. The overtime has been nice, but I’m beat. Two days off can’t come quick enough.”

“I know that’s right,” Toro agreed.

No one knew why he was called Toro and he never would tell any of us the history behind it. It was the name he’d used on all his employment paperwork, but still… We were all curious. Didn’t help that he looked like he’d been in more than one fight with a bull.

“We got more work comin’ in or is it gonna slow down some soon?” Hugo asked.

“Should be slowin’ down in a week or two and we’ll go back to our normal load.” I hoped so, at least. I wasn’t lyin’ when I’d said I was dead tired. It had been a few long months of extra work. Demand was higher than production and I’d had to hire more people. It was good for the area and good for the company. We just needed a break for a bit to catch our breath and rest.

While the guys around the table talked families and sports, my thoughts drifted to the dance Claire and I had been doing since we first met. I wasn’t the typical Dom in The Club and I was nothing at all like the one she’d been with before. I was younger, by several years, for one.

And I only saw shots of him in a suit. I only wore suits when someone made me. Otherwise, it was jeans and T-shirts or casual slacks and a button down.

I’m blue collar and I didn’t get the impression that he’d been less than executive level.

I didn’t know what had happened and why they were no longer together. I hadn’t figure out how to ask it, either. I only knew no one at The Club would talk about it and Claire was harboring pain from it.

I’d thought about her all night, wondering if she was doing okay. Up until I pushed her to say my name, I knew she had liked me being there and we’d had a good, casual friendship going. Would we still, or would she close herself off? She liked me. I saw it in her eyes, in her consistent serving of coffee when there was always someone else available to do it. She was attracted to me, too, whether she was ready to admit it or not.

The waitress dropped off plates of food, and brushed against me more than was necessary. She’d been doing so every time I came in when she was on shift. I wasn’t interested and hoped I wouldn’t have to come out and tell her so. Until I knew there was no chance this side of hell, I would pursue Claire. My desire for her wasn’t something I was used to, but I wasn’t willing to fight it. I’d seen too much during war, seen too many lives ended before they had really begun. I didn’t question things like attraction or happiness in simple things any longer.

I dug into the stack of blueberry pancakes the waitress set in front of me. A plate piled high with bacon sat in the center of the table and I reached out, snagging several pieces for myself.

I’d learned with these guys that if you didn’t grab it as soon as it was put out, it would be gone before you looked up again. Only once did I have to leave without bacon.

Eggs and toast, waffles and sausage, pan fried potatoes with peppers and onions, several large ham steaks rounded out the food. You could feel a small army with what my crew could put away in a matter of minutes.

Talking ceased. The only noise from our table was that of silverware, glasses and cups being put down, and chewing.

When I picked up the syrup to pour more on my pancakes, the unbidden thought of laying Claire out, bound to a table, with syrup coating her nipples and dripping from the lips of her sex flooded my brain.

Specific, sexual thoughts and fantasies of her hadn’t ever really entered into it, but I couldn’t get the idea out of my head.

Playing with her, toying with her, making her moan, stretching her with my fingers, with toys, with objects, with my cock… Making her squirm, making her sticky. She’d be a delight to tease and deny.

I’d thought to spank her, definitely take her afterward, but these ideas of playing with her were different. They were playful, erotic, naughty.

The allure of Claire was untapped and I wanted to know every square foot of her depth.

“Can I get you anything else, Sugar?”

I glanced up as I wiped my mouth with my napkin. “No thanks, Jo. Just the check will be fine.”

She stared down at me for a second longer, then nodded and walked away. I didn’t want to decipher the look in her eyes. I didn’t want to have to say no to what she wanted, but when I saw what she’d written on a separate slip of paper under the bill, I knew I’d need to skip the diner for a while. 

Damn shame, too. I loved their pancakes.

 

* * * * *

 

The café was full of life when I arrived. I was a little later than usual, but I didn’t think I was that late. I didn’t see Claire among the tables, either, which was odd, so I started wandering through book aisles. It wasn’t a large store, but it housed a lot of titles, with an emphasis on history. Italian. Texan. American. It was warm and inviting. I loved to read and it drew me in.

Claire owning the place was the bonus. I loved coffee. And submissive women, too.

She made a fantastic cup of Joe and served it just the way I liked it.

Every time I got a view of the café, I glanced toward it, but never saw her. Maybe she wasn’t working. Maybe yesterday had pushed her too much. Maybe my gut was wrong about her. It wouldn’t be the first time I was wrong about a woman, but it would be one of the rare ones.

I rounded the fiction section, Mystery, in particular. I loved a good suspense novel with gritty crime scenes and even grittier sex. The really good ones were hard to find, but there were a lot of decent ones. I bought two from her last week and devoured them both. I was in need of more.

I’d read all the blockbusters and best sellers and new releases that I cared for, so I was back in the stacks searching for something I hadn’t read before.

And that’s when I heard her. Jo. From the diner. Fuck.

I slipped around the end of a bookshelf and stood stock still. She was just on the other side, directly behind me, sitting at the table I usually occupied.

Wasn’t I the epitome of Dom? Hiding from a waitress because she’d given me her phone number and a hint of the panties she’d been wearing when serving our breakfast.

“He’s playing hard to get,” I heard her say. I hoped she wasn’t talking about me, but I knew she was.

“You really think so?” someone else asked.

Jo giggled like a schoolgirl. “I slipped him my number this morning and told him about the black lace thong I was wearing.”

Yep. Me. “Shit.” The emphasis was clear, even in the whispered hiss of the word.

“What did he say?”

“He just smiled at me.”

I didn’t. I hadn’t. And I sure as hell wasn’t smiling about it now, either.

“You think he’s interested in someone else?”

“No. Why else would he come into the diner every morning?”

“Because he’s hungry?”

“Nuh uh. He always sits in my section and always at the end closest to where I approach the table.”

My thoughts from this morning came flooding back. I would need to avoid the diner at all costs for a while. Jo was seeing things that weren’t there. I sighed, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes.

I tuned out the rest of the conversation. I’d heard too much already. It was nice to be wanted, but this was different.

I didn’t want the unwanted and unwarranted attention of Jo.

I wanted the hard to get and definitely desired attention of Claire.

“Jared.”

Speak of my personal devil… I opened my eyes and turned my head. She stood there, uncertainty in her gaze, holding a cup of coffee toward me.

I wanted to smile, but I kept it on the inside. Deep down inside. I didn’t want to frighten her away. “You’re busy today,” I remarked softly.

“Yes. A last minute gathering of one of the book clubs.”

“How did you know I was here? I’m pretty well hidden from sight and I didn’t see you at all.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I don’t know.”

“Liar.”

It was her turn to sigh. “I knew the second you walked in. I saw you through the stacks and bookcases. And then I saw you disappear behind this one. Why? Why are you hiding?”

Did I tell her? Did I tell her about Jo and her advances? Did it matter? Would I let it? In the end, I just shrugged and opened my mouth to tell her why, but she opened her mouth, too, and the words that came out shut my mine down to all else but her.

“Dead,” she said. “He’s dead.”

I didn’t have to ask who she was talking about. I saw it in her face, the haunted sadness that infused every pore on her face told me who it was.

The man in the picture.

Her Dom.

“How?”

“Accident. Rainy night and he was driving too fast. Late leaving a meeting.”

“Where was he going?” I had a sneaking suspicion I knew, though.

“To meet me at The Club.”




 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Claire

 

The stunned look on Jared’s face quickly turned to sympathy. I didn’t read pity in his gaze and relief swamped me. I couldn’t have handled that. I had seen it all too often from friends, that I simply wouldn’t have been able to bear it from him. It took time for sadness to take over for most, but they’d all moved on quickly enough. And that had been okay, too. I was allowed to grieve in private; to wallow in oh woe is me, to indulge dark depressions that lasted for days, sometimes weeks. No one telling me it was time to face the world again. No one telling me it was time to let it go. No one telling me it was time to move on.

I was there, barely existing. And that’s just the way I’d wanted it. Until fucking Jared.

“This bookstore was his,” I said. “The café sat next door. There used to be a wall between them.”

“What happened? To the wall?”

I smiled at his question. Did he know I needed to talk about it, all of it, even if I hadn’t known until just this minute? Did he know that I hadn’t talked about any of it, to anyone since it happened? “T…” I shook my head as my chin began to tremble. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and blinked back sudden tears. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

“Take your time,” he said softly. “I’m not going anywhere.” He took my hand and led me to a small table that was set at the end of another bookcase. It was there for the purpose of work, and study. That had always been important to my Sir.

Even in my head, I had a hard time saying his name.

I folded my hands on the surface of the table while Jared sat silently, watching me, his coffee cup between us.

“Tell me, Claire,” he said after a long silence, his voice allowing for no argument. “You can tell me anything.”

It wasn’t permission to talk about it that he was granting, but his request for me to do so, helped me move forward.

“He wanted my space and my café because he wanted to expand.”

“What was his name?”

“I…” I swallowed past the lump in my throat and closed my eyes. “T… Tim. His name was Tim.”

“Good girl. Now, open your eyes and talk to me about Tim.”

Slowly, I did. Slowly, Jared came into view. And slowly, I began to feel calm in the midst of inner turmoil. “I haven’t talk about him for so long.”

“Then now is a good time to start. I didn’t know him, but surely he wouldn’t want the memories to be painful, but rather bring you joy.”

“He wouldn’t. He’d be pissed, actually.” I knew he was pissed. Wherever he was, he was pissed. I could feel his disappointment in the way I’d chosen to live since he died. I would never be able to explain to anyone how I could feel something like that across space and time, but I did. He’d been that much a part of me.

It might have been my own subconscious talking in my head last night, but I knew it was from him too. My gut knew it. My heart knew it. It’s what he’d be telling me if he could talk to me.

“Then…”

I nodded. “He’d come into the café every day. He was all about wearing me down. He tried the highhanded stuff. Big, bad businessman. I laughed. I rolled my eyes. But, it never angered him. Frustrated, yes. My defiance definitely frustrated him.”

“What changed things?”

I smiled. I couldn’t stop it from pulling at the corners of my mouth. I tugged Jared’s coffee cup to me and pulled the cardboard sleeve from it. I needed it, something to fiddle with, to keep my hands busy as I talked. “He started to walk away from the counter one day when I’d said no in some very creative ways, but he turned back and got so close to my face… He said if he wouldn’t get arrested for assault, he’d pull me over the counter, sit in a chair, pull me over his knee, and spank my ass the way I deserved.”

Jared’s eyes widened for a second before he barked with laughter. I laughed with him. It felt good. For the first time since that night, I laughed without hurting so much I thought I’d crack. It wasn’t fake. It wasn’t forced. It came from deep down inside.

When Jared pulled himself together and allowed me time to do the same, he asked, “And what was your reply to his statement?”

“I said please. There was no thought in the word, it just came out. I had never been spanked before, but I already had a crush on him and I didn’t know how to get him to see me as more than an annoyance. That was my in. I wanted it. I wanted the tone of voice he used, the heat in his eyes. I wanted him to touch me and that was when I knew he wanted the same thing.”

“He was your introduction in BDSM?”

“If you can call what we did BDSM. Everyone, I guess, has their own definition and what it means. It wasn’t about the pain and toys and scenes for us as much as it was simply the way we existed with each other. He gave me a sense of purpose and a measure of centered calm I’d never had. I loved him. He taught me so much about myself, how to accept myself, and about how I wanted to live, that the things I enjoyed weren’t weird or wrong. They were a part of me and Tim wanted all those parts of me.”

When I stopped talking, I hadn’t realized I was crying until Jared reached across the table and wiped my tears with his thumbs. I cried harder and he sat there, my face cradled in his hands, letting my tears soak his skin and fall through his fingers.

I laid my hands over his, letting his warmth and strength sink into me. It was cleansing, this crying. It was different than the sobfest I’d had last night when I got home. That was heartbreaking. That was the pain of loss all over again. That was the anger at Tim’s death coming out, and for him doing what he swore he’d never do. Leave me.

I felt a shift in Jared and when I pried my eyes open, he was kneeling beside my chair, a wealth of emotion covering his features. He was a good looking man, blond, well built from hard work, and younger than me. Tim had been older by a few years, but Jared was younger by at least ten. His eyes were soft, but banked with heat that was never absent when he looked at me. It was different than when Tim had looked at me, the hunger different, but it was there and it was mine if I wanted it.

And I was terribly afraid that I did want it. I was terribly afraid I wanted him.

“You said he was coming to The Club that night,” Jared prompted. “Have you talked about it?” I shook my head, scared to voice it for the first time. Ever. “This probably isn’t the best place to do it.” This time, I nodded. It was. It was the perfect place.

“Tim loved this bookstore almost as much as he loved me.”

“All right. Tell me about that night. Let me share the burden with you.”

“Why?” I hadn’t meant to ask, but the question had been burning up inside me. I needed to know why he was interested in me, why he wanted me raw and bleeding on the inside.

“I told you why. Because I want your smile for myself and I can’t have it until you let him go.”

He was a stranger. A man I barely knew and I was laying my soul at his feet. Why was I compelled to do it? Why was I allowing myself to be put through this? “That’s unfair of you.”

“Is it? Don’t lie to me, Claire. But more importantly, don’t lie to yourself. I’ve seen how you look at me. I’ve seen the need in your eyes. I’ve heard it in your voice. It’s more than a date you want and it’s more than a date I want to give. Tell me about that night. Please”

The please undid me. “Public scenes were rare for us. He didn’t like making a spectacle of himself or putting what we did on display. He was so buttoned up, so professional. A scholar and he never let that side of him go in a public setting. It’s what made that one day in the café special. It was out of character for him to make a statement like that where others might hear. But, that night, he’d booked one of the larger play rooms for us and had invited several other members to watch as he flogged me, as he took me. It was a lesson for me. I’d been fighting some body issues…” I stopped talking, caught a shaky breath, and after a few minutes, forced myself to continue. The hard part was coming and I was scared of it, of what it would do to me. He called. A meeting with the contractor here at the store had started late and ended late. Tim valued punctuality and abhorred tardiness. He called The Club and told me he was on his way, that I was to get into my body stocking, get into position, and wait, that he’d be there as soon as he could. I did what he said. I waited. And waited. At first, it was okay because I knew he’d walk in the door at any second, but he never did. He never…” I tried to stem the fresh wave of tears that fell. I wanted to call them back, to stop the words that needed to come out. I didn’t know how I was going to get through the rest of the telling. I was this far in. Jared wasn’t going to let me stop now. And that’s where I focused. Jared.

He knelt at my feet, holding my face as I talked, as though no one else in the store existed. It was only him. Only me. And the painful memories of that night when my life changed for a second time because of Tim. “Go on, Claire. You’re not alone,” Jared said softly. “I promise. You’re not alone.”

I took a deep, unsteady breath, and swiped the back of my hand across my mouth and nose. I was a mess. I knew I was. I looked it. I felt it. “A phone rang somewhere in The Club basement. I don’t know where it was, but I heard it. And I knew. I knew something was wrong. Something shifted inside me and when they Jet and Lucy came into the room,  the looks on their faces… I never fought them when they helped me to my feet, when they covered me with a blanket, when they walked me to the office. I never cried or broke when they told me there’d been an accident. It was like I was outside myself. I heard them, but I couldn’t process their words. I felt that he was gone, but I didn’t believe it.”

“You were in shock.”

I nodded. “Yes. Lucy helped me change and Jet helped me get home.”

“Did you have anyone?”

“A few of the subs stayed with me while I made arrangements and went through the motions. I zoned out completely I went to work.. I followed my routine, the one he’d established for me, for us. It was several weeks before the will was read. He’d left me the store. The construction was well underway between the store and the café. His will took care of everything. He was good like that. So conscientious. So responsible. He’d been a lawyer before owning the store. I didn’t have to do anything.”

“When did it hit you?”

“The day the construction was finished. I walked in and it was beautiful. It was exactly what we’d talked about and envisioned. It was… This.” I swung my arms wide, as though I could enfold the place in an embrace. “I pulled out my cell and dialed his number immediately, wanting to tell him. It wasn’t until I received the message that the number was no longer in service that I… I crumbled on the floor, right inside the door. I remember…” I sniffled and again swiped the back of my hand over my face. Jared didn’t mind the sight of my tears or smeared snot or spit when I cried. He was a good one. “I remember someone opened the door and saw me there. She asked if we were open and if I was okay. I screamed at her to get out. After the third time, she finally got it. I crawled to the door, locked it, then made my way to his office in the back. I didn’t leave for three days. The assistant managers took over. When I came out, I was different. If I had been emotionless before that, I was more so after.”

“You haven’t cracked since?”

“No.” Why was I no longer proud of that fact? I’d been strong. I’d been unruffled. I’d been solid and stoic. Why did all that seem so wrong now?

“And you haven’t been back to The Club?”

“No.”

“Come with me.”

I stared at him in shock, then stumbled out of the chair. I shook my head. “No. I can’t ever go there again.”

He stood, unwavering in the midst of my sudden movement away from him. “I’ll be there Friday night,” he said, as though I hadn’t said anything at all. “It’s my night off work. Come with me.”

“No. I… I can’t.” Some sick, twisted part of me wanted to say yes, but I clamped my mind down on her.

“Can’t, Claire? Or won’t?”

“Both.”

“I see.”

“I’m sor —”

“Don’t,” he barked, but almost immediately, his expression softened. “Don’t say it. Your apology isn’t what I want.”

“I can’t give you what you want, Jared.” I really, really wanted to, though. “You asked what happened to him, I told you. I can’t give more than that.”

“I beg to differ. I’ll be there Friday night. Waiting.”

“What about tomorrow?” I was afraid I wouldn’t see him again, especially if I didn’t show up as he wanted. I wasn’t ready to not see him again. I wasn’t ready for him to disappear from my life, yet. He’d made me feel. He’d made me cry. He’d made me face the pain no one else had dared broach the subject of. I wasn’t ready to go back into that place inside my head where I was alone and merely taking up space.

He smiled at my question and placed a kiss to the top of my head. “Thank you for sharing your story with me. He was important to you and I’m not looking to take his place. But I think you have more to give, more you want to give. I want that part of you.”

He walked out of the store, leaving me different than when he’d walked in. What was I supposed to do now?




 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

Jared

 

What the hell was I getting myself into? Did I have any business wanting someone so emotionally fragile? Was she emotionally fragile? I had no idea.

Getting involved with her was a walk on a roller coaster. I wasn’t so sure I wouldn’t end up falling off once I trudged up the incline.

I couldn’t remember anyone affecting me quite the way she did. We spent weeks barely speaking beyond pleasantries and greetings and the latest books. Our last two conversations had been so full of her pain and sadness.

I’d never been with a submissive, or lover for that matter, who’d lost a partner. Partners who left? Sure. Partners who died? Nope. I didn’t want to damage her, hurt her. I wanted to play with her, hold her, break her, and put her back together. I wanted to see fire in her eyes. I wanted to see a spark.

I wanted her for me. All of her.

But could I do it?

Could I get her to come to me? Could I get her to let me in? She let so much out through her tears and her words. Could she find a way to let me in?

I knew she was interested in me on some level. We both knew she was. I’d be willing to bet I was the first man since Tim died who she’d shown any interest in. The thought saddened me while at the same time brought a smile to my face.

A picture shouldn’t have had that much of an effect on me, but it had and there I was… The only other person who owned a part of her story. That had to mean something, didn’t it?

I watched her through the window of the bookstore I’d just exited. She’d sat back down at the table we’d occupied, and buried her head in her arms. Her shoulders shook and my heart squeezed painfully in my chest. I did that to her. I made her open up to me and I walked away.

What a bastard I was.

But not for much longer. 

I pulled my cell from my pocket. The other end of the line picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Hugo. I won’t be in tonight. Something’s come up.”

“Sure thing, Boss. We can handle it tonight.”

“If you need someone else to take my spot, call Leroy. He owes this shift a favor. Tell him I said so. And Hugo? Stop calling me Boss.”

“Okay.”

As soon as I disconnected the call, I walked back into the store.. I squatted on my haunches next to Claire. “Look at me.” She did it. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, her head came up and her gaze connected with mine. “I’m taking you home. Let’s go.”

“You left.”

“I came back.”

“I can’t leave.”

“You’re the owner. You can do whatever you want. I’m taking you home.”

She sniffled and this time I wiped her face with my hands. Slobber, tears, snot. I didn’t care. She was hurting and she needed someone to take care of her. For once, in the years she’d been alone, she needed someone to take care of her.

I waited for her argument. I waited for her reasons she couldn’t do this too. All she said was, “Okay.”

I helped her stand and she didn’t resist. She didn’t resist when I took her arm to hold her steady. She didn’t resist when I let her lead the way to do what she needed so I could take her with me. She didn’t resist me, or my presence.

I was there for her to lean on and she took me up on it. It was more than I dared hope for with her. She was so adamant that she didn’t want to feel, that she was perfectly happy in the bubble she’d erected around herself, but I didn’t believe it.

She was human. Hurting. And anyone who looked at her would know it, would see it, would hear it in her voice, but there was a beautiful woman hiding behind all that who wanted out. I heard it, saw it, felt it. A beautiful, submissive woman who could come out on the other side and shine again. But was I the man to do it? Was I strong enough to do it?

I hoped so. She was special. And handling her with kid gloves wouldn’t get it done. I knew that. Too harsh with her and she’d close off. Too gentle and she’d stay fragile. It would take a certain balance of hard and tender to crack the foundation and get inside her walls.

“Are you taking me home to my place? Or yours?”

Her question caught me off guard and pulled me out of my head. She had her purse and an expectant look on her face. “Where do you want to go?”

“Yours.”

That was interesting and curious. I would ask about it later, but for now, I’d take her at her word and take her home with me. 

In our path, just as we got to the door, was Jo. I sighed, having forgotten she’d been in the café earlier. She’d slipped from my head as soon as Claire approached me. I braced myself for a confrontation I didn’t want to be part of, but never got the chance to utter a word.

Claire slipped her hand into mine, laced our fingers together, and when I glanced down at her, she was smiling. It wasn’t a friendly smile, either, but rather predatory. She was sending a message to the woman blocking our path and Jo must have understood it. She moved aside with an indecipherable look.

“What was that about?” I asked, innocence in every syllable.

“She wanted you.”

“Yes.” No reason for me to deny it. “She gave me her number earlier today.”

“Are you interested?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

My lips twitched with a smile. Claire had claws I hadn’t been aware of and it made me wonder if she’d been aware of it herself. “Are you sure about this? Going home with me?”

“No. But I don’t want to go to my house. I don’t want to be alone.”

The last few words were said so softly I had to strain to hear them. I squeezed her hand still holding tight to mine. “I’ll keep you with me, then.”

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

“It’s your fault, anyway.”

I laughed at the petulant way she accused me. “Of course it is.”

“You just kept pushing me and pushing me.”

“I did,” I agreed.

“You don’t take no for an answer.”

“Not usually.”

“You should try it sometime.”

“Why? You’re holding my hand and going home with me. Why should I have taken your word for it that you didn’t want to open up?”

“Because I said so.”

“Claire…” Her name was a warning floating between us.

“There it is.”

“There what is?”

“The Dom voice. Tim used it too when he’d had enough. Yours is slightly more Southern and holds a little more edge, but it’s still in the same Dom voice family.”

“Do you think I’ve had enough?”

“Close to it.”

“Do you want to push me to that limit?”

She stopped walking and I turned to face her. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know who this person is,” she flailed her free hand in front of her body. “She’s too new, too different. I don’t know what I’m feeling. I only know this is scary as shit and it’s your fault.”

“All right. I’ll accept the blame. I’m not sorry, Claire.”

“Selfish,” she muttered.

“Why? Because I saw beyond the façade? Because I saw something in your eyes every time you looked at me? Because I saw something more in you? Fine. If that’s selfish, I’ll own it. You pushed his buttons. You said so. You pushed his buttons until he couldn’t keep from pushing yours. You want to do the same thing to me?” I bent down, got in her face until our noses touched and I could see every fleck of gold in her eyes. “Push me, Claire. If you have to, if you need to, go ahead and push me, and I promise to give you what you want.”

Impulsively, I brushed a kiss to her lips and turned away without another word. She followed along, hand still gripping mine. I helped her into my truck and felt her eyes on me as I rounded the front to climb up behind the wheel.

“No one has talked to me the way you do,” she said softly.

“And how do I talk to you?”

“Like I’m not fragile. Like I won’t break.”

“You won’t.” Even though I suspected she actually needed to shatter completely before this was all said and done.

Downtown Karim wasn’t a bustling hub of traffic at any hour of the day, but it was even less so right now. I wasn’t sure what I was doing and I knew she wasn’t sure what she was doing either. I wanted inside her head and I got it. Now I just had to figure out how to proceed.

I’d never been much of a planner. I kind of let my gut and instincts lead me. It had served me well with those who’d submitted to me in the past. But those had been for play, for scenes. I wasn’t so sure it would work with Claire in the long run, though.

“Why are we going this way?”

I glanced around. I could admit I zoned out for a second and I drove this route so much that I’d swear my truck could drive itself to my place. “It’s how I get home.” I wasn’t sure why she’d asked at first, but then it dawned on me. The Club was on this street. “When was the last time you were even over here?”

“Last night. After I closed up the shop, I came over this way.” She sighed and looked over at me. “This is all your fault.”

“So you’ve said.”

“Will you stop? Pull over?” Her voice hadn’t risen or dropped. It hadn’t warmed or become cold. It was monotone, almost dead, and it had me concerned.

“Claire?”

“Please, Jared. Please pull over.”

As fate would have it, a spot across the street was open. It was the only one open, so at the streetlight I made a U-turn and allowed the park assist on the truck to parallel into the space. Claire never took her eyes off the front doors of The Club.

“Claire?” I spoke her name softly in the quiet of the truck cab.

“Tim died on the next street over. I told you he was driving too fast because he was late. He was too late to stop at light and slammed on the brakes, but it was too late for the care behind him to slow down at all. He rammed Tim from behind so hard it…”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to continue.” She nodded, tears starting to stream down her cheeks at the telling of her tale. I wanted to reach out and take her hand, but the way she was huddled in the corner of the seat, pressed into the truck door, told me she didn’t want to be touched. I could understand.

She looked at me then, her pretty eyes bright and reflective behind her tears. “I have to, yes. I told you this was all your fault and it is, but now that it’s begun, now that you’ve pushed me to unravel, all of it’s coming undone inside me and I can’t stop it.”

“If you’re susceptible to being pushed, then maybe it was time.”

“His car was pushed hard into a street lamp and witnesses said the person behind tried to stop it or get out of what was happening, but it was too late. His truck was locked to Tim’s back bumper and they just kept going forward until there was nothing that could be done. The impact of the hit from behind rocked his head on his neck and… They said he wouldn’t have known anything else after that. He was gone by the time the medics arrived.”

“And the truck driver?”

“Vehicular manslaughter.”

“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I didn’t know where to go with it. Maybe it was all my doing, putting her in this position, making her face the pain and hurt she’d bottled up for so long. There really was no maybe about it. I’d already owned up to it. I couldn’t take it back now. I couldn’t make her put it all back inside.

Claire nodded. “I hadn’t realized how it would feel to talk about it.”

“How does it feel?”

“Free. I could only remember losing him. I could only remember seeing the casket. I couldn’t see beyond my sadness. I didn’t want the good memories to invade my heart ache.”

“Sometimes talking about the hard things helps you heal more than just waiting them out. You loved him. He deserves your forgiveness.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“He left you. You said that he did the one thing he told you he never would. He left you. Maybe it’s time you forgive him for that. It wasn’t his choice. It was an accident, Claire. He wouldn’t have willingly done so.”

“What the hell do you know about it? What the hell do you know about him?”

I smiled as gently as I could. “I know everything about him from you. He loved you, too, didn’t he? Let him go. Forgive him.”

“Fuck you.”

“Later, yes.”

“How dare…” She shook her head. “How dare you,” she whispered through her choking sobs.

“Yes.” I reached across the expanse of leather between us and slid my palm down her hair in long, soothing strokes. More than her hair needed stroking. Her body, her mind, her heart. Her entire being needed stroking. “How dare I, Claire,” I agreed softly. “How dare I.”

She was out of the truck before I realized what she was about. I’d barely gotten to the ground myself before she dashed across the street. She stood panting outside the doors of The Club. They weren’t open yet and wouldn’t be for several more hours. It was only the second time I’d been inside when it wasn’t officially open. The first was when I was approved for membership.

“What if I can’t get beyond it?” she asked.

“What if you can?” I countered. I pounded on the doors. They might not be open, but there was always someone inside.

Claire took one step backward. Then, another one. “What am I doing?” Fear laced her voice, no longer monotone, but full of more emotion than I knew it was possible for one person to feel.

I put my hand at her back and prevented her from running. “Facing yourself. Who you were. Who you are.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Liar,” I said affectionately. I lifted my hand to pound on the doors again, but one swung open and Jet stood there, annoyance on his face. The second his eyes lit on Claire, the annoyance gave way to surprise, then tenderness. I’d only seen that emotion on his features when he looked at his wife, Lucy.

“Claire,” he said. A rare smile pulled his lips up. “Little one, it is so good to see you. Come on in.”

“I can’t.” She gave her head a quick shake. “I shouldn’t have… No. This was a mistake.”

Jet held his hand out toward her. “Was it?”




 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

Claire

 

“This isn’t…” I started, but stopped. I didn’t know what I wanted to say or even what I should say. I’d said it was a mistake and it probably was. I felt sick to my stomach and hot all over. Panicked. I felt I needed to explain myself only, I didn’t know why or even how. “Okay, so maybe it sort of is, but, coming here was my idea,” I finished, knowing nothing I was saying made any sense.

I struggled with every word, every emotion clogged my throat and much as I wanted to run like hell, I knew I couldn’t. I needed to do this. If nothing else, Jared was right. I needed to face who I was and who I had become... I didn’t have to do it alone, but even with him there, I didn’t know how to do it at all.

“Come on,” Jet coaxed again, his voice soft, but with an edge that jolted me out of my head long enough for me to take his hand. He closed his fingers around mine and led me inside the building.

“It hasn’t changed,” I whispered, huddled by the doors. Fear of going further paralyzed me. I didn’t want to see the stairs that led below. I didn’t want to see the places we’d played. I didn’t want to remember anymore. I wanted to go back to my life, the one that was numb and didn’t feel like I’d been asleep for years and blood was finally rushing in and waking me the fuck up. It hurt too much.

Move forward.

Jet let go of my hand when I refused to move from my spot. “Take your time,” he said gently to me. “I’ll be in the office if you need anything.”

Seeing familiar faces would bring it all back and I didn’t think I could handle it.

You can.

I didn’t want to handle it. But that voice inside my head, his voice, Tim’s voice, was there, telling me, urging me, and I never could deny him anything.

I grabbed Jared’s hand. I needed something, someone to hold on to and since he’d started this, he was the unfortunate one. “I hate you for this,” I whispered.

“Not really,” he whispered back.

Bastard. He was right, but no way would I tell him that. He hadn’t looked smug or cocky, but I didn’t want him to start. I’d keep my real thoughts about him to myself a while longer.

Then again, he probably already knew. He was sharp like that, intuitive. Attuned to me, like an invisible tether linked us, bound us together. That hadn’t happened in so long, but then I hadn’t allowed it to happen. Not since the day Tim told me he would spank me.

It was odd. For years I’d avoided even thinking his name, afraid of how I would feel, afraid that I’d break down if I did. In my mind, since his death had hit me, I’d only thought of him as He. It was the most I could do and still stay sane.

His name didn’t haunt me as I thought it would. The more I used it, even if it was just in my head, the walls crumbled a little bit more.

“How long are we going to stand here?” I asked Jared. Thinking his name, saying his name held a completely different feel and it was that feeling I was most scared of. He squeezed my hand and I was glad for his strength.

“As long as you want.”

A smile, small and nearly imperceptible on the outside, touched my lips. He’d do it, too. He’d stand against the doors for as long as I wanted to stand there. He was unlike any man I knew, even Tim. Jared was patient, kind, gentle with me. But he’d be hard and rough, too, if I wanted that.

I squeezed his hand back and took a step forward. Then, another. And more until we were standing at the top of the stairs that would take us to the basement where the private rooms were. Tears clogged my throat. I wasn’t sure I could make it. Fear locked my knees tight. “Have you been down there before, “ I asked Jared. Maybe if I talked to him, I’d get through it.

“Yes. A few times. That’s where your picture is.”

“Have you played with anyone?” I didn’t want to know, but at the same time, I did.

“Yes.”

“Do you spank?” I took the first riser down.

“Yes, I do. Very much.”

“What do you like to use?” Another descending step, and a third.

“A belt.”

“Tim never used a belt. Always a flogger.”

“Then I’ll be the first. I like that.” Confidence poured from him and that’s what I needed. He talked to me and that’s what I needed, too. He took each step with me until we landed at the bottom.

The third room down was the one. The spanking bench sat against the back wall in a corner. That night, those moments leading up to the news that Tim was gone came rushing back. My chest hurt so bad right then I thought it would explode.

“He liked me in body stockings. Lace, fishnet, sheer materials. He loved them all. And heels. The higher the better. He loved me in feminine things even though he knew they made me uncomfortable.”

“Why uncomfortable?”

“My size.” I was a big girl. I still am, just older, and the weight has shifted since I’d been alone. I’ve worked a lot and was on my feet moving so much of the day. I couldn’t sit still. I had to always move.

My hips were still wide and my behind was big and jiggled. My legs were more toned than they’d ever been, but they were still thick. My belly had flattened slightly and my waist had become a little more defined. My chest was a double D, produced incredible cleavage, and my arms were slimmer than they used to be from all the moving of boxes over the years.

“My plus size figure is something that I was never comfortable displaying in lingerie. That night, me in this room with an audience, the spanking he had planned that would make me jiggle everywhere. He knew it would be hard for me, but he loved me, no matter my size and he wanted me to see that others would find me beautiful, too. That they would accept my size nearly naked as they had anytime I’d been clothed.”

“Beauty is not skin deep, Claire. Your size is a number. It’s beautiful and your curves are every fantasy I’ve ever had, but there’s more to you than your body. So much more.”

“I know. That was the lesson he wanted to teach me. After that night, I didn’t think much about it. He’d always accepted me and I had to honor that by not tearing myself down, at least not physically. I threw myself into the businesses that were left in my care and I built them up with a national reputation of incredible coffee and a wide and diverse collection of titles.” I smiled to myself and looked up at Jared, sharing the smile with him. “By doing that, I learned to accept myself and see myself the way he did.. Then, it dawned on me. “I hadn’t realized it until now.”

“He knew what he was doing. He trusted you as you trusted him, it seems.”

“How did he know?”

“How did he know what?”

“That he could? How did he know I’d do what I’ve done? How did he know I wouldn’t leave it decay and die?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because of how much you meant to him and how much he meant to you.”

“Maybe.” I let go of his hand and walked into the room. I did it without hesitation, though when I stood in the spot I’d held when Jet had come for me, I felt as though a ghost walked through me. I didn’t understand the feeling. Tim hadn’t been there that night. He’d never made it to our play session. He’d never made it to see me one last time.

He’d have been proud of me. I knew that. I had always known that. He’d have been proud of me, how, even through fear and uncertainty, I’d dressed in fishnets and stilettos with pretty ribbons for him. I’d displayed myself for him. I’d walked through a limit for him.

But he never saw me. He never saw the anticipation in my eyes, never saw the desire written in the wetness between my legs, or the hard nipples poking through the openings of the body stocking. He never saw the blush on my skin as people looked at me or the pride that in some moments took over when I remembered how much he’d adored my body, my soul, my spirit.

All that had been locked away, somewhere down inside where the pain of the memories couldn’t reach me.

Maybe I was the ghost. Maybe the woman I used to be was the ghost leaving me behind.

And there were still more tears that fell. Still more heartache that I wasn’t sure I could bear. Crumpling to the floor, I wanted to sink into the place he left me. I’d been numb for years, months, weeks, days, hours. I’d been broken and all the pieces had been put safely away in a box and stored behind lock and key in my heart.

The Dominant and submissive relationship is one of supreme trust. He ruled over me with my willing and steadfast consent when he was alive. In death, I ruled me in all the ways he would have hated. I kept the businesses going, thriving, but I’d allowed myself to wither away.

“He would want you happy, little one.”

The voice wasn’t Jared’s. I didn’t know where he was, but I could feel he wasn’t far. Jet knelt at my head, his hand brushing over my hair as though he were calming a child. I suppose in some ways, I was a child right then and at various times since Tim’s death.

I nodded and after a few more moments of soaking up the warm, comforting touch, I slowly sat up.

“You’re going to be all right, Claire.” He kissed the top of my head. “You’re going to be better than all right.”

I let myself feel. For the first time in a long time, I didn’t fight it. I didn’t want to fight it. I was tired of fighting it, even though for almost as long, I didn’t realize that I was fighting it. I was mentally exhausted. All the crying I’d done, all the purging, all the telling, all the talking had left me mentally drained.

With help, I stood and looked at Jet. “Thank you.”

“No thanks are necessary. I’m glad Jared brought you here. We’ve missed you. I’m sorry we haven’t been better at keeping an eye on you, on checking in with you. We didn’t abandon you, we just…” He looked down, embarrassment coloring his skin.

“Don’t be. I didn’t want anyone or any reminders. I wanted nothing to do with any of it. I blamed me and this place and him. But it was easier to blame everyone openly but him.”

“He would be proud of you.”

I smiled. Genuine. True. “He would beat my ass if he could. You know that and I know that.”

Jet chuckled. “Yes. I believe so. Will you come back?”

The word was on the tip of my tongue. No. But there was Jared and the something between us that was tugging me, pulling me out of the shell I’d been in. “I hope so,” I said, instead.

“Good. I hope so, too. Stay. Look around if you want. No pressure for you to leave.”

I waited until he was gone to locate Jared, only he wasn’t in the room with me any longer. He hadn’t left. He wouldn’t do that. I wandered outside the room and found him not far.

He was looking at the pictures, the one’s he said had touched him when he looked at me in them. This was another hurdle for me to jump over.

“I haven’t looked at a picture of Tim and me since before he died. I haven’t looked at a picture of him at all since his funeral. I kept it all in my head. His looks, his mannerisms, his eyes, the way he parted his hair, the way he dressed. I kept it all locked in my mind.” I moved closer, my feet shuffling along, prolonging the inevitable.

There, on the wall, was my Sir, and the submissive I used to be. I’d adored him. Hung on his every word. Jumped when he told me to do so. Knelt when he commanded.

He was a good looking man. Taller than me by only a bit and held onto some girth in the middle. But I never saw that when I looked at him. I saw only the way he looked at me. “I think, when I look at him now, when I think of my relationship with him…” I took a shuddered breath and plunged ahead, determined to get it out. “I lost myself in him, some individuality, but I found myself in him, too. I wonder if that  makes any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.”

“I don’t want to lose myself like that again,” I admitted softly.

“I don’t think you have to lose yourself to submit. I believe, as you stated, that it’s how you find yourself.”

“He was good to me and I loved him. I’ll always love him.”

“I know and no one should ever ask you to stop or ask you not to remember or ask you not to talk about him. He was part of your life.”

“But that part’s over now, isn’t it? It’s been over.” I slipped my hand in his and he wrapped his palm around my fingers. He was warm and he was incredible. I felt lighter than I had in ages. I felt able to breathe. I saw color again and felt the beat of my heart inside my chest. 

I was alive. “Take me home, Jared.”




 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Claire

 

“Your home or mine?”

When I asked him to take me home, I wasn’t sure what I meant. I only knew I wanted to be with him and not alone. That hadn’t changed since I told him that outside the bookstore. But now, as he looked at me expectantly inside the cab of his truck, his question hanging in the air between us, I didn’t know how to answer him.

He was leaving it up to me. Since this whole thing started several days ago, this was the one thing, so far, that he was leaving up to me. Well, okay. There were other things too, like how much to reveal and how much to hold back. Given the choice, I’d held onto nothing. It was liberating. I felt lighter, mentally and emotionally. And, I felt uncertain where to go and what to do.

He was patient and would sit in the truck all night if I wanted. It made me wonder if he would be that patient in all things.

Would I? “Yours,” I said with finality. For every exhausting conversation we’d had, he was still a man and I was still a woman and I’d bared my heart and soul to him. Now, I wanted him.

I wanted his kiss on my lips and his hands on my body. I wanted to feel beautiful and sexual again. In light of everything, I could honestly say I missed sex. I missed rough sex with someone who knew their own strength and used it against me. With my consent.

“You sure?” he asked, pulling away from the curb.

“Yes.”

“All right. You want to grab some dinner first?”

“No.” Food wouldn’t ease the hunger I felt. I was surprised and shocked at the level of arousal coursing through my blood. I hadn’t expected it.

The sun had set and darkness covered the sky. Jared’s hands cradled the steering wheel the way I wanted him cradling me. Firm and not too hard, but enough that he didn’t lose control.

“How are you feeling?”

“Fine.” I didn’t know what I should say. Should I tell him the truth?

“You sure? You’re quiet. Short with your answers.”

“I’m sure.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him nod his head. The rest of the ride was made in silence until he pulled up in front of a single story, white clapboard house with a wraparound porch. It was a pretty little place out in the middle of nowhere, but not so far out that he couldn’t come into town every day to see me.

Warmth at the thought settled low in my belly.

He cut the engine and loosely laced his fingers over the wheel and looked over at me. “I know you’ve been through a lot. You’re safe with me, Claire. I won’t be making any moves or advances on you. I won’t be trying to take advantage of you. But you know I want to explore this thing between us. You feel it. I know you do. So, when you’re ready, I’ll be waiting. For tonight though, and until you say, you’re safe with me.”

I wanted to jump his bones for the sweet assurances he’d just given me. I wanted to crawl into his lap, and beg him to take me.

As it was, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth and I couldn’t have said a word if my life depended on it. I nodded and he nodded back, then exited the truck. He helped me down and would’ve been content to walk by my side up to the house, but I slipped my hand into his because I couldn’t keep from touching him. It brought me comfort and gave me an anchor in a storm I hadn’t been part of in years.

“I like the house,” I said, as a way of making conversation until I gathered some nerve to tell him what I wanted.

“Thanks. It’s not much. There’s more I want to do, but it was a steal when I bought it.”

“How so?”

He unlocked the front door and led me inside. “It was unfinished. The guy who’d started it was a soldier. Army. He was deployed and unfortunately killed in action. His family put the house and land up for sale.”

“Gosh, that’s sad.”

“Yeah. He’d done some great work though before he left. There were only details to finish out. He’d already had the rooms done, but left plans that included adding on at a later date.” He turned on a lamp. “Feel free to walk around.”

French doors led to the side porch on the far wall in the front room. A leather couch and arm chair were the only furnishings, except for a side table between the two. “No television?”

“I like to read?” I laughed at his answer in the form of a question. He winked. “There’s one, just not in this room. I really do read in here.”

The dining room was across the foyer and opened into the kitchen. Two sets of French doors flanked the far wall, as well. It was spacious and light, but the heavy woods and large farmhouse table gave it a country feel that in Texas was paramount.

My flats didn’t make much noise on the hardwood floors as I walked from the front of the house to the back. There were three bedrooms, a bathroom in the hall, and I assumed a bathroom in the master bedroom, but I didn’t walk in to find out.

There were a lot of windows that during the day would let in a lot of natural light. There was attention to detail, too. Crown molding. Brass doorknobs. Two wrought iron bed frames and one wooden one with four posters.

“Do you have a playroom?” I asked when I rejoined him in the living room. Or the reading room. I wasn’t sure what to call it, but it was warm and inviting, and definitely urged me to curl up in the corner of the couch with a blanket and a good book.

Jared sat in the arm chair, his booted foot crossed over the opposite knee. “No.” We stared across the expanse of feet, neither moving, neither speaking. The air hung heavy with questions and anticipation. He dropped his foot to the floor and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “Do you think I need one?” he inquired softly.

“Not if you have other ways and places to play.”

“You mean The Club?”

“There. And here,” I confirmed.

“I see. What do you think a playroom should contain?”

“I, uh…” When I asked the first question, I hadn’t known where I thought it would lead and what sort of conversation it would start. I should have, but I hadn’t thought that far ahead. It had just been the first thing that popped into my head as I looked at the beds he’d chosen. But, he was waiting for an answer, his gaze unwavering. “I guess it depends on what sort of things you like.”

It was a cop out reply and we both knew it. His smile told me so. “You’re after something, Claire, and I’m not sure what it is. I told you that you’re safe here with me. I won’t —”

“But what if I don’t want to be safe anymore?” I hastily interrupted him and his lips snapped shut. “I know. I do. I’ve been safe and cocooned inside my head and heart and body for too long. I did it to myself, I know that, but I don’t want to be that way anymore. I didn’t think I wanted anyone else. I didn’t think I could, but I do. I really, really do.”

“Claire…”

“You’re not him, I know that, too. I haven’t been with anyone since him. Not for sex. Not for spankings. Not for anything. I haven’t been out on a date. I’ve kept myself separate, going to work, going home, and doing the same thing over and over and over again. Please, Jared… Please.” I didn’t know how else to get my point across without actually dropping to my knees and crawling to him. I was on the verge of doing just that when he moved.

He stood and slowly closed the distance between us. “You can say stop at any time and I’ll stop. You can sleep in one of the guest rooms and I won’t say a word. You can ask to be taken home and I’ll do it that very second without question.” He stopped in front of me and my heart skittered to a halt when he cupped my cheek and kissed my lips with insistent pressure. I hadn’t been prepared for it, but melted with a sigh. “But, if you do none of those things, I’m going to take your clothes from your body and put you in my bed and…” His gaze locked with mine, and a smile ghosted across his face. “And I’m going to fuck you until you scream.”

I shuddered and my knees threatened to give out, but his arm slid around my back and held me up, pulled me into him. I hadn’t expected any of his words, but especially the last few. Yes, what he said was what I wanted. I wanted to be fucked. There was no other word to describe the need coursing through me. I didn’t want love making. I didn’t want sex. I didn’t want anything sweet and tender and loving. Not yet, anyway.

No, I wanted him to fuck me. To make me scream. To make me claw the sheets. To make me forget and to make me remember. “Yes.”




 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Jared

 

I didn’t show her, but I was dumbfounded. After all she’d been through, she was saying yes. I had put it out there to stun her, to make her slightly uncomfortable, to push her. Not to be cruel, but to see where her head actually was. She’d asked about a playroom and I knew her mind was whirring with the possibilities of something. I knew she didn’t want to be alone, but I didn’t know what she wanted, if anything beyond that.

Did she just want a bed to sleep in? Did she want someone to talk to through the night? Did she want to push me as I wanted to push her? I hadn’t been sure and to be honest, I still wasn’t. It could be all of the above and I wouldn’t blame her.

If she was serious, though, wanting what I’d told her I would do to her, I wasn’t going to argue. I would take her at her word. I would strip her. I would fuck her through the sheets. God only knew I’d wanted to do so since the first moment I saw her in the café.

The pictures in The Club stirred something inside me, but seeing her in person, did something more to me, things I hadn’t expected, things I couldn’t remember ever feeling before.

Getting inside her head had been a trip I hadn’t been prepared for. I couldn’t begin to imagine her pain, her suffering, her loneliness. I understood being parted from a partner in BDSM and how it left one feeling lost for a time because even Dominants went through it, experienced the whipping in the wind feeling when things ended. But what she went through? I couldn’t put into words.

I brushed hair from her face and traced her features with my fingertips. She was pale and perfect. Sorrow had made her look nearly untouchable, but seeing it lifted from her eyes, made her look sensual. There were no clouds in the depths, but rather a desire I had up to now, only dreamt about seeing.

She didn’t move and she barely took a breath when I began unbuttoning her shirt. She wore the same outfit each time I saw her in the café, with only variations in color and cut. But it was always casual slacks in black, flats, also in black, and a button down shirt in different colors. Today it was black and white stripes.

I liked the way she dressed, the way she held herself in her business. She was professional, not flashy. But it did make me wonder how she dressed outside the bookstore. She’d said she only ever went to work and back home.

I wanted to change that pattern, that routine. 

I parted the sides of her shirt and the fullness of her breasts would’ve made a weaker man drop to his knees. “You said you had body issues?”

“U-used to.”

I shook my head. “I have no fucking idea why you would.” The bra she wore lifted them and was pretty against her skin; deep blue with lace edges. Her belly wasn’t exactly flat, but it wasn’t large either. She did have a whittled waist and as I unbuttoned and unzipped her pants, I couldn’t help licking my lips.

I pushed and the fabric gave way to reveal rounded hips. Revealing her body to my gaze was going to test every ounce of my resolve and self-control.

She stood in an open shirt with matching bra and panties, wiggling her pants down her legs until she was able to step out of them. I debated my next words, but spoke them anyway, softly, while brushing her skin with my hands. “I can see why he wanted to show you off. I can see why he liked seeing you in sheer lingerie. You’re beautiful, Claire. Simply, and utterly, beautiful.”

I wanted my tongue licking every inch of her skin. I wanted my tongue tasting her nipples, her sex, her bottom. I wanted the feel of her imprinted on me from my taste buds to the pads of my fingers. I wanted to know her, inside and out, and then I wanted to learn it all again, because it would be different. It would change each time I had her. More of her would come to the surface, more for me to devour.

I hadn’t let myself think too much about any of this. I hadn’t wanted the frustration it would bring if I’d never had the chance. Now, I couldn’t stop the thoughts, the needs, the hungers for the woman standing half naked in my living room.

“Come with me,” I said, walking around her and down the hall. I didn’t turn to look. I could hear her footfalls behind me, but more importantly, I could feel her. She wouldn’t disobey. On the contrary, she wanted very much to obey, perhaps, needed to do so.

I flipped the heavy blanket and single top sheet back. She stood just inside the room, enough that I could make out her shadow. “I’ll only ask this once. After that, if there is more than just this one time, the decision will always be mine to make. Light on or off?”

“On.” Her reply came swiftly and I flicked the switch on the lamp. It didn’t give off a lot of light, but it would be enough to see her and to let her see me. I needed her to see me, to see that it was me. I needed to know she could not only feel the difference in what she remembered of him, but see the difference, too.

I sat on the edge of the bed and motioned her forward. I was both pleased and mildly surprised that there were no hesitant steps. She didn’t delay coming to me, she simply did it. There was no blush, no sigh, no nothing beyond doing as I wanted.

I didn’t see her as a Beck and Call Girl, but I did like it, that she did what she was instructed to do, especially when I knew these moments had to be as difficult for her as all the moments leading up to them.

I wrapped my hands around her waist and slid them up her back. Goosebumps rose along her skin and her breathing hitched. Good. I wanted her reactions to everything. I wanted to be able to tell what she was feeling without words. We’d get to that at some point, but for now, I just wanted her to feel, to come alive.

Her bra had four catches. Companies should make sexier lingerie for curvier girls. Maybe research was in my future, finding her the prettiest, most feminine, sexiest bras and panties I could find.

She didn’t twitch or reach out to stop me. She didn’t move a muscle, save for the involuntary jumps every so often when I did something she liked. “Nervous?”

“Oddly, no,” she said softly. “I should be, right? I mean, it’s been a long time. We’re new to each other. There should be nerves, shouldn’t there? But there aren’t.”

“Good girl. I don’t want you nervous.” I removed her shirt the rest of the way and discarded it in a chair in the corner. I pulled her bra off with no preamble, no drawn out reveal. Just slid the straps down her arms. I wanted to see the areolas and the nipples pebbled in the cool of the air. I wanted to get her naked, but not without taking some time to savor the woman she was, to commit this first time to memory. “I can’t stop touching you,” I admitted. “Not a very Dom-like thing to say. I’m sure I’m breaking a rule somewhere, but you’re beautiful.” Her skin wasn’t blemish free. She had little cuts that had healed, little marks that looked as though she’d burned herself. She had a few stretch marks from having been heavier and lost some weight and vice versa.

I wanted to devour her. I wanted to eat and lick and nip at her. I wanted to mark her, brand her. I wanted her on her knees for me. I wanted her in my bed, my house. I wanted her to serve me. Not just the coffee I’d come to be served by way of her job, but personally, intimately, erotically. I wanted her submission.

“The pictures of you in The Club showed a woman who was at peace with her submission. That’s what I’ve always wanted.” I drew circles around her areolas as I talked. “I wanted from someone what I saw between you and Tim.”

Talking to her like this, sharing my intimate thoughts with her while she was mostly naked, seemed appropriate in a naughty sort of way. I was baring myself and I was baring her. She’d opened herself over the past couple of days and now I was doing the same.

“I’ve never owned a submissive. Played, yes. A lot.” I looked up and winked. “Skills, baby. I got skills.” She giggled at my words and I flicked her nipple, wanting a moan, too. I got one. “But I hadn’t found a woman I wanted to own. The way you looked at him, though? I knew I wanted that look aimed at me.”

I tasted her breast, first one, the underside, then the other, the nipple. She had her own musk as all women did and it had a slightly sweet aroma to it. Maybe because of the coffee and pastries she dealt with on a daily basis. Maybe it was just me, forcing a scent on her because it’s what I wanted her to smell like.

I explored her nipple with my tongue, with the very edges of my lips. Her breasts weren’t perky and they didn’t sit high on her chest. No, they drooped and hung, full and heavy. I liked that. A lot.

While I occupied my mouth, my hands pushed at her panties. She sucked in her breath. I glanced up to find her eyes closed, her mouth open slightly, and a flush on her skin. “Open your eyes, Claire. I won’t allow you to shut me out.”

“I… I’m not. I just…” She looked down at me. “Yes, Sir,” she said softly.

We kept our gazes locked as I continued removing her panties. It wasn’t until they were all the way down that I looked away from her face.

I groaned. Loud. And my cock pressed hard to the front of my jeans. I’d been hard since she told me to take her home and found out she meant mine, but this was a different sort of hard. This was a desperate, painful hard. I’d never wanted inside a woman as much as I wanted inside this one.

I put my hand against her pussy. “Spread your legs.” She did, inching her feet out to the sides. “More.” A few more inches and my middle finger was between the lips of her sex. Wetness greeted me as I slid the digit along, exploring her.

She was shaved smooth, but for a closely cropped thatch of hair at the top of her mound. It was dark, like the hair on top of her head.

I didn’t rush. I wasn’t rough. I simply fondled her, stroked her, pulled from her mewling little cries. But her eyes were still on me. “Such a good girl.”

“Please…” she whispered.

I leaned in and kissed her belly button, tonguing it before licking down. “Please what?”

“Please let me come.”

“I will. I promise I will.” Then it occurred to me… I sat up straight, but didn’t stop moving my finger. The more I did it, the wetter she became. “How long has it been since you had an orgasm?”

“I… I don’t know.” She ducked her head and tried to hide. I wasn’t about to let that happen.

“Do you masturbate?”

“Yes.”

“When was the last time?”

“Weeks maybe.”

“In that case…” I pulled her close, then lay back on the bed, my finger finally leaving her heat. I missed it already. “Climb up on me.”

“But…”

“Claire, climb up my body and kneel over my mouth. Now.” I held out my hand to her, to show her I was serious, and she grabbed hold, crawling her way across my hips and stomach and chest, until she was on her knees over my head.

She was beautiful, pink, swollen, and needy. I grasped her hips and urged her down, but she tensed and resisted. “Claire? I can handle you. Give me your pussy.”

“What if I’m too heavy?”

“You’re not. I promise. Let me give you what you asked for...” After a few seconds more, she did. I tugged and she widened her knees on either side of my head. I stuck my tongue out and swiped it through her labia as soon as it was within reach. I had intended to simply lick her, but that wasn’t going to be enough. I pulled her all the way down, until her pussy covered my mouth and my nose was buried in that small patch of hair. I ate at her. I licked and sucked and tongue fucked her.

She began to ride my face. It’s what I wanted. I wanted her to lose control, to gush in my mouth. I wanted her to find bliss with me, to find pleasure, and get lost in the sensation.

I held her ass in my hands, latched onto her clit, and worked it between my lips. Her body buckled and she dropped to her hands, grinding on my mouth. She sobbed and pleaded. Her pussy grew more and more wet and she stiffened suddenly, then shuddered. I slid my tongue back inside her and felt the pulsing of her walls around it. She continued to rock on my mouth and chin and I continued to let her until she collapsed to the side.

When I looked up, she was curled in a ball, her legs drawn up tight to her chest, tears streaming onto the sheet. My cock was harder than an iron pike, but I couldn’t do anything about it right then.

I turned around and gathered her to me. “Shh, baby girl… It’ll be all right.”

She nodded, but I’m not sure she believed me. Another piece of her had broken with that orgasm on my tongue. Sex with someone after so long without it was a profound experience. I was grateful, humbled, and falling hard for the woman crying in my arms.




 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Claire

 

I ached. Everywhere. My ribs hurt, my stomach muscles hurt, my thighs hurt, my chest hurt. Breathing in general hurt. Moving while breathing hurt even more.

I opened my eyes. Moonlight shone through the windows and the door to the bedroom stood ajar. I was also alone in the bed. And it wasn’t the bed I’d been in earlier with Jared.

With a wince, I sat up. I was still naked. But again. Alone.

After a trip to the bathroom in the hallway, I made my way to Jared’s room. The house was dark, the floors didn’t creak, and it should make me feel weird walking through someone else’s home without any clothes on.

Should. But didn’t.

I could make out his shadow on one side of the bed and I didn’t stop to think about crawling in beside him. I didn’t want to be alone and I didn’t want to sleep alone. I wanted to sleep with him.

“Claire?” His sleepy voice was warm and gruff and sexier than his fully awake voice. I snuggled into his body and he welcomed me by pulling me in tight. “Are you okay?”

Instead of answering his question, I asked one of my own. “Why did you put me in another room?”

“I thought you’d get a better night’s sleep if you weren’t in here. You were pretty shaken up after that orgasm.”

“I want to be with you. Please, let me stay.”

“You can be with me anytime you want, baby. I was just trying to look out for you. Didn’t figure you wanted me to maul you all night.”

I turned in his embrace. His chest was warm against my skin and his cock hard against my belly. “Is that what you would’ve done? Maul me?”

“Yes.”

“What stopped you?”

“How upset you were.”

“I’m not upset now. I wasn’t upset then, either. I was overwhelmed and really emotional, I’ll admit, but I wasn’t upset.”

“So, what are you saying?”

He was going to make me spell everything out for him. Maybe he was making me spell it out for me, too. “I want you, Jared. I… I need you.” God, it was hard. “You promised me something and I want it.”

“I did, huh?”

“You did,” I confirmed. I pressed my face into the crook of his neck and inhaled. He smelled of soap and sleep and man.

He rolled away, but not far. He flicked on the lamp and for a moment, I squinted until my eyes adjusted. I touched him and ran my fingers over his erection. He wasn’t unbearably long or unbearably thick and I wanted to know what he tasted like, how he’d feel between my lips and on my tongue.

Sex had never embarrassed me and wanting sex had never been a problem. And I wanted sex with Jared. All the sex. All the positions. All the ways. All the variations.

While he rummaged through something beside the bed, I took advantage of the situation and lowered myself until I could take him in my mouth.

Along the way, I took the time to admire his body. Lean muscles, a wound on his chest near his heart that made him flinch when I touched it. I drew back quickly, but he grabbed my hand and put it back. “It’s okay. Just surprised me. Bullet. In Afghanistan.”

“You’re okay, though?”

“Better than.”

He went back to his search and I continued with my inspection of his body. He had tattoos on his arms and his right hip. He was all the more beautiful for them. And he most definitely was beautiful.

When I reached his cock, I tested the width and breadth with my lips. Gentle at first, then more insistent until I had him inside my mouth, against my tongue. He froze for a moment, then put a hand to the back of my head, groaned, and pushed himself deeper into my throat. I gagged and he let up. I took a breath, and we did it again. And again. Over and over, until I could take him without issue.

I was a little rusty in my oral skills, but it all came back quick enough. It had been one of my favorite ways to serve. Worshiping cock. And God, did I worship it.

I changed positions and got on my knees between Jared’s legs. I cupped his balls, rolled them in my palm, and moved my head up and down on his shaft as though I were bobbing for apples.

His feet were beside my thighs and he planted his heels, and lifted his hips off the mattress. I’d missed this. I wanted this. I craved this.

More tears sprang to my eyes at my thankfulness of being able to do this for him, and for myself.

I hadn’t been on my knees for anyone since Tim and it felt so good to be on them again.

Jared pushed my head down as he lifted up again and the tears slid down my cheeks as the depth made me gag. His fingers tangled in my hair and he pulled me off his cock, pushing me onto my back as he climbed over me. He rested my thighs over his and tore into a condom packet. “Are you okay for this?” he asked, rolling the rubber down his cock.

“Yes,” I managed to say around my raw throat. It was a fantastic feeling.

“What did I promise you before, Claire? I want to hear you say it.”

“You promised to fuck me.” It felt good to say it. It felt like coming alive again.

“Yes, I did.” He placed his hands on either side of my head, leaned down and kissed me, soft, gentle. “Now, tell me what you want.”

“I want you to fuck me.” No words were ever truer.

“Good girl.” One more tender kiss, his fingers sliding through my pussy, his cock pressed to my entrance, and one solid thrust later, he was inside. I gasped at the invasion, at the fullness, at the stretch. I gasped because the feel of him took my breath away. I gasped because it felt so damn good.

He didn’t move, just throbbed inside me, letting me adjust, letting his tongue explore my mouth at leisure. I squeezed my muscles around him and he ended the kiss. “You ready?”

“Please…” The word broke as it escaped my lips. “Please.” Sensation flooded me and threatened to pull me under, drown me.

He eased back, sliding his cock around the swollen tissue of my opening, then lowered himself in again. Every. Inch… He moved so slowly that I could feel every inch, every ridge, everything… “Jared, please…” With each movement, I became hungrier. I wanted him to push harder, thrust harder, fuck me as he promised.

All he said was, “I know.” All he did was lift one of my legs higher, shifting the angle, dropping downward, going deeper, making me gasp all over again.

He kissed his way along my jaw and down to a sensitive spot at the base of my throat that made me whimper.

He slid his hand along my thigh to my belly and down to tease my clit with his thumb. It made me tremble. “Please…” How many more times did I have to say it? How much longer would he drive me mad?

“You’re getting there,” he said softly.

Getting where? I didn’t ask the question out loud, but I screamed it inside my head. Then, he sat back, pulled nearly all the way out, and lifted my other leg. He pushed my knees toward my ears and little by little pressed back in.

I thought he’d been driving me mad before, but I’d been wrong. I was wide open to him and he was moving at a snail’s pace. I was exposed in ways I had never been exposed to a man before. I was naked, plump, wet. He could see all of me, feel all of me. And never once did I feel that I wasn’t pretty enough or good enough or too big or too fleshy. I felt beautiful, as beautiful as it seemed he saw me when he looked at me.

I felt like a woman again. A sexual being. And it was glorious.

I wanted him to make it hard for me to walk and to make me remember this night for days to come, to make me feel this night for days to come.

I hadn’t told him and I didn’t know if I ever would, but I loved the way he looked at me all the time, like I was something special and precious.

He bent me, shifted me, held me.

He pushed in, drove hard, pulled out.

“Jared, please… Please…” My voice became more desperate the longer he delayed his promise. I knew it was coming, I wanted it. He knew I wanted it.

“Say it again.”

“Say what? I’ll say anything. I’ll say whatever you want just please fuck me.” The whimper, the near cry, the broken voice and he snapped his hips forward and I slid on the bed from the force of it. He drug me back to him.

“That’s it. Again.”

“Please fuck me.”

“Good girl.” I was rewarded with another hard drive forward. He drug me back again. “More.”

“Please fuck me, Jared. Please…” I wasn’t sounding desperate now. I was desperate. Every fiber of my being. Every cell in my body. Desperate.

“That’s my girl.” And he fucked me. He gave me what I wanted. He pounded me into the mattress, ground his cock inside my pussy, stretched me, pushed me, held me wide with his hands. “Rub your clit. Make yourself… Come on me.” He was breathless and so was I.

I used two fingers on my clit and rubbed hard, lifting my hips up and down in time with him. Every feeling, every sensation was focused between my legs, from where he pistoned inside me to where I rubbed myself to a screaming orgasm. Everything was focused between my thighs and focused on him.

I came so hard my toes tingled. I came so hard, I was afraid the squeezing muscles of my pussy would squeeze him out, but they didn’t. He just kept fucking me through it, fucking me, fucking me, fucking me…

He went still. So still, but for the small jerks of his hips as he orgasmed into the condom. His grip on me tightened, then loosened as he lowered my legs the bed on either side of him.

He kissed me on the lips, so sweetly, so gently, then removed himself from the bed. He came back a few minutes later with a warm cloth which he pressed between my legs.

It was one of the best, most intimate moments and I moaned with pleasure as it eased my raw and tender flesh. “Thank you,” I said quietly.

“You’re welcome.” He joined me in the bed shortly after and pulled me into his body.

“What happens now?” I whispered.

He flipped the light off. “Sleep, Claire. Just sleep.”

Maybe for him. I knew I wouldn’t be sleeping for a long, long time.

 

I watched dawn break from Jared’s front porch. I hadn’t slept all night. I laid beside him and listened to the sound of his breathing. I stared at his shadow in the dark and wondered where to go from there, here, whatever and wherever we were. I thought about Tim and did so without tears for the first time since all this began.

So much had happened to me in the span of a very short period of time. Looking back, it seemed I lived life in black and white and in slow motion, but now all the tears I’d shed, all the sobs and conversations, it was like the black and white slipped away, little by little and everything now was in color; bright, vivid color and going much faster.

It should scare me, freak me out, but it didn’t. Blood was rushing through my body again and I felt alive. Not just existing from moment to moment, but flesh and bone alive.

Being in bed with a man not Tim should’ve been weird and I should’ve wanted to go back to the guest room, but it wasn’t and I didn’t. I wanted to stay with him, stay within his arms, soak up his heat and energy. At the same time, I needed to get out and take a deep breath of fresh air, to see the sky, and imagine Tim was watching from up above and smiling.

I never wanted you to hurt so much.

And I believed that voice of his in my head. He wouldn’t have wanted it. He wouldn’t have wanted me to live so one dimensionally. He’d have beat my ass if he could have. For all I knew, he somehow sent Jared my way to do just that.

I never wanted you to be alone.

No, he wouldn’t have wanted that either. He’d have wanted me to mourn and then to get on with my life. He’d have wanted the exact opposite of what I’d done. He’d have wanted me to find love again, to find peace on my knees again. He hadn’t been selfish. Possessive, yes. When he was alive. But in death… He’d have wanted me to let him go and to find happiness with someone. Remember him, yes. But not live alone. Not live just for the business he left me or the memories I hadn’t been able to face until now.

Sunlight broke over the horizon and mist hung in the air. I didn’t know what Jared had planned for his day, but I needed to go home, change, and go to work. I’d have rather gone back inside and crawled into bed with him again.

And when I thought of bed and him in the same moment, the sex we’d had… I hadn’t had sex like that before. Not even with Tim. Jared pulled things from me I didn’t know I needed, but that he somehow did know. I needed to be coaxed, even when I went to him willingly. I needed to be held tender, yet firm. He knew I needed to let go and be handled.

He knew me. He knew he was the right man to pull me out of my own head and make me see that the world still turned, make me see I still mattered. He knew he could be what I needed if I only had the courage to look at him, to really see him. And he knew that in order to see him, I had to take off the glasses that had blinded me for so damn long.

I heard the front door open behind me.

I looked up at the sky one last time and smiled.

It was time.




 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Jared

 

Work kicked my ass. There was no other way to put it. I was dog tired and wanted nothing more than to get a shower, crawl into bed, and sleep for twelve hours straight. Okay, well maybe not sleep the entire time. I wanted to grab Claire, drag her back to my place, into my bed, and screw for several of those twelve hours with long naps between sex sessions.

She needed the sex and I needed her.

After taking her back to the bookstore to get her car and leaving her with a kiss, I hadn’t spoken to her or heard from her. I didn’t expect to. I expected she would need some space, some time to let things settle in her head. I’d pushed her hard and she’d let go of a lot of shit inside her, a lot of the pain and sadness and heartache. She’d let go of some pent up sexual desires, too. I could handle it all. I wanted to handle it all.

I hadn’t been lying when I told her I’d seen in her something that I’d wanted for myself, but hadn’t been able to find. Not until I met her, face to face. The adoration in her gaze when she looked up at Tim in those photographs had been of complete peace with their stations, their relationship as it was.

And I saw, in bed, what telling her ‘good girl’ did for her, how it changed the look in her eyes. She was unguarded, open, and I wanted my hand around her throat and the word Mine on my lips. She wasn’t ready for that and I didn’t know when she would be. It would come though and I had the patience of Job.

Now, if could just get through the rest of the night at work, that’d be grand. I wasn’t sure how I was going to pull it off. But it never failed, with less than three hours left in the shift, I was counting each second of every minute and it seemed to be going slower than usual.

I stared down at the paperwork in front of me. More and more red tape and regulations to get through. I loved physical labor, hard work, blue collar. Every so often, though, I dreamed of a corporate job with secretaries and people to do this kind of bullshit for me. It would never work. I didn’t know how to sit behind a desk. It was why I hated doing it at the present moment. I’d rather be on the floor welding, fitting, cutting, putting the damn cars together rather than filling out forms.

I was a Marine. Former active duty. Desk work for long periods of time would never work for me. Hell, for short periods of time it didn’t work for me, either.

“Hey, Boss.”

“How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” I glanced up. “I call you Hugo. I don’t call you assembly worker, do I?”

“Nah, man. Thanks for that. I’d never know if you were talking to me if you did. I never had a boss that would let me use his name. Old habit, you know?”

“I know, but I don’t like being the boss.”

“More money, right?”

“More shit, too. It’s rarely ever a fair trade. What do you need?”

“There’s a… There’s a woman here. The one from the diner.”

Jo? What the hell was she doing? “Tell her I’m busy.”

“Yeah, see… We tried that. She’s still here. Said she didn’t mind waiting.”

My guys always had my back no matter what. “All right. I’ll be out in a second.”

“We might would’ve tried harder if she hadn’t brought in some of those blueberry muffins and cinnamon rolls we all like.”

“She’s pullin’ out all the stops, Hugo. You got to remain strong. You can’t let a woman with food make you weak.”

“I know, but Bo — Jared, I mean. We were hungry and tired.”

I laughed at the conviction in Hugo’s voice. “I totally get that, man. I’ll be out to see her in a second.”

After he was gone, I tossed the pen in my hand across the desk. I didn’t want to have the conversation because there really shouldn’t have been a need for one. Claire’s possessive move in the bookstore should’ve seen to that. I thought Jo had gotten the hint.

The memory made me smile. I hadn’t expected that from Claire, but apparently she hadn’t expected a woman to be blocking her way as she was trying to escape. That Jo had eyed me like a piece of meat, well… Apparently, Claire hadn’t liked that, either.

When I left the office, I thought I’d find Jo in the reception area, but no, she was in the break room with half my workers. I cleared my throat and all activity ceased. I hid a smile. The only man I didn’t see hanging around was Hugo. “Y’all have shit to finish before we can get out of here.”

With last ditch grabs for muffins and rolls, they scattered, leaving me with Jo. “That was a nice gesture.” I inclined my head toward the boxes she’d brought. “Thanks. I know the guys appreciate it.” I busied myself with tossing napkins and plates in the trash. I was taking the coward’s way out. I knew it and for the moment I was good with it.

“My pleasure,” she said sweetly. “I know third shift can be a bitch. The diner just opened for the morning commuters, so thought I’d bring some of the fresh baked pastries.”

“Again, appreciated.”

“I was also trying to see if there was any interest at all on your part.” She hadn’t moved from the table top she’d hiked a hip on. She was pretty, closer to my own age than Claire, stacked and svelte. She was likely a spitfire, maybe even a hint of submissive lurked behind her green eyes. She worked hard. I knew that from the times I’d been in the diner while she’d been working. If I hadn’t been as into Claire as I was, maybe…

“I’m sorry, but there isn’t.” I tried to say it as kindly as I could.

“The woman at the bookstore? Claire?”

“Yep.”

“It’s no secret she suffered a tragedy and deserves a really good guy. I guess that’s you.”

“I’m hoping like hell it is.”

Jo nodded. “Okay. I just wanted to try, you know? It’s no secret I’ve crushed on you since I first saw you.”

“I know and I’m flattered, but I’m spoken for whenever she’s ready.”

“Good for her. I mean that.” She gathered her bag and I walked her out. The sun was coming up and I couldn’t help but think back to this time yesterday when I found Claire on my porch in a rocking chair, the smile on her face when I handed her a cup of coffee that wasn’t near as good as the ones she usually made me.

“Thank you,” I said to Jo, holding her car door open for her.

“You’ll still come in, won’t you? Please don’t let this keep you from coming to see me. You tip better than most anyone else.”

I laughed. “Nah. I’ll be in later, probably.”

“Good. Thank you for being a gentleman.”

“No reason not to be.”

As she drove out the gate and turned in the direction of the diner, I smiled. Turned out I wouldn’t need to find a new place for pancakes.

 

* * * * *

 

Claire

 

I looked at the clock for the tenth time in less than two minutes. The day dragged on just as yesterday had. I hadn’t seen him. He hadn’t come in to have coffee. For the first time in three months, he hadn’t come in for coffee or books. He hadn’t come in to see me.

Radio silence sucked.

Yes, I could’ve reached out to him, but… Well, I had no good excuse for not doing so. Maybe he did. Maybe it was a space thing or maybe it was all the baggage I came with. Maybe second thoughts were clouding his brain. And I could have gotten the answer to any and all questions if I actually picked up the phone and called him on the number he’d programmed into my phone before he left me yesterday morning.

Apparently, stubborn was part of my repertoire now. Again.

That made me smile. Big. I hadn’t been stubborn in a long time. I hadn’t been a pain in the ass to anyone. Tim would’ve been disappointed in that, too. Much as he was ready and willing to put me over his knees for my smart mouth and defiance, he loved the spark and spunk, as he’d called it.

I wasn’t a doormat, never had been. He’d appreciated it and encouraged it, knowing where to draw the lines and when to rein me in.

As I wandered the aisles of the bookstore, running my fingers over the spines of the books he’d adored, I was amazed, again, at the transformation I was experiencing. Who knew it would take a mental shove, an emotional trigger to set me off, to start the pouring out from that well I’d plugged up.

I’d been afraid if it ever was tapped again, that I’d want to close it back up as quickly as possible, but I was finding that wasn’t the case at all. I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to keep it open, let the dam continue to burst till it was empty because until it was, I wouldn’t be able to start filling it again, this time with the good that Jared offered.

I looked down at my watch. It was barely eight in the evening. If Jared was going to come in, he would’ve already been there. It was Friday night. He didn’t work tonight. He… He would be going to The Club. “Shit,” I whispered, quickly making my way into the office in the back, grimacing with every few steps. I’d wanted to feel him, feel his assault on my body from when he’d taken me and he hadn’t disappointed the unspoken request. I felt him every time I walked, every time I moved, every time I took a breath. I felt him and I liked feeling him. I liked the physical memory of him on my body and I wanted more.

That stopped me dead in my tracks.

I wanted more. I needed more. It wasn’t a wish or a hope. It was a clear cut want and need. The two desires warred with one another for which should take the lead, but what really mattered was the fact that I could acknowledge it.

When I could move again, I sat heavily in the chair behind the desk. Tim’s desk.

Going to The Club, seeing Jet, seeing the room I’d been waiting in, seeing the pictures on the walls, all the memories that came flooding back, rushing back… The way it had all dropped me to the floor, to my knees, back to that night… It had all been cathartic. It had all been healing. Painful, but healing.

And the sex with Jared? He’d tried to let me be alone, tried to be the gentleman, tried to give me time. But all I’d wanted afterward was him, to be with him. I’d been alone long enough. No, I’d wanted to be alive, to feel, to taste, to give, to take. I’d wanted to be opened and taken and he’d given me exactly that.

Days ago, he told me where he’d be and I’d told him I couldn’t, I wouldn’t. In no uncertain terms that I couldn’t face it again. That I didn’t want it. But those words had been lies. I might not have recognized them as such then, but in the days since, I definitely recognized them as such now.

The longer I sat in the chair, the more indecision weighed on me. Did I dare? Did I do what I said I couldn’t? Did I face what I knew I’d need to face at some point? Did I go all in or did I take my time, wait, see how I felt tomorrow, a week from now, a month, a year? Did I put it off?

Go.

I shook my head. The voice. Tim’s voice. My subconscious voice. Ever the voice of reason, no matter the source I wanted to believe it came from.

“Claire? Are you okay?”

I glanced up, startled at the intrusion on my thoughts, on the quiet of the office. “Yes, fine. Why?”

Bethany. She’d been my first employee at the café when I opened. She’d been with me through my relationship with Tim and his death. She’d taken over the bulk of the work when I wasn’t capable of dealing with it and kept things running when I’d relapse into sadness. She’d been phenomenal. She was a friend, if I could call my small network of employees' friends. She didn’t know the nature of my relationship with Tim, only that we’d been happy, lived and worked together.

“You seem off.”

“I am,” I admitted. “I am off. I’ve been off for too long and I need to get back on.” Her smile told me she agreed and that she was relieved. My grief and wallowing had affected more than me and I’d been too deep in my head to realize it.

I gathered my purse, keys, and phone. Decision made.

“One more night, Beth. I need one more night to get my shit together.”

“As many nights as you need. I’d just like the old Claire back. Tim would want the old Claire back, too.” She closed her lips tightly as soon as the words were out of her mouth. I hugged her.

“Don’t feel bad. We should all be able to mention his name. His ego is probably hurting that we haven’t used his name since he died. We’re going to change that. We’re going to change a lot of things. Thank you for looking out for me, for looking out for the business, for keeping everything moving forward while I was stuck in some awful past.”

“It was my job.”

“No. It was my job.”

“It was my pleasure. I love this place as much as anyone, but it really doesn’t work without you.” I was humbled at her words, at her loyalty, at her forgiving nature. “Go,” she said.

And I did. I had someplace to be, someplace to try and get my life back.




 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Claire

 

“Are you sure about this?” Lucy asked, as a look passed between her and Jet. I understood why they were concerned. It was a step none of us thought I would ever take again. But really, what other choice did I have? My mind was whirring with possibilities and my body was humming with needs that I couldn’t satisfy on my own.

Jared woke me up. I wanted to know if I could stay awake.

“Not a bit,” I answered honestly. “I’m not sure about any of this, except that, it’s time. There’s something inside me telling me it’s time.”

“And he’s the right one to take you there? Don’t get me wrong. He’s been a good guy here and he’s shown he’s got skills and knows how to handle himself. But he’s also shown he’s restless. I don’t want to see you hurt. You’ve already been through enough.”

Jet’s protectiveness made me smile. So did his reference to Jared’s skills. The words Jared had used in bed the other night. Skills, baby. I got skills.

“Thank you. I know it’s odd and I’m struggling to understand it all, but I need to do this. I need to try.”

“Tim really would be proud of you.”

I nodded. The second I’d made this decision, this choice, I felt it. Peace and a curious feeling of one door closing. “So you’ll tell him when he gets here? He said he’d be here tonight.”

“First thing,” Lucy agreed.

I appreciated every aspect of their concern, their need to make certain that I was doing this for all the right reasons. I could’ve done this in private, talked to Jared about, but at home didn’t seem like the right place, and he’d give me the same concerned look as Jet if I’d said something beforehand. No, it was best this way. Element of surprise and all. Even though Jared had wanted me to meet him here tonight, I’m not sure this is what he’d had in mind.

Once alone in the playroom and the spanking bench move to the center, I took that shuddered and shaky breath that had been fair to bursting inside my chest. I was scared shitless. He’d seen me naked, open and physically vulnerable. He hadn’t seen me like this.

I stripped down to my bra and panties. Black. Nothing fancy. Nothing sexy. But they looked good on me. I was without make up, not even the small bits I applied when I went to work. I’d put my hair up in a pony tail and walked with bare feet across the floor. Nervousness settled low in my belly and I tried to keep myself from going to nuts with uncertainty.

Spanking implements hung on one wall. Fear striking implements such as canes of various materials and lengths. A couple of switches that made me cringe just looking at them. A Dragon Tail that I wouldn’t get anywhere near. Other whips I didn’t know the particulars of, a blood knot flogger, suede ones, full leather ones. Ones that would thud and caress the skin with their weight and ones that would sing through the air and make the recipient scream. There were paddles that I shied away from, too.

Much as I liked spankings, the thick floggers or a bare hand were my chosen ones. Of course, it hadn’t always been up to me. In fact, most times, it hadn’t been up to me. Tim had known what I could handle, what I liked, what aroused me, what I’d suffer through just for him.

I hadn’t been spanked with a belt, Jared’s stated preference.

I was still staring at the wall when he walked in. I hadn’t heard the door open, but I knew the second he arrived. “Claire.”

My name wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact, of pleasure.

I turned and faced him. “It had to be here, you know. Letting the final demon out, the final piece of my pain had to happen here. It’s a few days before the anniversary of his death. You came along with all this at the wrong time. I didn’t tell you it was coming because deep down inside, I was afraid if you knew, you’d turn sympathetic and wait. And deep down, I didn’t think I could go through another January twenty-ninth alone and waiting and wishing for things that would never be again.”

He stayed silent, letting me talk, letting me get out what I needed to get out. He was patient. At least with me. I don’t know what made me special in his eyes and it really didn’t even matter. What did matter was that to him, I was.

“In the span of hours, everything I’ve been through with you, has changed everything in me. It will take longer, there will be moments I can’t make it through without hurting and I know if I take this next step with you, with anyone, it will be over. Tim will really be gone and I’ll know he’s never coming back. It’s not fair to you that I’m putting this on you, but you put yourself in my path and you’re the one who… You’re the one I need to do it.”

“Brave girl,” he said softly, then nodded to the wall. “Pick what you want.”

‘I should’ve thought this through a little more,” I said, embarrassed for a moment. Standing nearly naked in front of him didn’t embarrass me. Asking for a spanking didn’t, either. No, what did it, was that I hadn’t thought to bring what I wanted, just in case… “Your belt.”

He looked down, fingered the leather wrapped around his waist, then lifted his gaze. “You want my belt?”

“Yes. Please.”

It was unbuckled in less than a heartbeat. “On your knees. Right here.” He pointed to the floor in front of his feet. I walked toward him, on heavy, weighted legs. I hadn’t known the movements would be so difficult, but I was changing the fate that I had set for myself two years ago and it was only natural that part of me would fight against it.

He offered me his hand and I took it. With a tight grip, he helped me to kneel. Could he see the fear? Could he see the plea in my eyes when I looked into his?

His belt hissed through the loops of his pants as he removed it. I hadn’t cared much before about what he wore and I really didn’t now, but I focused on it, using it to calm my racing heart.

Black pants. They weren’t the expensive slacks that Tim would normally wear. These were thick, but not quite denim. Looked nice on him, though. His shirt was button down the front. White. Again, not the expensive silk blend that Tim would’ve worn. Jared’s was cotton and likely bought right off the rack.

His shit kicker boots… I loved them. They were sturdy and for some reason, they made me feel better, eased my anxiety. I couldn’t explain how his very plain, nothing fancy, sturdy ass boots made me feel better, like I wasn’t going to crack there on the floor, but they did.

He folded the belt in half, buckle to tail and gave it a hard snap against his thigh. The sound reverberated through the room, and jolted me to attention. He held it out to me and with shaking fingers, I took it.

It was wide, maybe two inches and it was thick, heavy. It had no decorations. No studs, no designs, no extra holes. It was solid, black leather. It was the one part of his clothing that looked and felt expensive. It made sense though, given it was his choice for spanking.

“You’ll be the first to experience this particular belt. I just got it a few days ago. Look at me Claire.”

I did as he told me. He was unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it front inside his pants. It was discarded on top of my clothes. His undershirt was next until he stood in only pants and boots. The tattoos drew my eyes and I briefly traced them with my gaze before looking up into his face.

Tenderness lay banked in the blue depths, concern, too. But lust and heat were most prominent. “Are you sure you want this?”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded.

He shook his head. “No. You have to say it.”

“I want this,” I whispered softly.

“No, Claire. You have to tell me what you want. Nods and words like this or that, aren’t good enough.”

I took a deep breath, ran my tongue around the inside of my mouth, and held his belt out to him. “I want you to use this… this belt on me. I w-want you to spank me.”

“Jared. Say my name, Claire.”

“I want you to spank me, Jared.” The second the words left my lips, his smile covered his face. He was so beautiful when he smiled at me like that. He’d done it in the café the day he told me to say his name for the first time. He was teaching me the same lesson. I’d get it eventually, especially if it got me the reward of that look.

“Good girl.” He took the belt and helped me to my feet. My knees screamed in discomfort, but not enough for me to say anything. They’d hurt more when he was done with me on the bench. Oddly, I was looking forward to the discomfort. “Panties and bra off. Get into position on the bench.”

He placed a kiss to my forehead and paced the room, taking practice swings with the belt. He tested it’s length when not folded, and tested it’s snap when it was. I didn’t flinch as I watched him. I was mesmerized by the muscles in his back, the way they moved beneath his skin with each swing he took.

When I was completely naked, I was immediately covered in goosebumps. The rooms were always a little cool because of the body temperature rises that usually followed during play.

Getting into position on the bench didn’t come as easily as maybe we both expected it would. It was just me kneeling on the padded knee-rests and lowering my torso over the center, then resting my arms on the padded armrests. It was a piece of cake for someone not flooded with the memories of the last time she’d been on that exact spanking bench.

Jared was at my side without my having to say a word. He wrapped an arm around my back, and took my hand with his free one. The warmth of his body seeped into me and as I melted into him, he helped me into position. The leather padding on my front contrasted with the heat against my back. Jared’s weight held me to the bench and I was grateful for the support, for him knowing, for his instincts taking over. “Thank you,” I offered softly.

“You’re welcome. You tell me when you’re ready. We have all night.” He stroked me, first with his hand, then lifted off me, and stroked me with the belt. I wasn’t afraid of it or him, but I appreciated the moments he allowed me to gather myself and to get used to the feel.

I rested my head against the bench, folded my hands over the end of the armrests, and lost myself in the moment, the position, the significance of what was about to happen. I was in a place I never thought I’d be in again, a place that just a few days ago, I swore I’d never be in, never wanted to be in.

But it was the right place. This was the right time. Jared was the right man. Sometimes a soul simply knows when it’s met its match. I’d had it once before, a soul that matched mine. But I’d been a different person then. Grief and loss had made me a completely new person. Submitting to Jared would change me even more and make me into someone else. Into the woman I was supposed to be at this point and time in my life.

I lifted my head and looked over my shoulder at him. He walked around and lowered himself in front of me. I smiled at his ability to simply know. “Claire?”

“I’m ready.”

He kissed the tip of my nose and disappeared from my sight. I closed my eyes, relaxed into his touch when he stroked my spine with his fingertips, and never even heard the belt fly through the air.

It connected with a harsh, but dull thud. The second strike came almost immediately. Both butt cheeks had felt the sting. The next blows crossed the others and I imagined an X marks the spot reference might be appropriate in a lighter setting, in an easier moment.

Stress knotted my muscles the more he pelted my behind and the backs of my thighs with the belt. I knew this feeling, the one inside my body, the coiled tension, waiting to get out, waiting to break free. That’s what I was waiting for, what I needed most of all.

Tenderness gave way to a pleasant numbness and when The feeling of Jared’s hand caressed the areas he’d abused, the contrast was startling. Everywhere he touched, I felt like I was on fire. Everywhere he pinched, smacked, stroked added more flames, more coiling. Something in me resisted the release I was so desperate for. It wasn’t sexual, it was a final purging.

“Please,” I begged through dry lips. “Please help me.”

Jared rounded the bench and stood in front of me. He unfastened his pants and his cock sprang free. I opened my mouth without a second thought. He slid in, out, then back in again until he could get most of his length between my lips.

If I could’ve sighed in that moment, I would have. It was pure pleasure that coursed through me. Pleasure that had nothing to do with any thought of myself. Pleasure that had only him in mind. But it wasn’t even about getting him off. It was him knowing what I needed even though I hadn’t had a clue. I only knew I needed something more, something to push me deeper.

The belt connected again with my behind while I sucked him. It was a different place in my head that he tapped into. I couldn’t focus on just one thing, so I lost myself in his cock, in not biting him, in existing as a vessel for him. I lost myself in the moment.

And that’s when it happened. That’s when I felt it begin to leave my body.

I lifted my hands from where they held the bench and grabbed for his hips. He shuffled forward, pushing more of his cock into my throat. I gripped him tightly, keeping my mouth right around him. I sucked him harder, I wanted his come. I wanted the very essence of him inside me.

His strikes measured with the minute movement of his lower body as he drove himself in and out of my mouth. I did nothing more than hold on, giving myself up to him, giving in to what I had asked him for.

The coils loosened the longer he belted me. I was going to bruise. I was losing sensation in my backside. There would be welts and there would be no sitting comfortably for several days.

My lips would be stretched and my jaw would hurt for those same several days.

My throat would be raw and scratchy and swallowing would hold its own discomfort.

But the ease in my body, the stress and pain gone from my muscles would be worth it all.

The submission to this moment would be worth it all.

Tears tracked down my cheeks. Of course tears…

Jared shoved in, pressed my face to his groin, let me up to breathe, then forced himself into my face again. He held me there, gagging on him, his orgasm flowing down my throat. Both his hands grasped my head and he humped my mouth until he’d emptied everything he had.

I swallowed, cried, swallowed, and when he loosened his hold and made to pull out, I dug my nails into his legs and he stayed, allowing me to suck gently, to clean him, to stay physically connected to him for a few moments longer.

When I let him fall from my lips, he knelt on the floor and wrapped his arms around my shoulders and held me through the sobs that wracked my body.

I was free.

I was broken.

He’d broken me.

He’d broken me out of the cage I’d locked myself in.

And he would put me back together.




 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

Jared

 

The stack of pancakes were all but gone and I was amazed at her appetite. Okay, maybe not. I was nearly done with my own stack. And I wasn’t sure if we would be ordering more or not. I was leaning toward yes, more.

The diner had been Claire’s idea. If she knew Jo worked there, she didn’t say. All she alluded to after we left The Club, was that she was starving and wanted pancakes. I couldn’t say I blamed her.

Her cheeks were still flushed, her chest still a little splotchy. She looked as though she’d gone for a run, an aerobics class, something, some form of exercise.

And she shifted in her seat. A lot.

Every time she did it, I saw it and I smiled. She’d scowl and grumble and call me, “Bastard.” But what was I supposed to do? She’d asked for the belt and I’d given her what she wanted. She’d wanted the purging and I’d given that to her, too.

For as long as we were together, I’d give her whatever I could, whenever she asked.

“You doing okay?”

She glanced up at my question, a forkful of pancakes hovering between her plate and her mouth. “Hush,” was all she said.

“I don’t mean that.”

After she finished the bite and wiped her mouth with her napkin, she stared across the table at me. “I think so. I mean, it feels different. I feel different. Lighter inside. There are patches of darkness, of sadness, but overall, there’s light.”

I nodded. She’d thanked me. She’d drained me, both physically and mentally. She took everything from me in the playroom and she gave everything in return. She took the belt like a goddess, and my cock like she was born to suck me dry.

There’d been something profound in the exchange between us at The Club and I didn’t mean my semen down her throat. No, it was more than that.

I’d gotten her to crack enough to let me beneath the surface and she was as beautiful in submission as she was in her defiance. Tim had had it right with her. She was something special, something incredible when she let her guard down.

I knew grief manifested itself in different ways with different people. I’d witnessed enough of it in the Corp. I’d watched those who’d survived turn to anger, to violence, to destructive behaviors because they didn’t know how to let it out. I’d been invited to several weddings as widows married as soon as they could, usually marrying the buddies of their deceased husbands. And I’d seen others, my superiors, bury the pain of death deep inside, becoming hard and bitter. I’d seen combinations of what Claire had done, too.

For some it took weeks or months for the healing to begin. For some it took longer. But there was always something that brought the pain to the forefront. There was always a catalyst that started the avalanche of emotion.

I guess that’s what I turned out to be for her.

There was no denying that she appeared changed. That the lighter feeling she talked about was real. Jet and Lucy had been hanging around in the hall when we emerged from the playroom and had taken Claire in an embrace, all while Jet glared daggers at me. I understood the message clearly. I wouldn’t hurt her. Not on purpose anyway. Not emotionally. Not mentally.

Tim couldn’t help leaving her and no man in his right mind would walk away from her willingly. I hope one day she was able to forgive him for it.

Just as I hoped I’d one day be able to forgive her for trying to snag the bacon on my plate. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

She shrugged. “You didn’t seem interested in eating it and it seemed a shame to waste it.”

“You never take bacon from anyone’s plate, but especially mine.”

“What makes your plate so special?”

“That it’s mine. And I’m the Dom. And I said so.” I nodded with definitive authority before folding the piece of pork in half. I stuffed it in my mouth.

“Uh huh. The Dom.” But the words were said with a smile. She was playful, smiling, looking less drawn and less severe than the first day I met her. “Are you going to take me home?”

“I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

The waitress dropped the bill on the end of the table. “Will there be anything else?” I shook my head and set money down for her. “Keep the change.”

“Your place or mine?” Claire asked when the waitress walked away. Her fingers fiddled this time with the edge of an unused napkin.

“Mine.” I didn’t ask her. I had a feeling that’s what she was getting at. She was looking for someone to make a choice. Not that she didn’t have free will. Not that she didn’t or wasn’t capable of making choices all on her own. She’d proved that she could, that she would when backed into a corner, when there was no one else to make choices for her. “You like that, don’t you?”

“For you to decide? Yes. I’m not weak. I just… I just want to be, to let go, to do as I’m told. I don’t want to shoulder everything all the time.”

“No, you’re not weak. I know that about you. You’re a strong woman. Capable. But I know what you mean. I don’t like taking orders. I don’t like being the one to follow. I prefer to lead, to choose.”

“Then we’ll get along fine.” She stood, gathered her bag, and offered her hand to me. “Take me home.”

I took her fingers and folded them into my palm. “Claire?”

“Jared.” She nibbled her lip and stared at our connected hands. “Sir,” she whispered.

I smiled. Sir, indeed.

I sent a silent thank you to the heavens as I led her outside and to my truck. I’d take good care of her as long as she’d let me, I told him in my head. I’d break her, too, as often as she’d let me, but I’d always put her together again.

 

* * * * *

 

Claire

 

The day was cool, but not unbearably cold. The sun shone bright. It wasn’t quite noon yet, but it was close and I wanted to be there at the brightest part of the day.

The first anniversary of his death, I closed the store and café. I visited the cemetery. I brought flowers. I laid on the ground and wept. Then I’d gone home and done the same. I’d crawled into my bed and wept until I had no tears left and I slept, escaping the pain of his being gone.

This was different. I still closed the store and maybe I always would. I don’t know. Tim probably wouldn’t like that. He’d want to be honored by the store being open. He’d hate the business we were losing by being closed.

“Maybe next year, I’ll compromise and only be closed half a day,” I said to his headstone. “It’s hard to believe, you’re gone, Sir. It’s always going to be hard to believe.” I glanced over my shoulder. Jared stood by his truck, hands in his pocket, eyes trained on me. He’d be at my side in a flash if he thought I needed it. I looked back at the headstone, at the flowers I’d brought, at the name etched in granite. “You’d like him. I know you would. He’s not like you, but he’s what I think I need now. And he doesn’t want me to forget you. He doesn’t want me to never talk about you. He wants me to remember, to share memories with him, to remember what you taught me, what you meant to me. I don’t know if you sent him to me. I don’t know how these things work, if they even do, but he showed up at just the right time and I like to think he was a last gift from you.”

I’d started to promise myself that I wouldn’t cry. I was all cried out from everything else, I didn’t think I had any tears left, but, a few trickled down my cheeks as I traced his name, his date of birth, his date of death.

“I know you didn’t choose to leave me. I know you would’ve done anything to change the outcome if you could have. I’m sorry for being so angry with you about that. I’ve never wanted to say good-bye either, but I don’t know how to keep going, to start something new, really start something new if I don’t.” I swiped at my eyes and sniffled as a breeze blew, ruffling my hair, the way he… The way he used to do, when he’d blow on my neck to make me shiver.

I lowered my head and smiled. He was somehow there. He was somehow with me and I knew…

Let me go.

I nodded, but I didn’t move. I didn’t know how.

Go to him. It’s time, little one.

The words whispered clear in my ear. No one spoke them out loud, but I heard them and I nodded. “Thank you, Sir.” Those words, mine, were said with trembling lips, quivering chin, and as tremulous a smile as I could muster. “Good-bye.”

I rose quickly, blew him one last kiss, and turned toward Jared.

Tim had been right. It was time…
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Thank you so much for taking the time to read my novella from The Club!

 

All reviews are appreciated.

 

If you would like to read more from The Club series, please click on the link below:

 

The Club Website

 




 

 

 

 

 

Again, thank you for reading Break Me, part of The Club series, a multi-author contemporary BDSM romance collaboration. If you haven't tried more of the stories, we invite you to visit our Website and our Facebook page!

To be kept up to date with release information, sales, contests, cover reveals, and weekly blog updates, be sure to sign up for my Newsletter. I’ll be adding new features to the newsletter soon, such as early purchase options for subscribers, so you’ll definitely want to sign up now!

Also, please take a moment and leave a review for Break Me. Reader reviews are vital in helping others discover new books, but they can also provide a learning opportunity for an author. We appreciate your honest and constructive feedback.

Are you online? Do you like to be social? I do and am active on Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest. Come say hello! I love connecting with my readers.
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