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Chapter 1

 

Although Kate approached the massage parlor with the awkward, frightened steps of a woman four times her age, she was determined to start living again, even if it meant becoming someone else.

Squashed between buildings, the two-story house looked innocent enough, with its light pink paint and tall grinning window to her left. The Beauty Suite, written on a silver plate on the wall, could have been easily overlooked. She concentrated on the brightness of the building so she could pretend, as she rang the bell and the sound ricocheted in her ears, that it was a different kind of place.

All illusion ended when the door opened and the smell of air freshener filled her nostrils. The blond woman’s smile did not ease her anxiety. “Hi, you must be Kate.”

Kate stiffened. She would not use that name here. She would not be weak and fragile within those walls. “I’m Jade.” Even before she went for the interview, she’d thought of the name. Jade is a hard stone, beautiful and elegant—everything she believed she was not. Her tall, slim body, creamy skin, long, curly auburn hair and large hazel eyes had made her feel beautiful once but it seemed like a long time ago. Now, at twenty-six, little of her old confidence remained.

“Well, come in, Jade. I’m Sasha, the manageress. Let me introduce you to the girls.”

Sasha led her down a narrow, carpeted corridor past the office on the left, where Jade caught a glimpse of a tall counter and an arm of a soft red chair half hidden behind the door. There was a closed-off room further down, and she swallowed back her anxiety as she wondered what was happening in there. The wooden stairs on the right wall seemed cramped, as if put in as an afterthought, and broke off a row of pictures, mostly sketches of a dancing female drawn so well her body seemed to escape the gray outline to run off the page.

A living room with sliding doors was at the end of the corridor, and a woman with long blond hair who wore knee high boots and little else was stretching inside. Her leg was on the couch and she reached her upper body toward her toes, the strap of her g-string lost in the movement.

“That’s Arlene, the fitness freak.” Sasha paused at the door and laughed when the woman glanced in their direction and stuck out her tongue.

Jade was glad when Sasha turned to the small square courtyard on their left. The brash certainty in Arlene’s movement seemed almost masculine and it unhinged her. It made her feel like she didn’t belong.

In a way, she didn’t. She had a choice, not like most of the women. She imagined they grew up in the business, had it thrown down their throats so young they were more comfortable parading around half naked and competing for the next john than living outside in the world being the Mary, Sue or Jill they started as.

The girl sitting in the courtyard was a prime example. She was small—five foot nothing—but had breasts to make up for it and a gorgeous face, large blue eyes and a wide mouth. Her dark hair flowed down her back and touched her bum. She sat in the courtyard with her legs crossed and her breasts peeking out of her tight tank top.

Sasha walked into the courtyard and Jade couldn’t help notice the way Nikki’s eyes lingered on the blonde woman’s face.

Once Sasha introduced Nikki to Jade, she took her leave abruptly. Jade’s gaze moved slowly from Nikki’s open-toe heels to the short legs barely concealed under a white skirt, the flat stomach and the pert breasts to the friendly, accepting eyes, as though she had always looked at people through the eyes of a full body masseuse.

Nikki accepted it, as if working in the industry had obviously made her used to close inspection. It was part of the normal work day.

Jade’s heart fluttered from her act of boldness. “Hi.” She wanted to stop hiding, or “open up,” as Colin so often put it. She tried to picture his face if he found out his precious wife planned to parade around in high heels and black lingerie.

“So you’re the new girl?”

Jade nodded and walked to the small square table with the notion that Colin would want to come and watch her with a client. “Yes. Have you been here long?”

Nikki shrugged. “Only since I got dumped.”

Jade dropped her bag by her feet. She didn’t want to put makeup on yet, or feel the air on her skin. She wanted to crawl under the table and just observe. She needed to get lost in someone else’s life. “Who dumped you”?

Nikki leaned forward, her feet barely touching the ground, and started to talk about her sugar daddy, Louis. He left her the week before with nothing but empty promises and the idea sex would buy her way in the world. Now she was in the parlor, walking up and down with a tiny skirt and her breasts heaving in her halter top.

Louis and Nikki met when she was twenty, but only during the past year did they start having sex. She told Jade about going to his villa and gliding around in g-strings while she cooked. He watched her, his hard-on in his hands. He only had to nod and she would go to him. She easily wrapped her short, toned legs around his waist as she sat on him and he cupped her breasts. Other times she would take him in her mouth. It was how they had lived their days.

She said she liked being told what to do, as if all control was taken away. She liked being thrown on the bed and him pushing her legs apart as he tore off her top. With his hand across her chest—as if she’d even think of escape—he would rip her panties off and release his penis. She would feel him enter her while he moved his fingers to her warm edges. She would moan with her clothes in shreds and the man’s trousers hanging around his ankles. She talked easily, as if she were sharing details about her favorite holiday location, so Jade didn’t feel uncomfortable.

Nikki insisted her sugar daddy wasn’t old—somewhere between thirty and forty—and she whispered he had the best cock she had ever seen and she had seen many. He pretended to be wealthy so her lithe body would service him. It didn’t bother her now, although maybe it had last week.

She also told Jade about her ménage à trois with Sasha and Sasha’s boyfriend. Jade hid her shock well. The sweat lining her palms, tucked safely between her legs and the chair, was the only indication of it. She didn’t doubt Nikki’s words. When Sasha had introduced them, there’d been a charge in the air. It had let Jade look over Nikki’s body without apology.

It was the boyfriend’s idea, of course, and the three made love a few times, but Nikki believed Sasha tired of it.

“Why?” Jade asked, lost in Nikki’s life as if it was a new drug. She didn’t want their conversation to end. She loved that Nikki trusted her so well and so quickly, as if she’d known her all her life and Jade lived life was just like her.

Nikki shook her head, about to speak, but Arlene’s appearance at the door stopped her.

Jade noticed Arlene’s small breasts immediately. The nipples protruding from her black bra took attention away from her muscular legs and flat stomach. She was average height with straight blond hair and had the brightest blue eyes Jade had ever seen. Their gaze penetrated her and made her sit up against the wall, wishing she could disappear.

Arlene’s attention stayed on Jade while she moved to the chair at the middle of the table between the two other women. She put her foot on the chair, and Jade could see right up her legs to the small fabric beneath. Jade’s gaze fell on that space, as if her eyes had minds of their own. Heaviness settled in her stomach with the notion that she was trapped between those legs, caught inside their muggy warmth with no room to breathe. She knew Arlene wanted to turn her on. She could see it in the woman’s slight, mischievous grin, and when she glanced at Nikki, the other girl’s smile told her she was used to this kind of behavior and was waiting to see what Arlene would do next.

Jade wanted to feel the heat the girls cherished. She wanted to have Arlene’s same visible moistness but she couldn’t. It had been too long.

“How was your day off, Arlene?” The mirth in Nikki’s tone was unmistakable, and her sly look prepared Jade for what came next.

Arlene took a bottle of moisturizer off the table and poured some of it into her hand. When she began to rub it onto her legs, the movement pulled Jade’s gaze. It was no great surprise when Arlene started to tell them about her seduction. Jade felt Nikki gave her history because she never thought of hiding anything about herself, but Arlene’s sharing was obviously an elaborate act to keep from boredom. She said she couldn’t resist her flat mate’s friend when he walked into her house with dark jeans and a t-shirt over a toned body. He had blond shoulder-length hair, green eyes and the best mouth she had ever seen, which is why she wanted him. She wanted his lips between her legs.

“That’s what your days off are always about…” Nikki jeered.

“And you have to know the details since it’s the only way you get any action.”

Nikki raised her eyes heavenward. “What nonsense.”

Arlene smiled as she switched legs, moving her hand down her thigh slowly. The silence heightened her gestures, tension filling the small space around them. Jade wanted to walk away but couldn’t. She was afraid any movement would bring attention back to her.

“Well, did you get him?” Nikki urged.

Arlene laughed. “Yeah, his tongue went right where I wanted it.” Jade tensed when Arlene leaned toward her. “It’s easy. All you have to do is work them up until they are about to burst, then spread your legs.”

Jade wanted to laugh. It wasn’t that easy to seduce her husband now. Colin used to want her body, but not anymore. Not in the last two years.

Arlene winked at Nikki. “I was wearing my usual attire for visitors.”

Nikki gave a short, cute laugh and told Jade, “A g-string and dressing gown. I don’t think she wears anything else.” If she noticed the effort in Jade’s smile, it didn’t bother her.

Arlene shrugged. “What’s the point?” Her foot was still on the chair and she rubbed her leg, her gaze on a distant point ahead. “I bent toward the TV and the gown lifted. When I touched myself, he came straight for me.”

Jade knew Arlene pictured her touching her breasts and stomach, then the space between her legs as she described it. “His hands were warm and soft. I pushed backward, and he was like putty.”

“Yeah, ’cause he was fifty and hadn’t got anything in years.” Nikki’s ease allowed Jade to relax a little.

“No, you jealous cow, he was young, early twenties.” Arlene moved her hand perilously close to her crotch. “When I touched him through his jeans, he was hard. I opened his button and zipper. He couldn’t believe his luck.” With raised eyebrows, she looked at Nikki. “And before you say anything, he wasn’t small either. He was perfect.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t complaining yesterday when I had him in my hands.”

Jade’s breath caught. Arlene described exactly what she would have to do in the parlor’s small, dark rooms. She wanted to get sick. How could she take a stranger’s penis in her hand and make him come? She tried to banish the massage table from her mind.

“I went down on my knees and stroked him.” Arlene’s eyes twinkled as she rubbed the sparse fabric of her g-string.

Jade couldn’t believe it. If she wasn’t so perturbed with the idea of what she had to do here and the notion of stepping closer to those rooms, she would’ve tried to walk away.

Arlene’s glance made Jade conscious of her tight lips and rigid body. The flash in the other woman’s eyes ensured Jade that her discomfort was a further turn-on for Arlene. “I licked him. He tasted good.” Her gaze stayed on Jade. “I caressed his balls and took him. But I couldn’t fit it all in my mouth.”

Nikki shook her head. “Don’t hold back, Arlene.”

Her playful tone took Arlene’s attention from Jade. “Want me to stop?”

Jade would have nodded, but she felt like a kid wanting acceptance.

“I wouldn’t stop you before the big finish, now would I?” Nikki answered.

Arlene tilted her head sideways and stayed quiet for a long moment, her hand frozen on her thigh. “No, I don’t think you would…”

Jade didn’t know if the sexual tension rising from Arlene and Nikki’s come on smile and relaxed body was an act for her benefit, or if she thought the air was highly charged because she’d spent so long locked inside her house alone. Would the looks, touches and conversations be as overbearing if she had gone back to work in the housing authority?

“I went slowly.” Arlene pulled her gaze from Nikki to face Jade. “Always go slow if you want to be serviced.” She giggled and Jade wondered if her need for advice in these matters was so obvious. If she looked rigid to Colin, how must she look to them?

“When I released him, he was ready to take me, but I wouldn’t give it to him easily. I teased him. Then I let him go and sat on the couch. I widened my legs. ‘I want to feel your tongue,’ I told him. There was no argument. He was in front of me within seconds. With hands on my waist, he pulled me toward him and lapped me up. God, he was good. I thought with his silence and youth, I’d have to show him what to do.”

“Show him?” Jade realized the question came from her only when they looked at her. She couldn’t imagine instructing a stranger.

Arlene nodded. “I’ve always had the patience to teach. They feel like they owe you something then. But he didn’t need it. He knew how to work slowly and softly. He didn’t miss a spot. By the time he stood and turned me around, he could’ve done anything with me. He pushed me so I was folded over the couch and took me.”

She dropped her leg as the doorbell rang, and Jade could tell by Arlene’s smile she wanted a client now. She wondered if Arlene let them touch her. The masseuses weren’t supposed to allow it. Still, she imagined the blond girl couldn’t resist now—either that or she would touch herself for them, sit in the small chair with her legs spread and move her hand through the wetness. Jade didn’t think Arlene could ignore horniness.

The manageress was at the door. Her gaze skimmed past Nikki and made Jade think of their threesomes together. She could picture the two small girls wrapped around each other. “Our first client, girls...” Sasha looked at Jade, her tilted head softening her attention.

“I’m not ready,” Jade mumbled. “Sorry.”

“You want to sit this one out?”

Jade nodded.

“Okay, but you need to get ready soon.” Sasha moved sideways to let Arlene wriggle passed. Nikki had jumped up to meet the client with Sasha’s arrival and was already gone. “Do you know what to do?”

She nodded but knew by Sasha’s quick smile the manageress wasn’t convinced. Still, Sasha left without comment.

Jade was glad when Arlene went to meet the client. She had no idea what to say to her. If she was supposed to share tales of seduction, she would be like a fish out of water, gulping for words.

“Did Arlene make you uncomfortable?” Nikki asked when she resumed her seat.

Jade shook her head. “No, it was fine.”

Nikki’s smile was warm. “Usually it’s a lot more interesting,”

Arlene reappeared. “For you, maybe. I much prefer not having to beg them to leave.”

Nikki laughed. “See what I mean? She had to get her last exploit kicked out by her neighbor.”

No one was surprised when Sasha returned to say Arlene had been picked. The client probably felt the heat rising from her and Jade was sure Arlene had bent down with her legs straight to give him a perfect view of her perfect ass.

A little later, Michele arrived. She had short brown hair with a long side fringe over her dark blue eyes. She was tall and slim, and Jade thought she had the most beautiful breasts she’d ever seen. She wore a black push-up bra and a short skirt barely covering her bum. She wasn’t as friendly as the other girls but there was an aloofness about her that seemed to pull everyone in.

When Michele came into the courtyard, she barely glanced at Jade before sitting on the chair. Nikki had just gone for an hour booking with a client and Michele put on makeup with the help of a small mirror. Jade waited for her to look in her direction. She wanted to hear the voice that would come from that smooth body.

But when Nikki returned after the hour, they were still sitting in silence. With Nikki at the door, Michele finally looked at Jade. “So, have you had a client yet?”

Jade shook her head.

Michele smiled and stood. “I’m surprised. You’ve got great legs.”

Jade felt the tingle of heat on her cheeks and noticed the way Nikki moved quickly out of Michele’s way. She watched Michele disappear and felt curiosity rise.

“Michele’s a lesbian,” Nikki told her.

Jade had never met a lesbian before and Michele stirred her. She imagined Michele’s clients watching her waltz around the table and becoming aroused when she bent over them with those perfect breasts while looking at them blankly. She would hold their erect cock and rub, and they would feel her mind was miles away. Jade considered how wonderful it would be to be gay so a man’s body had no effect. If men meant nothing to her, she wouldn’t have answered the ad for a masseuse in the newspaper, and she would be able to talk to Colin properly and understand how he felt.

She couldn’t remember what their marriage used to be like, only that at one time, they had been happy. She wanted to get that back again so she could look her husband in the eye, and when Jade stood in the girls’ living room and put on black lace lingerie and high heels, it felt like a start. She didn’t know any other way to begin living again.

Jade rubbed foundation on her skin and felt like a young girl, discovering her body. She put on eye shadow and a touch of lipstick. It had been so long since she had worn makeup. It seemed to distance her from herself rather than bring her closer.

When the bell signaled the second client of the day, she walked slowly to the room where he waited to choose a girl and did everything in her power not to collapse.

 


 

Chapter 2

 

Kate returned home by three o’clock. She thought the smell from the parlor still lingered on her, even after her ten-minute shower, and couldn’t stop thinking of the girls she had met.

With the feel of the air on her buttocks and her breasts squashed within a push-up bra, she’d walked into the parlor’s reception and managed to smile at a client. She thought her heart would burst through her chest and her legs might let her down, but she’d looked the man in the eye and felt a fraction of the confidence that had once been hers.

Since coming home, she had been depleted by the silence lashing down like an accusatory tongue. She’d felt like a woman in that parlor, capable of holding a man’s attention, if even for the short time it took to walk before him and out the door again. But it was like air blowing her up, and it only lasted as long as she was in the massage parlor. Outside, her real life made her deflate.

Now, wandering around the large rooms of her house, she was painfully aware that all she could do was watch the clock and wait for Colin. When the phone rang, she ran to it, wanting any voice to break her solitude.

* * * *

“Kate, something came up. I’m going to be a bit late.”

“But we have your dinner party.”

Colin’s eyes fixed on Melanie, the dark-haired woman with the brown eyes and sly smile lying on the bed before him. “That’s why I’m calling. I’ll be back for it. Just be ready.” He didn’t admonish her for the “your” she’d thrown in. Usually he would, letting her know it was her fault she didn’t get on with their neighbors.

Now he couldn’t concentrate. Melanie lay on her stomach with her legs spread. All he wanted to do was caress them until he reached the space between and feel her ass as he entered her. He loved the way she raised her hips, all willingness and heat, and how she clenched to make sure he couldn’t let go until the last minute. She was possessive of him. Even entering the building, he thought he could feel her eyes on him from her office window. It was enough to get him aroused.

Colin sighed. “I have to go.” He was sure Kate could hear his smile on the other end.

Melanie got up from the bed and she made a gesture with her hands to indicate non-stop chatter as she walked behind him. Her nipples rubbed against him as she moved her fingers between his buttocks.

There was an intake of breath before he spoke again. “I’ll see you later.” He hung up.

She caressed the inside of his thighs, like he’d imagined doing to her while she lay on the bed. Melanie moved her hand to his crotch. Her breasts pressed on his back, and he could feel the warmth of her soft pubes against his ass.

Melanie reached around him, teasing his chest, pinching his nipples. She moved slowly down his stomach to play with his pubic hair and his penis. He heard her chuckle as she took hold of his cock. Her body pressed against him further and she slid her hand up and down. Her grasp tightened and she moved quicker. He straightened and felt her body even more. He could smell her excitement, rising in waves.

When her hand slowed and her grip eased, he turned quickly and dropped his hand to her wet pussy. He pulled her body roughly toward him before he buried his fingers inside her. She arched and he pushed, bending his legs for the force she enjoyed so much. She grasped his back, her nipples hard against his chest.

Colin heard his fingers move inside her and had to force himself to prolong the lovely shuddering of his erection. She was so wet. He wanted her moistness on his cock so he could become lost within her, but he had learned to wait until the two of them had reached the breaking point.

Her moan was filled with need. Melanie’s warm breath fell on his neck and added to his heat. She pulled him to her as if she could disappear within him rather than the other way round. He could feel her hand on his side, pinching his skin, hungry for his erection as it rubbed against her leg. He couldn’t wait much longer.

With a hand around her back, Colin moved deep inside her. She moaned and bit his shoulder, her velvety tongue taking away from the sharp edges of her teeth as he lifted her and her leg wrapped around his waist. When he moved toward the wall, he could feel her soft pink opening and the gorgeous excitement wetting her pubes.

With her back against the wall, he pulled his hand out and smelled her on his fingertips before he entered her. He lunged, reaching as far as he could. He knew Melanie liked it hard, that she loved to be left with bruises to remember their lovemaking when she was alone.

“Harder,” she whispered. “Fuck me harder.”

Colin put his two hands on her buttocks and she wrapped her other leg around him. Then he moved to the chest of drawers by the door, her warm body against his. With a sweep of his hand, he knocked clothes and a wallet from its surface. He noticed when he placed her on top, there was a space between it and the wall and couldn’t help think it was so she could lie flat, at waist level, as she did now. She stretched her arms out so her palms lay flat on the wall and she pushed against him.

With a hand on either side of her, he was able to move her up and down his length. He moaned, feeling the pleasure moving through him while she clenched her muscles and licked her red lips, making him want her more.

His back arched and he threw his head back as he reached the far depths of her. His hips moved faster with each thrust and his body grew hungry to feel her collapse around him.

She shuddered, and her head twisted with her moans. “Yes, yes!”

Colin loved her exhilaration. The complete lack of self-consciousness allowed her to yell with her orgasm and bring it to crescendo point. His body trembled, and he clutched her tighter and lifted her waist so he could get lost in her as he came. He jerked with the hot release, his buttocks tightening with pleasure.

She was warm and soft on his cock as it grew limp. He couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her yet. He lay on top her and felt the warm sweat between her breasts and her quick breaths. She stroked his head and giggled. He smiled, lost in the sweet scent of their sex until their breathing grew even. Then he stood and looked at her smiling, red-cheeked face. “You are gorgeous.” He shook his head as his gaze took in her long legs, the sprinkling of pubic hair and her pot-bellied stomach. He helped her sit up and kissed her lips.

“But you have to go.” She was dismissive.

“Kate’s waiting.”

“Why are you still with her?”

“I can’t desert her after what happened.” He knew that wasn’t true.

“Not yet.” Melanie’s voice was hard.

Colin smiled. “Of course, that’s what I meant.” He touched her cheek. “I’ll be able to leave her soon, I promise.” He started to get dressed.

“What time will you be here tomorrow?” She stood behind him now.

Her naked gleaming body was only inches away from him. He breathed in her scent before sitting on the bed and looking for his shoes. “As early as I can.” He wanted to touch her but didn’t. He would leave with desire stirring so the hours until their next meeting would be filled with tantalizing promise.

“Good.” She smiled before walking into the bathroom and teasing him with the wiggle of her ass. With the sound of the shower, he walked out of her bedroom.

* * * *

Colin hadn’t meant to treat his wife badly. If he’d moved his hands down her body while she held onto him in bed during those first days after her attack, it would be different now.

When he married Kate, she was determined and strong and they had never expected her to need support and help. Colin wasn’t equipped or willing to change within their relationship. She lay helpless and in tears beside him, but he couldn’t hold this new version of Kate and he would never forgive her for changing their roles so completely. He kept back his caresses, bringing a distance between them with a lack of touch, and once he had started keeping her down, he found he could not stop.

Two years later, he still liked the way she looked at him as if seeking his approval. Sometimes he regretted the way he acted toward her, but only in the morning, when he watched her sleeping peacefully and warmth welled up inside him. But by the time he returned in the evening, his body tired from work and spent from Melanie’s touches four days a week, he believed their unbridgeable distance was what they’d always moved toward and nothing could have changed it.

He had been as patient as he could, especially after what happened. Kate met that man in a basement of a derelict house, away from protection. She had gone there without thinking how this simple act would change their lives.

When he met Kate, he was blown away by her independence. During their first months together, she told him he would never have to take care of her. She had few friends, one girl named Stephanie, whose friendship had been on and off since kindergarten, and an older woman, Ina, who helped raise her since she was four. But because of her mother’s desertion, Kate swore she would survive on her own. She told him years ago, as she roamed his bare chest with her fingers, “I don’t need anyone.”

Her eyes had blazed with certainty, so he could only nod and ask, “What do you want from me then?”

“What you can give, Colin McKenzie.” Kate’s smile had skirted the edges of conversation. “Fun.”

Colin had laughed, even with the shallowness in her words and how they belittled him to a mere playmate. He could see she was right. He was not the kind of man who would give otherwise.

* * * *

Kate walked around the house she and Colin shared. In the silence of the large rooms, she was sure she had heard a woman’s laughter on the phone. Her stomach was in knots, her hands twisted in front of her. She had tried Colin’s office immediately after he hung up and was told he’d already left.

A part of her wondered why she was surprised. She had stopped asking questions about his whereabouts a long time ago. The days after she had been raped, she would await Colin’s arrival on the couch with her legs tucked to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. His entry would bring a smile to her face, which was always slightly forced. “How was your day?” she’d ask.

For the first weeks, he’d sit beside her while loosening his tie. “Okay. Busy. What did you do?”

She’d shrug, talk about this and that, mostly what was happening on the news, what she’d cooked for dinner, though she barely ate the meals she spent hours cooking, and about going back to work, which he would dismiss with a shake of his head. He wouldn’t let her get hurt again.

Then one night, Kate’s questions inevitably turned to “It’s late. Where were you?”

He’d stopped before her. “I have to work, you know.” He glanced around the room. “We have all this on one wage.”

She’d followed his glance and met his hard eyes with hurt in her own, which asked All what, Colin? but he wouldn’t let her bring that question out. He’d forced her back with a quick smile, like the lash of a whip, and said, “I can’t do anything about the hours.”

When she’d looked at him, there’d been tears in her eyes. “I was worried. You could’ve called.”

Colin had continued to the bedroom. “For God’s sake, give me a break.”

He’d slammed the door on her complaint, so she ran and opened it. The sob resting on her lips made them quiver. “Colin?”

At the end of the bed, he had started undressing. “I was busy. I didn’t have time. You knew where I was.”

Her “But…” had met with retreat as he went into the shower. She heard the water running down his body and wondered what it’d been like to hold him. When she closed her eyes, she couldn’t picture his naked form, only his back.

* * * *

Nearly two years had passed since Kate had walked into the half-built house and a large part of her disappeared. She and Colin had not touched each other in all that time, although a few weeks ago, she’d tried to reach him. Until then, she had believed he’d been holding back for her.

In bed, with her breasts pressed against his back, she’d moved her hand slowly down his stomach. She’d felt his breath catch with hers as she crept inside his boxers and found his limp penis. Kate had kissed his back and started to caress him.

He’d stopped her, clasping her fingers tight. “I’m tired, Kate.” When he pushed her away, she wanted to cry. She felt so small.

* * * *

Kate had never thought this distance would happen with them when they met in college. Colin studied business and Kate, sociology. He had told her he noticed her the first day of term, when she was walking outside and her auburn hair shone in the afternoon light.

One day, he surprised her by stopping her. “Can I come along sometime?”

She looked at him, puzzled. Her smile faded. “What?”

“I’ve tried to get your attention. Each time you pass, I search for a simple hello and you’re always somewhere else.”

Her grin returned in its fullness. “Hello.” She moved to pass him, but he gripped her arm, his fingers soft. She waited, eyebrows raised. His gaze took her in, leaving no part untouched. “Was there something else?”

“I’m Colin.”

“Hello, Colin. I’m Kate.”

“I know. I had to find out who the most beautiful girl in campus was.”

His lingering gaze let her accept this statement. He made her feel alluring and confident. “Tell her I said hello.”

He beamed. “Very funny.”

She tried to move away but it was halfhearted. When she looked at him again, she shrugged. “So are you going to ask me out or do you plan to just hold me here all day?”

He laughed. “Will you let me buy you dinner tonight, Kate?”

“Okay.”

“Where do you live?”

She wrote down her address and handed it to him. “Seven okay?”

“Seven’s perfect.” He let her go, and as Kate walked away, she could feel his gaze rest on her ass. It made her body twinge. His light brown eyes and the way his sandy hair fell over them was lovely to her. She liked the softness of his hand and imagined his mouth on her. She wondered how he would feel between her legs.

That night, his smile was full of appreciation when he saw her in the short black dress. He told her she was the most gorgeous woman he had ever seen. His eyes danced as he moved closer, and she felt his hand on her knee under the dinner table. She wanted him too. She never believed in waiting until the next date and dousing the fire with time. Desire couldn’t survive on its own, and she didn’t like games.

She remembered how her legs had spread in the restaurant with the touch of his fingers. Why be afraid of sexuality, she used to think, yet now the thought of letting go frightened her. It was hard to remember the arousal caused by his simple touch as they rose from their first dinner together. Her fingers tingled with her need to caress him. When she stood, her legs trembled slightly so she gripped the table for support. Before Colin had his jacket on, she saw the bulge of his erection.

He put an arm around her and dropped his hand to the small of her back. When they got to her apartment, she had barely closed the door before his hands were on her waist. He kissed her, his tongue exploring her lips and moving between them with an urgency that made her step back. He held her face with soft fingers as his mouth possessed her. His lips tasted of coffee and salt.

She climbed the gentle curves of his back as he traced a line from her cheek down her neck and to her breasts, where they skimmed her nipple and made her breath catch. Then his mouth was on her neck. She bit her lip as his tongue followed his fingers, and he moved his hand between her legs. His palm flattened and stroked her panties.

The warmth of his touch rippled through her body as he pushed against her and she felt his erection. She wanted to hold its hardness. A sigh caught in her throat. Kate opened his button and zipper, yearning for his hot skin on hers so she could feel his excitement pulsing. She wondered if he would taste as salty there too.

Colin stroked inside her panties and moved through her wetness, his other hand on her buttocks. His fingers entered her, bringing her head back and making her grip flail around his cock, so he was able to move downward with his lips, skimming the light fabric of her dress.

Kate’s mouth opened in a long silent moan as she watched his head lower and knew those soft lips of his would soon be between her legs. Her body was rigid and tight against the wall in expectation as he pulled the soaked panties sideways, and his breath sent waves of pleasure through her, even before he pushed her legs apart and licked her softly.

She flattened her hands against the wall as he tasted the sides of her pussy. He lapped her up, taking his time, his tongue moving from one end to the other in delicious slowness. Lost in the feel of his mouth, she barely kept from coming. The thought of his hard penis inside her grew too much to bear and she pulled him up, digging her fingers into his shoulders from need.

He stood, and with quick, grasping hands, she pulled his cock inside her so it could soak up the wetness that made her pubes glisten. He moved slowly and she came within seconds, her trembling making her body shudder.

Colin waited until she grew still in his arms then turned her around. He groaned as he entered her from behind. Her dress was up by her waist, her panties pulled to the side and his trousers around his ankles. She closed her eyes as she pictured how they looked together while his groans filled the space around them.

“Oh God,” he moaned, making her smile. She felt him come and pushed against him as he wriggled his ass, and a continuous “Mmm” moved from his mouth onto her back.

When he let her go, she faced him. They both smiled. There was no unease and she had no qualms about what she wanted to do next. He pulled up his trousers, and she took him by the hand and led him upstairs.

* * * *

Now it was hard for Kate to believe she and Colin had started the way they had. She was wondering if she would someday be unable to trust that memory when she heard the garage door opening. She sat up and listened to her husband enter their house and take the steps to the bedroom, where she waited, already dressed for the party with a book in her hand.

“Hi, Kate!” Colin’s footsteps were heavy on the staircase. When she felt his presence at the bedroom door, she turned. He took off his tie, his face blank. He didn’t look at her light blue dress. It had once been his favorite.

“Where were you?”

“At the office. I talked to you.” He moved toward their en-suite bathroom as he unbuttoned his shirt.

“I rang back straight away and they told me you were gone.”

He didn’t miss a stride. “I told them not to accept calls from anyone. I was in the middle of something.” He smirked during his last words.

She wanted to step closer, sure she could smell sex in the air. But her doubts kept her feet rooted to the floor. “I said it was your wife.”

“I said, ‘anyone.’”

The bathroom door closed between them and she heard the shower start. So that’s who she was—just anyone. She had known it for a while.

Eventually he came out with a towel wrapped around him and put on jeans and a fresh shirt. When he finished dressing, he finally looked at her. “Okay, you ready?”

She stood. Her hair lay across her shoulders and was pulled back from her face. She wore a little makeup that enhanced the brown in her eyes, and a pale lipstick softened her full lips. She nodded, hoping he would notice her effort.

He smiled back, too quickly, hardly seeing her. “I left the wine in the car.”

Kate waited after he’d gone, watching the door of their bedroom and hoping to see his body rewind to the space he had left, so she could get a second glance at his smile and let it fill the part of her stomach that had dropped.

“You coming?” he shouted from downstairs. “Kate, come on!”

Colin’s impatience brought her back to the present. The light had shifted, filling the room with shadows. He waited at the front door and opened it with her approach. She threw a light blue cardigan over her shoulders. He stepped outside and waited for her to follow. As Colin took her hand, she imagined the shadows coming out to play.

* * * *

A year after their first date, Colin took Kate to the beach near his house. They’d brought a picnic and a blanket. It was a warm spring day, the sky a bright lapis blue. They laughed trying to put the blanket on the sand with straight lines as the breeze kicked under it.

Kate sat first and became aware of his still-standing form after a few seconds. She had to shield her eyes when she looked up, until he moved. She smiled then because he was large enough to blot out the sun.

She remembered his dark silhouette going down on one knee. His smile was shaky. She loved his nervousness that day as much as the romance, loved the way his eyes widened, as if the way he would view life from now on depended entirely on her. The sun seemed to take a step backward, as though the world had started to revolve around them. He reached for her, but his hand was hard to focus on. She went back to his face instead.

“I can’t be without you, even for a day.” His smile gained confidence with her silence and remained on his face as his grip loosened around the box. “Kate Giovanni, will you make me the happiest man on this earth and be my wife?”

She didn’t have to consider it. Her arms around his neck made him fall back, laughing.

* * * *

A dark-haired woman opened the door of Jeanne’s house and smiled at them. Kate felt Colin’s grip strengthen. Light flicked across the woman’s eyes and made Kate hold her breath, as if that sparkle had taken something off her. She thought, with the tightening of her husband’s fingers and the easy lolling tone of his “Hello,” that the woman was enjoying the effect she had on Colin, building energy like a bulb just plugged in.

The night turned out just as Kate had imagined it. She hated every minute. Only Kate and Colin and one other couple, Camilla and Ian, had been invited. Camilla knew Jeanne’s husband, Frederick, through working at the art gallery in town. She was an older, very sexy woman with dark curly hair, brown eyes and wide hips.

The men all got slightly drunk on whiskey as Kate and Camilla helped Jeanne with the food in the kitchen. “So how are you?” Jeanne had asked.

Kate nodded, unable to find her smile. “I’m fine, thanks.”

“I do hope so.”

Kate wished she had something to rebound this consideration back to Jeanne. She wanted to shatter the tough, annoying resolve of the woman it came from. When they finished setting the table and joined the men in the living room, Colin was sitting on the couch with his elbow on the armrest. He leaned forward and nodded at Kate before his eyes roamed up and down Camilla and his smile broadened. Kate felt her heart stop.

Her neighbors’ false sympathy and Colin’s lecherous looks kept Kate’s confidence at a low, though the next day, when her first client started to take off his clothes, she couldn’t help thinking of Jeanne’s hand on her back and her caring, plastic smile.

 


 

Chapter 3

 

Jade walked into the reception area with her satin slip clinging to her and smiled at the appreciation she saw in the client’s eyes. The small Italian man stood upon her entry. He had brown eyes, a scrunched-up face and thin red lips. Dark stubble made up for his receding hairline. She knew he would pick her when closing the door. She saw his eyes had not left her and he had not sat.

A few minutes later, she followed her first client into the dimly lit room, where music played on the intercom. He undressed and threw his clothes on the ground with a gesture of impatience that worried her. She took her time, slipping the straps off her shoulders. She had wanted to believe she would enter those dark rooms and become a different person, suddenly having the desire of Arlene, the confidence of Michele or the vixen-like ways of Nikki. She imagined the sensual music and the smell of sex would engulf her, releasing a new woman like a caterpillar from its cocoon. She would waltz out the door with the grace of a butterfly after holding a man’s penis and making him come.

It didn’t happen like that. The Kate side of her came out in full force, though at one stage Jade felt her curiosity spark. When her client made his request to touch her, there was hesitation. For a second, she imagined what it would be like to say yes.

The slip slid down her smooth body and revealed her breasts, small and pert. Her nipples were erect from nerves and the kiss of air. The light fabric went past her black lingerie to the high heels and she kicked it off. Then she removed her final defense: her g-string. She left her high heels on. Jade was naked before a stranger, wondering how this could possibly be safe.

What she was told the day she went to the hotel for the interview now meant nothing as she stood exposed and alone. “They cannot touch you,” Caroline, the interviewer, had insisted as she leaned forward. “You can only touch them. You are the one in control the whole time. You decide what happens.” She’d pushed the card across the table. “Call me when you’re ready.” The interviewer was smart; that promise of control wasn’t forgotten.

Three days later when the job was accepted, Caroline sounded like an old friend on the phone, but when Jade stood in that room, she had no idea where the woman was.

The client looked her over, and Jade considered running out and never coming back to this place. But where would she go? Home to her house on that horrible street?

Colin’s face kept her in the room as her client climbed onto the table and lay on his stomach, his hands straight by his sides. She stood over his body. The need to escape from her suburban life, where she no longer belonged, made her lift the massage oil.

She poured too much. Within seconds, the client’s body was covered in oil and she slid her hands up and down without direction. She stretched her arms so her body was too far for him to reach and all she kept thinking of was his penis. She would have to touch it. She didn’t know how she could.

Then he made his request. “I want to ask you something, please.”

She nodded. Her voice was gone, tied within the knot in her stomach.

“Can I lick you?”

“What?”

He turned around and sat up. “Will you lie down and let me lick you? I promise I won’t do anything else.”

She wanted to laugh and say, Oh, is that all? Okay, then. Instead, she shook her head. “It’s not allowed.”

“I won’t tell anyone. Just five minutes. It’ll feel good.”

“Why would you want to?” After two years without her husband’s touches, she couldn’t understand how a stranger would want to do that. She’d forgotten what it was like to get lost in the feel of a tongue.

“My wife won’t let me do it to her, and I miss it.”

Jade stiffened. Did his wife know her husband was here, being touched by another woman? She imagined lying down on the table and letting him move between her legs and the betrayal in it, and tried to hide her distaste under a shaky smile.

“She hasn’t let me touch her in a very long time. I wouldn’t have an affair and I don’t want sex with anyone else, but sometimes…” He faltered and she felt the tickle of his gaze between her legs. “I go to places like this because I want to be touched.”

Were his needs any different from hers? She was here because she was looking for something, if only appreciative glances and a feeling of being desired. He paid, and she took the money. She couldn’t hate him.

Jade imagined letting herself go with the pleasure of soft wetness caressing her and was shocked she even considered it. In her seconds of silence, he had attained an expression of hope. He touched his erect cock.

“I understand but still I can’t let you.”

He took a deep breath. “It was worth a try.” She wondered what else he would’ve tried and how much truth lay behind his story of an estranged wife.

Her deliberation was lost in the next second when he lay on his back and her eyes fell on his erection. She couldn’t breathe as she unceremoniously grabbed his penis and pulled.

The client jumped off the table. “What are you doing?” He moved his hand to where she had just touched. “Fuck!”

“I’m sorry. It’s my first time.”

“I want another girl.”

She nodded and tried not to cry.

“What are you waiting for?” he shouted.

Jade dressed quickly and ran to the office. She stumbled into Sasha, her body full of the tremors she tried to keep inside. “He wants another girl.”

“You were only in there ten minutes.”

She couldn’t believe it. Only ten minutes? How could she do this? She was still standing there with her arms around herself when Sasha went to get Arlene.

* * * *

The smell of air freshener hung in the air. Jade’s skin was bare under skimpy lingerie. The high heels added to her feeling of looseness.

Jade crossed her legs and, for the first time in an age, appreciated their length and form, though they still shook from nerves and the frightening experience. She could smell the client’s sour sweat moving easily through the sprayed smell of the parlor. The grease from the massage oil lingered on her hands and made them slip off her knee.

Once the unsatisfied client was taken care of, Sasha found Jade in the living room on the couch. “The first time is always scary.”

Jade looked at her and tried to smile, but couldn’t.

“It’s my fault. I should’ve made sure you knew what to do. I’m sorry.”

Jade appreciated Sasha’s attempt to make her feel better but only wanted to stay in her tight parcel of legs and arms, where her voice was also lost, hiding within the pit of her stomach.

“Have you met Jasmine?”

She had briefly, yesterday. Jasmine had come in as Jade was leaving. She was Chinese and very beautiful, with long black silky hair, wide dark eyes and a lovely mouth. She swayed to her own humming as she put on makeup. When her slender figure was covered by a short lace dress, she danced around the room, hardly conscious of the girls watching her. The sitting room became her stage and Jade had stood with her bag on her back, unable to pull her eyes away for what seemed a long time until the doorbell rang and broke her trance.

“She’s coming in early to show you the ropes. She’s on nights all the time, so I thought it best if you got help from someone you don’t work with. It lessens rivalry.”

Jade managed to smile at this. She doubted Jasmine would ever feel threatened by her after what happened today.

* * * *

Jasmine arrived an hour later. On their way to the small massage room upstairs, she told Jade she always showered with the client at the beginning of their session. Jade had to resist the urge to run down the steps and leave. The idea of being in that small space with a man made her chest tighten.

Before Jasmine’s lesson, all Jade knew were the basic facts. After a client picks the girl, he is brought to a room, where he says how long he wants to stay. A half hour is sixty dollars, an hour is a hundred and so on. The girl gets the money and gives it to Sasha. At the end of the night, half of everything each girl earns is given back.

While the client showered, some girls took the chance to have a few puffs of a cigarette or finish a conversation. Jasmine jumped in with her client, and after he came in her hands, she’d shower with him again to make sure he would return. She saw Jade’s surprise and shrugged. “It makes them happy when you make an extra effort.”

“I’m sure it does.” Jade imagined Jasmine’s naked skin against her client as the water ran over them, and doubted she had to worry about her clients returning for seconds.

Once inside the darkened massage room, Jasmine started to show Jade how to touch a man. In her flowered lingerie and high heels, she stood at the side of the table and starting with his imaginary shoulders, she worked her way down his back. She slid her hands to his waist and put them on either side of the table. Jade saw Jasmine caress his sides.

“I spend ages on their asses.” Jasmine rubbed the space where his buttocks would have been then brought her hands together. “They love getting their balls teased.” She kneaded the air. “Their waists usually rise at this point to accommodate their erections.”

A knock on the door made Jasmine stand and turn. When it opened to Sasha, Jade’s stomach lurched. The manageress’s smile let her know something was up. “We’re in luck, girls. Hideki is here. He doesn’t mind Jade watching as long as she’s naked.”

Jasmine smiled. Her eyes twinkled when she looked at Jade. “He’s my oldest regular. The poor man is in love.”

Sasha’s laughed. “That’s for sure. He wants an hour, Jasmine.”

“How did he know I was here?” Jasmine smiled. “You told him?”

“He wanted me to. Couldn’t stand the idea of missing an opportunity. I’ll send him up.” Then Sasha was gone.

When Jasmine looked at Jade again, her laugh was sweet. “Don’t look so worried. All you have to do is sit and watch. I’ll do the rest.”

A middle-aged man with dark, lank hair lying flat on his head came to the door. Jasmine was beside him straight away. He was only a few inches taller than her. She moved just as she had danced the day before, her body like a leaf on a breeze, and entwined her hand in his. The moment a client looked at her, Jasmine seemed to forget everything else. Jade could tell she loved the attention and noticed the way this client—Hideki—stood taller in her grasp. Hideki’s shoulders moved back, and his smile made the brown eyes behind his gray glasses shine. With Jasmine beside him, he seemed much more certain of himself.

When they came back from showering together, Jade stood by the door, waiting for instructions. Hideki had a towel wrapped around his waist. He nodded to Jasmine. Jade tried to hold back her surprise when Jasmine went to her and slid the thin strap off her shoulders. She pulled the fabric down, and Jade held her breath from the closeness of her. She expected to feel Jasmine’s breasts rubbing against her skin. Jasmine’s were small, but the areola and nipples were spectacular in their moist brightness. They took up the surface of her breasts and begged to be touched.

Hideki’s towel dropped to reveal his erection as he watched Jasmine kneel in front of Jade and pull her g-string down. Her breath fell on Jade’s sex, and Jade swallowed a lump in her throat.

Jasmine stood and gently eased Jade into the chair behind her. She glanced back at Hideki, who smiled. Then, like a falling feather, she skimmed Jade’s breast with her hand, which landed on Jade’s knee. With a gentle pressure, she separated Jade’s legs.

Jade was too surprised to resist, but by the time Hideki was lying on the massage table and Jasmine stood to caress his back, she had eased into the posture, reclining slightly on the chair with her legs parted to let in air and Hideki’s gaze.

She watched Jasmine touch his back. She moved her hands down to his buttocks, which he lifted. She caressed it in circles and then moved downward between his legs. Her fingers were a short breadth away from his balls. His body was slick with oil. She teased him. He raised his ass to her again, which made Jade think he would be impatient in bed, moving his penis for himself and not the woman.

She caressed the inside of his legs while she moved down the table. Once by his feet, she rubbed upward. She lifted her knee onto the table and the other one followed, so she kneeled by his toes.

Jade leaned forward in her chair, wondering what Jasmine was doing. As she felt the air move up her legs, Hideki smiled.

With her hands on Hideki’s legs, Jasmine slid upward so she sat between his thighs. One knee was near his balls and she brought her other knee to the edge of the table. She looked like a horse rider, only it was his leg she was resting on. Jasmine’s upper body lowered and arms went on either side of him.

Jasmine moved downward, her neck almost making contact with his buttocks, and rubbed her breasts on his ass. Then those wonderful nipples moved up his back. She angled herself to the right and her breasts caressed him in circles, and then she brought them to his other side. It was like watching a very sexy break dancer, connecting every part of her body with the naked man beneath her. Every now and again, she would bring her crotch back to his leg as she teased his balls. Jade wondered if Jasmine would be wet.

Jasmine couldn’t have seen Jade’s lips part. She seemed to be concentrating on the movement of her body until eventually she sat up. “Turn around, Hideki.” Her voice was silky smooth.

She rose slightly as he turned and then lowered herself on his leg. Her back arched. It was obvious she pressed down on him. She poured oil on his stomach. This simple gesture was erotic even before she leaned forward and rubbed his chest, his stomach and thighs.

His penis tightened—Jade could see it in the slight movement upward. Jasmine lowered her body, her slim ass up in the air. She held his penis and rubbed its tip on her nipples. Then she moved upward and slid on his chest, his penis squashed between their stomachs.

Hideki’s hands were on the table, lying on either side of her ass. Jade could see by the clenching fingers he wanted to touch Jasmine and wondered if he would’ve tried to hold her if there was no witness. Would he usually be able to feel the smooth silkiness of her skin and pretend they were fucking?

She saw Jasmine rub her breasts on his penis again and thought she could never do that, but she knew she had to. It was expected. “You touch them,” Caroline had told her, but she never said in what way.

Jasmine finished her slide and sat up. She wiggled her ass so Jade knew Hideki had to feel her ridges. Jade saw a hint of the smile Jasmine threw at Hideki as she moved her hands up his thighs to his penis. She started to stroke it with gentle ease at first then built up speed, though still taking her time. There was no urgency in her movements. Jasmine’s lips parted and she licked the lower one, leaving her mouth wet and sultry. She looked as if she enjoyed the feel of him.

She tightened her fingers around his erection and Hideki’s body tensed. His head moved back and his eyes closed as she went faster while her hips moved up and down his leg. He grasped the table when he came. His chest shuddered and his toes reached for the sky.

She didn’t release him, only slowed down. Little gasps came from him. Once he was still and silent, she moved her hands away, and with one easy movement she was off the table. She got tissues and cleaned his stomach as he lay with a grin on his face. Jasmine winked at Jade. Before she followed Hideki into the shower, she smiled and, with a flick of the wrist, said, “So that’s it,” as if she’d just taught how to bake apple pie. Then she left the room, leaving Jade to dress alone with shaky hands.

* * * *

Jade was even more scared after Jasmine’s alluring demonstration. The doorbell rang three more times but she refused to go. She told Sasha she was too nervous after the Italian, but it was Jasmine, with her easy swaying body, and the memory of her sliding up and down the naked man that threw her. The idea that the body slide was expected of her kept her rooted to the spot.

She was all hard corners and head. There was no easiness in her hands or body. She was nothing like the other girls. Take Arlene, who moved to Sydney with her father to leave a life of prostitution behind.

After Arlene’s session with Jade’s disgruntled client, she shared some of her life story with Jade. Arlene’s father had tried everything in Perth but could not get his daughter to settle down. At the tender age of fifteen, Arlene met her pimp. During the next six years, she never managed to leave him for long. She dabbled with drugs for a while but didn’t like them too much; they made her feel adrift from everything. It was her body she loved. Sex was her drug.

In Sydney, Arlene tried to start fresh. Her father had enrolled her in a computer course, which she found impossible. The inability to grasp the lessons made her feel small and inadequate so she gave up after the first week. She looked for work but the money she had earned from using her body made her laugh at minimum wage. Why bother?

So she came to the massage parlor. It was still a lot better than the life she left. She no longer spread her legs or took a penis in her mouth unless she wanted to. Her father still tried to get his daughter away from the industry completely. He always gave her brochures for different courses, but he had slept better in the three years in Sydney than he had in the ten before.

Jade appreciated Arlene’s attempt to help her relax by regaling her with tales about her youth, but it only made Jade feel more worried about working at the parlor. Arlene loved sex and her work while Jade felt too distant from her body and cringed with the idea of touching the men. Added to this was the fear of being a disappointment to the clients.

She didn’t know if she’d return to the Beauty Suite until Sarah arrived.

The moment Sarah walked into the living room with her long flowing skirt and tank top, Jade eased. There was a carefree excitement in the way Sarah looked around the room that told Jade this was new to her too. But while her job as a masseuse worried Jade, Sarah beamed with the idea of adventure.

When Sarah looked at her, there was recognition in her eyes. “You must be Jade, the other new girl.”

Jade nodded and managed to smile. Moments earlier, she would have thought even that small release impossible. “Yeah but I don’t know how long I’m going to last.”

She knew when Sarah landed beside her on the couch and took her hand as if she was an old friend that she had hoped for this attention. “You can’t go, we’ve just met.” Sarah grinned and Jade couldn’t help but mirror it.

Sarah’s real name was Julie. They told each other who they were straight away, because like Jade, Sarah’s other life trailed behind her. The names they used in the parlor represented parts of themselves they were trying to discover or understand.

Jade and Sarah were not there to pay the bills and survive. They did not decide to work at The Beauty Suite because they knew of nothing else to do. While Jade was doing it because she wanted to feel something again, Sarah wanted to learn about a part of her she never knew existed until recently.

Sarah was bubbly and full of energy, with curly blond hair and a body similar to Michele’s. She used to work in an office up until a few weeks ago. Her love affair with her boss made her leave and not for the reason Jade had first assumed. It was not because of awkwardness but rather her daily rendezvous with him on the top floor, which had been left half built and unoccupied, brought a sexual hunger she’d never known existed. Now she couldn’t get enough. She felt there was another person—Sarah, of course—trying to get through.

She told Jade that after her boss’s first glances toward her, she went to work in g-strings and see-through blouses. Within a few weeks, he called Sarah into his office and she sat on the chair opposite him with her legs crossed. When she uncrossed them, she made sure to do it slowly so he could see what lay between. She wanted him and he wanted her.

He’d pushed his seat back and she straightened, sure he was going to approach. She thought he mistook her body language and saw the stiffening as defense. He stopped. There was nothing to say. He had called her in on a pretense of something or other.

Sarah’s blue eyes danced as she told Jade when her boss said something about being satisfied at work, a window cleaner appeared in white overalls. Their building was in the prime area of Sydney and had windows to take in the view of the harbor. The cleaner saw Sarah and raised his eyebrows. She smiled and, without questioning the heat she felt with the idea of being watched, she rose.

“Are you satisfied though?” she had asked her boss. She was acting, and never knew until then how good she was.

Her boss had smiled as she approached. He moved his hands to the arms of his chair but, with a hand on his chest, she kept him still and managed to move the chair so her voyeur had a perfect view. She opened his trouser button, and her boss sucked in his stomach as she brought his zipper down. He clutched the seat and raised his ass so she could pull his pants down enough to release his erect penis.

Sarah couldn’t believe what that man outside the window had propelled her to do. She lowered her lips to the tip of her boss’ cock and she licked it in soft circles before she opened her mouth to take him in. Her breasts rubbed against his thigh and imagining the watcher’s gaze going from her mouth to ass made her hot and wet. She pictured the other man taking her from behind as she sucked, and knew the window cleaner had his hand in his overalls.

She tasted every inch of her boss. When she felt him tense, she rose to pull her skirt up to her waist. She moved her panties sideways with her fingers, and her boss touched her pussy, merely skimming her pubis before retreating, as if afraid she would disappear in a puff of smoke should he do anything wrong.

Sarah sat on his cock and arched backward, her eyes falling on the window cleaner as she swayed. Her moans mixed with the movement of her voyeur’s arm as her boss moved his hands to her breasts then down to her thighs. Her boss groaned before she felt the heat of his cum shoot inside her. She swayed and felt the tremble in her stomach, opening her mouth in a gasp as she shuddered. He smiled, keeping her on his cock as it grew limp and he stroked her erect nipples until his penis slid out. That was the beginning of their affair.

Her boss wouldn’t take the chance of doing it in the office again, so he and Sarah had become bold, meeting upstairs at lunch time. It was not him she sought, not his face, hands or body, but the desire to be filled. She woke every morning thinking of one thing and had to touch herself in bed. She re-lived the feeling of the cleaner’s eyes on her and imagined him climbing through the opened windows with his thick erection in her hands. She would touch her already wet crotch as she imagined him grabbing her from behind.

After months of her growing sexual appetite, Sarah knew she couldn’t go on as she had, so she went on a tour of full-service parlors. She was brought down dimly lit stairs to shady rooms, where she imagined lying back like a dummy. She would have no say there. The men would use her then throw her away. It did not excite her.

When she discovered massage parlors, she knew what she wanted. She wanted to be watched, to bring a man to bursting point and have the power to step back. She realized it was her own body she had fallen in love with by seeing it through another’s eyes on those dusky afternoons. She had made a play of leaning against walls, bringing her skirt up and teasing her boss by rubbing herself. It was this she loved more than his taking of her. She had awoken to herself.

Sarah made Jade forget her misgivings. Those moments of standing alone and naked with a strange man were erased by the excited chatter. Sarah was so alive. They were so different in their manner yet the lives they had lived up to this were similar.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Sarah told her, and Jade pictured bringing Sarah home to Colin and the sly glances between them. He would watch her with hungry eyes, she had no doubt. Sarah left men with little choice.

 


 

Chapter 4

 

“So what are you doing today?”

Kate looked up from her breakfast. Colin’s head was bent over the newspaper. She wasn’t surprised. He hardly regarded her anymore. Lately his focus barely swept over her face. “I don’t know.”

“Do you plan to leave the house?”

“Why?”

Colin sighed. “I was just wondering if you ever plan on leaving.” When he finally lifted his head, there was no softness in his eyes.

She couldn’t believe his impatience. “You were the one who didn’t want me to go back to work.”

“That was last year.”

“How long did you expect them to keep my job for me? I can’t stay home for as long as you insisted and then jump back into life.”

“For God’s sake, Kate, don’t you think it’s time you did something?”

“Do you blame me for what happened?”

He stared, stunned.

She reached for him across the table. “Please talk to me.”

He looked at her hand, where her wedding ring shone on her finger like a joke. Time stood still. They were on either side of it in a tug of war of emotions.

She imagined him pulling her from the seat and leading her to their bedroom upstairs. With his attention dropping to the table, she followed his gaze to their hands and thought of him slowly brushing his fingers against her skin. Her eyes widened as she allowed herself to see him unbuttoning her blouse and looking at her breasts before bending to kiss them.

Kate wondered if, within his silent stare, he was thinking the same thing. While she imagined her nipple in his mouth, was he debating whether to finally open up to her? Her grip tightened on his fingers as she tried to remember the hardness of his penis when he really desired her. She wanted to feel something between her legs, which were fastened together.

She closed her eyes, imagining him pulling down her skirt and caressing her thigh and buttocks, and leaned toward Colin without realizing. His hand lay limp under hers, and her breath caught as she pictured it coming to life inside her pants and exploring her softly. Would her body respond? Would she feel more than tense clamminess or would she be too afraid of the tremors his touch would cause?

Her musing was broken when he pulled away from her, and all illusion tore to shreds when she opened her eyes to the cruel bright light of the kitchen. They looked at each other. She managed to smile and thought her heart would burst through her chest with her need to be held.

Colin glanced at her hand lying like a dead bird on the table. She couldn’t help but think he had been privy to her thoughts and had just spat at the notion of intimacy between them. “Don’t be silly, Kate. I don’t blame you.” His tone was too light and easy and couldn’t drift through her tension.

He stood, heedless of the lump in her throat, making it impossible for her to speak. She couldn’t even move her hand, though its emptiness mocked her. He grabbed his jacket. “I have to go.” At the kitchen door, he turned back to her. “So you’ll be here then?”

His words were like a stab in the back. She didn’t turn or answer but forced a smile. It was small and lacked confidence but it gave her the strength to pull her hand back from the table. The front door slammed.

No, she wouldn’t stay there. But it was a long time before she managed to get up.

* * * *

Colin had rarely been a gentle lover. He liked his strength and domination and had wanted to possess Kate’s body completely. Within months of their relationship, she noticed they had been fixed into their roles. She didn’t fight against it. Some nights they would make love with the tender exploration of their first encounter, but usually, if Kate wanted him, all she had to do was pass him in the kitchen or sitting room and give him a fleeting look.

Two years had passed since the last time he followed her, and saw her in the middle of the bedroom floor with the top buttons of her blouse undone and her skirt off. She waited until he appeared and then meekly, in a well-rehearsed voice, said, “I didn’t expect you so soon.” She knew the nervous tremor in her voice turned him on in ways her half-naked body could not.

Her backward steps propelled him forward. He tore her blouse from her shoulders and pressed his mouth against her breast. She moved her hand to his chest in a weak show of resistance and became wet with the power of his body as he leaned toward her and brought her hand to his erection.

She would refuse to stroke it and move away, reveling in the bright flare in his eyes and the urgency of his fingers as he opened his buttons and released his penis. He would move fast, a smile playing on his lips as he grabbed her hand and, moaning with desire, brought it back to his cock.

Kate would grasp it then, finally letting go of the illusion of a struggle, unable to hold back as his cock filled her palm. She gasped as he pulled her g-string off so the air nuzzled her moist wetness before he stroked her.

Colin pushed her on the bed and she moved backward. Discarding his pants on the floor, he crawled toward her and took hold of her feet. Kate felt her heat heighten with the sight of his hard penis rubbing on the blankets. Holding her legs and pushing them apart, he moved until he was over her. Her legs wrapped around him as he took her, and she folded into him once he was inside.

Kate never worried about his need to dominate. She never considered he would not be able to take her without this act. After all, there were times when she was in control. Even now, sitting at a kitchen table, she knew he would not complain if he entered their bedroom and she came at him from behind, pushed him on the bed and ordered him to take off his clothes. While she stood, full of confidence with a belt in her hands, he would obey her orders and strip, and for the first time in two years, she would see his penis rise for her as she ordered him to go up to the top of the bed and place his hands near its post. He would gasp with delight, his toes reaching for the moon as she licked every part of him, passing over his erection, only to return and place it in her mouth. He would declare his undying love while she sat on him and told him to shut up.

But she hadn’t the confidence to hold him. He would see uncertainty in her shaky gaze and trembling mouth and it would make him walk away. This act needed the players. And now, with the bedroom games at an end, he was dominating her in another way, and she’d lost the ability to turn the tables.

* * * *

After she was attacked, Colin was the first person Kate called. “Please come,” she cried. “I need you now.”

“Where are you?” His voice was already tense with worry.

Kate mumbled the address, located in a row of houses. Colin said they were small and ugly when she brought him there a few months previously, but he had smiled at her excitement when she showed them to him. The project provided decent affordable houses to those in need. The homes were not free, which was good because people were proud, no matter their circumstances. The families paid for the materials through a no-interest loan.

“What are you doing there?” Colin had asked while she watched herself disappear.

“I’m sorry” found its way through her sobs.

“What happened?”

“Please...”

“I’m coming.” His breathing became heavy and uneven. She knew he didn’t wait for the elevator beside his office as she heard him run down the stairs. Her nose ran. She slid her hand over her face, and had the urge to tear at her skin and scream in the dirty, half-built basement at her husband who was running toward her but mostly at herself for being so stupid as to have walked down those steps.

She brought her legs to her chest and hugged them. Still she wanted to wrap up tighter, become a ball of rigid flesh with no holes and weak points of defense.

Colin seemed to be running through his parking garage. There was an echo of his breathing. She knew he was going fast so reality couldn’t catch up with him. Sobs had answered his question What happened? And he had not asked it again. She heard a door open and slam.

“I’m in the car, where are you?” Colin asked.

“The last house, in the basement...” There was a silence she wanted to fight against but couldn’t. “The one that isn’t finished…”

Kate stared at cement, and heard his Why? in the deep breath he threw at her. “I need to put the phone down okay, but it’s on. I can hear you, okay, Kate? Kate?”

She realized she had been nodding and it wasn’t enough. Still the word had to climb its way out. “Okay.”

The ground must have been cold but Kate didn’t feel it, nor did she feel the stones and dirt that would leave tiny pockmarks on her skin. She felt nothing but the strange openness of this place. It spread in front of her, reached for the sky and made her feel smaller than the rats she saw scurrying from a hole in the far corner of the room. They didn’t bother her. When she arrived, she thought the sight of them would make her queasy but little reached her now.

Besides, they stayed away and told her the world would not stop, even with the imprints of her attacker’s hands on her. His weight pressed into her mind and she shook her head. She couldn’t think of what he had done, how easily he had moved into her and split her open, like a piece of fruit.

She didn’t want to see his face, but it was there along with his half-closed eyes and moaning mouth. He’d explored her again and again, took every part of her skin and chewed it up so she felt dirty right down to the soles of her feet. When she saw him in court weeks later, she stared right at him because she had to take his eyes filled with need and heaving mouth away and replace it with his stony expression. His hate was easier to view than his possession.

“Kate!” Colin was outside. She couldn’t answer. Suddenly, she didn’t want to be seen or touched. “Kate?”

Blame drifted to her and she had no defense against that. “Still here...”

She heard him on the floor above her, then moving down the steps. She wanted to hide, bury herself within the rubble of this house and everything she had believed in. Her head fell on wrapped knees.

“My God, Kate, Jesus.” Colin stumbled toward her. She felt his arms on her shoulders and leaned into him. The phone toppled from her hands when she clutched his sweaty shirt. She didn’t want to unwrap her legs and show her torn clothes or let loose the smell that would tell the story in quick slaps.

He pulled her to him. She felt anger on the breath that touched her head. For a long time, he held her, then pushed her away and looked at her softly. He grazed her tearstained cheek with his hand. “We need to get you to a hospital. Can you stand?”

She didn’t want to but he didn’t wait, lifting her to her feet. Trembling and twisted, her legs felt weak. She thought she would throw up, but the feeling stayed in her throat.

He put an arm around her and half-carried her, as if she was an old, broken woman. She held his hand in the car and sat in the passenger seat, looking lost. She slid toward the door and rested her head. She felt Colin glancing at her. Away from the helplessness of seclusion and tossed stone, she turned to him, and he asked coldly, “Did you know him?”

Hesitantly, the answer came. “Yes, I met him twice before.”

“For houses?”

She nodded.

“Why did you meet him there today?”

Kate mistook his shaking voice for concern. “He wanted to,” she whispered.

She felt his glare on her cheek. “He wanted to but you didn’t, not today.”

“Colin!” she shrieked, but he had turned away. She waited, silently pleading him to look at her, but he refused to meet her gaze.

 


 

Chapter 5

 

Kate wasn’t scheduled to work at the massage parlor but she had to get out of the house. She couldn’t stay after what had happened with Colin at breakfast. They were like strangers. No, it was worse than that—strangers didn’t hate each other. The way he had looked at her across the table tore her apart. She had cried for an hour after he left, hoping between sobs he would call to see if she was okay. He used to check up on her. She couldn’t remember when he’d stopped.

The phone stayed silent. With solitude bearing down on her and her pillow wet, she felt empty and drained and was tempted to go back to bed and sleep the day away. But too much time had been already wasted. Life had begun to slip through her fingers and she couldn’t risk losing any more hours.

She rang the parlor. Sasha didn’t answer. Instead, there was a new, deep voice. The speaker sounded like a man but her name was Aisling. She said it was all right for Jade to come in. There were only three girls on: Sarah, Nikki and a new girl, Ruby, who started last night and made a killing. Kate was glad to hear Sarah was in, and the thought of Nikki in her little white outfit that looked fit for a doll and her beautiful, open face made her smile.

Kate left the dishes, unable to face the length of the table and the irreconcilable space between her and her husband. Even these small reminders would make her feel weak. She shut the front door quietly, as if there was a chance Jeanne could hear her next door, and walked down her path, knowing she had always felt, since the very first day, that Colin blamed her.

* * * *

Aisling opened the parlor door for Jade. She was tall with short red hair and a long face. She wore a leather miniskirt and her black top squeezed her breasts together. Freckles peeked from every corner of her body. Jade was sure she had a sex change—her large hands and deep voice gave it away—but in the courtyard later, Jade joked with Sarah, “Her breasts are better than mine.”

Jade enjoyed the feel of the sun on her face and legs. She was nervous but not scared. The girls’ chatter had lightened her mood and she let the morning’s hurt fall away from her.

The bell rang and Jade straightened, which brought a reassuring smile from Sarah. “I’ll go first and then I can tell you what to expect,” she told Jade.

“Thanks.” Jade watched her friend walk away and her nerves eased.

Sarah came back, beaming. “He’s gorgeous and young. I’ve no idea why he’s here. I hope Ruby doesn’t get him.”

Nikki was second to meet him. On her return, she looked disappointed. “Don’t get your hopes up. He’s been here twice before. He looks at the girls and leaves.”

“Bloody tease,” said Sarah, whose eyes still sparkled.

Then Marcy and Ruby went. Marcy had black hair and a large, frumpy body. Jade thought it strange Aisling didn’t mention her on the phone. Marcy was like Ruby’s shadow and didn’t speak to anyone but her. Sarah jokingly wondered if she was Ruby’s silent pimp, but as the morning progressed, the idea didn’t seem so ridiculous.

Jade waited until Marcy came back and settled on the couch in the living room before she went to meet the new client. He was tall with curly black hair and had a frown on his face when she entered the room. She noticed his bright blue eyes straight away and her stomach lurched. She was supposed to walk in front of him, say her name, smile and exit with as much sexiness as could be mustered, but she couldn’t resist walking closer to him and putting her hand out, wanting to feel his skin and know he was real. “Hi, I’m Jade.”

He glanced at her hand, then at her face. For a second, before his frown changed to a look of amusement, she felt ridiculous. She wore a black slip and high heels and had gone for a handshake as if it were a business meeting.

His grip was firm. She was sure relief flickered in his brilliant eyes. By the time he let go, she was flustered. He wasn’t like the other clients she had introduced herself to. He didn’t look at her body as if he owned it. He stayed focused on her face, yet she felt his gaze everywhere on her. “Hi, Jade. I’m Christian.” His voice was soft.

She nearly tripped when she was leaving the room from trembling so much. Sarah’s eyebrows rose when she got back to the table. “Well?”

Jade’s smile couldn’t form and she thought she must look like a blundering idiot. “Yes, he’s gorgeous and sweet.”

“Sweet?” Sarah laughed. “I don’t know about that. He’s here, after all.”

“He never stays,” Nikki piped up.

Aisling came around the corner. “Jade.”

“Yeah?” Jade turned to Aisling and smiled.

She didn’t think anything until Sarah hit her on the arm. “You lucky bitch.”

Nikki giggled, and Ruby threw Jade a dirty look as she passed.

Jade walked back to Christian and tried to hide her nervousness. Still, she was sure it was obvious in the way she avoided his gaze as she beckoned him to follow her. As she went up the stairs with him close behind, he made her more aware of herself than she had been in a long time. Her skin came to life and tingled like a dead arm once the blood starts again.

When they were in the room, Jade saw Christian’s lips were wide. “I’d like an hour…” He handed her the gift certificate and laughed. “My friends have weird a sense of humor. They got it for my birthday. I…” He shook his head.

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I think I do.” They stared at each other until his smile brought her out of her daze.

“You can shower while I bring this to the office.” Her voice was all-business now.

“I don’t think a shower is necessary.”

She led him toward the bathroom. “It’s obligatory.”

“Oh.” He laughed. She had no idea why.

He closed the door and she waited for the sound of the shower. When it came on, she ran downstairs with light steps. Aisling smiled with raised eyebrows. “Enjoy.”

When Jade returned, Christian was sitting on the wicker chair with a towel around his waist. Tanned and muscled, his chest was smooth. His long legs were stretched before him, making him look the picture of relaxation.

Jade started taking off her clothes. She touched the strap on her shoulder, but he shook his head and she froze. “It’s okay. There’s no need.”

“It’s what I’m supposed to do.”

Can we just talk for a while?”

“First?”

He nodded. “First.” Then he gestured to the table. “Sit.”

She did. Her legs reached for the floor and she watched his gaze take them in. She didn’t know what to say. With him half-naked before her, the air was charged. She wondered what he looked like without the towel and if he would have noticed her in the world outside.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “Why are you here?”

“To work.”

“No, there’s something else.”

Her hands rested flat on her knees. He looked at them and she knew he was looking for a wedding ring. It wasn’t there. She’d taken it off before she came in. She didn’t want to advertise her marriage or talk about her life outside the parlor. On reflex, she hid her hands under her legs like a mischievous child caught with the cookie jar.

“I suppose Jade isn’t your real name either.”

She didn’t want to talk about herself. “Why are you here?”

He shrugged. “I was bored.”

“And?”

“Curious.”

“Do you want a massage?”

“How long have you been working here?” She shook her head, and he laughed. “I told you I’m curious.”

“This is my third day.”

“How many men have you seen?” When she didn’t answer, he asked, “It’s a full-body massage, right?”

She nodded.

“How many?”

“You’re my second client.”

“‘Client.’ That sounds awful.”

“It’s what you are.”

“I didn’t mean that. I meant…” He sighed. “Is it safe for a beautiful woman to be naked with a strange man?”

“Is it safe anywhere?”

Something seemed to click behind his piercing eyes, and all of a sudden she felt naked. She wanted to wrap her arms around herself and stop him from discovering things about her. Instead she jumped off the table. “I better give you that massage.”

“Is it easier?”

She sighed. “Is what easier?”

“To touch rather than talk?”

“I’m not here to talk.”

“You’re getting mad.”

She felt he was mocking her. “I don’t know what you want.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been here twice before. A friend came when he split up with his girlfriend and wouldn’t stop talking about the gorgeous Chinese girl. He liked it ’cause it was clean and the girls were professional, so he felt safe.” He paused. “Though a few do extras, don’t they?”

She didn’t know who he was talking about. No one was allowed to offer extras. “No, it’s against the rules. Why did your friends buy the certificate for you?”

“I haven’t been with a girl for a while.”

“How long is a while?”

“A year.” She shrugged, and he smiled. “You think that’s no big deal?” She repeated the gesture. “How long has it been for you?”

“We aren’t talking about me.”

He raised his hands in defense. “Sorry, second time to get you mad in ten minutes.” In the wake of her lack of argument, he continued quickly, “I couldn’t stay before. There was no one I wanted to spend time with. When I saw you, though, I couldn’t leave. I wanted to find out about you.” He smiled. “I still do.”

Jade didn’t know what to do. His eyes never left her.

After a while, he sighed. “Would you prefer if I let you do your job?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He stood and dropped the towel. His body was as she imagined: perfect. His erection wasn’t complete but he was aroused as he walked toward her.

She was against the table and was frozen with fright—not of him, but with her lack of strength. She didn’t know what he planned but couldn’t do anything. Her arms refused to lift and her mouth refused to open.

Christian stopped so close that if she moved her hand, she would’ve touched his thigh. He moved his fingers to her left shoulder, and the feel of them on her skin made her swallow hard. He looked at her as if he wanted to uncover more than her body. He looked at her as if he knew her.

One strap of her slip fell. Everything was done slowly, as if it was his first time to undress a woman and he wasn’t sure which direction to go. He moved his fingers between her shoulder and the remaining strap, and she could feel the warmth of his palm press into her skin as it moved down her arm.

Her slip gave way to reveal her breasts. She could feel his breath on them and sensed his penis straightening and tightening. He went onto his haunches so his mouth was level with the part of her body that hadn’t felt another’s touch in two years. He slid the g-string down.

Jade felt his sigh on her crotch .She expected to feel his fingers between her legs and closed her eyes, not knowing if she would be able to fight against him, though she would’ve hated him for it. He touched her foot and she felt relief soar with his shift of attention. She lifted it and he slipped her g-string off, and then did the same with her other foot. Christian stood with her underwear in his hands and looked her up and down. “Gorgeous.” Then he picked up her clothes and put them on the chair.

She wished she had let him talk. The sexual tension rising between them was the strongest thing she’d felt in a long time. It silenced him and made her forget how to smile. She was lost in it. The only thing she could do was touch his body. “Lie down.”

He lay on his stomach, his chin in his hands. She didn’t tremble as she put oil on him in small amounts. She didn’t worry about touching his penis, but she was afraid that once she did, he’d stop looking at her as if he had found a diamond in a quarry.

His skin was smooth. She rubbed his back, moved to his buttocks and his legs. She felt his reaction when she teased his balls, and his hips rose. She moved up and down his inner thigh. Every now and again she felt him tense. Soon she was lost in the act of touching him softly some moments, kneading during others.

Jade was at the end of the table and didn’t know whether to do the trick Jasmine taught her. Christian lay there, waiting. There was something lovely about him and she didn’t want him to think of her with other men, yet he was a client. He was here for this, even if curiosity brought him through the door.

One knee went on the table, then her other.

He looked back at her as she straddled his leg. She couldn’t smile. A part of her yearned to cry but she wanted him beneath her. Jade rubbed his buttocks before she lowered herself onto him. Her breasts touched his ass. His skin was tight and wonderful as she slid onto his back and rubbed her nipples on either side.

His neck stretched as he tried to see her. Her bum was in the air and she felt coolness between her legs. By the slight rise of his hips, she knew his erection was full. She sat on his leg and he could feel the space that only moments ago he had touched with his eyes. Her pubis was dry. She didn’t expect miracles.

When she rose, he didn’t look back. She could tell by his straight broad back he was surprised by her body slide. “Turn around.” Her voice came out low, and she sounded more certain than she was. She rose slightly so he could obey.

When Christian complied, his eyes were soft. He had a slight, uncertain smile on his face. His penis lay against his stomach. Even if he was unsure, his erection wasn’t. She wanted to hold it. Instead, she poured oil on his stomach to tease him. He didn’t take his eyes off her as she rubbed his chest. When she brushed the tip of penis, he gasped.

Jade felt in control now.

She lowered and rubbed her nipples against the tip. She moved upward, circling his stomach with her ass in the air. He gripped the side of the table as their bodies rubbed together, his penis lying between them.

Her nipples still touching his skin, she took hold of his erection and rubbed. He closed his eyes as she began to move faster. The oil on her hand let her slide up and down him with lovely ease as she gripped. When he came, his head flew back and she couldn’t help but smile. She stroked his penis gently until he stopped shuddering. When he was still, she finally let go and sat up.

Eventually he rose on his elbows. “Your second time?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t do it before.”

“I don’t know whether to be happy or not. I set you on your way.”

“You can shower now.”

Jade moved off him and got some tissues to wipe his stomach and felt, in a strange way, this was more intimate than what she had just done. Christian swung his legs off the table. She watched him go to the shower, determined not to feel anything, and it worked until he left. The moment the door closed, she hoped he’d be back.

* * * *

Thankfully Jade didn’t get much chance to miss Christian with all the commotion going on. Another client picked Ruby, and Aisling saw Marcy talk to him. It was the second time Jade heard about Marcy acting suspiciously. Nikki had told her that there was no reason to talk to the men unless Marcy had something to offer, so Aisling took the client aside and asked what was said.

“Nothing,” he’d told her. Aisling was sure by the shift of his eyes it wasn’t true.

Aisling took a keen interest in timekeeping for each appointment. Jade noticed her looking for the girls once their sessions were meant to be over. If they were five minutes late coming from the room, she would want an explanation, especially from Ruby. It was obvious Aisling didn’t trust her at all. Maybe she had just cause; Aisling had been around this business longer than many of them, though Jade wondered if she was jealous of Ruby’s popularity. Before Jade came to work, Aisling had offered to massage a client with the other girls. Everyone was shocked since she was hired only as a manager. Sarah said she was sure Aisling fancied that particular guy, but he picked Ruby instead, which is probably when the suspicion started.

However, last night, Ruby was extremely popular, and the girls were beginning to wonder why. Marcy had been at the parlor too. She didn’t get one client but it didn’t seem to bother her. When Ruby was with a client, Marcy slouched on the couch, and everyone was aware of Ruby’s spy in the corner so little was said. It made for a strange atmosphere.

Nikki didn’t like Marcy or Ruby. After Christian left, Nikki’s cute face had been puckered, and when Jade asked her what was wrong, Nikki told her that while was driving home last night, she stopped at a traffic light. Ruby and Marcy were suddenly in the lane beside her. Ruby rolled down her window and beckoned Nikki to do the same. When she did, Ruby waved dollar notes at Nikki, like a teasing bully. “I made three hundred dollars tonight!” she shouted with triumph before their car sped off. Nikki had given her the finger.

Aisling fumed when she heard this. “You shouldn’t be in competition with each other. I don’t trust that girl. I’m putting her in Room Three next. It has a biggest key hole.”

“You can’t spy on her,” Jade said, noticing Sarah’s and Nikki’s silence and conspiratorial grins.

“I can if I suspect she’s going against regulations and affecting the other girls.”

“What regulations?”

“Full-service regulations.” Nikki’s answer received a nod of approval from Aisling.

Jade thought of Christian’s words—A few do extras—and wondered if everyone present could hear the proverbial penny finally drop as she realized who he was talking about.

Aisling sent Ruby to Room Three with her next client. After ten minutes, Aisling went up, followed by Nikki, who came running down two minutes later. “Aisling wants you to look so there’s no doubt.”

“Look at what?” Sarah asked, though her smile showed she had an idea.

Nikki’s eyebrows moved in a playful way and Jade and Sarah jumped up. Jade was relieved. Sarah had been trying to get her to talk about Christian and she didn’t want to. How could she explain what she felt or how he looked at her? She knew Sarah would laugh at any romantic notions Jade harbored. The clients weren’t about tenderness for Sarah.

Aisling had her eye over the key hole when the girls approached. Then she stood with a smug smile. “Have a look.”

The client lay on the table, and all Jade could see through the key hole was his feet and Ruby’s wide back. She straddled him and there could be was no doubt, given the arch of her back and the movement of her waist, that she was riding his penis. Jade heard a slight moan from him and a “Shh” from her, followed by a giggle.

Sarah pulled at her shoulder and Jade moved out of the way. “Holy shit!” Jade was sure Ruby would’ve heard her, but Sarah said later there was no pause in Ruby’s movements.

Marcy arrived then. “What are you doing?”

Aisling went straight for her. “What are you doing is more the question.”

Marcy looked surprised. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But her act wasn’t convincing; her voice came out too shaky and hushed.

Sarah stood. “Want to have a look?”

Marcy shook her head.

“Ruby couldn’t tell them her full-service offers without spending too much time with them,” Aisling said. “That’s where you came in, you let them know. How did it go—an extra fifty for sex?”

“Eighty,” Marcy mumbled.

Aisling’s eyes widened. “The bitch.”

“That’s why she was so excited last night,” Nikki said.”

Marcy managed to smile.

“How much did you get?”

“One fifty…”

“Not bad for a bit of a chat.” Sarah tutted, impressed.

Aisling didn’t see the humor. “I hate girls who take advantage of the parlor’s trust like this. She’d make a killing here compared to a brothel, only you idiots are too fucking greedy. You had to offer it to every client instead of one in three.”

They were still there when Ruby came out of the room with the client, holding a used condom in her hand. The client looked shocked and guilty as hell.

“I’m sorry,” Aisling told him. “We don’t want you back here.” She glanced at Ruby. “You can visit her in a brothel. This is not a full-service establishment.”

Ruby wasn’t phased. She walked into the bathroom and came back empty-handed. She’d made enough in the last few days to take a few weeks off.

Aisling was proud of herself for uncovering Ruby. With the obvious lift of confidence, she said she might come in for the clients tomorrow because it was boring on the other side of the desk. Jade imagined Aisling would be damn scary in black leather lingerie.

When the excitement died down, Jade asked Nikki where Sasha was, and Nikki smiled sadly, which made her probe. “Did something happen?”

Nikki nodded. “Yeah, Sasha got really jealous.”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow. Will you be in?”

“I will be now.”

Nikki laughed lightly and Jade noticed the tired lines around her eyes. The shadows playing on her skin, which could easily have been missed with her long hair falling over her face, surprised Jade. She had thought Nikki was carefree. “Are you okay?”

“I didn’t sleep too well last night.”

Jade touched her shoulder. “Get some rest tonight.”

Nikki couldn’t hide her fatigue when she smiled. “I wish it was that easy.”

Jade could only nod. She remembered when she was afraid of closing her eyes and dreaming. She changed into her jeans and felt a heaviness descend with the idea of going home and facing the silence. She couldn’t picture Colin’s hands or his body, just his stern brown eyes. What would the weekend be like? She had gotten used to escaping her life.

Fuck! She dreaded being stuck between the walls of her house, like a fly bashing against a window that never opens.

* * * *

“So how was it? Tell me the nasty details.”

Christian looked over his mug at Josh, but saw only Jade’s face and slim body. He shook the memory of her away. He knew she’d be back. She was stuck inside him now. Even her smell seemed to cling. “It was okay.”

His friend’s eyes narrowed. “You’re holding back on me. What happened?”

“You know what happened, you were there before. A hot naked chick slid all over my body and then—” His eyebrows rose. “—finished me off nicely. What else is there to say?”

Josh leaned forward. “What did she look like?”

Christian decided to play along to keep him happy. “She was small and blond with the best tits I have ever seen.” He spread his arms. “And a great ass.”

While Josh laughed, Christian finished his coffee and stood before any more questions could come. It was impossible to say what Jade really looked like; he wanted to see her outside the parlor and understand what was going on in her head. He hit his friend on the shoulder. “Thanks for the gift.”

“Any time.”

Christian threw some money on the table. His leg hit his chair and he thought of how she felt when she sat on him. She was warm but dry. There’d been nothing coming from there, and it suited her.

“Would you go back?”

He looked at Josh for a long moment as if only now he considered the possibility. “Yeah. I might.”

He’d known he’d be back the moment the parlor door closed behind him. He wanted to feel her body quake under his touches. He wanted to be the one she would let go with so he could feel parts of her pain drain away.

* * * *

Hours later, Christian threw his book down in frustration. Thoughts of Jade hadn’t ceased, and though Jia Lu’s figurative art was beautiful, the images wouldn’t stick. Jade’s face blew them away. It wasn’t just her loveliness, her exquisite hazel eyes or her pensive mouth. There was something else there. A story maybe, he didn’t know, but she had gotten under his skin.

He jumped from his couch and walked as far as the large window. With hands on either side of the frame, he gazed out, hoping for a distraction but it was no use. Jade’s face haunted him.

Christian had kept away from women since Lisa, his last girlfriend, preferring solitude to the prospect of trusting again. It was easy to rebuff the few who seemed interested in him but he couldn’t turn away from Jade’s anger.

If she had been all sweetness, answered his questions without a second thought and relaxed when he slid her slip off her shoulders, she would’ve been easy to forget, but her rigidness pulled him in and her aloofness made him want to know her.

He turned from the window and scanned the large room with the high ceiling. It had been a while since he worked here, the memory of Lisa and her final act toward him made it impossible. Was Jade’s effect stronger? Could he banish Lisa’s spirit and her malicious ways in order to take Jade out of his mind and let him breathe?

Christian picked up his cell phone, which he’d left by the couch and was about to dial Josh’s number when he lowered his finger in defeat. He realized he wouldn’t be able to forget about her in his friend’s company either, and he didn’t want to talk about the massage parlor to anyone. He threw the phone down and closed his eyes. There was only one way to get some ease from Jade’s face. He would need to paint her.

 


 

Chapter 6

 

A month after Kate was attacked, Colin had his first affair, though he didn’t pencil on the calendar when he and Kate started to separate. When Colin began to act coldly toward her, he believed she deserved it. It was her fault he felt irritated and annoyed every time he looked at her.

But that was a lie. After three years of marriage, he had started to feel suffocated and pulled at his collar in panic. He felt caged in.

At first, he didn’t think it was his wife’s fault. He loved Kate. She was sexy, beautiful and smart. He’d thought his panic attacks were caused by his job as a senior advertising executive until he went to a shrink to discuss his anxieties. When he started talking, he realized he loved his job and thrived on his busy schedule. The doctor prescribed some tablets to ease his condition but Colin didn’t want them. He wanted to find the root, which he did when his wife phoned him for help. He started out as her rescuer and ended up the accuser.

He liked the newer version of her, the woman who needed him and waited for him to come home without complaint. He liked being on the high side of the see-saw and didn’t want to meet her in the middle.

Colin had witnessed Kate letting the concerned phone calls of her only friend, Stephanie, run into the answering machine instead of talking her way through the distance the other woman tried to bridge. He wouldn’t let her do the same to him. He would not build her up so she could turn away. For the first time since he met Kate, she needed him.

From his elevated state, he started to notice other women. He looked forward to going to work, getting into the world where there were so many opportunities awaited him. In accounts, there was dark-skinned and dark-haired Adela, who had big breasts and fine, sturdy legs. Her brown eyes looked him up and down whenever he went to her department, and her lips moved in such a way he started to imagine them wrapped around his penis.

One night when the office was empty, Colin sat on the edge of Adela’s desk with his leg dangling close to her and started their affair by asking if she was married. She wasn’t. She hadn’t met the right man yet.

“Be careful when you do. Make sure you know everything before you give yourself completely,” he advised. Her lovely brown eyes widened with questions, and he explained how his wife was not who he thought she was. He said Kate wasn’t interested in sex, that she had been good to him before they tied the knot but withheld sex now. She used sex as a tool and he was going mad. He wasn’t willing to give up on her though. “Marriage is for life, after all, isn’t it?”

Adela nodded and leaned toward him. He took in her perfume and longed to run his fingers through her hair down to those wonderfully large breasts and the nipples peeking through her bra and blouse. Sighing, he went to touch her dark silky strands but stopped before reaching her. His palm dropped with such defeat he was almost convinced of the feigned dejection. His lip trembled as he started to rise.

She stopped him with a hand on his knee. “Wait.”

He looked at her, his head tilted sideways in an affected, schoolboy way. “I knew you’d understand.”

She smiled and rose. With him sitting on the table, she was eye level. She kissed him, all softness and warmth. He yearned to put his hand up her skirt, to feel the thickness of her thigh and the response in her body as he slid inside her panties. Her ardent tongue told him she would be beautifully wet.

But when she wrapped her leg around him, he fought the desire to enter her. He wanted the need in her clutching hands and possessive mouth to rise until she begged for him. With quick fingers, he undid the buttons of her blouse and bent to kiss her breast and lick her nipple. She moaned and threw her head back, her dark hair fell to her ass as he traveled down her stomach and dug his fingers inside the waistband of her skirt. She tightened the hold of her leg as she pushed him back and brought her hand to his crotch.

He felt her fingers wrap around his erection and helped her open his button and fly. She sought him out quickly and her skin mingling with the heat of his cock made him groan as she caressed him. Adela kept her hand there as she pulled down his pants and boxers shorts. He watched as his trousers fall to reveal her hold on his cock. She circled his tip with wet fingers and stroked his shaft until the need to fuck her nearly made him burst.

She was hot and clammy when his fingers spread inside her panties. With his other hand on her leg, he lifted her. His penis rubbed against her thigh and sent tremors through him. She pressed into him, clutching his ass with an urgency fitting his tightening erection.

When he took his fingers away, she grasped his arm to bring him back. Her eyes narrowed and her mouth opened in a single breath as long nails dug into his back. With one sweep of her papers, he cleared a space on the table and laid her down. He pulled her to him and teased the edges of her pussy with the tip of his cock. She tried to pull him in, her breath changing to fretful moans.

Colin finally let her guide him and gasped with the feel of her small tight space as she clung to him. He was lost inside her, the bright lights disappeared, and he moaned as he thrust quicker. She raised her hips and became so wet he could hear himself move within her.

Adela pushed back her blouse and played with her freed breasts. It turned him on even more, watching her squeeze her nipples. She drew him in and pushed him back with her hips. He saw her head move backward and her neck stretch before her first quivers grabbed him. She closed her eyes and arched her back as he felt her legs tighten and the orgasm flow through her body. Within seconds, she took him along.

Colin stayed for a few moments as he was. His penis grew limp inside her. Adela’s eyes stayed closed while she fixed her bra and blouse. He didn’t know what to say. Thank you formed on his lips but he didn’t release it. It would sound terrible. She probably wouldn’t let him do this again if he was so insensitive, and he wanted to wake in the morning and know Adela, a woman other than his wife, waited to feel his penis inside her. He would lie in bed and imagine her sprawled over a desk with her skirt up to her waist and her breasts tumbling from her blouse, willing to give it to him for nothing in return. There would be no promises. That much was certain. He just wanted to take.

His anxiety attacks stopped. The collar of his shirt no longer pushed against his larynx in betrayal. He went to his shrink for the last time to tell him, without bothering to sit, that he had found the problem himself. “Thank you very much. I’ve done your job for you.”

The doctor stood. “Really? What is the solution?”

Colin shook his head, as if to say If you don’t know, I’m not bloody telling you. He felt a little less proud because he couldn’t actually share his findings.

He found the first day with Adela that he knew the right words. He touched Adela’s face. “You are beautiful.” Her smile was as much relieved as grateful. He was sure he’d have her again, and he did, five more times. Twice it happened on her office desk as it did their first time with her legs wrapped around him, then once in her chair with Adela sitting on him and once in the bathroom when he came in after her. While she dried her hands, he moved behind her and pulled up her skirt. He found the space in her and played with it until it oozed welcome. He stood with his trousers half on and took her, watching in the full-length mirror as he fondled her breasts. Afterward, he kissed her head and left without a word.

The fifth and last time was in the underground car park. He called her over from his car.

Adela looked anxious. “I have to go.”

“I just need a minute.”

She got in beside him. When she sat, she straightened with surprise. It was obvious she hadn’t realized the passenger seat was pushed back as far as it could go until then. He knew from her reluctant smile that she had hoped he had something to say about them, but he didn’t care that she wanted him to talk. He didn’t care that to take her now would leave her off-balance. “Pull up your skirt.” She obeyed. “Take off your pants.”

Adela smiled and slid them down her lovely thighs. Legs first, Colin hauled himself to land in front of her and lowered himself onto his knees. There was just enough room in his Mercedes, he had tested it earlier. He slid his hands up her legs and his mouth followed. She tensed, her back rigid against the seat. He pushed her legs apart and kissed her pubic hair. His tongue teased her apart. He licked her ridges, slowly, deliberately.

Colin felt her move back and heard her groan as he tasted her hungrily. He had opened his buttons and fly as Adela grasped the sides of the seat. His tongue was firm then soft. He touched her breasts. She yanked up her top and moaned.

When Adela’s whole body shuddered, he kept going so there was no break to her tremble. He licked the succulent center until she pulled him up, wanting more, just as he’d hoped. They kissed and he felt her excitement in her deep breaths and her hands on his cheeks.

When he moved away, he smiled. He was sure he saw uncertainty flash in her dark eyes. Even in the gloom of the car, her doubt spread before him. Still, he kept the grin on his face while he maneuvered back into the driver’s seat and pulled his trousers down. He knew he forced her hand. He turned sideways and stroked her hair, applying the smallest pressure to bring her eyes downward and onto his erection looming in the space between them. “Adela,” he pleaded.

Without looking at his face, she reached for his penis and stroked. He watched her lovely red lips come closer. Her tongue came out between her lips and she flicked the tip of his penis with titillating, snake-like jabs.

He wanted her to have those lips surround his cock but they settled on its tip, her tongue moving in laps before she opened her mouth and took him in, her hand tightening. She sucked hard, pulling the orgasm out of him. He didn’t last long. She swallowed.

Colin’s head fell back on the driver’s seat. Everything in his body thanked her. He didn’t care about what she thought. She had to pick up her panties. He let her reach for them, and stayed still with his penis between them, as if to rub in her face that was all he cared about. She pushed her skirt down, and he knew she felt awkward. He also knew she flowed with juices. She had enjoyed it.

Adela turned to him. “That was nice.”

He realized she could play him at his own game but only one round. Act nonchalant and walk away. Step onto another court. The sex was good but they had grown stale together. She opened the door.

“See you tomorrow,” he said.

“No,” she told him airily, as if she’d just blown a kiss. “We’ve done as much as we can.”

He shrugged. “Well, if you ever…”

She got out. “I won’t.”

Colin stared, stunned. Game and match to Adela. He could tell by the wriggle of her ass and the hands by her side she thought she had won.

He did up his buttons and sighed. Now he knew he had to give a bit more than sex to hold them. If not promises, then compliments. He needed to make them feel like the most beautiful girls in the world. He could have been nicer to Adela. He’d do better with the next one.

* * * *

Then there was Emily, another co-worker. She was married but he knew she’d had an affair with his colleague Logan last year. Her husband traveled a lot. She was tall and slim with pert breasts and he discovered she was screamer in bed.

By the time he approached her, Colin knew exactly what to do, which was lucky because Emily wanted compliments. She needed validation so much that, when her adoring husband was away on business, the cuckold’s voice coming down the line was not enough. She needed eyes undressing her. Roaming hands were exclamation marks to her loveliness. Their lack devoured her and left her cowering, so when she couldn’t get it at home, she looked elsewhere.

Colin happily puffed her up and their affair lasted a year. It was the perfect scenario. He spoke tenderly to her but didn’t have to wine and dine her. Her husband took care of that. When he wasn’t there, she became such a horny nervous wreck they never left the motel room. She would leave Colin red, sore and contented for days.

When her husband was home, they met up twice a week in a motel. Those times she was lazier and not so urgent. She liked taking baths and rubbing him slowly in the water. She enjoyed sitting back and looking at him, as if with the security of her man at home, she could forget about herself. Colin saw with her ease, how much she actually loved her husband and enjoyed their affair even more. But he was afraid of longevity. What was the point? It was the excitement he was after.

When he wanted the affair to end, he told her one evening as he rubbed her foot in the bath, “I’m going to ask Kate for a divorce.”

As he expected, he felt her tense. She smiled, but it was too solid, like it had been painted on. When they got out of the tub, she brought him to the bed and laid him down. She kissed his toes and moved upward to lick his penis and massage his balls. When he thought he couldn’t stand it anymore, she teased his moist erection with her hands as she kissed his chest and nipples until, with fumbling desire and deep breaths, she brought him inside her and sat on him. Her hips swayed gently as he fondled her breasts and fought the urge to grab her waist and make her go faster. When she built up speed, he felt the pull of an orgasm running through his body. Her head flew back and she moaned. He felt the tightening of his penis as her body rippled with pleasure.

Then she was off him. In the second before her mouth fell over his cock, his body screamed for her, so the feel of her lips around his shuddering sex as she licked and sucked made him tremble with delight. He held her after his orgasm and smiled. “That was great.” He knew it was the last time Emily would fuck him, which made it even sweeter.

When he approached her the next day at work, Emily laid a hand on his chest and shook her head. “I can’t anymore. I love my husband.”

Colin’s lips quivered. He took a breath and nodded before turning away, thinking of the woman from the lawyer’s office upstairs he’d met in the elevator. Her name was Melanie. He’d wanted her the moment he saw her and could tell she was not against the idea either.

* * * *

“After two years, Kate still refuses to leave the house,” Colin told Melanie. They were in her apartment, spending a few hours together after work. “I don’t know what to do. I’m fed up with trying to make her feel better when she thinks of no one else. Does she think the world revolves around her?”

Melanie stood behind him. He felt her breath on his back. She touched him, tentatively at first. With no objection from him, she put her arms around his shoulders. “Why do you stay with her?”

Colin shook his head. “I don’t know.” But he did. Affairs were laid out in his future like a red carpet and he had no intention of giving them away. With a sick wife at home, he didn’t have to.

 


 

Chapter 7

 

The day after meeting Christian, Jade went to work at the parlor and found Aisling in the living room, dressed in a tight leather top and tiny skirt. With her arms wrapped around her legs and ears pricked for the door, she looked tense and irritable and Jade found it impossible to speak to her.

Jade was happy to see Sasha at the desk and have someone to talk to, though Sasha told her she was quitting soon, to go away with her boyfriend and seemed excited with the prospect of change. As Jade listened to the manageress, she realized how comfortable she felt at the parlor. With her lingerie in her bag and her makeup on, she was more relaxed than at home. She preferred the girls’ chatter to the silence of her house, even if it meant having to deal with the men.

However, as she got ready with Aisling’s unnerving presence behind her, she knew she wouldn’t be as comfortable here in the evening when clients came in with the smell of drink. Jade imagined their hands would be looser and they would try to touch the girls. A shudder ran through her body with the thought. She didn’t want to consider that it had been during the day when she’d come face to face with her own attacker.

When Nikki arrived, she looked tired and drawn. The circles under her eyes were dark without her makeup. She told Jade it was because she worked last night, and when Jade jokingly asked if she lived at the parlor, Nikki’s little nose scrunched up. “It’s better than being alone.”

“I understand what you mean,” Jade answered without thinking.

“You don’t have a boyfriend?”

“No.” It wasn’t necessarily a lie, but Jade didn’t want more questions. Before Nikki had a chance to probe, she gestured toward the front desk. “Speaking of boyfriends, what happened with Sasha?”

Nikki’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “You want to know the details?”

“Of course.” Jade was glad Nikki was easy to sidetrack.

They sat outside in the courtyard, Nikki wearing a skirt and a tank top. Her body was so neat and small, like a well-wrapped package. “I should get ready first, but I suppose I can get away with it. Sasha’s not going to say anything to me.”

Jade recognized Nikki’s loneliness and resisted the urge to hug her. “Not talking?”

“You could say that.”

“Go on, tell me.”

Nikki said the threesomes with Sasha and Manuel weren’t her idea. Jade frowned at the name and Nikki stopped. “What?”

“I picture a small, skinny man with a moustache when I hear the name Manuel.”

Nikki shook her head. “He’s tall and blond and works out. He’s got a very nice body.” She leaned forward. “His penis is so thick, it’s wonderful.”

Jade wondered if the sex hadn’t been Nikki’s idea after all. Nikki must’ve seen the doubt in Jade’s upturned lips because she crossed her heart. “I swear, it was Sasha’s idea. We were hanging out in their apartment one night. The two of them sat on the couch with me by their feet. We’d spent the day at the beach. I have to admit watching Sasha rub oil on him got me hot, but I didn’t think of doing anything about it. We had wine and vodka and were pretty drunk.

“When she leaned over and kissed him, I couldn’t take my eyes off them. He moved his hand to her breast and fondled it as her tongue moved in and out of his mouth. I touched my breast. I couldn’t help it. I hardly realized I was doing it until she looked at me. Something about her face told me I didn’t need to stop.

“She rubbed his penis, and I saw it grow inside his shorts. I got really hot, as much with the idea his erection wasn’t for me. It was a wonderful tease. I wanted to watch them fuck. I wanted to put my fingers down my pants and feel my own wetness as she moved up and down on him. I wanted to hear her groan.

“Sasha had different plans. Manuel’s gaze was on me. She put her hand inside his trousers and she brought out his tip. The swollen head begged to be licked, and its throbbing redness made me touch between my legs, outside my skirt. Sasha looked to where my hand was and leaned from the couch and kissed me. She tasted of wine. Then she was beside me, pulling up my tank top and caressing my breasts.

“I couldn’t get Manuel’s erection out of my mind. I wanted to feel it. Sasha brought her hand down my stomach and between my knees. I moved them apart. She went under my skirt and stroked my panties, feeling how wet I’d become. She moved her finger inside and teased me before pulling away, leaving me gasping for more.

“She turned her back on me and kneeled between Manuel’s legs. I stroked my pussy as he raised his ass to let her pull his shorts down. He looked at me and tapped the space beside him. I was there in a shot. As Sasha’s mouth wrapped around his penis, Manuel pushed me back so my head was on the armrest. He caressed my breasts as Sasha’s head moved up and down and she licked his thick head. He took a breath as he moved his other hand to my panties. With little help, he tore them off.

“I was so wet. He smiled as he rubbed me with his wonderful fingers. He laid a hand on Sasha’s head. She looked at him and then at me before sitting back. He moved sideways, away from me. I didn’t know what was happening, only that I was dying to be touched. I was about to explode.

“Sasha climbed onto the couch between us and went on all fours, her head toward me and her ass toward him. I saw him lie on his back, his head between her legs, and she lowered herself toward his mouth and I saw his tongue explore her. I touched myself as her crotch moved with his licks. Her back arched. She was someplace else. She had entirely forgotten about me, or so I thought.

“When their rhythm was fixed, she brought her lips toward my crotch. I rose up to meet her. She licked my wetness. God, she knew the exact places to touch. It didn’t take long before my whole body let go. I flowed onto their couch, all liquid.

“I lay exhausted and Manuel rose and took Sasha from behind so I could see in her face the joy of feeling him. I wanted to have him too, and I moved down to touch her opening. His penis moving and her lovely response felt wonderful. She quivered and moaned as I rubbed where he couldn’t reach. Her arms wavered and hardly kept her up as she trembled. I moved my hand faster.

“When her orgasm began, her ass shuddered and her neck stretched backward. Manuel slowed. I moved back on the edge of the couch, my breasts free and my legs apart. He kept his eyes on me. When she stilled, he pulled out with a spank on her ass and a glance toward me. She moved out of the way and off the couch to watch, and I got my first full look at his penis. It was swollen with desire and so thick I didn’t know if it would fit.

“He was impatient. Within the next second, he pulled me toward him. With my ass in the air, he entered me and, with his hands on my waist, he thrust and pushed and pulled me. I’ve never felt such tightness before. His penis rubbed my edges. I was screaming within seconds.

“Sasha rose and caressed my breasts. I thought they wanted me to die of pleasure as his hands and penis went faster and she squeezed my nipples. My ass clenched and shuddered. He pounded into me for a few more strokes and I felt him release. His waist moved in what seemed like slow motion as he kept my body upright and pressed hard against me. His body went rigid and slackened. He dropped me and collapsed on top. He and Sasha laughed. I was too racked with my orgasm to do anything but lie and feel him grow limp inside.

“So it wasn’t my idea. They started it. Once they did, though, I wanted it to continue. Manuel felt so fucking good, and if you ever get a chance to sleep with a woman, do. They know exactly what to do with their tongue. I’m serious.”

Jade laughed, keeping to herself the thought of what Michele might do to her in bed. “So what happened next?”

Nikki smiled but the doorbell rang, and her untold scenes scattered to pieces like broken glass. “Shit, I’m not ready!” She looked at Jade softly. “You’re still anxious.”

Jade nodded, only aware of her joined hands, the knuckles white from their tight grasp.

“It’ll get easier,” Nikki promised.

She was right. Jade and Aisling introduced themselves to the client, who had a beard and long reddish hair. He was in his late forties and dressed in jeans and a sweater. He looked relaxed and easygoing, not the type Jade would usually associate with the parlor, but she knew there were not specific types to loneliness.

Aisling wasn’t happy when Jade was picked. Her eyes narrowed as she squeezed her breasts together and moved back into the sitting room. Jade nearly said sorry, but thought it would only make Aisling more annoyed.

Jade was surprised to find her hands did not tremble as she undressed. The room didn’t move in on her and the man’s body didn’t seem so intrusive. She could tell that he came for company and comfort by the way he talked and lay on the table without looking at her body with greedy eyes as if he owned it for the next half hour.

She rubbed his back and felt the roughness of his skin. After caressing him down to his toes, she got up on the table and sat on his leg so he could feel her warmth there. She rubbed her body on his. It wasn’t necessary to do the body slide, since it was only a half-hour session, and she wasn’t sure why she was doing it until he turned around with a contented smile. Then she realized it was so he would pick her again. This kind man was an easy way to make money. She wanted to laugh at this thought and wondered if people adapted so quickly, changed shape to fit the environment they are in. Was she becoming one of the girls?

His eyes were light green, and there was a distinct glint in them that had not been there when he arrived as he lifted his head and watched her take his penis in her hands. His chest moved rapidly as she built up speed and his breaths came in heavy spurts moments before he climaxed over her fingers.

Afterward, she got a tissue and wiped his stomach. He watched her as she cleaned him. “You’re very lovely,” he said.

Jade smiled, but she wanted him to go now and felt sorry for him because of it. She felt like a cheat, conning him into giving more money and time by feigning interest.

Later, she felt many different emotions. She was proud she’d been able to go in there with control but also worried. She didn't want to look at men with dollar signs in her eyes. She didn’t want to act in a certain way just because they might like it and risk becoming a different person. She was scared that, upon leaving the parlor, she might not be able to leave Jade behind.

Yet wasn’t that why she was there?

* * * *

Sarah and Michele arrived after lunch. The parlor seemed to have affected Sarah a lot already. Jade found her more flighty and unable to grasp herself anymore. There were too many things opening up for her.

In a way, Jade understood. The job had changed her too. She introduced herself to the clients with more confidence. Her innocent urge to shake hands had been completely dispelled, which made her wonder would Christian pick her if he saw her now. Would he see something different in her still? She hoped the answer was yes.

Sarah was like Michele’s shadow. From the way she studied Michele’s every gesture and nuance, it seemed she wanted to be her. When she and Jade were alone, Sarah talked to her about badly wanting to sleep with a woman. “I’d love to be with Michele, but there’s no way it’s going to happen.”

Jade was surprised Sarah was able to realize this. The girl seemed caught in a bubble of desire, in a place where reality couldn’t get through. “How do you know?” Jade asked.

“She told me.”

Jade smiled. She could imagine Michele’s bluntness.

“What’s funny?”

Sarah’s harsh, probing glare unhinged her. “Nothing...”

“Well, she’s going to introduce me to some friends of hers.”

Jade couldn’t help wonder if Sarah had given Michele a choice, but refrained from asking.

Later, Jade found herself alone with Michele. The other woman’s legs were crossed and she smoked a cigarette, moving her head back on her long, slender neck to blow smoke rings. Jade felt her usual nervousness in her company, which kept her silent, though Michele must’ve recognized the sexual tension in her. When she put out her cigarette, her dark blue eyes studied Jade from across the table. She leaned forward so her breasts seemed to bow. “I wouldn’t be with a woman who wasn’t sure or who wanted to see what it’s like. That pisses me off.”

Jade nodded. “That makes sense.” She felt relieved these words managed to squeeze out her tight throat. She didn’t know if Michele was talking about her or Sarah.

Michele already had a girlfriend. Gillian came for a visit and was very pretty, with short black hair and large eyes. Tall and slim, she wore jeans and a tank top. Michele kissed her and her hand went to her ass, pulling her forward so their breasts rubbed against each other. Jade tried not to look but it was difficult to turn away.

Sarah didn’t seem too pleased. Jade tried to warn her. “Sarah, take it easy on Michele. Give her some space. You’re too eager.”

“Of course I am. She’s made me doubt my sexuality.”

“Remember your boss? Has there been a man since?”

Sarah’s silence was enough.

“You’ve only been here a few days.”

“I know, isn’t it mad?”

Jade gave up.

* * * *

Sasha left the office only when necessary. Everyone noticed but Nikki remained silent when Michele questioned Sasha’s distance. Jade couldn’t wait to hear the rest of Nikki’s story, though she couldn’t bring it up in front of the other girls. She watched Nikki and saw quietness in her that she’d missed the first day they met. It was made evident in simple things, like when Nikki lowered her gaze to her hands and got lost there. Jade wondered what she was remembering and appreciated that the small, beautiful girl didn’t open up to just anyone.

When Michele, Sarah and Aisling went into the living room to watch some soap on TV, Jade declined. She didn’t need to watch those fantastical lives anymore, not with all these people around her, and she wanted some quiet after Aisling had spent ages venting because she hadn’t been picked all day. There were too many women here to choose from. Why put five on during the day? No one mentioned she was not supposed to be here. She was even scarier when she was mad. Her freckles hopped. Jade tried to make her feel better by saying she only got a half-hour session, but Aisling threw her a look that said it should have been hers.

Nikki was with a client. With the sound of the shower running, Jade couldn’t help wonder if she joined them under the hot spray. When she came down, Nikki giggled and sat at the table. “Don’t you ever get turned on doing that?” She motioned to the rooms upstairs.

“No,” Jade answered, probably too quickly.

“Even with the guy yesterday? He was gorgeous. Don’t tell me he did nothing.”

Jade shrugged and Nikki’s intent gaze made her feel small. “Are you gay?”

She shook her head, wanting to tell Nikki to stop asking questions but couldn’t. She felt powerless, like she was being interrogated, and with good reason.

“Then what is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing! Did you see my last client?” Nikki didn’t wait for an answer. “He was a bit old but he had a great body, and wow, his penis was long. I had to arch my back to make him come.” She smiled. “I would have loved to sit on it.”

“Nikki!”

She laughed. “I didn’t, of course. I wouldn’t do that, but while he showered, I had to take care of myself. I was so excited by him. I sat on the wicker chair and spread my legs. I touched myself, imagining the feel of him inside. My eyes closed, and I was so lost in it I didn’t hear the shower turn off or him enter the room. I felt his presence, though, just as I shuddered and came.

“From his smile and the hard-on in his hands, I knew he had been standing by the door for a few minutes. I continued caressing my breasts and touching myself while he started rubbing his penis. I kept looking at his wonderful cock and his gaze stayed fixed on my crotch. He had a good view, my legs were wide apart. I moved my fingers with his hand, slowly at first then building up speed. I knew he imagined his penis inside me and I trembled with this thought alone. I had two orgasms, and you’re telling me you don’t even get wet.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Nikki’s eyes widened at the confession. Jade couldn’t believe she had spoken so freely. There was a moment of silence when Jade thought everything fell into place for Nikki.

And Jade wondered what she was seeking most, control or the loss of it?

With Jade’s sudden discomfort, Nikki leaned forward with a mischievous smile and laid a hand on her arm. “The threesome’s happened three more times.” She winked and Jade smiled at her new friend for moving the focus off her. “Sasha phoned and asked me to come over two days after the first time. There was no pretense in what they wanted. I could hear it in Sasha’s tone when she asked me, ‘Do you want to come?’ Afterward, we sat naked and talked, but sex was always between us.

“From then on, whenever it was the three of us together, something would always happen. Then two days ago, Sasha wouldn’t answer my calls. She won’t talk to me anymore. It’s gone from that to nothing. I wouldn’t dare try Manuel.”

“Why?” Jade asked.

“Because I’d want to fuck him” Nikki’s smile made the comment seem almost innocent.

“Maybe she knows that. It must be hard to share someone.”

“It wasn’t my fault.”

Jade shook her head to Nikki’s wide beseeching eyes. “It wasn’t your fault he wanted you, but it doesn’t make it easier.”

“Should I try to talk to her?”

“You should at least understand. After all, you said yourself you’d fuck her boyfriend without her if you had the chance. She has no reason to trust you.”

Nikki nodded. Jade’s features felt strained as she considered Colin. She had no reason to trust him after the last two years.

After a while, Nikki stood. She took a few steps but turned back. “When I described our first time, or when Arlene talked about her flat mate’s friend, were you even a little turned on?”

Jade thought she would lie but couldn’t. She shook her head, as if she was a lost cause. Watching Nikki walk away, Jade realized she was great for stating the obvious when it came to other people’s lives, but she couldn’t do it with her own. She had chosen to ignore the cracks tearing her apart.

Three more clients arrived, but Jade wasn’t picked. She barely looked at them. Her life had seeped into these walls and she couldn’t shake it completely. She tried to convince herself that one client per day was enough. After all, she wasn’t doing it for the money. She still had her own account and Colin put money in there every week. Sometimes she felt like the separated wife getting alimony.

Toward the end of the day, Sarah ran to Jade, saying Christian had arrived, then laughed and said she was only joking. Within seconds, her expression changed and she was beside Jade, apologizing. Jade tried to push her away. “Stop being silly. It’s okay.”

“It isn’t okay. You should’ve seen your face.”

“I was just worried.” Jade tried not to think of the way her heart had jumped.

Nikki was talking to Sasha when Jade was getting ready to go. Jade wondered about Manuel and Sasha. Was their relationship as they had hoped or were they disappointed? Did they trust each other?

Jade suspected Colin was sleeping with someone else. The idea ran around in her head every now and again but she felt no panic or concern, no desire to rummage through his trousers. Mostly a heavy feeling of failure accompanied this musing. She didn’t know if she didn’t care enough or cared too much.

The doorbell rang again. The girls decided to sit this one out and let Aisling have him, without telling her, of course. Jade, waiting in her jeans and t-shirt, prayed he wouldn’t leave.

There was a silent cheer and wave of hands when Aisling disappeared with the client.

 


 

Chapter 8

 

At home, Kate went straight for the en-suite bathroom. The emptiness of the house was a comfort as she stepped out of the shower. With a towel in hand, she looked in the full-length mirror by the door and dried herself. She didn’t turn from the pale color of her skin, the flat, weak stomach or the legs that had, on a cool day two years ago, betrayed her.

She threw the towel on the floor and walked naked to the bedroom, the soft beige carpet caressing her feet as she pulled out underwear, fresh, loose trousers and a top. She felt lazy and relaxed, like a woman of leisure, until she heard the garage door open.

A nervous fright ran across her body. Her shoulders moved in slightly and her hands trembled as she pulled her pants on and groped for her bra. She moved quickly, as if caught in some shocking act. She avoided the mirror by her wardrobe, kept her eyes downward and her actions tight, so by the time the door to the garage closed, she was sitting on the bed pulling up socks with her heart beating fast underneath her cotton top.

Colin appeared at the bedroom door. “Sorry I’m so late.”

Kate smiled, and in the way it stretched too far and tightened cheeks, she recognized what had moved her. She remembered the feeling of shame she’d had in the hospital when they examined her, and how self-disgust had spread with more resolve as the police interviewed her.

* * * *

The police woman asked, “Did you fight back?”

Kate looked to Colin for an escape route. She begged him with her eyes to tell them to stop questioning her, but he turned away, severing all support. She shook her head and felt her cheeks redden “I don’t remember.”

“You must remember. Did you tell him ‘no’?”

“I pushed him away.”

“He’s saying it was consensual.”

Kate felt the walls move in on her. Of course her attacker was saying that, but why were the police listening to him? She wanted to scream and shout how much he had already taken from her, but no sound would come from her.

“He said you told him, ‘Not here.’ That’s all.”

Colin shook his head. Maybe she wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t kept her gaze fixed on his hair, seeking something to hang onto in those sandy strands.

“No.” Kate didn’t know if it was an answer to that statement or a plea to her husband.

The policewoman’s hand was dry when it covered hers. She had short dark hair and brown eyes which seemed to view everything with squinting dubiousness. Now they were wide open, and Kate saw a dot of black outside the pupil before she noticed the tenderness. “We believe you, but we have to ask you these things. I’m sorry.”

Kate nodded and tried to shake the feeling of reliving her attack all over again. She needed Colin’s help and he wouldn’t look at her.

When they finished questioning her, he helped her up. She wanted nothing more than to dig her fingers into his cheek, make him look at her and shout I am still your wife! but she couldn’t do it. She had pushed against her rapist’s chest, but she should’ve fought more. Kate hadn’t screamed, and if she couldn’t do it then, how could she do it now? She got into the car and let the silence move around her. Her shame fed off it, like a parasite on blood.

She didn’t remember her promise never to be like her father, who’d grown frail after his wife left. When her attacker had dug his fingers into her skin as he pushed her against the wall and she clawed at his chest, her eyes burning with all the no needed, everything else had fallen away from her, like she was a snake shedding skin and there was no room for memory anymore.

Kate also forgot the man she wanted to help her was the man she told she would never need.

* * * *

“The meeting went on longer than usual.” Colin stood in the doorway, and she saw him hold back the questions about her late shower and the way she sat on the bed with her legs pressed together and hands on knees, as if her body suppressed some secret. He squinted and tilted his head slightly. “Fancy a pizza?”

She shrugged, self-consciousness making the gesture heavy. “Sure.”

“The usual?”

Another shrug like a flippant teenager made Colin turn to the kitchen. He didn’t look at her the way she needed to bring her out. Not like Christian had.

She didn’t want to think of the man with the soft, blue eyes and the way he watched her as if he’d found exactly what he’d been searching for, but with her husband on the phone innocently ordering pizza, she couldn’t help it. She wanted Colin to look at her like that instead of with a mild curiosity that could easily be ignored.

Kate walked into the kitchen and found Colin opening a bottle of red wine. He looked at her and smiled. “Food will be here in fifteen minutes. How was your day?”

“I went for a walk.”

He paused and looked at her. She couldn’t read his face, but she thought he was annoyed. His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “You shouldn’t go alone.”

“I’m not a child.”

“I know that.” The cork popped from the bottle. His body moved back with the effort, and she couldn’t help think he was moving away from her. “But I should be with you.”

“Should I wait ’til you have a free moment?”

“I said sorry. I couldn’t help the delay.”

“I know. It’s okay.” For once, it was. Kate took two wine glasses from the cupboard. He was studying her when she turned, and she felt goose bumps rise. There was something disconcerting with the steady focus of his glare, as if he was looking for holes. “What, Colin?”

“You seem a bit different.”

She smiled. “It was good to get out.”

“Where did you go?”

She thought of Jeanne next door and wondered if her neighbor saw her walk past the house at the beginning of the day and if she recognized the darting figure returning hours later. She had to take her chances.

“Just as far as the train station.”

“It wasn’t scary?”

“A little at first. It felt as if I’d forgotten how to walk.” His dismissive nod dispersed her mirth. She shook her head against his stringent gaze and put the glasses gently on the counter. “But it was good.”

“The doctor said you could have panic attacks.”

“I’ve never had a panic attack in my life.”

“You were never—”

“Don’t, Colin. I don’t want to hear that word.”

“But it’s true. You’ve hardly left the house in two years. Don’t you think you should be more careful?”

“I just went for a bloody walk.” She hated that he recognized her guilt, though he couldn’t know the blame stretched as far her toes. Her cheeks warmed with the memory of the parlor and lying naked on a man she didn’t know. “I was careful.” Her words came out disjointed, her confidence buffeted by each one.

He gave a soft smile that eased his face and made her want to lie against him, have his arms protect her from her own stupidity and the need to move outside their walls. “The last time you went to the psychiatrist, you talked about taking anti-depressants. We still haven’t decided on that.”

“I’m feeling better now.”

“That’s great, but feeling better doesn’t mean you’re ready to just forget about everything yet.”

“Should I spend my days remembering?”

“No, all I’m saying is take your time.”

“It’s been two years.”

He spread his arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She wasn’t either, that was the problem, but her argument got lost in the swirl of red wine he poured. The glasses looked forlorn to her now, like gaping wounds.

Colin handed her the drink. “To your walk.” They clinked under his hard gaze. “Well done.” He took a sip, and she wished she could mimic his easy smile.

* * * *

The next morning while Colin slept, he threw his arm over Kate and her eyes opened. The weight of his hand falling toward her nightdress was like that of the world. She watched his thick fingers in the semi-darkness and thought of sleeping snakes. The gold shine of his wedding ring was something not to be thought about.

She felt his warmth and it made her go cold. She could smell him. His scent had changed in the years they’d been together. His odor was more pronounced and possessive. It crawled into her pores and snuggled in the space between her legs and under her arms.

He groaned. She felt his penis on her back, growing. Her eyes widened and she wanted to shout. She had not felt him in so long, and now he touched her as an afterthought. His erection squished into her, its tip looking for the opening of the magic door, prodding like a hungry dog. He moved his hand to her belly. The heat going through her nightdress was too much. It had been too long. His touch seared her. She could imagine the mark his fingers would leave. He inched closer to her. She pushed the hand away and jumped out of bed.

Kate was ready if he complained about being awoken. She wanted to spit back at him. It was a moment before her mouth closed and she wrapped her arms around herself.

He had not stirred, clearly he didn’t feel her absence. At one time he would have noticed the empty bed beside him and begged her to come back. Now the warm body he had leaned into, which his cock had pressed hopefully against, was inconsequential. She saw it now as plain as day. The space on the bed was of no concern.

* * * *

When Colin woke, Kate was in the sitting room looking out the large window and cradling a large mug of coffee in her hands. He tapped her head before moving into the kitchen, and she heard the rattle of pots and pans.

She remembered other weekends when they’d made breakfast together and their brief graze of fingers would remind them of what they had done the night before. Those days, breakfast seemed to last for hours. They’d cook, eat, read the paper and constantly touch each other. Her foot would snuggle between his legs and she’d feel the comfort of his limpness before it rose, full of demands. She would walk to him with her dressing gown open, and saturated with their smell even before she sat on him and began to sway. He would fill her up those mornings again and again, cramming in so many promises. It was impossible to keep them all.

Now she wondered if they ever talked then. Did they ever bother to go deeper? She couldn’t remember. It was too hard.

Kate looked out at the swimming pool, the sun seats around it and the plants bordering the fence and couldn’t believe pleasure had been enough. When their touches stopped, there was nothing left, not even smiles or pretense, nothing but the clatter of distance.

She went to the kitchen. “What are we doing, Colin?”

He stopped pouring coffee and looked at her. She thought she saw worry and it melted her. She felt relief move down to her toes, which curled toward the floor with hope. “We’re living,” he answered.

“No, we’re not. Not properly, not really.”

He stared at her, as if he was at a loss for words or unable to say the ones forming in this head. “What do you want to do?”

“I want to understand what you’re feeling. I want to know what to do to make it better.”

“Feeling about what?”

“Me, Colin! For God’s sake, do you hate me?”

He sighed and finished pouring the coffee. Was he so smart? Did he know she would deflate with his inability to look at her before he answered the question?

Colin put down the pot. “I don’t hate you. I hate what happened to you.” He had taken too long. There was too much thought, like a bloody politician.

She watched as he brought the mug to his mouth. He hadn’t been able to look at her. She knew him well enough to know that his eyes would tell the truth about how he felt. Kate couldn’t believe him.

* * * *

Christian sat in his studio apartment and looked at her with his hands holding the flecks of her color. The golden-brown of her hair was on his palms, hazel touched his fingertips and the beige of her skin mixed with his own.

He hadn’t worked for a while. Paintings had been thrown against the walls as if punished for bad behavior. Wood held the canvas like a crucifix. His eyes fell on the pieces first thing in the morning but by evening, he would be good at ignoring his past work again.

He used to love drawing faces that took up entire canvases, old men and women with whole stories in their lines. His paintings were huge productions that hit the viewer in the stomach, paintings people tended to step back from in order to see everything.

Then there was Jade. She was naked and lying on his couch, more relaxed than when she had been with him previously. Her arms were behind her, holding her body up. She had her legs crossed. Her tilted head was almost inviting, but something in her expression and eyes kept the distance.

He remembered everything about her, the curls of her hair, the small beauty mark on her shoulder, her slender fingers. Sometimes he felt he had dreamed her, this perfect lady, who not only looked gorgeous but attained mystery even when naked.

That was one of the reasons he started to paint her. If she was a dream, she might disappear, like candlelight, gone with the faintest wisp of doubt. So, for the first time in many months, he took out his paints and laid them on the wooden floor. He felt the itch in his hand with the prospect of feeling his brushes and couldn’t believe it when, once the easel was out and he remembered the details of Jade’s face, he felt his penis twitch.

He stood with an erection and his brush in hand and laughed. He couldn’t help it. This woman had such an effect on him already. Two things which had lain stagnant for too long—his art and his sex—had finally sprouted back for him, though he realized the first time he’d ever held a paintbrush and felt the surge below his belly that the two go hand in hand. He couldn’t have one without the other. Forms would not flow freely if he was blocked anywhere.

How about her then? How much was blocked with her inability to let loose?

When he started to draw her, he realized Jade was a painter’s dream. There were layers to move under. She was whoever she wanted to be yet she was no one at all.

Christian spent the day painting her. It was the first time since Lisa that time had edged away from him and its passing was hardly noticed. After Lisa left, he had experienced the minutes as Chinese torture. Each tick of the clock moved inside his head, as if time started inside him and moved outward, taking whole parts of him as it did.

Still, he didn’t take the clock off the wall and throw it on the floor. He did not watch it scatter into little pieces so the future hid under lazy chairs and a futon. He kept it there as a distraction from the memory of her body.

It hadn’t worked.

* * * *

When Christian saw Lisa in still-life class, her breasts were the first things he noticed. She wore a white t-shirt and her nipples pushed their way out, erect and wonderful. They made him want her straight away, even before he looked at the silky strands of black hair falling over her face and the large brown eyes. She was beautiful. Her mouth was small and her lips full, like a pixie. She wore a nose ring. When she leaned forward, he saw the curve of her breasts under the light fabric of her top, and his penis rose. She was small and slim, and he imagined her legs wrapped around him and her lightness as he placed his penis inside her.

He went to her after class. “Hi,” he said shyly.

She looked him over. He wondered if she could see his bulge through his jeans. “Hello.”

“Can I draw you?”

She laughed and brushed his crotch lightly. His breath caught. She leaned toward him and spoke into his chest. “Is that all you want to do?” He thought he could feel her words go through his shirt and mark his skin. When she looked up at him, her eyes glinted. Her smile made him shake his head. “Good. Then you can draw me.”

“Now?”

“Why wait?”

They went back to his studio. A canvas stood half-painted on its easel. On it, he had depicted gluttony, one of the seven deadly sins. The glistening bald man, wearing cloth around his mid-section, sat back with a red face as if his weight suffocated him. Food spilled of the edges of the canvas. Lisa studied it and turned to him. “That’s great detail, even down to the withering apple. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks.”

She moved to the futon. “So do you want to sketch or paint?”

“Sketch. I need practice.”

And he would get it. In the next year, Christian drew her so many times, he could do it from memory. When their relationship was over, he found her face everywhere—on piles of paper under their bed, by the futon and on the kitchen table. In all the drawings, there was a faint trace of a smile, a constant lift of her lips. He hadn’t noticed before how her expression was always the same: slightly mocking and cunning. Now it made sense. He meant nothing to her, was only something to entertain her during college, a way to spend time.

Lisa slipped off her sandals, sat on the futon and crossed her legs. He picked his sketchbook and charcoal from the floor and sat at the other end of the couch. Her head fell back and turned sideways. She watched him. His hand shook slightly. He couldn’t get her voice out of his mind. Is that all you want to do? It was so hard to concentrate. She looked so smooth and soft, so touchable. He imagined his hands beneath her t-shirt and then opening the buttons of her jeans. He took a deep breath.

She brought her t-shirt over her head in one swift motion. “Maybe this is better.” Her voice was low and teasing. Her skin was a lovely honey brown, her breasts small and those nipples… His eyes stayed on them before moving to her face. She moved her arm across her breasts in a shy, provocative pose. It made him want to touch her more. His penis tightened with the tease and the desire to tear her arm away.

Christian brushed the paper with the charcoal. He saw her form rising from the paper. Her neatness was easily contained on the page. He would always love drawing her for the way her body could move around in the small space, turning and twisting in loveliness.

“Oh, silly me.”

Her voice made his hand stop in midair. It was the same tone as Is that all you want to do?

She wasn’t smiling when he looked at her and the pouting mouth added to her mischievousness. She moved her hand to her jean-clad crotch. “I can’t work like this.”

Christian leaned back. The sketchbook fell onto his lap as Lisa stood. She opened the buttons of her jeans slowly and slipped both her hands inside, down to the curve on her crotch and back again. A small sound came from her.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her midsection. She moved so slowly, hypnotizing him with her movement. He saw her panties—dark green, so lovely against the smooth, darkness of her skin. Her jeans slid down as if her legs were silk. She lifted one petite foot, then another. The denim lay on the floor like old skin. He noticed only then her toenails were painted red and knew she was dangerous, not for the varnish but because in the last half hour he had been so overwhelmed by her, he, a painter, had not noticed.

Lisa stood in her green g-string. His eyes fixed on the patch of material. She started to turn slowly and stopped with her back toward him. Her ass was wonderfully rounded, and his penis answered to it. He imagined it between her buttocks. He would slide in and out as effortlessly as her jeans had moved down her legs.

She turned and faced him, placing her hands on either side of her g-string and pulling it down. She was magnificent, from her breasts to her small triangle of pubic hair and down to her toes.

Lisa sat on the futon with her back against its edge so she faced him with an arm across her breasts and over her crotch. She pulled her legs up and her knees parted. He saw the redness of her wonderful center, even with her pretense at hiding it. It took all his effort to stay still. He tried to draw but he wanted her so much the lines became hard and rigid. He couldn’t re-discover the softness, not with desire bursting through him. The charcoal came out on the paper in a blackness that was too deep.

His frown made his frustration obvious. He was relieved when she leaned forward, reaching for him. “Your turn.”

He handed her the sketchpad without thinking. Usually he would be shy about imperfection.

Lisa glanced at it. “Good, but it needs more confidence.” She looked at him and her face told him to undress.

He pulled his t-shirt off, then his jeans. His penis reached towards her.

She nodded. “Go on.”

Christian pulled his boxers down and the air was like a kiss.

She turned the page of the sketchbook and studied him from head to toe. “Nice. Sit down” She began to draw and he knew she was making a play of it.

He sat naked and heard the swish of charcoal on paper. He became less conscious of his erection and, with his head back, he closed his eyes until she was done.

“Finished.”

Curiosity made him stay as he was, without answering. He felt her slight body move off the couch. In front of him, she lifted his hand to bring it between her legs. Opening his eyes, he sat forward and moved his other hand to her breasts. He stroked her nipple while moving through her pubic hair and below. He felt her moistness and wanted more.

Christian was about to kiss her but she pushed him back with narrowing eyes and a shake of her head. He knew she wanted to be in control, and he would let her. She stroked his penis and he wanted to pull her toward him. He slipped his arm around her back but she stood and, with a strength belying her size, forced it back on the futon and did the same with his other hand. He groaned with the desire to touch her skin. His penis stretched with this wonderful tease. He could easily throw her back and take her, but he didn’t because the wait, though excruciating, was breathtaking.

His eyes were level with her center. Christian could see her wonderful pussy as Lisa lifted one leg to throw over him. Without taking her hands off his arms, she lifted herself up and positioned his penis exactly, so when she sat, slowly, and with a moan filling his ears, he was inside her. She swayed on him with her nipples leaning toward his mouth. He brought his head forward and flicked out his tongue, but her grip on him was strong, keeping him back. Later she would kiss the marks left on his arms from her fingers.

She rocked on his penis with her head down and her eyes closed. She was so light. Her body fit so easily onto him, it was as if she had become a warm, wet extension to his cock. He moaned with his need to pull her in tighter, but with her still holding his arms, he grasped empty air instead of the round ass gliding on his legs. He was unable to touch her skin, and her softness that surrounded his penis felt unbearably good. Her nipples grazed his chest and she dug her fingers into his arm as she slid quicker. When her back straightened, he felt her tremors and couldn’t hold back anymore. With a groan moving from his chest, he came inside her, though he wasn’t sure who had filled who up. He felt for the first time he had been the one taken.

It kept him fastened to her, this idea she could get inside him, move within his body and touch every part. It was also the control she had over him—Lisa never let him take charge when they made love. She was always the one who moved the most, who worked the orgasm out of him. Her lovemaking was ferocious but could also be soft. She liked to kiss him all over until he quivered on the bed. He was often teased as she ordered him to stay still and touched herself, until his hands clenched and his jaw tightened. Then she would climb on him or position herself whichever way she wanted to make love.

Once, she sucked and licked his penis until he quaked under her. She slid away to the other end of the bed and touched her pussy. Within seconds, he sprang up to take her, only to have her slither from his grasp and stand with narrowing eyes and a mouth spitting anger. “I told you to stay still.” She left the room and did not return until everything except remorse had died within him.

Christian did what he was told the next time. It never bothered him. He came away from the bouts of lovemaking exhausted and trembling like a woman. Afterward, he would cradle her in his arms, his little pixie, who, in all other areas of their life, was light-footed and easy, though she had a way of looking at him that made him stop speaking in mid-sentence or bring pause to his actions.

After the first day together, Lisa lived in his apartment. That night he ordered Chinese takeout. They lay on the futon and ate, kissed and touched in intervals between conversations. The next morning he cooked breakfast and gave her a t-shirt to wear. It was long and kept dropping off her shoulder. Even in that, he thought her too sexy. He couldn’t concentrate on his paintings. He knew this was where he went wrong. He let her take over everything—his art, his apartment and his life—so by the weekend he couldn’t imagine what he would do without her beside him. He pleaded with her to stay. She agreed. She wanted to be the center of his world and she was.

Christian rarely saw Josh and his other friends and painted rarely until the end of his last year. The Morrison Gallery, in an effort to help up-and-coming artists, picked a student from every senior year to have an exhibition of his or her work. He was chosen for the Morrison prize and had to have fourteen pieces completed in three months.

Lisa tried to pull him away from his work. In her scanty g-string, she would rub against his overalls and try to bring his hand to her, but he was focused. This was a chance of a lifetime, and he was irritated at her lack of support and the tense heavy silences he had to work in. He had to force his brush through her angry gaze. He knew she was being difficult for no reason, so when she looked at him during breakfast with her criticizing look, he didn’t smile and ask meekly, “What’s wrong?” He ignored her. He would not let her take his ambition from him. He would disregard her presence until his exhibition was done because he was sure it would be better then. They would talk about her jealousies and his love for her, which was stronger despite the way she was acting.

That never happened. Christian didn’t want to think about the moment when he realized he never knew Lisa at all. He had become possessed by her, but he had hardly reached her. Otherwise, she would not have been able to do what she did.

* * * *

A year ago, Christian had pushed Lisa to the door and told her to get out. In the lapsing time, he had to live with himself for trusting her and letting himself believe in something that wasn’t real. It wasn’t his yearning for her that kept him celibate—it was the ease in which he had given himself to her.

Then Jade walked into the room, alluring and shy in her black slip, and he felt something melt. His resolve, maybe, he was still not completely sure.

His eyes took in her painted body, from her pert breasts, to the flat stomach and long legs. When he closed his eyes, he saw her in detail. His memory had not faded during the past days. He still easily recalled the beauty mark on her shoulder. His erection rose with the image of her, but he wouldn’t pleasure himself with her, not cheaply. He wanted her body but not to feel his penis inside her, not so he could possess her breasts. He wanted to feel her quiver and come alive in his arms. He wanted to know who this woman was, and with this one, he would take his time.

* * * *

“I hate how I wasn’t there to protect you.” Colin brought the cup to his mouth. He looked smug and she hated the way he threw blame back at her by reminding her that she was the one who walked into a trap and changed their lives. “What happened to you is something we both have to live with.”

Kate shook her head but he ignored her argument and lack of belief. “I don’t want to live with it. I want to move on. I’m sick of being scared.”

He shrugged, as if she’d said something about the weather.

“I don’t know who you are anymore, Colin.”

“I’m not your psychiatrist.”

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m sorry, Kate.” He glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting. We can talk later, I promise.”

“You have a meeting on Saturday?”

“It was the only time everyone was available.”

“Are you having an affair?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He put his mug in the sink and moved toward her. His hands on her arms felt heavy and foreign. “There is no one but you.” He bent to kiss her lips. She didn’t respond. He stepped away. “See you later. Maybe we can go out for dinner. What do you think?”

“I think you haven’t been able to touch me in two years.”

Colin paused with his head down. She held her breath, waiting for his impatient scorn or for him to walk away without any comment so her hurt could be plucked from the air and studied anew on his return. When he turned, she couldn’t read his face. His eyes were hard, but she thought they were thoughtful, like he’d realized something and it alarmed him. He nodded. “I will tonight.”

He brushed her cheek with his fingers before he continued out the door. Kate collapsed on the chair. Her body trembled and her stomach felt sick. She wanted to laugh with the promise of his touch, and yearned to feel the lightness of anticipation. She could still recall getting ready while imagining him taking off the lingerie she was putting on. At one time her body had warmed from it. Now she felt a chill.

She held her hands tightly together, and felt she was falling from a precipice. Did desire or defeat lead him to pause? Had he decided he would do this for her, or did he know by her eyes and the tight line of her lips that she was scared?

Had Colin come back and touched her softly, had he kissed her and undressed her without giving her time to think, she might’ve been able to forget her fears. By leaving her here for hours with the idea of his hands on her, and her body not being able to respond, she was suffocated by doubt. Her skin was cold and clammy, and rather than feeling the thrill of his promise, she buried her head in her hands and started to cry. She shook with the thought of him walking away, all nonchalant, as if they’d made love only yesterday, and couldn’t decide if he was cruel or just stupid.

 


 

Chapter 9

 

When Jade got to the parlor later, the girls noticed her agitation and questioned her but Jade didn’t want to bring Kate here. Otherwise, she might as well cry at the kitchen table.

Nikki was there, but not Sasha. There was a new girl, Danielle. She had long red hair and green eyes. She came from another parlor owned by the same man. Danielle used to be a masseuse but became a receptionist once she became pregnant with her daughter. Jade thought Danielle had probably made a fortune with the men. She was average height and all softness, with large breasts and a bottom and legs to match. She was very beautiful. Voluptuous was the only way to describe her, and she seemed very nice and unaffected by the business.

Jade wasn’t scheduled to work. Danielle was not sure whether to let her stay, until Jade said she didn’t mind sitting out the clients if the other girls complained. She explained she didn’t want to go home, and Danielle nodded without asking any questions, though Jade saw the curiosity in her eyes. She liked her for her delicacy.

* * * *

It was a quiet morning, so when Danielle told Jade a client named Christian called to book her, she looked happy for the business. He was due to arrive in fifteen minutes.

Jade’s heart stopped. She couldn’t hide her anxiousness as she shook her head. “He can have someone else.”

“Why? Did he do something?”

“He’s just too sexy,” Nikki piped up.

Danielle laughed. “I think you need something like that today.” Her eyebrows rose. “I can smell relationship problems.”

“You’re in a relationship?” Nikki exclaimed. “You told me you didn’t have a boyfriend.”

Jade had forgotten her lie. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like talking about it.”

“I’m not surprised.” Nikki didn’t seem to care about the fib, which made Jade smile, until she added, “Since he obviously hasn’t touched you in ages.”

Jade stared at her, dumbstruck. She couldn’t argue, not with everything she’d already admitted.

Danielle’s comprehension moved off her like steam. “Is that it? No romance?”

Jade shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“Is he good to you?”

Jade studied her hands and felt Nikki lean forward with curiosity.

Danielle stepped forward. “It’s obvious you don’t want to talk about it.”

“I think you’ve missed your calling, Danielle. You should’ve studied psychology.”

The receptionists smile was radiant. “Actually I am taking a night course in counseling, and I think you need to let someone be nice to you.”

“Even if he’s a client?”

“Especially if he’s a client. Let him spoil you. Anyway, he didn’t seem like the typical ones we get. He was nervous, and when I told him you were here, he was delighted and very thankful.”

“Still, if it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.”

“He left before you came. He stayed for you.” Nikki back straightened as she spoke.

“The guy you’re with outside, do you think if he wasn’t with you, he’d be with someone else?” Danielle asked.

“No, I think he’s with me and fucking all the women around him.” Jade brought her hand to her mouth. “I can’t believe I said that.”

“There must be a reason.”

She shook her head. “I can’t let Christian know me.”

“Who said anything about knowing?” Nikki nudged her playfully. “We’re talking about touching.”

“That’s not allowed.”

“It isn’t not allowed. It’s up to the girl. There is no fucking and no extra services for the men, but if they want to touch you and you want to let them...” Danielle shrugged. “You keep it to yourself. Usually it just happens when it’s a regular of the girl for a long time and there’s actual chemistry that can’t be ignored.”

“You seem to know a lot about it.” Jade thought she sounded snide and cringed immediately.

Danielle didn’t seem to notice. “I do. I married my regular.”

“No way.”

“Why so shocked?”

“Because he met you in a parlor dressed like this—” Jade nodded at her half-naked body. “—and he started by paying you to get naked.”

“And you think it’s something to be ashamed of, him paying to see my body or us talking with ease as I rubbed his cock?” Danielle giggled. “He was lonely. He decided to try the parlor out. He met me. From the first moment, I felt comfortable with him. We laughed and talked, and I knew he saw beyond my body, which is a lot more than I can say about some guys you meet outside.

“My body was right there. He didn’t have to work to see it, but he had to work to get to know me. He came every week, then twice a week. He wasn’t jealous. He knew this was my job, it was what I did to pay the bills and no one else meant anything to me. I didn’t let him touch me for a long time. And when I finally did…”

The doorbell sounded shrill, and Jade stiffened.

“Just because he met you in here doesn’t mean he knows you,” Danielle added just before the doorbell rang again. “You are a lot more than a slip and makeup, a lot more than a naked body for rent.”

“Geez, she’s something else,” Nikki said when Danielle left to answer the door. “She almost makes me feel proud.” Her wonderful laugh eased Jade and brought a smile.

Danielle was beaming when she returned. “Christian’s gorgeous and honest. He gave his real name. I saw by his credit card.”

“A regular detective,” Nikki said with a giggle.

“Room Two, Jade,” Danielle told her.

Jade’s legs wobbled as she walked to the waiting room. She felt the nervous tension in her stomach and knew it was from Danielle’s words and the tiny glimpse of romance she had gotten from it. Danielle had thawed the coldness with her certainty that Jade deserved something more.

Christian stood when he saw her, as if it was a date. He looked tired but lovely, especially when he smiled shyly. “Hi, Jade.”

She wondered what he saw in the half-naked body before him and in her made-up face. What made him look at her as if they were kids?

He cleared his throat and his unease brought her forward.

“Hi, Christian.” She took his hand, which was warm and soft, and led him upstairs. Room Two was in the back, the nicest one, with the shower directly off it. She closed the door and could smell soap and coffee on him. For a moment, she thought he would lean and kiss her. He had a lovely mouth. When he looked down at their hands, she realized she was still holding his. She saw paint on his skin before she stepped away. “You’re a painter?”

“Yes, and you?”

Her eyes narrowed.

“What did you do before this?”

She ignored him and went to the wicker chair with her back to him. She started taking off her clothes, but in a few quick strides he was beside her. His hand on hers stopped her from lowering the strap. “Don’t.”

Jade stood with her head down and felt something ripple in her stomach. At first, she thought it was annoyance, but when he moved his fingers through her hair and gently eased it back, her lips trembled and she knew it was self-pity. In two minutes, this stranger had done more to reach her than Colin had done in two years.

But that’s what he was, a stranger. She moved away from him. “Why, Christian? So I can pretend you haven’t paid a hundred and fifty dollars to spend time with me and see me naked?”

His eyebrows rose playfully. “You’re no good at pretending.”

She tried to stay angry but couldn’t. “Oh, really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Try me.”

He stepped a little closer. Her heart skipped. “Let’s pretend we met in a bar.”

She shook her head. “That’s ridiculous.”

“See, you’re useless.” He started to turn away. She didn’t want him to.

“I am not.”

When Christian studied her, his face was serious and his eyes were soft. He looked her up and down, and in the half-naked body before him, in the face with makeup thrown on, she knew he saw Kate. It was as if she was standing beside him in jeans and t-shirt. He reached his hand out to her. “Hi, I’m Christian, an artist.”

She looked at his hand and back at him again before taking it. “Hi.”

He smiled. “What’s your name?”

“Jade.”

Disappointment flashed between them. She saw it in his withering smile, but he brushed it away with a shrug. “What do you do, Jade?”

The clock’s tick filled the silence in the room. Her hand grew hot in his. She imagined his palm on her belly, the warmth and softness of it as he moved it downward. She imagined having him inside her and, growing scared with his grasp, she pulled away. “You need to shower.”

“I paint faces sometimes. I like ones that tell stories. Usually, I paint old people. They hold so much in their expressions. Few young people do.” His voice was like a caress, so easy and low. “Not like you.”

She walked to the large, rectangular window and stared outside, seeing nothing through the net curtain. Her heart beat fast. She wanted to get away from him but couldn’t leave.

“It’s your eyes, Jade. There’s so much in them. You’re frightened and proud at the same time.” He paused. “I want to know you.”

She whirled around. “Is your life so boring that you should want to know the innermost secrets of a woman you paid to massage you?”

He was taken aback, but not in the way she’d hoped. “Why would you say that? Do you think you’re not worth knowing because you rubbed my penis?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I think it is.”

She shook her head, wanting to storm out of that room, but she couldn’t face Danielle, who’d see right through her.

“Why does the idea of me knowing you scare you so much?”

“Did it never occur to you I don’t want you to know me, and I have no interest in you except as a client who pays me?”

“I don’t believe that.” He walked the distance between them slowly. “I think you feel something more than that.”

Jade swallowed hard. He was nearly beside her. She shook her head but argument failed her. With his every step, he pulled at her resolve. His gaze stayed on her face, while hers moved like a bird trying to get out of a window. There was no place to turn.

By the time Christian stood before her, so close she could feel the heat emanating from his body, he had a slight smile. He raised his hand and touched her face. She turned away, unable to look at him. He touched the cheek given to him and brought his hand down her neck. He spread his fingers around her throat, and it was the most possessive gesture she’d ever felt, as if she was his to do with as he wished.

He grazed her collarbone. She couldn’t stop him as he caressed the V-shaped piece of skin untouched by her lingerie. He touched the silk between her breasts and then she felt his palm graze her nipple so lightly his touch could’ve been a breeze.

She wanted him to stop and she wanted him to keep going. He brushed her other breast, and kept looking at her face as he lowered his hand to her belly. She felt the heat sear her skin as he went lower and reached between her legs. When she felt the flash of heat, she gasped. Her body jerked, and he brought his hand away. With the glistening of her tears, she saw concern in his questioning blue eyes.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled.

Jade couldn’t look at him. His touch had been like a mark of ownership, and it scared her.

With the warmth of him still lingering, Jade told him to shower. She pitied him as he nodded, his gaze searching for forgiveness. He did not need to seek it. She could’ve stopped him at any time. All she had to do was move her hand onto his but she hadn’t wanted to.

Still, he blamed himself—she saw this by the slight slump of his shoulders but mostly by his silence. She wondered if he’d felt her dryness when he touched her there. Did he know it had been a long time?

She could’ve made him feel better. She could’ve told him she wanted it to be him, this man who looked at her like he’d finally come home, this man with the soft hands and eyes. She wanted Christian to open her up, not Colin, who made her feel small and insignificant every time he glanced at her.

But Jade didn’t make Christian feel better. She didn’t tell him it was okay because she couldn’t take the chance. If she started to speak, she knew she would not have been able to stop. She would’ve told him everything.

Christian came back from the shower naked and drying his hair with the towel. When she saw him, she started to remove her clothes. He didn’t stop her this time. He dropped the towel and his gaze took her in. “Slower,” he said.

She obeyed and slipped the straps off her shoulders. The lingerie slid down her body, and she stood in her g-string and high heels.

“Turn around.”

She did, her heart thumping from his appraisal and the regret that this was how it was now, client and masseuse, and that was all it would ever be.

“You are so beautiful.”

Jade wanted to believe him, and when she turned around, his erection insisted he wasn’t lying. He looked uncomfortable. She wanted to smile and hold him, but she picked up the massage oil instead. “Do you want to lie down?”

“Jade?”

She moved to the bottom of the table and looked at him. “Yes?” Her voice sounded flat with the lack of emotion.

Christian gave up trying to talk and lay facedown. She massaged his body in silence and felt his yearning to look at her as she climbed onto the table. Her skin skimmed his buttocks and her body slid on his back so her nipples—the nipples he had just touched—rubbed against him. She thought she felt sadness or defeat coming from him. It nearly made her stop the act of not being affected by him.

Jade told him to turn over and saw his body enjoyed her massage, even if he was holding back. She held his penis and rubbed it against her nipples. He tensed as she slid up and down his front as if she was fucking him.

She knew he wouldn’t touch her when, even with her body against him, she was so distant and determined to remain Jade. She sat up and took his erection in her hands, feeling his gaze on her face as she watched her hands on his shaft, and saw the tremble coming from the pit of his stomach before he came.

He rose on his elbows to watch her clean him with a tissue.

“You have five minutes to shower.”

“I want to paint you.”

She sighed. “Why are you so persistent? Why can’t you leave me alone?”

Christian sat up on the table, his legs hanging over the side. He looked so young and approachable. He looked as if he belonged there. “Do you think I can press a button and you disappear?”

“I don’t care what you have to do. Go find some girl to fuck. “ She couldn’t help throwing those words at him, as if he should pay for her hurt, as if he were Colin standing before her.

“And will you fuck some other man, just as coldly as you massaged me?” His voice was soft and without malice.

“That’s none of your business.” She thought of Colin waiting for her in the kitchen. She would be more scared than excited, her body tense and rigid as he touched her. She thought of how he’d turn her around and take her from behind, without looking at her face, and how she’d let him do it and feel nothing but the cold night air as he moaned.

Christian jumped off the table and stepped toward her. She crossed her arms in an attempt to get Colin out of her mind. Christian’s head lowered. “I want—”

“To know me.” She sneered.

His eyes, blue with brown specks, looked directly into hers. “I want to paint you.”

“Time’s up. You need to shower.”

“I could draw you here.”

“It’s your money.”

He tried to touch her face but she pulled back. His watch scraped her chin. “Nobody should be so unhappy.”

Jade couldn’t say anything. She felt anger in the pit of her stomach but could only look at him. When he finally went into the bathroom, she dropped onto the chair and was still there when he came out with the shower still running. He kneeled, his hands on either side of her. His watch was gone, leaving his wrist naked and vulnerable. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t presume anything about your life.”

“It’s okay.” She resisted the urge to touch his olive skin and trace his full lips.

When she showered after him, she tried to scrub his touch away. Her hand lay on his print between her legs and all fright ceased as she caressed that area. She moved inside herself for the first time in too long. Her body straightened to attention and her wide eyes stared at the tiles of the shower. She felt like a thief and an intruder but couldn’t bring her hand away. Her caresses sent jolts through her body, as if it was trying to wake. Then she smelled herself on her fingers, like a savage coming across an unknown.

When she came out, she hardly registered Christian’s presence. She was distant and barely looked at him after the shock of touching herself. Her senses had moved below, as if an alarm had gone off there. She was lost in contemplation and barely managed to smile before she closed the front door. He returned the gesture halfheartedly.

Once Christian was gone, her body felt numb. She couldn’t recall what she’d said as he left, but imagined her voice had been sweet and sticky. She remembered his face as he studied her and was worried he was sickened by her farewell.

* * * *

Christian watched Jade disappear behind the door then walked home. He didn’t live far, which made forgetting her even harder, but he thought it wouldn’t make a difference if he was a hundred miles away. There was something about her that would not let him rest. He couldn’t get her out of his mind, and he knew each time he saw her, his infatuation would only get worse.

He had gone back to get his watch off the sink and stopped at the door of the bathroom. Jade had been in the shower. She hadn’t pulled the curtains, and she went to scrub the place he had touched. He’d seen the determination in her fist as she held the soap. Her body had tensed, and she’d moved her shoulders back in defiance, as if washing herself there was a terrible duty.

When she’d touched herself, she eased. Her lips had parted slightly and she opened her fist, the soap falling from her hands. He’d seen her fingers disappear inside her. She had looked as if it was the first time she had ever explored there. She’d looked scared.

He’d seen her nipples grow erect under the spray of water and had to step away before he reacted. His desire to have his hand on her pubic hair and below, to hold her against him as she responded to his touch, had nearly been too much. He’d dressed quickly.

Now, in his apartment with her painting in front of him and her nakedness so inviting, under the beguiling fright in her eyes, he could not stop thinking he opened her up for someone else.

 


 

Chapter 10

 

The moment Colin met Melanie in the car park that morning, she started touching him. She brushed his crotch with her hand as she slipped into the passenger seat, and she unzipped him two minutes into the ride to her house. She lay over his knees and licked his erect penis as he tried to concentrate on driving.

Once in her garage, she released him and made him moan with need. She jumped from the car but he was quick behind her, grabbing hold of her waist as she fumbled with the lock of the door leading into her small townhouse. Her coat dropped from her grasp as he roughly pulled up her skirt and ripped a hole in her tights. She gasped, and her hand fell from the latch of the closed door as she pushed back and he entered her.

His one hand lay flat on her stomach while he clung onto her waist with his other hand, and he dug his fingers into her skin as he filled her up. Their groans rose in pitch as his hips built up speed until he came inside her with a guttural sound. When he let her go, she collapsed against the door. He smiled at the sight of her ass when she picked up her coat and opened the door without looking back. She went straight into the shower.

When Melanie came out of the bathroom, Colin was sitting naked on the bed. She sat opposite him and they kissed as her hands moved down his body to his limp penis. She rubbed it slowly and brought his hand to her leg. She went onto her knees and refused to part them for him. The tease of being kept away got him excited. His penis rose with her resistance. Finally, she separated her legs, and he darted his hand between her thighs. His fingers soaked up wetness until he couldn’t wait any longer.

Colin turned her around so Melanie was on all fours and crawled under her. She lowered onto him and, as her pussy danced with his tongue, he thought of his wife at home, waiting for him. He knew by the time Kate stood in front of him, everything she needed would be left on another woman’s bed.

When Melanie finished trembling, he kneeled behind her. Maybe he would take Kate and she would feel half of him was gone. He would never be all hers again. Would she be content with that? It was better than nothing.

Colin plunged inside Melanie, his crotch against her ass. His thrust was hard. The smacks of skin on skin were loud. He was angry he was going back to Kate with the idea he owed her something.

He moved quicker with the thought of his wife. Did Kate think she had him wrapped around her finger?

Melanie squealed. Colin let the anger he felt toward Kate build. He pulled Melanie up by the waist, his heavy breaths landing on her back. When he finished, he let her fall back on the bed unceremoniously and stayed still with his eyes closed until his chest calmed.

“Wow, what’s gotten into you?” Melanie gasped.

He rolled onto his back and didn’t answer.

* * * *

Jade had another client. He was a middle-aged Asian man with skin smoother than hers. She took off her clothes slowly and walked around the room with a teasing smile. She spoke about her life as Jade, making things up, like that she was single and totally against the constraints of marriage. She spoke with the playful, sexy tone she once used to in the bedroom with Colin and couldn’t help wonder if she’d been pretending then, too, fitting a role Colin wanted her to fill. It was impossible to remember if she enjoyed those sessions or if she thought them necessary.

Her client’s penis rose as she talked. She knew he read what he wanted in her words. He drew pictures within the syllables. When she said she liked to meet people, her eyebrows rose and he smiled. He saw her on the lookout for men.

“I don’t like being with just one man,” she whispered confidentially.

He nodded as though she had said the wisest thing he had ever heard.

She rubbed him. “Do you like this?” She spoke in a way suggesting she cared as she caressed between his legs. She grazed his balls with her fingertips as she slid her body over him, making exaggerated sighing sounds.

The client beamed when she took hold of his penis. “We need to take care of this,” she said, and barely stroked his erection before he shot into her hand.

He got off the table a happy man, and Jade felt dirtier from the words she had spoken than any of her actions. She shivered while waiting for her turn in the shower, and when finally under the water, she found it hard to move away from the spray. The place Christian touched, which only an hour ago had warmed her, was cold and distant, She wanted to cry thinking of Christian but mostly thinking of herself and where her life had ended up.

She couldn’t wash this place off her. She couldn’t clock out at five o’clock and forget about the men she’d touched and the way they’d looked at her. The world had become something different and that was only after a few days. No wonder Nikki and Arlene couldn’t look at a man without thinking of sex. Life had been broken down to that, and there was barely anything left.

Jade managed to smile as she walked the client out and closed the door. She would have liked to walk out as well but was frightened of going backward. She could see herself rewinding down the street, into the train, back to her house, to a lonely kitchen table and nothing else.

She decided to find some distraction and sat beside Sarah in the courtyard. Sarah hadn’t had a single client today, which was completely unheard of for the blond bombshell and her bubbly ways.

First, Sarah apologized for not spending much time with her since she’d gotten to know Michele. Jade told her not to be silly, but as Sarah talked, Jade understood the young woman felt sorry for herself. She came here looking for fun and wanted to open up but instead her world had crashed down on her. She managed to keep it from collapsing altogether but the strain was obvious on her face. Maybe she’d needed Michele’s harshness to stop Julie from disappearing altogether.

* * * *

Sarah had met a gorgeous brown-eyed girl with spiky brown hair named Jo among Michele’s friends. She described the nightclub they went to as small and dingy. The toilet had graffiti art scribbled on the black swinging doors, and the light was so dim it was hard to see her face in the mirror. Sarah followed Jo into the bathroom, where she was brought into the stall and pushed up against its closed door.

She let herself be kissed and felt soft, female caresses on her breasts as Jo leaned into her. Sarah felt Jo’s hand press against her stomach and sweep down to brush her crotch. She gasped as if it was the first time anyone ever touched her there.

Jo caressed Sarah’s bare legs until she found the space between. She slid her fingers through wetness and made Sarah’s body spark and her legs tremble. Sarah was weak in her hands. The gentle caressing of her ridges and the tongue slipping in and out of her mouth were going to make her come within seconds.

She heard the clattering of the door against its hinges as she moaned. When Jo moved her hand away, Sarah, taking deep breaths, couldn’t speak. Jo laughed. “You can do that to me later,” Jo told her and sealed her promise with a kiss.

They spent the night together. Sarah adored Jo’s lean body and how she tasted. They held onto each other all night, and she fell in love.

The next morning, her lover received a phone call and the air turned cold. Sarah tried to talk but was given a down-turned gaze and told to leave. She dressed. Her movements were heavy compared to the night before when she thought her body could float away.

Sarah was about to close the door when she remembered her bag. She went quietly back into the bedroom, scared of being heard and causing an argument as the coldness had been close to anger. She saw Jo sitting on the bed, holding her knees and crying. Sarah left without the bag and arranged to meet Michele that night. She hoped she could talk to her and find out what she had done wrong.

Michele didn’t come alone. She had her girlfriend and Jo with her. They went to the nightclub again and Sarah followed Jo to the bathroom. Although uncertain and hurt, she didn’t know if she hoped for the previous night to be replayed. She didn’t think she would be able to stop Jo from touching her again even if it meant being treated coldly afterward.

She knocked on the stall door. “Please let me in.” There was no answer. “I’m staying until you talk to me.” She stood with her head against the door and listened as Jo’s crying died down. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

“I think you know.”

Sarah’s blood paused below her skin. She knew what was coming. She heard the door click open and wanted to run away. Instead, she pushed it in, so she will always have the memory of Jo’s beautiful eyes crowned by short hair looking up at her. Sarah would never forget going onto her knees and holding Jo’s hands, wet with sweat, and the disgust on Jo’s face as she pulled away.

“Last night was an experiment for you, wasn’t it?” Jo demanded.

“Who told you that?”

Jo tilted her head as if studying something unknown to her. “Just answer my question. Are you gay?”

Sarah shook her head.

“I thought so. I was your first, eh?”

“There has to be a first time.”

“There has to be the test too. Did I pass?” Jo’s sarcasm was touchable.

Sarah grabbed onto her only life vest. “It must’ve meant something to you. Otherwise, why would you be crying?”

Jo stood. “I was thinking of someone else.”

Sarah held her arm. “Please. I’ve fallen for you.”

The way Jo looked at Sarah made her hand fall quickly. She saw fire in those brown eyes. “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that. Do you think I should stick around so you can discover yourself? Well, you can fuck off.”

* * * *

Sarah sighed and looked at Jade with tears in her eyes. “I felt so stupid. I couldn’t leave for ages because I thought everyone was talking about me. I can’t believe Michele did that to me.”

“Did you see Jo again?”

She shook her head. “She left the nightclub after that. When I looked for her, Michele told me she was gone and she didn’t want to see me again.”

Jade held her hand. “Maybe you should go home.”

She nodded. “I really don’t want to see Michele today.” Sarah stood and Jade saw her tremble. “What was I doing, Kate? Why was I trying to be someone I’m not?”

Jade straightened when Sarah called her by her real name and wished she hadn’t shared it when they first met. “Maybe you needed to find out who you really are.”

“No.”

“How can you be so sure?”

Sarah smiled knowingly, as if Jade knew the answer, but she didn’t and she wanted to know. “How can you, Sarah?”

“You know when you’re lying.”

Jade thought of her last client, and the things she’d told him made her feel sick. She thought of Colin and their movements around their big house and each other, the lack of affection and the inability to talk. Then she remembered Christian, the way she felt around him and the way she treated him.

Sarah spoke with her gaze on the ground. “Jo saw who I was and made me realize I was a fake.”

“Aren’t we all?”

Jade couldn’t mistake the anger when Sarah looked at her. “Are you a fake, Kate?”

“Stop saying my name.”

“Why? It’s you, even in here. You can’t get rid of who you are.”

“You don’t have to take your hurt out on me.”

That calmed Sarah down a little. “How are you a fake?” With Jade’s silence, Sarah sighed. “You don’t need to answer. I can see it.”

Jade was worried then. Was she obvious? She felt tempted to look at her wedding ring finger, but the way Sarah was, all bristled and annoyed, she would’ve noticed.

“You light up when Christian comes in, yet you pretend you don’t want to see him. What are you afraid of?”

Jade couldn’t answer.

Sarah shook her head. She was a different person than the one Jade had met a few days ago, but as she watched her walk away, she wondered if the girl she met here that first day was the one that wasn’t real.

 


 

Chapter 11

 

Jade dressed slowly. Sarah was still in the sitting room when she went in to get changed. She looked sad and lost within herself again, so they got ready in silence and flung their bags over their shoulders at the same time. Danielle knew there was something wrong with Sarah and let her go home early without complaint. She nodded at the two women as they left together.

The first few days, Kate had felt a dull apprehension when she opened the door to leave, worried she would meet someone she knew, but that was gone now, or it had become as familiar as her own heartbeat—hardly recognizable.

Sarah stepped outside first. She stalled for a moment, blocking Kate from leaving. Kate could see by Sarah’s stillness that she was looking at something, or more likely, someone. She thought it might be Michele or Jo, until Sarah turned and Kate saw challenge in her eyes.

“What?” Kate was worried someone she knew stood there. She held onto to the notion Sarah didn’t know Colin or what he looked like so she could breathe. Sarah finally stepped away and was halfway down the street by the time Kate had the door closed and turned around to see Christian standing against the wall.

* * * *

“I have to go.”

“No, you don’t. I was just going to run a bath.”

Colin laughed. “Are you never satisfied, Melanie Gravid?”

She kissed his nose. “Always, Colin McKenzie.” She rose from the bed and he watched her full figure move to the bathroom. His eyes caught the lovely sway of her curvy ass. A few seconds later, he heard the water start.

He looked at his watch. It was after five. He could wait a while more. Kate stopped asking him questions long ago. He’d love to sit in the circular deep bath and feel Melanie’s feet against his leg and on his crotch. She always sat opposite him, teasing him with her touches until she became excited. Then she would slide up beside him so her breasts lay on his chest and move her hand to his penis. With the water around him and the soap on her hand, his erection would rise, surrounded by softness. She would rub his length until his penis was tight and then she would lift herself up. They never had a bath without her ending up on top of him. It would be their last sex of the day, and she would move slowly, like lapping waves, as he licked her breasts.

He waited until the water stopped before he stood. He was sore but didn’t care if Kate noticed. He didn’t think she would. She’d be too nervous to register anything. He’d make sure of that.

* * * *

Christian pushed away from the wall. Kate stared at him, awed by his timing. Why was he waiting for her today of all days when she was going home, scared her husband might finally make love to her?

“I talked to the receptionist. She told me you were finishing soon.”

She glanced at the building and expected to see Danielle’s face at the curtain, but there was no one there. She felt as if Christian could take her hand and lead her anywhere. “Why are you here?”

“I…” He sighed. “I saw you in the shower.”

She bristled. Anger rose, and it would wash everything away if he gave it a chance.

“I was afraid you would go to someone else.”

I’m married! she nearly screamed at him. I am going home to make love to another man—my husband!

But she couldn’t. She didn’t want him to walk away from her.

He moved closer. “Do you have time to come back to my apartment, give me half an hour? I want to show you something.” He seemed sad all of a sudden. Did her face tell him she belonged somewhere else? “It’s not far, a ten-minute walk.”

Kate didn’t want to speak. She was afraid the sound of her own voice would rise in argument and bring her crashing back to reality.

Christian waited patiently. His smile quivered slightly and brought a nod.

They walked without speaking. His hand brushed hers every now and again but she didn’t mind. It was nice to be beside him with the lovely blue sky over their heads and her bag around her shoulder, as if she was a schoolgirl. He glanced at her every so often and it warmed her.

When they were near his apartment, he slowed and she followed his lead. She didn’t want their stroll to cease. For those few moments, she had forgotten herself. They stood facing each other as he dug in his pocket for the key. She thought she saw worry on his face.

He pushed open the door and gestured for her to enter. The dark hallway made her anxiety rise. What was she doing, going into a stranger’s apartment? Had she not learned her lesson?

“It’s okay,” he said, and she wanted to believe him.

“What do you want to show me?”

“You won’t come up?” There was more than disappointment in his voice.

She was sure he understood her fear. “I don’t know you.”

“I won’t hurt you.”

She couldn’t do it twice: take those words as armor, follow a man, smile as he turned to her and ask him, “Well, what is it?” before his eyes made her blood turn cold. To hold onto the belief that this couldn’t be happening, as he stepped toward her, was impossible. She couldn’t do it again.

“My beautiful Jade.”

She closed her eyes to the name. That was not who she was. Jade would be able to walk up those steps without a second thought. A memory of a heavy, sweaty weight would not hold Jade down. “I’m not Jade.” She took a deep breath. “I’m Kate.”

Christian’s eyes shone with gratitude. “Kate,” he said, as if it was the first time he’d ever heard that name. “Why are you so scared?”

Her smile was shaky. “What do you want to show me? Can you bring it down?”

“It’s a bit big. Will you not walk up the steps at least?”

She shook her head. “I can’t. Not again.”

He squinted, and his mouth tightened in frustration before he took a deep breath. “Wait here.”

She watched him disappear into the gloom and understood he was not angry at her. Colin had been the opposite.

Kate lifted her face to the sun as she waited. It warmed her skin. She imagined what it would be like to follow Christian up those stairs, to look around his place and learn something about him. Would they drink coffee and talk through the discomfort of getting to know each other, or would her jumpiness make her stand and move around his room like a nervous bird? Would she let him touch her face as she knew he wanted to and reach out to trace his lips? She would never know. She couldn’t take the chance.

Kate heard something bang off the walls and she pushed the door open. He stumbled down the stairs with a large canvas in his hands. It looked hard to maneuver. He could barely see over it.

“Wait, I’ll help you.”

“It’s okay.” He grunted. “Just step out of the way.”

She giggled when he got to the last step and his legs wobbled. “There must be a better way to do that.”

“Yeah, there is.” She knew he meant her going up. A few hours ago, his sarcasm would’ve annoyed her, but with his humorous tone, it didn’t bother her at all.

He managed to get out the door sideways. She raised her eyebrows, smiling. He dropped the canvas and held it against him, watching her until she grew impatient.

“Go on, show me then.”

“I don’t know if I should. You look so happy now.”

She tilted her head. “What is it?”

He lifted the canvas and turned it around. She gasped. Her portrait was beautiful. She looked at Christian and to the painting again. She tightened her grip on the strap of her bag as her gaze took the curves of her body, the round, small breasts, flat stomach and shaved crotch, which was half hidden behind bent legs. The pose was shy yet seductive.

Her body hypnotized her. It had been so long since she had studied and known it. She had been detached from it, as if it was something bringing her down, and now here it was in its glory, right down to the beauty mark on her shoulder. She had forgotten about that but now she touched it.

She lowered her hand when she saw her face. Her eyes pulled her in. There was so much behind them. She saw sadness in their softness but strength in the intensity of her stare. The girl in the painting looked at the viewer without wanting to. It seemed, with the slight drop to her head, all she wanted to do was shield her eyes, but she refused to cower.

All Kate had seen when she looked in the mirror during the past two years was weakness, her inability to fight back. She’d seen nothing of the vibrant, independent woman she had once known. She had disappeared in the stains of a cold cement floor. Her reflection through Colin’s eyes was nervous and unsure. It did not build her up.

“Why did you paint me like that?”

“I had no choice.”

“That’s not me.”

Christian’s laugh was full of relief. She knew he had expected anger. “It’s what I see.”

“Why did you show me?”

“The face isn’t perfect. I need to paint with you in front of me.”

“Naked?”

“You don’t have to be.”

“It can’t happen. I’m not going in there.”

He put the painting on the ground. She found it hard to take her eyes of it. It was so like her yet so foreign. She thought there was more life on the canvas than under her skin.

“What if you bring someone with you? How about that girl you left with today?” He shrugged. “Or a male friend if you want. I don’t mind.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Okay.”

Her smile was soft. “I have to go.” She turned to leave, her movement slow, her steps small.

“Kate?”

She liked the sound of her name coming from him, like nothing of the past was tied onto it. “Yes?”

Christian lifted the canvas. “Do you want this?”

She imagined bringing it home to Colin. How could she explain her nakedness when he had barely looked upon it in the last few years? How could she explain the strength in her eyes that died when he looked at her? “I can’t take it.”

“We could start a new drawing Monday.”

She waved his suggestion away but only halfheartedly, so it stuck and started to sound like a promise.

* * * *

“A promise?”

“Yes.” Colin didn’t look at Melanie, who lay on her side, watching him. His slid his shoe on and straightened.

“You mean you’re going to fuck your wife for the first time in two years because she made you promise, even if you don’t want to?”

He moved his shoulders back in defense and tightened his jaw. “That is not what I said.”

Melanie smiled. “Hey.” He turned, and she went onto her back, her legs spread. “If you still have some in you—” She moved his fingers down her stomach to her pussy. “—I’m right here.” His hard gaze made her still. “God, what’s up with you?”

“What do you think?”

The air grew heavy around her. She sat up and he moved quickly toward the door. Her mouth opened in surprise as he disappeared without a word. It usually took him a long time to leave. He’d reach the door only to look back at her on the bed and would not be able to resist touching her once more. But tonight was different.

In their year together, whenever Melanie brought up his wife, his body tensed and his mouth turned in a way that said he felt nothing for Kate. There was a different tension tonight. She wondered what his wife was in for. Her stomach tingled. She lay back and closed her eyes, trying to figure what she felt now: jealousy or sympathy.

* * * *

Kate breathed a sigh of relief in the empty garage. It was past six but she didn’t care where Colin was. She went into her bedroom slowly. With her bag of lingerie, makeup and a pair of black high heels, she felt like an intruder, not Kate McKenzie, Colin’s quiet, suffering wife.

She opened her wardrobe doors and threw the bag into the corner. The air was weighty on her back and arms. She closed the doors and looked at herself in the wardrobe mirrors. Her shoulders were slumped slightly. Did that happen the moment she came home? At the parlor, she always saw a straight, confident line when she looked at her reflection. She pulled her shoulders back but her face felt too stiff. She moved her lips up slightly and squinted in a playful manner, and the smile finally came.

She threw off her light jacket. In her jeans and t-shirt, she took in her long legs, the flat stomach and round, pert bottom. She had studied herself in the mirror at work but there her appraisal felt like part of the act, the prologue. The body she’d viewed in slinky lingerie didn’t seem to be hers. Now, in the middle of her bedroom with the soft carpet below her and pictures on the walls, she felt solid and real.

The curves and colors of Christian’s painting flickered in her mind. Slowly, she went to the buttons of her blouse. She would find the similarities between the woman in the mirror and the woman captured on canvas. Her fingers shook as she worked. She listened for the car in the garage and her husband’s steps. This time his arrival would not stop her.

She pushed the blouse from her shoulders and unfastened her black bra to let it fall by her feet. Then she covered her breasts with her hands and bent her knee playfully. The air felt foreign on her pale skin. She caressed her nipples and watched in wonder as they grew erect. Her hazel eyes sparkled mischievously, and she reminded herself of a girl only beginning to discover her body.

There was something innocent about her face. Her eyes were more curious than the ones in the painting. Her mouth was free and curved. Her cheeks were flushed as she moved her hands lower and undid the button of her jeans. She smiled at her reflection as she pulled down her zipper and kept her eyes on her audience of one while she pushed the jeans down her legs. She threw the jeans on the bed and, in her g-string, she nodded and turned in a slow, swerving circle.

The garage door moaned below her. The eyes in the mirror changed, the colors moving in and out. Her smile vanished and her body stopped as if it had broken down.

She was about to reach for her jeans, but the quickness of her reflection brought her back and made her face herself head on. The girl she once was had been replaced by something older. Kate scowled at this new woman and watched with satisfaction as her eyes blazed and came to life. She moved slowly and with precision to the wardrobe and opened her bag.

Kate heard Colin approach, his steps slower than usual. She forced herself to move steadily. Her arms and legs felt heavy. She took deep breaths to ease the nervous sickness rising in her belly.

Taking out her lingerie, she refused to think of Colin’s reaction. She felt the satin move over and cling to her skin, then closed the wardrobe doors. She squinted, her mouth puckered slightly, and stuck out her bottom and breasts. The soft fabric kissed her nipples. The air moved up her legs. She looked sideways at the bed and, with a quick movement, brushed her jeans off it. She turned to kick her blouse into the air. It landed in the middle of the floor. She walked to it and threw it on the side of the bed. All evidence of the woman who sat here, waiting for embraces from her husband and crying herself to sleep, was gone.

She turned and faced the door as Colin appeared. She saw his brown eyes open and shut like a slow-moving lens. He grasped the bottom of his jacket, as if for support as he looked her up and down. His back straightened and he moved his head, and she knew he was contemplating leaving. She didn’t care, not this time. It wasn’t about him. It was about the person she saw in the mirror, the person who no longer wanted to shrink away.

Kate stepped toward him, and her reflection disappeared. She knew the tight line of her mouth and the playful glint in her eyes surprised him. The way she moved with the slight sway of her hips and her breasts exposed would keep him fastened to the floor.

She stopped in front of him and she brought her hand to his crotch. She rubbed his penis and, with her hand remaining there, she circled his body slowly and stopped behind him. She felt the contours of his ass. He hadn’t budged, his arms still by his side.

Kate pressed against him as she circled his waist with her arms. She opened the button of his trousers, pulled down his zipper and heard his intake of breath. She slipped her hand inside his boxers and caressed his pubic hair. She felt the tip of his cock as it rose, as if on command. His trousers rubbed against her leg and her breasts flattened against his back. She smelled his cologne mixed with his body odor, the combined scent moving up her nostrils and bringing her whirling into the past. It had been so long since he filled her senses…

Kate stroked his smooth belly and chest, but Colin still hadn’t moved an inch. His body was rigid and tense, like he was a boy thrown into his first sexual experience. He didn’t stop her from fondling him, with the heat of her body on his back and the feel of her nipples pressing in on him. Kate wondered what he was thinking, what role he had assumed. She felt in control and, recognizing his stiff body and lack of movement, knew he was choosing to play the submissive. Even now, she realized they were both acting.

She wasn’t Kate. She puckered her mouth then licked her lips with provocative slowness. Without losing contact, she moved in front of him, her head down so she saw the swollen tip of his penis. She thought of him as a client. She would make him tremble with pleasure with her hands and mouth. She would gain control so in the future he’d come to her and beg for her body and the gratification only she could give.

Colin brushed her leg with his hand, but she grabbed it and pushed it back as she looked at him. His gaze fixed on her mouth, and his breath caught when she brought two fingers to the open, red moisture of her lips and licked. She kept her narrow gaze on his face as she found his penis. He tried to loosen her hold on his hand but it was a weak effort and made her grip tighten. When she smiled, his face stayed frozen.

He was a stranger to her now, showing no emotion with the feel of her body. It was as if he knew nothing of her at all and had merely walked into the house of a strange woman. But she wasn’t much better. It was not his body she yearned for. It was a need to combat her fear of intimacy. He was merely a means to an end. The thought fled as she brought her hands inside his trousers, but she couldn’t get rid of it entirely. It lingered like a malicious rumor as she pulled his trousers and boxers down, making her aware of his aloof detachment as she took his penis in her hands and her body lowered. With an easy, graceful movement, she was on her knees in front of him. She stroked his penis before she brought its tip to her lips, then flicked her tongue and tasted him.

Colin tensed as he watched her tongue move in and out of her mouth. He had always loved the tease. She knew by the tightening of his body that he wanted to take hold of her head and bring her toward him so he could feel the warmth of her all around him. She rested her lips gently on him and her tongue moved in circles. Then she opened her mouth, and he moaned as he disappeared inside. She put her arms around him and, with her hands on his buttocks, she pushed him deeper inside her warmth as she sucked.

Her body swayed as she licked his length. She felt him raise his hand but stop in midair. He hadn’t touched her yet and she didn’t want him to. She moved faster, and shut her eyes in relief when he dropped his hand and groaned. She fondled his balls as she felt his buttocks clench, and he shuddered. Within seconds, she tasted his cum. She licked the tip of his penis and sent tremors through his body before releasing him and swallowing.

She sat back and he finally touched her. “Katie?” She heard the surrender in his voice.

She jerked him off her shoulders as she stood, smiled and avoided his questioning eyes. “Welcome home.”

He bent to kiss her lips, and she did not pull away or move underneath him. When he straightened, she turned and walked into their en-suite bathroom without looking back. Her steps were long and sure, her mouth quivering slightly. She broke his gaze by closing the bathroom door and leaning against it, her confidence and certainty gone. Cinderella’s spell ended at midnight, hers finished with the taste of his cum in her mouth and the idea he might want to touch her in return.

Kate moved her hand down her lingerie as if her fingers approached a wound. She held her breath although she knew what she would find. She felt it the moment his eyes met hers and their lips touched. She moved her fingers inside the g-string, stroked her pubic hair and the barren dryness awaiting her there.

“Katie?”

She wouldn’t talk to him, and answered his knock by turning on the shower.

* * * *

When Colin heard the running water, he shrugged and smiled. Upon entering his house, he had expected Katie to be waiting, patient and fearful like a nervous child, at the end of the bed with lingerie clinging to her body and not wanting to let go. He’d planned to sit beside her and wait for her first fumbling move. Once she tried to touch him, he would’ve gone directly to her pussy with the belief she would flinch with his touch so he could feign hurt and retreat. When he’d thrown his suit jacket over a sitting room armchair, he hadn’t known if he would make love to her. He expected tears and entreaties and was happily surprised to see her standing with such sexy confidence. She seemed like a different woman, a woman he would want to fuck any time.

Still, Colin was sure she would crumple afterward, fall into his arms and ruin it all. When she turned away, so sure of herself, he nearly got turned on again, and for a moment, he thought of running after her. His gaze fixed on the gentle sway of her ass, and there was a twinge in his cock from the thought of taking hold of her and lifting that silky lingerie to reveal the softness underneath.

Moving away from the door, he thought Kate’s stubborn silence was because she had wanted him to take her. He did not think, as he stepped out of his trousers and put on a pair of tracksuit bottoms, she would have shrunk from his touch. He could not imagine her body was even drier than his.

 


 

Chapter 12

 

After she showered, Kate forced herself to go into the sitting room. Colin smiled as she walked in, and with the change in him, she felt disgust move in her belly. She sat on the armchair. Colin patted the space beside him. Only a day ago, he would’ve taken up the whole couch, spreading his legs and pushing her as far away as possible. She couldn’t stand; her legs like leaden weights.

His gaze searched her face. “What’s wrong?” His tone was flat. She could hear the sigh in his pause, and saw the unspoken words of I knew there’d be something written between his raised eyebrows.

Kate took a breath and made her body relax. “Nothing’s wrong. I just need an early night.”

“It’s not even nine yet.”

She stood. Her ease came from the past. “I have to reserve my energy.”

Colin smiled. “Okay.”

Kate carried his gaze on her back and didn’t breathe until she’d left the room. She had been so scared he would follow her. She pulled all her resources to stay strong and act like a renewed woman. Of course, her time in the parlor helped. Jade had stayed beside her as an invisible ally, but Jade could talk seductively and make her clients tremble with pleasure without having to worry about being touched. Here, it was different. Here, Kate walked a thin line.

* * * *

The next morning, Kate’s eyes opened as Colin moved his warm hand over her side and dropped it to her belly. She was glad she had her legs curled up, like a baby in the womb. The blankets touching her skin was enough. She wanted nothing else, least of all him.

As he found her neck with his mouth and touched his lips to her skin, she cringed. He squeezed between her legs, fitting into her tight space like a trespasser. She stared at the window. Navy curtains separated them from the world. She thought she could see smirking mouths in their lines.

He caressed her leg. She resisted the urge to kick backward and turned in the bed to face him, placing her palms gently on his chest. “Wait.” She walked into the bathroom and found what she was looking for before returning and standing at the end of the bed. She took her nightdress off. Colin watched her every move.

“Turn around.”

He complied without question. She pulled the duvet off the bed, slid her hands up his legs to the curves of his ass and took hold of the waistband of his boxers. He lifted his hips to let her pull them down and lay naked and vulnerable.

Her smile was for herself and fit onto her features like an extra mask as she caressed his legs again, following the movement with her body. Kate sat beside Colin on the bed and applied the moisturizer. He closed his eyes as she rubbed his back and arms. She climbed over him and let her nipples grazed his back, then dug her fingers into his sides and reached for his chest. She moved to his buttocks—one, then the other—before caressing both cheeks in circles. Then she dropped her hands to the space between and she teased his balls.

Colin raised his hips to accommodate his erection as she touched him gently and a breath came out his nose. When she moved her hand to the inside of his thigh, he raised his buttocks again. She massaged each leg, hard, kneading his skin on a journey to his foot then softly retracing her way back between his legs. Pleasure laced his breathing even before she placed her knees between his legs and pushed them further apart. With two hands either side of his buttocks, she lowered herself so her nipples rubbed against them.

She lifted her body, bending her arms, and rubbed against him, her ass in the air. Still on all fours, she whispered into his ear, “Turn over.”

When he did, he raised his hands slightly and brought her back on her knees. She poured moisturizer on his chest. His upper body rose from the bed as she caressed him. She felt him put his hands on her breasts, and his touch was like one from a stranger. It did not move her, yet it made her curious.

Could she do it? His erection was between them like an exclamation mark. Could she straddle him now and put him inside her? Could she sway on his penis, which not long ago she had loved so much that she couldn’t go two days without bringing it into her? Kate rubbed its length, circled its tip. She imagined them on their first nights together and tried to feel something in her body.

When he brought his hands downward and rubbed the ridges between her legs, she thought of her first client who had asked to lick her and smiled with the idea that Colin was also one whose wife neglected him at home. This imagining did more for her body than the memory of what they had been like. It helped to detach from him.

He slid his fingers inside her, and her back straightened. Colin narrowed his eyes, questioning. She knew he could feel how dry she was. She bent toward him, taking her crotch away from his exploring hands as she rubbed her nipples along the length of his penis and circled his tip.

Colin put his hands on her sides, on her back. She felt his urgency and sat on his leg, to take his penis in both hands. She rubbed softly then tightened her grasp. He put his hands on her breasts and down her stomach. When he reached her crotch, she quickened her strokes, and her force brought his body backward. She felt him tense and watched with a smile on her face as he closed his eyes and opened his mouth in a silent ah. When he came, she continued to caress him so his body sent out little tremors.

Once he was spent, she went to the bathroom and got a tissue. She wiped his stomach under his curious stare. He touched her arm. “Don’t you want to make love?”

“I’m not able for that yet.”

The words settled on him like ice and he froze in mid-stroke. Her smile added to the coldness, straight-edged like a knife. She felt the distance between them grow.

“For fuck’s sake, Kate.” He threw his legs over the edge of the bed. “I thought—”

“What?”

“That we could enjoy the day together.”

“Oh, really. If I’d known how to get your attention, well, geez, I would’ve done it ages ago.” She sighed. “Where have you been?”

“Right here.”

“No, you haven’t.”

“Yes, I have. I love you.” His voice tickled her skin like an old memory.

Kate took a deep breath and her rigid body eased. She wanted to believe him, fold into the softness of his pronouncement and accept him reaching toward her. She couldn’t move away from his gentle brown eyes. He closed his fingers around her hand just as the telephone rang.

* * * *

Melanie had gotten his home phone number from Colin’s mobile when he was in the shower yesterday. His frustration with his wife and his inability to talk about it, except to say he promised to make love to her, made her sneak into his phone. It didn’t make sense. Why would Kate ask him that, and why would he be angry when she wanted to have sex? He always said her aloofness was heartbreaking.

He had almost cried during their first days together as he explained the change in Kate since they got married. Was it all lies? Melanie wondered if she’d been taken for a fool, feeling sorry for this man who probably went from her bed straight to his wife’s. Did he crawl between his wife’s legs and combine the taste of the two women in his life?

Melanie hated deception, despite the fact that she was involved with a married man. Still, she had been led to believe Colin barely had a relationship with his wife. Two years ago, before Kate was attacked by some homeless man, Colin had been filing for divorce, citing the fact she refused to have sex with him for a year as his major reason.

Within the space of one day, his wife suddenly needed him and Colin couldn’t bring himself to leave her. Melanie had loved his selflessness and his refusal to speak of his wife in a bad light, considering her suffering. She had also loved the idea that once Kate was able to go back to normal living, Colin would be hers. There would be no sharing him.

* * * *

Melanie wanted Colin from the very first moment she saw him on the elevator. His soft brown eyes made her quiver like water. When he smiled, the stretch of his lips was so sexy that she, a woman reeling with self-confidence, became flustered.

He took a step closer. Like an animal able to smell fear, she could tell by the glint in his eyes he sensed her desire immediately. “I’m Colin.”

“Melanie.”

He extended his hand, stopping inches from her breast. She took it, their first handshake was charged with common longing. He was taller than her and his shoulders were wonderfully wide. He looked good in a light gray suit and his white shirt clung to his chest. It was obvious he went to the gym. She wore a trouser suit and blouse with the buttons opened tantalizingly just above her breasts.

“You just started here?”

“Yeah.” She smiled as the floors flashed beside her like winks. She would’ve liked the elevator to break down. “I’m with Lawson and Sons on the eighth floor.”

“Oh, you’re above me.”

She nodded. He finally let her hand go.

The elevator stopped. A middle-aged man came in. He looked from Melanie to Colin and smiled before facing the door. The next floor was Colin’s.

“See you around,” he said as he got off.

“I hope so.”

“Good.” His response slid between the closing doors and rode up the extra floor with her.

A week passed before she saw him again, though she made sure to be on the elevator at the same time each morning. On the seventh day, Colin came to her. She moved back from her desk when she saw him so he could see her skirt inching halfway up her thigh.

“How can anyone concentrate with you here?” he asked.

His serious face made her laugh. “You obviously had no trouble, since you waited this long.”

“No, you’re wrong. I spent this long fighting it.”

His sincerity made her smile fizzle. “Why would you fight it?”

“Can I explain my delay over lunch?”

She glanced at her watch, wanting to leave him hanging for a moment. If he saw her eyes, he’d know there was no hesitation. He was smiling when she looked up. “Okay, I can go for a half hour.”

He brought her to an Italian restaurant. Over her salad and his meatballs with Fotina, he told her about his marriage, spoon-feeding her words without losing eye contact. When she let him take her hand once he’d finished, he smiled with such gratitude that she leaned toward him and brushed hair from his forehead.

“I understand if you don’t want to see me again.” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s better if you refuse, because I wouldn’t have the strength to stay away from you.”

“You would.”

He shook his head. “I’ve wanted you from the first moment I saw you.”

“Me too.”

“Really?”

Melanie laughed. “Yes.”

He smiled, eyebrows raised. “In the elevator…”

“You’re terrible.”

“You bring it out in me.”

“Has it really been a year since you touched her?”

Colin nodded. “There’s nothing between us anymore.”

This time when she looked at her watch, she felt the sexual tension hang between them, caught on their line of thought. “I have to go back.”

He called for the check.

“You owe your wife nothing, you know, with the way she treats you.”

“That’s why I’m here. That was my winning argument to see you without guilt.” He took a breath. “So, can I see you?”

“You still love her?”

He leaned back. “We’re strangers in the same house.”

She nodded and waited.

“I pity her. Not a good ingredient for a marriage, but it’s the only thing keeping us together.”

“For how long?”

“I hope not much longer. I’m trying to get her back to work and doing things for herself so she won’t need me anymore.” He paid the bill and wrote his phone number down. When the waiter left, he leaned forward. “I wouldn’t be here if I thought it would take ages. I wouldn’t do that to you.” His sigh was heavy. “I probably shouldn’t do it anyway, but I was going crazy thinking of you. I—”

“It’s okay.”

“You’re amazing.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” She was aware of the tightness of her blouse over her full breasts, and knew when his gaze fell on them and made her nipples tingle that he had an erection. She imagined his penis prodding his thigh and it was difficult for her to concentrate on anything else.

“When can I find out?”

Melanie stood, wet with the desire to have him put his hand up her skirt and inside her delicate panties. “I have to work late today.”

He nodded, obviously disappointed.

She placed her hands on the table and leaned toward him so he could see down her blouse. “I have to lock up all by myself. There’s never anyone to help me. It’s kind of lonely.”

“You know,” he said, his smile pasted on him like a clown’s, “I just remembered I have to work late too. An important assignment just came in.”

She stood straight and allowed him to rise. “I’ll call your phone just as I’m leaving.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

* * * *

Colin was at the elevator when she phoned him. “Okay,” he told Melanie. “I’m already there.” It was eight exactly and everyone was gone. The door slid open and Melanie stood against the wall, one foot against it so her leg was bent. Her skirt rose up her thigh. He stepped inside and appraised her with a smile. She knew by his hungry look and grasping fingers that he itched to feel her smooth leg and go up her blouse.

He turned and pressed the button she’d been thinking of him pressing all evening. The elevator went up one floor then jumped slightly and stopped.

Melanie acted surprised. “Oh, what will we do now?” Her face almost dissolved into mirth but she held it back and looked at him with a sincere expression.

Colin moved toward her. She opened her mouth as if about to say something but stayed silent as he slid under her skirt to her panties.

She pushed her waist forward. His palm felt lovely on her soft want, just as she imagined it would be. All day she’d thought of him stepping into the small, closed space of the elevator and hadn’t been able to decide if she would stay against the wall and let him do what he wanted with her body, or if she would go to him and make him moan with her hands and tongue. She’d imagined his penis, the taste of it in her mouth and the feel of it inside her. Every now and again, she’d brought her hand to her pussy as she sat at her desk and stroked there, sending streams of heat through her body.

Melanie was aware Colin would find her wet straight away, and saw his erection tighten in his trousers, even before his fingers were inside the sodden material and caressing her yielding ridges. She pushed against the wall as he stroked her, tilting her head back and pointing her breasts toward him. He circled her neck with his hand. She moaned. Her body screamed to be fucked, as his hand dropped to open her buttons slowly until she stood with her bra revealed.

He pulled the bra upward and licked her raised nipples as he explored inside her panties. She applied pressure on his head so he took her full nipple in his mouth and, following her lead, he pushed two fingers inside her.

“Oh God...” she moaned, her breath tickling his ear. She was soaking.

He brought his mouth to her other breast and covered every inch of it until she dropped her leg, taking her lovely moistness from his fingers and reaching for his crotch. With his belt in her hands, she kissed his mouth, and opened his button and zipper. He tensed when her hand went inside his boxers. As their tongues danced around each other, she caressed his penis and he pushed his trousers down, giving her hand more room.

Melanie took her lips away. His cock was rigid in her hands so she knew her warm lips sucking him and the softness of her tongue would make him come too quickly. Still, she wanted to take him in her mouth. Circling the tip of his cock with her fingers, she bent down, but he stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“No. I can’t wait.” His breathless tone was enough to make her straighten. “Take off your panties.”

Melanie stood and, with her eyes fixed on his, slid her moist knickers down her legs.

“Back against the wall. Pull your skirt up.”

She obeyed, and he stared at the triangle of hair covering her pussy as he lunged for her. He bent his knees so his penis brushed against her skin. She wrapped her leg around his waist as he rubbed her clitoris with his tip and made her moan with frustrated desire. She brought her hands to his ass, pulling him toward her.

Then he was inside. They groaned together. He lifted her up slightly and thrust into her. He slid his penis inside her soft center slowly, and she shuddered. He felt wonderful. She tilted her head against the wall as her body trembled and her edges quivered.

When he pulled out quickly and turned her around, she yearned to feel the force of him. Her body trembled with anticipation as Colin held onto her ass. He entered her and she pushed back on him. Within seconds, he shot inside her with a gasp.

They left that elevator obsessed each other, both already looking forward to the next time.

* * * *

Colin had let Melanie’s scent surround him as they walked to the car park and knew this one was the winner. Everything up to this point had led to her. He realized, as his penis still shuddered from the lingering warmth of her, that because Melanie knew from the first date that he sought her out for an affair, for something that eluded him in his loveless marriage, she pitied him and gave sex to him a lot quicker than had he not been married. Did his marriage status show his level of commitment even when he was fucking women other than his wife? It was wonderful.

As he kissed Melanie goodbye, she whispered that tomorrow she wanted to fuck in bed and feel the weight of him on top of her. He was so very thankful he realized so early into his married life the magnificent benefits that having a wife brought.

Kate was asleep on the couch when he arrived home that night. A dirty plate was on the floor beside her. He smiled when he came out of the bathroom. “You okay?”

She nodded, the lie seen in her eyes and down-turned mouth.

“Good. I’m wrecked after today.” He climbed into bed and turned off the bedside lamp so he left her in darkness.

* * * *

Melanie had walked away from that elevator with the feel of Colin lingering inside her. When she arrived at her car, she’d debated whether to ask him to sit in the driver’s seat so she could work him into a frenzy again and let him touch parts she was sure were never touched before. She’d felt her body was about to explode for this new man in her life and didn’t think there was anything wrong with addiction.

A year later, she felt frustrated. She had given Colin everything. For months she had listened to the sadness and defeat in his voice when Kate was mentioned and to his promises that someday soon they wouldn’t have to hide their love. They could live together and he would never have to go home to a stranger. She had trusted him.

A woman—presumably Kate—answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Mrs. McKenzie?”

“Yes.”

“I am ringing from the electricity board. I’m afraid there’s been a computer crash. I need to make sure names fit the addresses we have here.”

“It’s Sunday.”

Melanie’s mouth turned upward in silent mockery of the soft annoying tone that reached to her. “I know, I’m really sorry. This won’t take long.” She prayed Kate wouldn’t give the phone to Colin. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to keep this up. “The name here is Colin McKenzie’s. Am I right?”

“Yes.”

“And the address is…”

Kate told her.

“Thanks.” The business in her voice was gone and left something curt and rude in its place as the phone went dead.

* * * *

Kate put the phone down reluctantly. There was something too abrupt about that call, though she didn’t know if she was being sensitive.

“What is it?” Colin asked.

She shook her head. “The electricity board wanted our address.”

He lay on the bed now, looking at her with soft eyes, and she knew he didn’t care about the phone call. There was interest in his gaze that she hadn’t seen in the last few years and it thrilled and saddened her. She wished it had happened sooner. She wanted to get away from it now but forced a smile. “Are you hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Okay, I’ll fix something. You need to wash that moisturizer off.”

He laughed. “I suppose.”

She watched her husband walk naked to the bathroom. He was in good shape, his buttocks firm and his arms and shoulders muscled. Still, desire for him could not be resurrected. Instead, she thought of Christian. Though she had been intimate with Colin, it was the artist, a stranger, who allowed her seduction to happen by holding aloft his perception of her and pointing out her beauty and strength.

Kate got off the bed and donned a nightgown over her guilt. She knew she shouldn’t let Christian come between her and her husband who, though distant and silent, stayed with her when she was a gray, depressed outline of her former self. He’d never considered leaving her, and just because he found it difficult to look at the woman he loved when she was hurting so badly didn’t mean he was a bad man. Colin was her husband. Christian was only a fly-by-night client who meant nothing to her.

Colin came out of the bathroom, whistling a tune with a towel wrapped around his waist and threw her a smile she caught as if it were a bunch of flowers.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“For what?”

Christian’s face was in her mind and she shook it away. “For not being here for you.”

He threw off his towel.

Her gaze went to his limp penis and back to his face. “Can you wait just a little while longer?”

“I can’t really complain now, can I?”

Something dropped in her stomach. “You don’t want to make love?”

He froze, narrowing his eyes. Her body tensed with his anger before it was burst by his breath. “Of course I do.”

She wanted to believe him. “I’ll start breakfast.” She turned.

His response—”Good”—was forceful.

They ate breakfast without the giggles of previous years, and Colin sat back in his chair and let Kate serve him as if it had become the theme of the day.

* * * *

Christian waited outside the parlor for the blond girl he’d seen leaving with Kate yesterday, but Nikki saw him first as she was going inside. She ambled over to him. “Jade isn’t here today.”

“I’m waiting for someone. I think her name is Sarah.”

He saw disappointment flash in her face. “She’ll be finished soon.” He couldn’t mistake the anger in her voice. He thought it was because of concern for Jade and it gave him hope.

Christian smiled. “Maybe you can help.”

“I doubt it.” But Nikki didn’t move and he told her his idea. He saw her lovely blue eyes soften. When he’d finished, a smile spread across her face. “I’d kiss you, only for Jade.”

He laughed with delight, like a lovesick teenager.

“I think it’s brilliant. I’ll tell Sarah.”

Christian felt lighter, as if sharing his plan with the small, voluptuous girl had broken a spell of defeat. He turned to walk away.

“Wait.”

When he looked at Nikki, the ease in her face was gone. He could tell by her eyes and the tightness of her fingers clutching the strap of her bag she was uncertain. It made him worried. “What?”

“She’s in a relationship, I think.”

He nodded slowly and with effort.

“But it’s not a good one.” Nikki stepped closer to him, as if there was chance of eavesdroppers. “Her partner isn’t nice to her.” She smiled. “Things like that are noticed here quicker than at an office.”

“I suppose.”

“Anyway, I think that’s why she’s here.” She didn’t wait for an answer and surprised him with the abruptness of her retreat. He stood still, in case something else would pop into her mind. With the door opened, she glanced back at him. “If Sarah doesn’t want to do it, I will.” Her wink made him laugh.

* * * *

Melanie rang again. “Did you do it?”

“Who is this?” Colin’s tone was brusque.

“Don’t play with me. Did you fuck your wife? Is one woman not enough for you?”

“I’m sorry I think you have the wrong number.”

“Answer me!”

Kate looked up from her breakfast. “Everything okay?”

He nodded. Into the receiver, he said, “No.”

“Is that an answer or a refusal?”

Colin hung up, but the phone rang again before he had reached his chair. He hurried to answer under Kate’s suspicious gaze. “Hello?” He was angry and impatient now. “I told you already. No. Not here.” He smiled. “You’re welcome.” He put the phone down. “Wrong number, but whoever it was wouldn’t believe me.”

He tried to sound nonchalant. “How about a day out to make up for yesterday?” It was an effort not to look at the phone as he went to the sink. It felt like an extra presence in the room.

“Okay, I’ll get dressed,” Kate said and received a stiff nod in answer.

Colin took deep breaths. He felt the tightness of his jaw as the white walls moved in on him. Why had he lied to Melanie and let her believe he wanted a relationship? Shit, if she was ringing him now to check up on him, what would she be like if he was living with her? He’d suffocate and have panic attacks again. Bloody women, though a little voice whispered it was fault. When Melanie was beside him, he forgot everything except the feel of her, so when he’d talked about their life together, he almost believed it.

Until her voice broke through his bubble today. The anger still lay on his skin like an extra layer but it was malice keeping his lips fastened, as if her spite could crawl out from between them. He knew the best thing would be to distance himself until her attentions fizzled into nothing but air and empty promises.

“Ready.”

He turned to his wife. If Kate got worse, if his rejection made her reel backward and need psychiatric help, he’d feel too guilty to carry on the affair, and he and Melanie would have to cool it off for a while.

He smiled. “Will you get the car out of the garage? I just need to call work.”

“Okay.”

With the sound of the garage door rising, he dialed Melanie’s number. “I couldn’t talk earlier.”

“Why, were you busy at it?” Her venom slid down the line and bit him on the face.

“No.” His anger masked his disdain for her. “If you must know, I couldn’t make love to her, not with you in my head, but my rejection made her worse. Melanie, she’s talking about suicide. I have to keep a good eye on her all the time. I don’t know what to do.”

“Leave her. Come to me.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?”

“Yes, I heard you.” She sounded placated for now.

“I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

* * * *

Colin and Kate sat in the cinema. She imagined him moving his hand up her skirt and stroking her panties, and she felt something stir inside. With the shadows around them and their breathing coming out of the dark like hands, she believed it was as close to arousal as she’d come to in the last two years.

She wanted to bring Colin’s fingers to her and have them open her up. The idea made her nipples tingle, though she knew while the movie played as a mere backdrop to her body, the excitement was as much from the knowledge that guiding him into her was the last thing she would do.

Since Colin had gotten into the car, she’d felt the familiar distance with him. But this time, instead of blaming herself, she saw the almost parental pat on her knee, his annoying smile and the lack of touch when walking as deliberate. She was still the woman who had taken his penis into her mouth and rubbed her body all over him. She had not changed. He was trying to sabotage her confidence. With this realization, she played with the idea of his tongue on her and sat forward in the seat, letting herself get lost in imagined kisses between her legs because she knew it would never happen.

After the movie, they had dinner out and talked like old friends who had lost touch. They got home late. The street was dark and empty. Kate yawned as the front door opened. “I’m tired. I’m going to have a bath and go straight to bed.” She pecked his cheek and felt his bewildered gaze on her back. Not long ago, she would have waited in the kitchen, hands wringing, for him to lead her to bed.

* * * *

Melanie waited outside Colin’s house.

He lived on a nice tree-lined street. The houses were big and each one was different, not like on Melanie’s little road. She imagined herself inside. She and Colin would make love in every room.

After two hours, she had persuaded herself it was a good sign Colin and Kate were out. His wife needed help and they went to get it. If he had lied and the couple had made love the night before, wouldn’t they want to spend today in bed, re-discovering each other? She wouldn’t let him out of her grasp after so long without his touch.

The regular twitch of curtains in a neighboring house didn’t seem like something to worry about. She discarded the movement as she started the car.

Once at home, she paced the floors, wondering where Colin was. Her two hours of convincing had disappeared, as if it was rubbish thrown out of her moving car. The phone sat dead and useless by her bed. By eleven, she’d given up on him calling.

 


 

Chapter 13

 

Colin had been waiting in the car park for twenty minutes by the time Melanie arrived at eight the next morning. She looked gorgeous in a white jacket and a tight black dress clinging to her like a sex-starved man. “Wow,” he muttered and his penis twitched. He was here to tell her he couldn’t see her today but he realized cooling things down would be hard. He wanted to feel the fullness of her breasts now.

She slammed her car door on his compliment. “Have a good night?”

“No.”

Melanie stepped closer to him. He couldn’t tell if she wanted to kill him or fuck him. She took hold of his tie and went on her tiptoes. “Good.” Her breasts rubbed against his chest. “Why don’t I help you forget all about it?”

Her hand dropped. “What?”

“Melanie, I have to go straight home.”

She stepped backward. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying she’s really bad. I can’t see you for a while. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if she did something stupid.”

“How long are you going to give her?”

“It’s not as easy as that.”

“What is it then? Is it over between us?”

His gaze drank her in and sensed the danger. “No, I just need a few weeks.”

She smiled and bridged the distance between them, brushing his penis with her hand. “I could get out early.”

“Melanie!”

Her eyes burned. “If you expect me to wait silently in the background for a few weeks, don’t you think you should leave me with something to keep me going?”

“When you put it like that...” He smiled and brought his hand to her breast. He brushed it, and her nipple rose beneath the fabric of her dress.

“Good. I’ll call you—” Her gaze flicked over him and he felt it stain his crotch. “—on my way down from the office.”

Colin watched her walk away and took a deep breath. That was easier than he’d expected. He planned to wait a few weeks, then a few more weeks, until Melanie lost patience with standing on the sidelines.

A woman had joined his same gym a month ago. She had long legs and curly black hair and he’d noticed her checking him out a few times. He’d already imagined spreading her legs and finding that wonderful space between them. He thought she would be tight and firm.

First, he was due a holiday from work and this would be a good time to take it. After tonight, he needed to stay away from the temptation of Melanie. He might even talk to his old psychiatrist about Kate. With the new tension in her, she probably needed some antidepressants. At least, that was what he intended to tell the doctor, and he was sure he could convince Kate.

Time for a change all around.

* * * *

Nikki had asked Arlene to cover for Jade’s shift at the parlor. Arlene had refused until she was told the reason. She liked Jade well enough to help her and forgo sleep. Mornings were not Arlene’s best part of the day, though she woke up extra early to take advantage of the man beside her.

Zach got into town two days ago and he was the love of her life, though she’d never tell anyone. The fact she was twenty-five and he was forty with a sagging belly was not the reason for her secrecy. She just didn’t want to admit she loved one man.

She met him on holiday in Thailand, and he treated her like a queen. The first day he approached her, she’d indulged him and let him rub sunscreen on her and found the hours passed quickly in his company. He made her laugh more than anyone she’d ever known, so when he asked her out to dinner, she accepted with a shrug.

He had light hair and blue eyes. There was nothing handsome about his face. Rather, he was homely, and she was comfortable in his presence from the first. Even with his appreciative glances followed always by an apologetic smile, she forgot her body and relaxed in his company. She let herself be known for once.

After dinner, she went up to his room out of habit and was shocked by his tenderness. He undressed her slowly and kissed every part of her body, from her shoulders to her toes, with such sweetness her lips trembled. She was delighted with the thickness of his cock and moved toward it, but he wouldn’t let her touch him. He pushed her back on the bed and kissed her, then moved down her neck to her breasts and nipples. All the while she felt the tease of his penis on her legs. Zach passed her crotch with merely a stroke before covering her legs, so by the time he moved back to her pussy, she was wet with anticipation of his touch. His mouth made her moan.

After she’d quivered and spasmed with his tongue, he sat on the bed and positioned her on top of him. She moved over him slowly and, for the first time in her life, really felt like the penis inside her was the only one she needed. That night, she discovered what it was like to make love. In between sex, they lay on the bed, limbs entwined, drinking wine and eating chocolate, and she laughed until her stomach was sore.

Arlene never thought she was being unfaithful by letting other men fuck her. She felt nothing emotional for them. It was just a need or a habit she sometimes thought she couldn’t break. Her bouts of sex were something to fill in the time. Like a smoker and the tenth cigarette of the day, they were barely noticed. Still, the idea of going without was too much to bear.

She wondered how she would be if Zach lived beside her. Would she be happy with only him? The idea made her tremble appreciatively when she woke Zach with her mouth and climbed on top of him. He grasped her waist as she gathered speed.

The thought of Zach made her agree to come to work early for Jade, who needed to be touched in the same way. Arlene knew Christian could do that.

* * * *

The ball of worry in Nikki’s stomach had grown since she spoke to Sarah. She wished she hadn’t said anything to her, but knew Jade would be more likely to agree if accompanied by the bigger and more physical Sarah than with her.

Sarah had been in a bad mood for days now. The night she and Michele worked together it wasn’t pretty. They had yelled for a while, and when Sarah broke down crying, Michele had merely rolled her eyes. Nikki always found Michele’s confidence and sexiness overwhelming, but her honesty was fearsome.

“Why did you do it?” Sarah had started attacking Michele the minute she came into the courtyard, startling Nikki. She stood with legs apart and hands on hips.

Still Michele, smoking in her chair, had seemed more threatening. “I just told Jo the truth.”

“How dare you decide what is true with me or not? It’s not your place.”

Michele had looked hard at her. “Can you honestly say I was wrong?”

Nikki had seen Sarah’s conflict. The girl’s mouth opened but nothing came out. The intense stare waiting to buffet it was stronger.

“You had sex with a girl. So what? It’s about time you started to be honest with yourself. Stop running away.”

Nikki had risen at that point and stepped past Sarah, trying to ignore the quiver of her lips.

“You loved your boss. And when he dumped you, you turned it all around, didn’t you?” Michele had not waited for an answer. “Do you pretend all the clients watching you are him?”

The lack of argument had made the air heavy.

The next day, Nikki asked Sarah to help Christian and saw stone in Sarah’s eyes. “Okay, we’ll see how genuine he is.” Sarah pushed her breasts out in challenge.

“What are you going to do?” Nikki’s voice was low with anxiety.

The hardness in Sarah’s expression wavered with her smiling lips. “Never mind.”

Nikki watched Sarah walk away. The sway of her hips was overdone and Nikki knew she’d made a mistake asking Sarah to help. After her argument with Michele, Sarah seemed to look at everything differently. She scowled at Nikki as if she wanted to make her feel small and insignificant, and Nikki couldn’t discard the feeling that Sarah would want to do the same to Jade and not hesitate in using Christian to do it.

Nikki decided she would meet Jade at the train station and talk to her before she met Sarah. If she told Jade about what happened with Sasha and Manuel, it might force her to look at her own relationship. She was clutching at straws but she was sure Jade wasn’t happy, especially since she’d already admitted her partner wasn’t faithful.

She could see Christian was genuinely interested in Jade and couldn’t let Sarah’s foul mood ruin everything.

* * * *

Kate felt good as she got dressed. The smile on her face came from the new notion of her appeal, which had eluded her in this house. She wondered if her confidence rose because of the arousal she’d inspired in Colin or her ability to walk away from him and close the door last night. She looked at herself in the mirror and decided it was the latter. Still, stepping away from her reflection, she knew what she had gained was like a house of cards. It could be easily blown away or brushed aside if she let Colin trample her.

She walked down her pathway with her chin held high. The sun was warm on her face. The slam of her neighbor’s front door only last week would have made her jump, and Jeanne running toward her would have made her lips twitch with excuses about why she was leaving the house with a bag on her back. It would have propelled her inside for cover. Now she felt firm, though there was a small tremble of distaste with the beatific smile on Jeanne’s face.

“I’m so glad I caught you,” Jeanne said between heavy breaths.

Kate tilted her head, waiting, and thought Jeanne must have felt something within her because her neighbor stopped abruptly and her smile narrowed. Like a tug of war, Kate knew she was gaining something somewhere.

“I don’t want to alarm you.” Jeanne looked as if she was trying to get control back, but Kate just nodded and received a sigh in return. “Last night, there was a car parked outside your house for two hours. I thought it strange since a friend would have called you. Whoever it was didn’t even try the door.”

Realization flashed within Kate, and she shivered with the memory of the impatient voice and the abrupt finish of the phone call.

“Were you expecting someone?”

“No.”

“Here, I have the car details here and the license number, just in case. You can never be too careful.”

Kate took the slip of paper offered to her. “Thanks.”

Jeanne nodded but stayed still. Kate could see the concern moving to the fore before it dropped, like an eavesdropper disappointed with silence.

“I have to go.” Kate stepped away from her neighbor’s dumb curiosity without another word and glanced at the details before placing them in her pocket. She wouldn’t think about those numbers now and why, instead of making her break down, they felt like armor.

* * * *

When she stepped out of the train station and saw Nikki, Kate smiled. “Hi.”

“Hey, you. How was your weekend?”

“Fine.”

Nikki looked worried. “Did you have a good one with your yucky partner?”

“Who said he was yucky?”

Nikki gave her an oh, come on expression.

Kate laughed. “Were you waiting for me?”

“Yes. I never got to tell you what happened with Sasha and Manuel.”

“You could’ve told me at work.”

“I didn’t want people to hear.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing.”

Kate studied the small girl dubiously and received a too-wide smile in return. When she started to walk, Nikki stopped her with a hand on her arm. She seemed nervous. “What?”

“We put Manuel to the test.”

“We’re going to be late.”

“It’ll be fine.” Nikki led her to a bench and they sat.

“Go on then, since you’re dying to tell me.”

“When I talked to Sasha that time for hours, she confessed she was finding it really hard to share him, and she was sorry for taking it out on me but it seemed easier than confronting him. He hadn’t mentioned me in a few days, but she could tell he wanted a threesome again, and she felt like she was no longer enough.”

“But it was her idea.”

“No, it wasn’t. I thought it was but he’d brought it up. He told her he’d love to see her make love to someone else because he wanted to get a full view of her in the act. To see her beautiful body in an orgasm would be thrilling for him.

“A few nights after he asked her, he was on top of her, and each time he brought her close to orgasm, he stopped and teased her with the tip of his penis. It was driving her to the brink of insanity. He kept begging her to let him watch her being fucked, and eventually she gave in. Only later, he told her he would be too jealous to see her with a man and it would have to be a woman. They picked me.”

“If I remember correctly, he didn’t exactly watch.”

“Yeah, we were all so drunk that first time, so she didn’t blame him. The second time, they led me into the bedroom. Manuel took off my top and pulled my skirt off, and his mouth grazed my crotch. When he slid his hand inside my panties, I was wet from expectancy, even before he grabbed Sasha and kissed her. He continued to caress me as I watched them and I saw his erection bulge. I couldn’t resist going inside his shorts and feeling his penis, but he took my hand away and placed it on Sasha’s crotch, then he sat on a chair that was against the wall, to watch.

“He’d done enough work already, turning me on with his touches, and the fleeting feel of his cock had made me hungry for sex, so I explored her with eager hands. I plunged my fingers deep inside her and imagined fucking her. She moaned when I pulled her slip off and kissed her breasts while rubbing her moist edges. Manuel held his penis in his hands, and the sight of it made me so excited I pushed Sasha onto the bed and separated her legs. I started to lick her, and her groans made me go faster. She tasted sweet.” Nikki paused. “You okay? You look worried.”

“No, I’m okay.” Before two years ago, Nikki’s story would have made Kate want to get home to Colin straight away and feel him inside her. She thought of her recent intimacy with her husband. It had done nothing for her, and these three strangers had driven each other crazy. Nikki’s words installed in her stomach but ended there. She wished they’d move further down.

“What are you thinking?”

“I wish I could feel something.” Kate was surprised to see Nikki’s smile and it angered her.

“Maybe you’re imagining the wrong person.”

The accuracy doused her annoyance. “Another psychologist in my midst.”

Nikki laughed.

“So what happened?”

“What happened is Manuel took me from behind as Sasha trembled under me, and though I was delighted, Sasha wasn’t. She didn’t want to think he was being dishonest with her. They’d been together two years, so each time it happened, she blamed me. When we talked told her that honestly I like fucking her boyfriend but would never do it without her consent. She asked, ‘Would he?’ We decided to find out.

“The next day, she said she was working late, and I called him and asked him to my place. I told him I needed to talk about Sasha. He accepted quickly, and within a half hour, he was at my door. When I opened it, I hadn’t the chance to smile before he had me against the wall with his hand up my skirt. I felt his erection, and if Sasha wasn’t in the other room, I wouldn’t have been able to resist.”

“Bold.”

“I know. Sasha came out and threw herself at him, yelling and screaming. Let’s just say the next few moments weren’t pretty.”

“And that was that?”

“Yeah, she went back home to Brisbane so Danielle’s taking over. Oh!” She jumped in her seat. “Did you hear Aisling went off with that client of hers, the one we let her have?”

Kate laughed. “No way.”

“Yeah, she came in the other day as if she’d won the lotto to say goodbye. She wore her weird leopard skin thingy, and she even pushed her breasts up with her hands, like this.” Nikki mimicked the gesture. “A real heave-ho, which means she had to have been a man. No real woman would do that.”

Kate shook with laughter. Nikki didn’t speak until she was still. “So the moral of the story is always put your man to the test.”

Her advice was spoken lightly but it made Kate flinch.

“Jade, hey, I’m sorry.”

With her bag’s strap over her shoulder, Kate stood and managed to smile. “I don’t think he would pass.” She started to walk but stopped abruptly so Nikki bumped into her. When she looked back, the smile was gone. “And I don’t know if I care anymore.”

* * * *

Kate saw Christian leaning against a pole outside the parlor. With his arms crossed and his head down, he seemed to be studying his shoes with intensity. She turned with squinting eyes to Nikki, who merely raised her brows and shrugged. Then Kate saw Sarah, crouching against the wall opposite Christian and stopped. The girl in the long dress made her more worried than the man. Sarah’s expression was severe, her lips tight, and she understood he was trying not to meet Sarah’s gaze.

“What’s going on?” Kate asked.

Christian smiled and walked to her as Sarah stood. “Don’t be mad, but I had an idea.” He smiled at Nikki. “And Nikki thought it was a good one.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yes.” He paused and his gaze moved over Kate’s face appreciatively. “You look lovely.”

She wanted to walk past him but couldn’t. It was not Sarah looking at her with a forced smile, Nikki’s gentle presence or Christian, whose face had fallen slightly so his lips were in a straight, worried line that made her stay. It was the paper in her jeans pocket screaming You have nothing to lose.

Christian continued quickly, as if her stillness was an egg timer. “I would never hurt you, but I understand you don’t know me well enough to trust me. That’s why I asked Sarah to come with us. She’ll stay while I draw you or for as long as you need until you feel safe.”

“Safe,” Kate growled. Colin had never used that word. “What do you know about safe?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know anything about how you feel.”

You can’t go out. You aren’t able for that. Why had her husband assumed he knew what she needed when he had never asked?

“I have to work.” Her voice was soft and pliable.

“Arlene came in for you.” Nikki sounded excited. “At ten.”

Kate turned to Nikki, surprised. “Everyone planned for this?”

“Kate.” Christian mentioning her real name made Kate fold. “Trust me.”

* * * *

They walked to his apartment in the same silence as the last time. Kate relaxed, walking beside him. Even Sarah’s silent, heavy presence couldn’t bring her down. Sarah’s dark blue, sleeveless dress had buttons from her neck to her toes, and she walked with a confidence Kate found a little disconcerting. With her head and shoulders back, the contours of her body were hard to ignore. Under the thin fabric, Kate could make out the full roundness of her breasts. Not surprisingly, Sarah received glances from passing men. After a few minutes, Sarah fell behind, and when Kate looked back, she noticed the other girl’s gaze was focused on Christian’s ass, and there was a sly, mischievous smile on her face Kate could not trust.

By the time they arrived at the apartment, Sarah oozed sex appeal, her blue eyes hazy and her mouth slightly opened. When he was opening the door, Christian looked at Sarah and flinched, as if he was surprised to see her standing so close. Kate knew he felt as uncomfortable by her presence as she did, yet she was worried. When Sarah was in form, Kate could never beat her in the parlor and would not try to beat her now.

Christian putting his hand on her arm brought her back to him, and his bright blue eyes eased her. “Okay?”

Kate nodded, and Christian brushed a strand of hair from her forehead before going up the steps leading to his studio apartment, followed by the two girls. Kate stopped at the top of the stairs and took in the room. She loved the light and space in it. One wall had three large windows. Sun spilled in on an L-shaped couch in the middle of the floor. There were sketches all around the couch and the table in front of it. The ceiling was high. Canvases lined the walls. They had been turned, shame-faced, inward.

The studio’s main colors were brown and red and gave the area an earthly feel. It was cluttered so it took a moment to notice her portrait on the couch. It looked more intimate there than if it had been on an easel and made her freeze, as if what lay there was a real woman.

Christian went to the painting quickly, apologizing for leaving it there until he turned to see her smiling at him. He put it against the wall like all the other canvases but faced it out, seductive from the floor. “Do you want coffee or anything?”

Kate shook her head, relaxing. In this bright, high-ceilinged room with parts of him lying all around him, she wanted Christian. She knew she wouldn’t be able to think this without Sarah, who was lifting the paintings away from the wall and studying them with confusion before placing them back. The security of the extra presence let her be honest in a way she never had been when it was just the two of them.

On the third painting, Sarah shook her head. “What did you do?” She went to the next one without waiting for an answer.

Christian didn’t react to Sarah’s perturbed curiosity as Kate’s gaze moved down his body slowly. She wanted to freeze this moment, when they stood fully clothed and yet so open to one another. Her skin tingled and she knew his did too—she could see it in his deep breaths. She knew they would have stood there for a long time if Sarah had not moved forward and broken the spell. “What did you do to your paintings?”

He kept his gaze on Kate. “I didn’t do it.”

“Most of them are slashed.”

He shook his head.

Sarah smiled. “Why did you keep them?”

“As a reminder.”

When he turned to Sarah, she straightened. “Where do you want her?” Sarah’s tone was like steel.

“Wherever she wants.

“The window,” Kate told him.

He nodded.

Kate walked to the window and turned. When she saw he hadn’t moved, worry crept onto her face. “I’m not getting naked.”

“Oh, go on,” Sarah teased. “I’m here.”

Kate looked at her and wondered what the other girl was playing at.

Christian didn’t seem to hear Sarah. “That’s okay. I want to draw your face.”

“That’s a great idea.” Sarah kept her challenging gaze on Kate as she moved her hands to her buttons. Christian had gone into the small cubicle off the main room, which acted as a kitchen, and picked a sketchbook from the table.

Sarah opened three buttons. “Draw Kate’s face and my body.”

But Christian’s attention was on Kate, whose blood turned to ice. She gave a smile but it came out disappointed.

“Stay like that,” Christian demanded as he put pencil to paper, and Sarah’s dress dropped to the floor. Kate couldn’t help but look. “Kate, keep still.”

Did he really not see the beautiful, half-naked girl in her yellow g-string and bra? The color brought out the smoothness of Sarah’s skin and accentuated the long, firm legs and breasts? Her nipples peeked from under the fabric.

“Kate won’t mind if you drew me.”

Christian froze at the sound of the sultry voice and looked at Sarah. She moved toward him, all skin and warmth. “Stop,” he said, too gently.

Kate’s gaze went from Christian’s tense, rigid body to Sarah’s soft, captivating curves. Christian dropped his sketchbook and pencil and went toward Sarah. Kate covered her mouth in anguish. She wanted to run out of the place, but was stuck by his straight face.

Christian stood in front of Sarah, close enough to touch her breasts. When Sarah did a 360-turn, Kate saw his gaze drop to her round, solid buttocks. As Sarah faced him again, there was a look of triumph on her face.

But Christian only grabbed the throw from the back of the couch and handed it to Sarah. “I’m only interested in Kate.”

Sarah’s cold eyes overrode the smile on her face. “Are you sure?”

He glanced at the couch. “Can you just sit?” He picked up the sketchbook, and Kate leaned against the wall, trying to ignore the thumping of her heart, and felt her voice stick in her throat like a stone.

Christian barely looked at Sarah after that, though she lay on the couch in her panties and bra, pretending to read a magazine she had found on the floor. Kate was more conscious of her than Christian. It took a long time for her heart to stop drumming her annoyance. She hated that a half-naked woman should be so close to Christian, and with this realization, she couldn’t ignore that she had fallen for him.

He showed no interest in the body sprawled on the couch, not even in stolen glances. Finally Kate felt it was only the two of them in the studio apartment and relaxed. She watched him fill page after page with her face and knew because of him, she’d found the strength to accept her husband’s infidelities. She had seen the signs during the last two years: Colin’s late meetings, the immediate showers upon his return and his distance, but mostly the moments she found him gazing into space with that longing look in his eyes and his crooked smile—the expression she’d always associated with sex.

Colin would not have been able to ignore Sarah. He would’ve watched her appreciatively as she undressed and clenched his fingers with the desire to touch her. After all, he hadn’t been able to hide his attraction to the woman at Jeanne’s dinner party.

Christian approached every now and again and, putting his soft fingers under Kate’s chin, tilted her face this way and that. She didn’t know what she would’ve said if he had asked her to undress, though she felt disappointment crouch in her stomach like a runner waiting for the starting gun and was glad it had no need to take off.

They stopped at two o’clock. Kate felt tired, her body drained as if all emotion had been drawn from her onto the page.

Christian had ordered pizza while he worked. When the doorbell rang, he brought Sarah’s dress to her. “Pizza’s here,” he said as he placed it by her feet. He picked up his drawings, took Kate’s hand and led her into the small kitchen before answering the door. They sat at the small square table.

Sarah didn’t join them. Kate didn’t know if it was to leave them alone or if it was the thought of having to dress that kept her on the couch, but she was glad as Christian told her about his friend Josh’s hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia.

“What’s that?”

“Fear of long words.”

She laughed. “There’s no such thing.”

She noticed how his eyes danced when he smiled. “There is. I’m telling you, look it up. He got it late in life when he started studying philosophy.”

“You’re having me on.”

He crossed his heart. “I’m serious. When you meet him, you’ll have to ask him about it.”

She froze with his assumption of becoming a part of her life, and she saw the apology in his eyes and wanted to wipe it away. “I don’t think I could say it. It’s the longest word I’ve ever heard.”

“Yeah. Cruel, isn’t it?”

She gestured toward the other room. “Your ruined paintings, have they got anything to do with you being celibate for a year?”

He nodded and she raised her eyebrows. He laughed. “You want to know the nasty details?”

She leaned forward, nodding, and folded her arms on the table.

“I was getting ready for an exhibition and really busy. My ex couldn’t stand I was putting it before her. One night, because I’d missed dinner, she took a knife from the table and cut my canvases while I was showering. I found her sitting on the couch as if what’d she’d done just warranted a slap on the wrist. I kicked her out that night.”

“But you’ve kept the paintings.”

He nodded.

“Don’t you think it’s time to let them go?”

“Do you?”

After a few seconds of silence, she lowered her eyes and reached for a slice of pizza, which she nibbled on like a well-fed mouse. With the slice eaten, their attention went to his drawings. “What are you going to do with them?”

“I want you to choose one and I’ll paint it.”

She picked a side profile of her looking out the window, light dribbling down her chin. She thought she looked certain and unwavering.

“I like that one too. You look hopeful in it.”

“Maybe I was.”

* * * *

“I had to test him,” Sarah said later as she and Kate walked away. “He passed.”

Kate already knew. She remembered the way Christian kissed her cheek when she was leaving. “Will you come back?” he’d whispered and she nodded, her chin brushing against his. He’d glanced at Sarah briefly and tipped his head, more in a gesture of dismissal than anything else.

When they got to the parlor, Kate paused at the open door. She couldn’t bring herself to go inside, never mind touch another man, not with her day with Christian spreading behind her like a gown. She wanted to hold onto him, if even for a few hours. “I’m going home. It’s late now anyway. No point in working for an hour. Tell Arlene I said thanks.”

When she got to the station, she almost went back to Christian but she couldn’t. She was still Colin’s wife. No matter how she felt, things needed to be sorted out. If she returned to Christian’s apartment, she imagined him opening the door and them staring at each other for moments of heated silence. She would not allow herself to think of the rest.

Kate looked at her watch. She’d be home by three. Enough time to shower and get her thoughts in order. It would be hard to talk to Colin. He seemed happy to continue as they were. Whenever she brought up the change in their marriage, he shrugged it off as if their problems were in her head. She had to stay strong. She wasn’t happy anymore. She didn’t love him.

The train was empty. She sat by a window, gazed out and saw a faint outline of her face, like a stranger peering back at her.

 


 

Chapter 14

 

“Just one more time,” Colin told himself as he answered the phone in his office. He’d been waiting for Melanie to call. “Hi.”

“Can you finish early? Say, four?” Her voice still made him smile.

“Why?”

“I can’t wait ’til everyone leaves. I want you now. We can go to my place early and you’ll make it back to your wife on time.”

“Melanie…”

“Come on, Colin. I want it to be one to remember.”

“Okay. See you there at four thirty.”

“Perfect.” She hung up.

* * * *

Just as Kate got home, the phone rang and she ran to it. “Hello?”

“Hello. How are you feeling?”

Kate straightened as a shiver ran through her. Whoever this woman was, she didn’t give a crap about how she felt. “Who are you?”

“I work with your husband, and he said you weren’t feeling well.”

“I’m fine, thanks.” Curiosity thawed the icy edge in her voice. “What do you want?”

“I want you to understand what kind of man your husband is. Do you have a pen? You need to be somewhere at four thirty. Take down this address.”

Kate obeyed. “I don’t understand.” But she did, and stopped lying to herself.

* * * *

Melanie sighed and hung up. She had taken a chance on ringing, though she doubted Kate’s frailty. Colin went from describing a woman as hard as nails to one who was suddenly suicidal. She saw the holes and knew they were big enough for Colin’s slippery body to get away. Lying bastard.

She finished work at quarter to four and went home to put on some lingerie. She called Colin on the way. “Don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

Melanie changed and went into the sitting room, wearing a gray silk dressing gown. The large window looked over a small garden fenced in by iron railings. Across the road was a small playground. Placed snugly between houses, it was carpeted by leaves.

When Melanie looked out the window, she saw a woman standing by a naked tree. She nodded, and the woman tensed. With Melanie’s second nod, the woman begrudgingly did the same.

Melanie knew Colin would turn down the side street beside the house to park his car in her garage and take few steps to the kitchen before coming to this room. The woman standing across the road would not be noticed on arrival, and Melanie would make sure she would not be important once he stepped inside. She was aware all she needed to do was give him Judas’s kiss, but she’d meant it when she said she wanted this to be one they would remember.

She heard the garage door close and threw off her dressing gown. Her bodice hugged her breasts and was attached to the scanty blank panties underneath with two silken threads and a small button Colin loved undoing. She imagined the sound of his wife’s gasp as she stood in her black lingerie.

* * * *

Kate held the tree for support. She couldn’t believe what she was watching. She wanted to run from this woman’s perverse idea of a joke but couldn’t.

She knew what Colin would do even before he entered and walked toward the woman with long strides. She had known for a long time he would not turn away from something like this. She saw her husband bend and kiss the woman. He slid his hand inside her black panties before he became aware of the open curtains.

Kate wanted to be swallowed by the tree. Her feet were like lead. She found it hard to breathe as she watched her husband walk away from his mistress toward the window. The woman grabbed his arm and said something as she moved her other hand to his zipper. His confident smile disgusted Kate. He faced the woman and let her undo his belt.

The woman’s hand disappeared inside his trousers, and Kate saw the breath filling him, could remember it from only a few nights ago when she had stroked his penis herself.

His trousers fell, and the woman bent down. Kate’s mouth opened in a silent moan of disbelief. Why was she still standing there? Was it so he couldn’t argue with her? Did she really think if she left with just the kiss behind her eyes he could plead his way out? Yes, she knew he could disentangle his way out of everything.

Suddenly she understood the woman’s tone in the phone. I want you to understand what kind of man your husband is. What had he told his mistress, that his wife was fragile and unstable? She’d seen how well he played the sympathetic, compassionate husband. At the dinner party, his falseness had made her sick, yet she’d thought it was Jeanne and Frederick she couldn’t stand.

Colin lowered his head. She imagined his eyes were closed. The woman had him in her mouth, her red lips swallowing him. When he trembled, she stood, one hand holding his erection, her fingers sliding on her mouth juices as she brought her other hand to the buttons of her bodice. She opened one before he was upon her. He undid them quickly, and his head fell down on her round breasts, as full as the moon, and he slipped his hand between the woman’s legs.

The woman looked at Kate. Their eyes met and a jolt ran through Kate. Colin’s lover was like a hurt animal, fighting back. There was no malice in her stare. Instead, her dark eyes were soft.

Kate unclenched her fists and she eased. That woman had loved and trusted the man in front of her as Kate had once done. Her heart ceased its pounding, and her hands were steady by her side as she stepped closer, stopping at the edge of the curb. Then the woman was gone from her, lost in his touches, giving herself up to him.

When Colin lifted the woman to the couch and put her down, pushing her legs further apart before kneeling in front of her, Kate turned and walked away.

* * * *

When Melanie looked again, the street was empty. The straight-backed, dignified woman was gone. She was so much more than Melanie had expected. There was no anguish in her face and no blame either. Instead, her slightly upturned mouth showed a mild acceptance. She looked as if she’d been expecting this.

Melanie closed her eyes, thankful for Kate’s calm and the lack of screams and blows. She thought her affair with Colin would end with a bang and had been expecting brutal tirades against her character from the cuckolded wife. She hadn’t thought she would gain something from Kate, the woman she had secretly hated for a year.

Colin’s tongue was soft and wide. He moved slowly around and inside her edges. Her body trembled with the gentle tide rising in her. She moaned, fondling her breast.

Soon, Colin would be inside her for the last time. He would move in that wondrous way of his. She would ask him to take her softly this time. She wanted their last time to happen slowly so he could touch every part of her. She would hold him and try not to cry for the loss of a man she never really knew.

Melanie would kiss him gently when it was over and show him the door, tell him to go home. She could already see his self-depreciating nod, that of a martyr. And, before the door closed, she would tell him, for his wife, it had to be over. She would be calm and self-assured. All day she’d imagined the things she would scream at him. But with the memory of a woman across the road, who had understood her more than the man who filled her up, she would give him nothing else.

* * * *

Kate’s steps quickened. Colin and the woman would be making love now. He would be inside her.

She didn’t know if she had started to run to enhance the distance between herself and the lovers or because the sight of them together had switched something inside her and made her want to see Christian, but she owed Colin nothing anymore.

Her chest burned, but she couldn’t stop. It had been such a long time since she ran, really ran, like a child, frightened of nothing.

Kate was afraid. She always would be. Nothing could change that, nothing could bring back the Kate of two years ago, but now she would not be reminded of her vulnerability constantly. In moments stolen away from the world and barricaded so memory could not get through, she might be able to forget, like she did this afternoon sitting at a kitchen table while eating pizza.

She got to the train station panting and had to bend, taking in air and letting it out in quick gulps. With her breaths, the man she had believed Colin to be was taken in for the last time. He was expelled with the image of him touching another woman, who had wanted to hurt her. But seeing Kate standing apart and indifferent to his touches, his mistress had to understand Kate had stopped believing in him long time ago.

When she got on the train, she remembered the first day she’d visited the parlor. She’d come out of the station and got as far as the street corner before turning back. She had clutched the bag on her shoulder as though it was a bomb. She’d wanted to cry that day for her indecision and everything that had led her to that point.

Today, when she disembarked from the train, there was no indecision. Instead she walked quickly and tried not to run. She banged on Christian’s door. When he answered it, she threw her smile at him. He caught it, and slowly, lifting his lips, gave it back. She noticed his bare feet and the paint on his t-shirt and jeans before he stepped aside without a word. She walked up the steps, feeling nervous, but she held onto her anxiety like it was the hand of a rebellious child. She would not let it run riot in this room.

Kate stopped at the top of the stairs. He watched her. She knew he was waiting for her to unwrap her thoughts.

“What’s wrong, Kate?”

“It’s over.”

“What is?”

Kate felt their nakedness in the parlor was nothing compared to her honesty as she answered, “My marriage. Everything. I had to come.”

The shaky smile was a halfhearted apology Christian brushed aside. “It’s okay. I’m glad you did.”

Her lips quivered, and Christian put his arms around her before the first tear touched her cheek. His gentleness and understanding had finally let the tears loose. She sobbed for a life she had once believed in and for the memory of her husband moving toward another woman with a hard desire that had made him look unrelenting.

Christian embraced her until her body became still and quiet. When he stepped away, she felt tired and empty, but not like she had in the last few years. It was emptiness she felt capable of filling.

“Want to tell me about it?” Christian stroked her moist cheek.

She nodded. Holding her hand, he led her to the couch and they sat with their legs touching. She rested her head on his shoulder and, tucked under the darkening evening, she told him everything.

* * * *

Colin came home to an empty house. He went from room to room, calling Kate’s name, and thought his voice echoed in the deserted space. In the bedroom, he stood by the door and felt he’d walked into the wrong place. Suddenly, he’d lost control of the role he was playing.

Kate had left high heels on the floor at the edge of the bed. The lingerie spilled out of a bag like a dark leak. He saw a tube of lipstick by it. It was the bag that threw him off. He never saw it before. Had Kate been outside? Where did she go?

A figure came into his mind’s eye, a blur of jeans and auburn hair outside a sitting room window. No. How the hell would she have known about Melanie?

His eyes darted to the bag, evidence that his wife had more strength than he’d known. She wasn’t as frightened of going out as he thought.

Colin had gone to close the curtains, and Melanie’s whisper had taken him away from the shadow by a tree. But that wasn’t entirely true. He’d wanted to be seen. He’d wanted his last time with her to be witnessed, not as much the sex but his easy escape after.

He clenched his fists. Kate never let him touch her. This weekend she’d brought him to climax but didn’t want him inside her. Only now he recognized her detachment and distance. She played the part as much as he did, and if she could make love to him without wanting him, could she watch him with another woman then walk away? The Kate he married would be able to that. She would disappear without confrontation.

Melanie had cried when he was leaving. She’d tried to hide it when she hugged him at the door but he’d seen the clouds in her eyes. The control of emotion hadn’t seemed like her. The venom on the phone had disappeared. He’d thought her tears were for him having to take care of a cold wife, but he wasn’t so sure now.

He ran to the phone, praying he was wrong. He called Jeanne first. “Have you seen Kate?”

“Yes, she left this morning. Did she tell you about your visitor yesterday?”

“No. She’s not here.”

“Oh, well.” He heard, in Jeanne’s intake of breath, the delight in telling him her news. When she finished, he felt inside out. “Do you know who it might be?”

“Yes.” The word barely made it up his tight throat.

“Good. I’m sure Kate is fine. She looked much better this morning, I have to say.”

He hung up.

Melanie didn’t answer the first or second attempt. The third time, her cracked voice came down the line. “What do you want?”

“What did you say to Kate?”

“Ask her.”

“She’s not here. What have you done?”

“What do you think?”

“Outside the window… Did she—”

“Yes.”

He moaned with disbelief, and she hung up on his self-pity with force.

There was no use in trying to call Kate. Her mobile phone had been left in rubble two years ago. She’d wanted to hide away and refused to have one, and up until now he’d seen the benefits.

He sat in his armchair all night, the top buttons of his shirt undone and his tie loose. At one point, he put on the television. The screen flickered in front of him but the sound didn’t reach him. It was a bubble of noise, and he wondered if this was how Kate felt all those nights when she waited for him to come home.

* * * *

The next day, Jeanne looked out the window and saw Kate walking up her street with a handsome dark-haired man. She was smiling, her auburn hair blowing across her face. They were not holding hands but they seemed to be touching each other. It made Jeanne remember her first years with Frederick before work kept him too busy.

They stopped at the driveway of Kate’s house. He shook his head and touched her cheek before she disappeared inside.

Jeanne waited until Kate emerged with a large bag on her back. Then she went quickly from her sitting room and opened her front door as the couple was passing. “Kate!” She didn’t mean to sound so severe. As Jeanne walked with stiff steps, she wasn’t sure if it was the thought of Colin’s rudeness or the memory of what she’d once had and lost that made her want to bite.

“Jeanne, this is Christian.”

Jeanne nodded briskly, but her attention went straight back to Kate. “Are you leaving?”

“Yes.”

“Does Colin know?” Jeanne had been surprised to get his phone call last night. His voice sounded shaky and harsh when he asked if Kate had been out much. Only in the last few weeks, she’d told him. It was a great thing to see her venture out at last—she’d become too pale and drawn. He’d grunted something rudely and hung up.

“He does now. I left a note telling him where I’ll be.”

Jeanne looked at Christian, and Kate laughed. “No, I’m staying with my friend Stephanie. You never met her.”

Jeanne turned to Kate, feeling more at ease since Christian was taken out of the equation. “You look…”

Kate smiled. “What?”

“Different.”

“Thanks.”

Jeanne gave a reluctant smile as she thought of Colin’s haggard face that morning. She’d gone to him when he’d walked down his driveway and looked down his street, left to right, as if Kate would be idling nearby. “What’s happened, Colin? Is everything all right?”

He’d stared hard at her. “Can’t you mind your own business for once?”

“I...” Jeanne had felt tears prick her eyes. She’d experienced the look he gave her more than once from Frederick. It was strange how a gaze had the ability to eat at skin. It was easier to look out her sitting room window than rummage around her own rooms. The last time she did, she’d found a receipt for a hotel she’d never stayed in.

“I have to go,” Colin had barked. So many things had lodged in Jeanne’s throat as she’d watched Colin walk away, but she couldn’t say them then.

Kate and Christian were about to go. “Does this have anything to do with that visitor?” finally found its way out of Jeanne’s mouth.

Kate shrugged. “Yes and no.”

“So it’s my fault.”

“It’s nobody’s fault, Jeanne.” Kate put a reassuring hand on Jeanne’s shoulder. “And if it was, I’d thank you.”

 


 

Chapter 15

 

Kate sat at the kitchen table in Stephanie’s apartment. Her coffee had grown cold while she stared out the window at the blue sky. No clouds marred its perfection and it made her feel hopeful. In two days, she was going for a job interview to be a manager in a homeless center. She knew she wouldn’t have had the courage to apply without Stephanie’s and Christian’s support. Now, she just wanted her divorce to come through.

With the sound of the letter flap, she stood and walked to the door slowly. This was her third day to wait in expectation. She was not disappointed. The first letter addressed to Kate Giovanni lay like a white flag on the wooden floor. She picked it up, and for a full five minutes, she grazed her maiden name with her finger before finally opening the envelope with trembling hands. Kate stared at the decree absolute, which legally ended her marriage, as if it held the secrets of the world.

It had been a quick divorce. Colin didn’t contest it. Kate had refused to see him without her lawyer. She couldn’t bear the idea of having to listen to his apology. The unbelievable sadness in his voice would be enhanced by his watery brown eyes, which had only started to truly see her when she left him. She’d sat across the table from Colin in the lawyer’s office, and when she met his gaze, he’d studied her with an intensity that had eluded them in their last years together, as if only with their distance he was drawn to her.

Kate hadn’t trusted his look. She’d thought it another act. This pretense of interest was to draw her back toward him, and she’d turned away from the softness in his eyes without a change in her expression.

Her phone ringing took attention from the paper. Retrieving it from her pocket, she smiled upon seeing Christian’s name and answered it.

“Well?” he asked.

She felt butterflies rise in her belly with the sound of him. “It came.” She could hear his breathing in her pause. “You at home?”

“Yes.” His voice came out light, the word drawn out as if he’d been holding it in for too long.

* * * *

Christian’s door was off the latch when Kate arrived. She went up the stairs, feeling her heart jump with each one. So many times she had climbed them, but in a numbing bubble. She had refused to relish his scent, which was a mixture of soap and paint, afraid that it would open her up to him. Nor had she dwelled on the warmth of his smile and the strength of his arms when he held and supported her.

While she’d waited for the divorce to come through, they had worked to keep a distance, though it had gotten hard to see him without wanting more. Lying alone in bed, she had imagined what it would be like to kiss him and feel his hands on her body.

She knew he felt it too. It was written in his eyes every time they met. She saw the appreciation and desire in them before he managed to rein it all in by turning away. She loved him for his patience. He never spoke about what they both wanted, but showed it in small gestures, like brushing the hair from her forehead with his finger or giving her a lingering gaze.

When she entered his studio apartment, he stood by the kitchen’s entrance, wearing his usual jeans and t-shirt. His feet were bare, and she noticed his hands didn’t have the customary flecks of paint. For a long moment, her gaze stayed fixed on his long fingers before she found the courage to look at his face.

There was a hint of a smile there as his eyes studied her with naked interest. She felt him look at her in a way he’d never done before, as if he owned her. “Hello, Kate Giovanni.”

She nodded shyly. Nervousness had risen in her belly and she wanted to cry out to him that she was stuck between wanting too much and being so damned frightened. Her mouth opened and she was sure he leaned toward her in expectation. “Christian.” A low whispering of his name was all she was capable of, but it was enough.

He moved to her quickly. “Katie…”

Her answer was lost on his lips. He kissed her gently, his tongue tasting every inch of her mouth until she eased into his hold. When he moved back, she tried to smile. “I’m scared.”

His eyes fixed on hers as he brought his hand softly down her neck and between her breasts. “Don’t be.”

It was all the answer she needed.

Christian opened the buttons of her blouse with tender ease. Kate watched his hands and wanted to be lost in them. She felt the air on her skin as if it was the first time and knew he saw the expectation in her parted lips.

He touched her neck, her shoulders and her arms, then cupped her breasts and skimmed the surface of her nipples down to her stomach. She couldn’t breathe as he pulled her jeans down her legs and over her feet before rising to kiss her, and she swallowed her gasp when he moved his fingers through her pubic hair.

Kate held onto him like he was an anchor as he touched the softness between her legs. Sighing, she closed her eyes with the feel of his caress.

“You’re unbelievable,” he whispered.

Christian took his hand away, and the need to feel him screamed at her as he led her to the couch. She sat, and he lifted her legs so they bent in front of her. He stroked her face with one hand while guiding her fingers to that space she had not touched in so long. “Feel how beautiful you are.”

Her eyes widened.

“Feel it, Kate.” He let her hand go and smiled when it remained where it was. He kissed her amid her stillness. When they found each other’s tongues, he caressed her breast, and her waist finally rose, as if her body had taken command and couldn’t wait any longer. She moved her fingers slowly, loving herself, as he caressed her nipple. Surges of pleasure moved from his mouth to her crotch. She sighed as her body opened, and she felt the warmth start, trickling at first, like a dam just opened.

The feeling running through her was delicious yet almost unbearable. She wanted to take her hand away before she burst. She didn’t know if her body would have the strength to contain it. She moaned as much in fright as in pleasure.

He touched his lips to her neck and kissed her collarbone, then her breast, her nipple. Christian slid his tongue down her stomach while she explored herself.

Then he put his mouth on her pubic hair and found her hand with his tongue. Her writhing stopped as he licked her fingers. She lay back with a silent gasp moving from her half-opened mouth as she relinquished control to his tongue. He explored her softly and when she came, she shook for a long time.

The tears tumbling down her cheeks were canceled by the ease of her body. For once, she felt no shame, as if Christian had erased all fear and doubt with his mouth. She was impatient to have him inside her so everything could start fresh. This man would be the only one she would think of as ever having her fully. Everything before him would be erased, as part of an old story.

Kate sat up and pulled his t-shirt over his head, his arms were slack and gentle, bending to her need. He watched her, and she thought with his still and rigid body, he was as nervous as she had been. She could take her time, make him quiver with small kisses all over his body, but she wanted to feel the swell of his erection. She opened his trouser button, her actions hurried and his breathing deep. She only had to tug at the denim and make a play at pulling them down before he helped her.

With the jeans still around his ankles, he sat back on the couch and pulled her to him. “I can’t wait any longer,” he whispered.

Christian lifted her slightly until she straddled him. She clutched his shoulders as he guided his cock inside.

Her pussy rubbed against his length and came alive. She felt like her body had been waiting to let this pleasure loose for years and now that it had started, it overtook her. Her whole body trembled. She could feel the wave of an orgasm start from her bent toes. He put his hands on her back, and she felt the tight ownership of them as he moaned with her sways. The wetness that had come from his mouth was nothing compared to what flowed over his erection.

Kate never wanted their lovemaking to end, but she could feel the tightening of him and could hear his small gasps of “Oh God” as she rose on his shaft and lowered herself again. She threw her head back with her groans as she felt the shudder of his penis. With his face buried into her chest and his hold on her back tightening, he shot inside her.

They stayed, grasping each other until their bodies stilled. When he moved back and touched her face, she understood they had just begun.

With her legs wrapped around him, he carried her to his bed, and the day drifted by as they explored each other. He had bought champagne to celebrate her divorce and they drank it between kisses. Later that evening, they ordered pizza, and when he lay on top of her, she felt the tiny crumbs stick to her skin.

* * * *

It was hard to leave Christian the next morning, but Kate had to go home and get dressed for the interview. She traveled with an image of him lying in bed and his promise that he would be waiting for her.

Getting off the train at Central Station, she allowed a smile with the irony that her interview in the homeless shelter was so close to The Beauty Suite. In a gray trouser suit and her CV in hand, Kate couldn’t imagine going back to the parlor. The day she saw her husband with another woman was the last time she needed to be Jade. She had thought her two personas—the long-suffering wife and the confident, sexy masseuse—were two entirely different people, neither needing the other to survive, until she walked out of her house for the final time with her bag on her back.

“Kate?”

The sound of her name made her freeze. She had been afraid of bumping into one of the girls from the parlor, but she couldn’t ignore the eagerness in which her name had been called. With a sigh, she turned to see Nikki standing before her with a grin on her face. Kate couldn’t help smiling back.

“I thought I’d never see you again. You just disappeared.” The small girl’s eyes were wide with curiosity.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Nikki waved her apology away with a flick of her wrist. “It’s okay. How have you been?”

“Good.”

In the following silence, a frown creased Nikki’s face. Kate hated the tension that had risen from her taciturn response, but she didn’t know where to start with this girl. She wanted to forget about Colin but seeing Nikki brought it back. The memory of Jade and the old Kate sat like a weight in her belly.

Nikki’s smile was sad, touched with more than a hint of disappointment. “I just wanted to say hello.”

“I know. It’s okay.” There was so much she could say about living with Stephanie and seeing Christian, but the words wouldn’t come. They were blocked by her need to move on with her life.

“I should go. It was good to see you.” Nikki started to walk away, her shoulders hung.

With her sad retreat, Kate glimpsed her loneliness once again. She wanted to do something to alleviate it. “I got a divorce,” she said.

The young girl stopped and when she looked at her, Kate was sure her smile was one of gratitude. “That’s great.” Still, there was something sad about the girl, as if the distance between them was entirely of Nikki’s making.

“Thanks for everything, Nikki.”

Only when Nikki nodded and started to leave again did Kate realize her thanks might have sounded like a dismissal. She wanted to follow Nikki and take hold of her hand, guide her to the benches where not long ago they had sat and talked, but she couldn’t move. No matter how much she yearned to, she couldn’t go back to that person who had gotten to know Nikki, and she hated that Nikki might believe she had done something to cause Kate’s coolness.

She watched the petite girl exit the station and smiled as the sun touched her light blue jacket. Only when Nikki’s small body disappeared did Kate start toward the exit and her new life.
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