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Question me now about all other matters, but do not ask who I am, for fear you may increase in my heart its burden of sorrow as I think back;
I am very full of grief, and I should not sit in the house of somebody else with my lamentation and wailing.
It is not good to go on mourning forever.
--Homer's The Odyssey
Book 19, 115-120
He was beautiful. No, beautiful was not the word for it. He was godlike, breathtaking, astounding, life-changing. I'd been working at the Eden Fetish Club for five years now, and I had never seen a male specimen like this come through the door. He was golden. His faded jeans fit perfectly over his taut, muscular ass, and his black tee concealed a sculpted torso. He was at least six feet two, maybe taller, with wavy dark hair that framed a classically handsome face. Prominent jaw, and the kind of full, sensuous lips that made me think naughty thoughts. His eyes were set deep and communicated an animal sexuality. Even the way he moved reeked of sex. Everyone in the main dungeon, dominant and submissive and undecided, turned to look as he walked by.
He walked around for a while, taking his time, checking people out. He was shopping. Everything ratcheted up. Scenes got louder, harder, more intense. Doms' voices got more authoritative, subs' cries and moans grew more heartfelt and deep. He was new, he was unattached, he was shopping, and he was something else. Was he a top? A bottom? Both? Neither? Who cared? Everybody wanted him.
I was getting my ass thoroughly beaten by a client when the stranger's gaze fell on me. I wondered if he found me attractive at all. I had a nice body, petite and curvy. My heart-shaped ass was a favored target for Eden's doms. My pussy was waxed bare, and I wore the typical submissive's uniform at Eden--a skimpy garter belt and a black O-ringed collar at my neck. I had red hair, which helped me stand out in a crowd, but my eyes were probably my best feature. Besides their unusual pale green color, they looked slightly ethnic, slanted and wide set. I could drop my lashes over my eyes or peer up and bat them innocently. I had long ago mastered the pleading, vulnerable look.
I turned them on the new guy and saw a flicker of interest. My "master" for the moment, a regular named Jack, wasn't too pleased to see my attention wander and tried to regain it by laying the strokes on a little harder with the flogger.
I tried to concentrate on the job at hand, being his devoted slave, because he was paying me to be, but it was difficult. As I writhed and sobbed under Jack's blows, I knew, guiltily, that I was putting on a show for him. Yes, I wanted him to want me. Beauty was desirable, but oh so rare in clubs like these. Jack, bless his heart, had long since passed his prime. But Jack was a great dominant and a loyal customer, so God, I tried to concentrate on him. I took my job seriously. I really tried to be a great sub to everyone who wanted to play.
When Jack finished with me thirty minutes later, Mr. Gorgeous was still standing there, watching me come down. Everyone else had gone back to their own scenes. It was clear now he'd made his choice. I was his choice. I was a little jittery about it, which was silly, being a professional sub.
Focus, Nell, you idiot. He was not Prince Charming, and I wasn't Cinderella. I was a professional working at the Eden Fetish Club in Los Angeles, and what I was looking at was just another job.
Mistress Amelia glowered at me from the corner, where Jack was bending her ear and gesturing at me in annoyance. Her eyes said it all. This better be good. Forget about poor Jack. I'd better convince Mr. Gorgeous that playing at Eden was a lot of fun, that he should come back all the time. Having regular members like him could draw more business, attract more submissive women. There were never enough subs. Mistress Amelia's cherry red lips pursed into a strict line.
Make it work, bitch.
I walked up to the client and got a noseful of fresh, outdoorsy smell, like he'd spent the day at the beach. He was even more delectable close up. His shoulders were so broad, and his arms had that perfect bulge of muscle… Focus!
I gave Mr. Handsome my best submissive greeting: a sweet, soft murmur with my eyes cast down. Would Master like to spend some time with Little Nell? My only limits were the club's limits: no fluid exchange and no severe marking or bloodletting. I was available to play publicly, here in the main dungeon, or in one of the private, themed rooms. Schoolroom? Hospital? Boardroom? Harem? Interrogation room? What did Master wish?
Master Gorgeous wished to play privately, he said. Mistress Amelia wasn't happy about that as I led him toward the hallway, but the themed rooms were there for customers, so what could she say? I asked which of the currently available rooms he wished to play in, and he shrugged and said he didn't care.
Okay.
I wasn't sure what that meant, that he had no preference. He only kept staring at me with those eyes that seemed to be weighing, measuring, analyzing more than anything else. They weren't warm eyes. They were businesslike, in a strange but not a scary way. I'd actually never felt more like a sex worker, although I suppose that's what I was. I realized then that must have been his fantasy. Pick out a sex worker and dominate her. Cool. I could understand that kink.
I led him to the first open room we came to, the harem, one of my personal favorites. Along with the de rigueur hooks, trestles, benches, chairs, and display of disciplinary tools on the wall, there were piles of pillows, a very cozy sofa, and a massive crimson-canopied bed. I'd cuddled with many a dom after taking a sound whipping on that bed, watching the garish scarves and curtains blow in the breeze of the ceiling fans shaped to look like palm leaves.
Somehow I doubted this dom was into cuddling. Actually, as the door closed behind us and he looked at me, I could tell, with a certainty born of experience, that this gorgeous, staring, studying man wasn't a dom at all. I was suddenly a little thankful for Joel, the club-appointed chaperone who stood in the shadows to monitor the safety of every private scene I did. I had long since ceased to feel embarrassment around Joel, but feeling thankful for his presence was a totally new thing. What did this guy want? I went down on my knees and waited.
He just looked at me a long while. I finally murmured, "Would Master like me to suggest ways to best make use of my submissiveness?"
"No," he said tersely.
"I'm yours," I answered in reply and waited on my knees patiently. He looked over at Joel.
"So the rules apply here too? Privately? No sex?"
"No sex, not with the staff," boomed Joel from the corner.
Too bad, I thought. He wanted sex, and Lord in heaven knew I wanted to give this man sex. All women should have given this man sex, and probably did. Any woman walking the planet would have given it up for this piece of maleness, so why this rigmarole, why come to a club and try to buy it? Why? Because he wanted kinky sex. Sigh. I wanted kinky sex too. It had been far too long.
What I would have given to take this man's cock out and take it in my mouth, roll it around on my tongue, and make it hard and stiff and then… I would have taken him anywhere. Anywhere he wanted to stick it, I would have moaned and taken it deep. How long had it been since I'd had good S&M sex, been pushed down and fucked hard and silly and then been beaten and fucked again? After work I was usually too tired, too used-up to troll the straight clubs, and the Eden customers and staff, the only "scene" people I knew, were strictly off-limits to contact off the clock.
I looked at Gorgeous. Did I dare try to meet him later? I'd never attempted anything like that before, but I was so, so fucking horny, and his appraising, level stare and Adonis body weren't helping to cool me off. I tried to infuse a spark of maybe into the I'm yours in my eyes.
"We're not allowed to do any type of fluid exchange here, Master."
To Joel, I hoped it sounded like I was just telling Gorgeous the rules. But I pointedly added the here. I hoped Gorgeous heard it. I think he did, because he glanced at Joel, then walked over to the wall of whips, paddles, and floggers impatiently.
"So what, I can just whip you, huh? What if it gets me off and some fluid exchange just…happens?"
I smothered a smile. "As long as it's not from penetration."
"Can I come on you?"
I whispered, "Not here."
"Where?" he whispered back.
I looked up at Joel pointedly from under my lashes. Gorgeous sighed in frustration and picked up a wicked-looking leather paddle and lifted me from my knees. He walked me to the couch.
"Bend over."
God, I wanted him to fuck me. I went up on my toes, my stocking-covered legs tensing as I waited. I tried to make my ass look irresistible.
Ow! Fuck. Fuck.
Fuck.
It occurred to me that bulging, golden muscles instead of the typical flabby limbs came at a price. Particularly when those muscles wielded an instrument that already imparted a hearty sting. He rained blows on my ass like a jackhammer, with no moderate warm-up strokes and no pauses to adjust to the pain. I danced from foot to foot and bit my lip hard as the deep, stinging pain suffused my cheeks.
A fucking amateur. Definitely not a dom.
I looked over at Joel in the corner, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Was the fucker smirking? He knew as well as I did when a client didn't know what he was doing, and this one clearly didn't. He wouldn't step in, though, not unless I used my safe word and the client kept going.
And no way was I using a safe word. I needed sex from this man, I really did. But ow!
Jeez, how did these guys get past the front door? Well, I knew how this one got in. His body, his gorgeous face. He was definitely a Los Angeles pretty boy. I wasn't even sure he was totally straight, although he acted straight and dominant enough. He acted. That was the weird thing. I got the feeling he wasn't that into what he was doing.
Well, a lot of people came to experiment here in a safe, nonbinding place, to see if the "lifestyle" was for them. If you tied up and beat the shit out of your high school sweetheart and decided it wasn't for you after all, it was a lot more uncomfortable a situation than finding out by beating on a stranger you'd never see again.
I whimpered and fidgeted as he went to town. It wasn't an act on my part. It fucking hurt, and soon the fire in my ass reached crisis proportions.
"No severe marking," I finally said when it looked like Joel wasn't going to help me out.
"What?" He leaned close to me.
I let the pretense fall away. He knew I knew he wasn't a dominant. "You're hitting too hard."
"I want to see you somewhere outside of here."
"I'm not supposed to," I whispered.
He pulled back and landed a few more lackluster blows for Joel's benefit. "I'll give you what you deserve, you little slut," he declared in a stern, faux-dominant voice.
I stifled laughter, turning my head as he leaned down again to whisper in my ear.
"I'll give you two thousand dollars if you'll see me tonight at your place."
I shouldn't have said yes. I really shouldn't have. But I heard myself tell him my phone number and that I got off work at two.
* * * * *
The rest of the night at work was a blur. I vacillated wildly between uncontrolled horniness and horror at what I'd done. I finally convinced myself that when he called I wouldn't answer. But I answered, of course, and I told him where I lived. I called my friend Alexis to let her know what was going on, and then frantically tried to remember whether I had pepper spray in the house. But I didn't, I knew I didn't. I was ninety-eight percent sure I wouldn't need it anyway. I figured Mr. Gorgeous was just a vanilla boy with a little bit of kink inside and nowhere to let it loose. I didn't get a sociopath vibe from him. No. He wanted something else.
He knocked on my door at two thirty sharp. I had on a nice, tight little fuck-me dress I could shimmy out of quickly, and my naughtiest thong underneath. I tried to look like I wasn't anxious and wet as hell to see him.
"Hi," I said.
"Hi," he replied awkwardly. It occurred to me that neither one of us knew what the hell was going on. Okay. I would set some parameters.
"I want to tell you first thing that I made a safe call."
He looked nervous for a second.
"What's a safe call?"
"I called a friend to let her know you were here, and that if I don't call her in the morning, to call the cops. That they would know you at the club."
"Oh, okay," he said. "I guess that's smart. But I have no intention of hurting you or killing you or anything like that." He half smiled, half smirked at me.
Gorgeous man, he flirted. But he wasn't a dom. I locked the door and leaned back against it, looking at him expectantly.
"So what is it you want? Because I don't think you're really into S&M."
He met my eyes. Guilty. He smiled self-consciously, but his fingertips reached out to touch my waist and trail down over my hips.
"You can tell? I guess after all this time you know it. How long have you been…working as a sex slave?"
"I'm not a sex slave," I murmured, letting his fingers slowly lift the hem of my dress and brush across the tops of my thighs. "But you promised me two thousand dollars for seeing you outside the club, and I'll need it up front."
"So you're a whore," he said, so quietly I almost didn't hear him. But I did.
"Call it what you want." I put my hand over his before it snaked between my legs. "The money first."
"Are you worth it?"
"I'm worth it, yes. Do you have it?"
With a peeved look, he took out his wallet and removed a stack of bills. He handed them to me, but before he let go, he said, "This is for sex, right? There are no rules about fluid exchange here?"
I hesitated. What were the rules here? I was whoring myself, which was a first. I accepted money for "sex" every night at Club Eden, but that was only mental sex, psychological fucking, spanking and toys and silly scenes, prostitution within the confines of the law. This man wanted actual prostitution, to penetrate me for money. More than once, I assumed.
"You have to use a condom," I finally said. "For everything. And you can't scar me or draw blood."
"Jesus." He let go of the money. "I don't know what kind of people you usually hang out with, but I'm not into making chicks bleed."
"Good. Do you have condoms?"
He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a handful. "They had them at the door of the club. Which is why I thought it was weird that no fucking was allowed."
"Fucking's allowed, only not with the staff. Couples fuck there all the time. Are you married?"
He laughed. "No."
"Just like to fuck around? Try new things?"
He shrugged, looking at me almost defensively. "I have a friend. He's really into this stuff."
"And you wanted to give it a try?"
He laughed again. "Give it a try. Yes."
I wasn't sure what the fuck was so funny, but then his fingers were on me again, and he was drawing up my hem and discovering my thong.
"Okay," I said. "Do you want me to help you, or do you want to do things on your own? I mean, do you want to fuck me as a dominant? You want me to be submissive for you?"
"Yes, I want you to be submissive. Like my…slave."
"Okay. And you know what to… I mean, I can sort of teach you how to be an effective dom, if you want."
"No, I kind of know."
"From your friend?"
He nodded.
"He let you watch. And you liked it. He has a slave?"
"Yeah. Sort of."
"Okay. But just so you know, this is just…business. For now, during this session, I'm your slave. Afterward I'm a person again."
"You're not really into this? In real life?"
"No, I mean, I am." His hands, God, they were talented. He found my clit like a hound on the scent. It was getting harder to concentrate. "I…I love being submissive."
"But on your own terms."
"No. It's not… I'm just not available right now."
"You have a boyfriend." He pulled my thong down, letting it fall at my feet.
"No. I don't. I'm just not a lifestyler. I can't be submissive all the time. I choose not to be."
"Only sometimes. When someone's paying you."
"When I want to be submissive, I'm submissive. Is that enough for you?" I said, half-horny, half-annoyed by his insistent line of questioning.
"Yes. What's your name?" he asked me then. "Is it really Little Nell?"
"It's Nell. Just Nell."
"Well, Nell," said Mr. Gorgeous. "I just want to fuck you silly. Is that enough for you?"
"Yes, Master. I'm yours."
I'm yours. I've said it a thousand times in my line of work, and it never fails to give me a shiver, make me a little wet. I'm yours, now what will you do with me?
"I want you to kneel down and suck me first."
Mmm. Good line, delivered well, like a real dom. I was pretty certain he'd heard it from his "friend." I hoped his friend was a really good lover, because I had a feeling I was about to reenact a scenario Mr. Gorgeous had already viewed and liked a lot. I felt, for a moment, that his friend was a third party in our illicit little rendezvous.
I took his shirt off first, selfishly, because I wanted to see him fully unclothed. Naked, perfect male. His abs were tight, defined bunches of muscle. I wanted to outline each one with my tongue and then lick him from his neck all the way down to his--
Focus.
I knelt and took my time undoing his belt and unbuttoning his seven-hundred-dollar jeans, daydreaming about doing him and his dom friend at the same time.
Rich boys and their naughty habits. Gorgeous looked to be in his early twenties. I was twenty-eight, and I didn't think he was as old as me. Just a young rich boy sowing wild oats. I would show him wild if he wanted it. I'm sure he had no idea how horny I was.
By the time I got his pants off, he was already rock solid. I rolled on a condom as deftly and sexily as I could and took him in my mouth.
God, I wanted it. A big, hard cock jammed in the back of my throat. I'd had a cock like this, attached to a great, straight, dominant, loving man, but he'd left me. Douglas. I hadn't been enough for him. I'd tried to be, but working at the club and needing time for myself, I had never been enough. But this man, he only wanted me right now. One night. One night, I could manage.
Well, manage was one word for it. I licked his rigid tool, reveling in its masculine power, exploring it from base to hard tip until he lost patience and nudged it between my lips. I salivated for him, opened wide for him to take me. For once I wasn't even bothered by the bitter taste of latex. I was too enthralled by the way he completely filled my mouth. His musky, male scent sent me deep into the throes of submission, and the fact that he was a stranger added an extra kinky thrill. I wanted to give him the best hummer he'd ever had, one he'd remember when he was in his eighties. I wanted to show him how much I appreciated his perfect body.
I cupped his balls and tried to coax him deeper into my throat. He made a guttural noise and placed his hands on either side of my head, just light pressure. When I moaned, he tightened his hold and started to fuck my face. I faltered for a moment, terrified that I might gag, but he slowed and let me find a rhythm. I settled into accommodating his deep thrusts, and soon I managed to wrench some erotic groans from him. He stopped abruptly.
"I want to come on you."
I pulled away and whipped off the condom. For two thousand bucks, sure. I expected the facial, but he yanked at my dress.
"I want to come on your tits."
A tit man. Okay. He shot hot cum over my chest, and I received it like a gift. Douglas used to make me rub it all in and lick my hands. Gorgeous rubbed it in himself and got sidetracked pinching and squeezing my nipples. A tit man all the way. Ohhh…and I loved tit men. He leaned closer and I braced for pain, but instead he only tapped the taut peaks. Not flicked them. Tapped them. I'd never had my nipples tapped this way, and I was surprised by how intense it felt. It wasn't pain. It was a tease. It made me fidget and left me craving more. With each light tap my clit throbbed. I moaned and leaned into him, desperate for some kind of relief, but he only stroked and tapped my nipples until they were hard as stones. Then he closed his fingers on them and twisted so hard a gasp of protest came to my lips. Fire shot straight to my center. He watched my reaction in a strange, detached manner.
"Do you have any of those, what do you call them? Clips? Clothespins?"
"I have some nipple clamps, Master."
"Go get them. And don't call me Master, that's weird. Just call me Kyle."
Mr. Kyle Gorgeous. Fitting. I didn't know whether to crawl for the clamps or get up and go for them. Well, he wasn't much of a dom. I got up and walked, and he didn't correct me. I came back and placed them in his hands. They weren't the most stringent pair I had, but he'd never know. I liked the more painful ones, but I didn't know if he knew how long it was safe to leave them on.
I knelt down again, but he pulled me back up.
"I want you to look at my face while I put them on you. Look right at me."
Again I felt the ghostly friend. I didn't think Kyle had the imagination to come up with this on his own. He closed the clamps, one and then the other, on my hard, puckered nipples. The ache bloomed, then commuted into a rush of wetness between my legs. I gasped, staring at him. His blue eyes looked dark earlier, but now they were light and wide. He watched as if trying to gauge what I was thinking. I don't know if he knew I was daydreaming about his friend.
"Do you like that?" he asked, tugging on the little beads that hung down from the silver clamps.
"Yes, Kyle. I like it a lot."
"Shake your titties, push them together for me."
I did. The hungry way he was looking at me really turned me on. He might not be a dom, but he was sexy. He put his hand between my legs, probing me roughly, and again the submissive inside me exulted. My mouth opened in a moan, and I let his fingers penetrate me as deeply as he wished. I was so wet, my pussy squelched against his fingers.
"You do like it, don't you? You horny little slut."
I stood still and let him take me with his hand. The pressure building in my belly was shooting up to my breasts, snaking down between my thighs. My legs trembled from the pleasure, so I thought I might fall if he didn't support me. Each time his agile fingertip stroked over the little nub, my hips bucked forward in a plea. He tugged on the clamps again, and I gasped.
"I want you to come," he said.
Thank God. I closed my eyes as he tugged and worked my clit with those talented fingers. Did I say he was gorgeous? His fingers were his best feature by far. I put my hands on his shoulders and moaned, thrusting my hips forward. I clung to him and let the rhythm of his fingers drive me higher. My body drew up tight and then convulsed in release.
"Yes, yes!" I mashed my head into his chest and almost closed my teeth on his golden skin. He held me up with strong hands as I rode out the waves of satisfaction. When I came back to my senses, I looked up into his eyes. He was still watching me in that intense way.
"That was cool," he said.
I let out my breath in a rush. "Yes, it was."
His hand was still clamped over my pussy. He looked down at his hard cock with a smirk. "But I'm not quite finished with you yet."
"I sensed that." I smiled.
His hand left my pussy to grasp my upper arm. He pulled me to the sofa and bent me over it.
It wasn't the harem room, but I was finally about to get fucked. I watched over my shoulder as he rolled on a condom. He positioned his dick against my slit and pushed in to the hilt. I went up on my toes and moaned, then twitched my ass back against him. He began to fuck me. I panted and gripped the cushion. The head of his cock pummeled in and out, rubbing over my g-spot. My hips jerked as delicious sensation gathered into a teeming knot at my center.
"Oh…oh…" I couldn't form words. The only sounds in my world were my incoherent exclamations and his urgent grunts. Warm pleasure suffused my entire body. My nipples tingled with a needful ache.
"Spread your legs." I did, and he practically lifted me from the floor with the force of his thrusts. I felt like his creature, his object. I loved the way he was using me. I imagined I existed only to slake his lust. His hands clenched and unclenched on my hips as he pulled me back on his dick. Just as I was about to come, though, he withdrew. He ignored my wail of protest and put his hands on my shoulders. He pulled me from the couch and forced me to the floor on all fours. He knelt behind me and bent over my quivering back. I could feel his sweat-slickened abs against my skin as he whispered in my ear.
"Nell, can I fuck your ass?"
For two thousand dollars? Yes. I moaned and twitched my hips back against him. My pussy juice eased the way, but I still flinched when he worked the head in. I breathed through the pain and clenched my sphincter around him. I waited for him to suggest lube and gritted my teeth when he pressed on without it. The ache was acute but at the same time thrilled me to the core. I reached back to clutch at his thighs.
"Okay?" he asked.
I made a sound of assent and dropped my shoulders forward. He took it for the capitulation it was and slid his thick tool in to the hilt.
God, it had been far too long since I'd had a cock in my ass. I'd forgotten that terrifying, intoxicating feeling of being impaled. The pain of entry turned into unfolding pleasure that spread from my ass to my pussy and up to my nipples straining in the clamps. I tried hard not to start begging and talking dirty. You're a submissive. Let him fuck you.
And he fucked me, slow and deep. He reached under me to flick at the nipple clamps, creating sparks of fire that resonated in my pelvis. Then came a series of quick thrusts that made me clench and moan, scrabble for purchase on the rough carpet. It was the surrender that mattered during anal, letting go and accepting my basest desires. I could barely remember my name, or his for that matter. He reached around and stroked my pussy while his cock stretched my tight hole. I felt his fingers delve into my wet slit and then search for my clit. He pinched it. I felt something inside me unfurl and go wild.
I cried out and came like a madwoman, jerking back hard against his hips. While I shuddered and shook through my climax, I felt his dick pulse in my ass. Mr. Kyle Gorgeous Talented Fingers rocked in me another moment and then finally went still. It was a long time before I became aware of the scratchy carpet under my skin.
He pulled away from me and found his way to my bathroom. I heard water running, a flush of the toilet. When he returned I was still exactly as he'd left me, cheek to the carpet with my ass in the air. When no directions were forthcoming, I righted myself and turned. He was looking at me with that same look from the club, studying, assessing.
"Thank you," he said finally. "Um, should I take those off?" he asked, indicating the nipple clamps.
"Okay." He did, almost gingerly. I drew in a halting breath as the blood flowed back to my nipples.
"Does that hurt? When they come off?"
"A little."
"But you like that, huh? Being hurt?"
It was a simplification, but since I figured I'd never see him again, I gave him the simple answer. "Yes."
He walked over to pick up his clothes. As he pulled his shirt on, I squelched the urge to rip it back off again. Farewell, hottest abs ever, I thought, then I realized he was talking to me.
"You're a hot fuck. I thought you would be. I really enjoyed that a lot."
"I did too." It wasn't exactly a BDSM scene, but it had been hot in its own way. A little tentative perhaps. If someone who fucked you in three holes one after the other could be called tentative.
"I think you're a really good sub. I mean, aren't you? You try hard at it. You like it for real."
I nodded. Now that he was obviously leaving, I started to feel wistful. I knew he wasn't going to be my new master or anything, but he had been fun. And he was as gorgeous as ever, even sweaty and fucked-out as he was.
"Can I get you some water?" I offered. "A beer?"
He looked at his watch. "You know what? It's late. I've got to be going. Thanks, though."
I watched him buckle his belt, lace up his shoes, straighten his collar, all business now. I thought about asking him if it was worth the two thousand bucks, but I didn't want to hear him say no, or hear him say yes while his body language clearly said no. He was no better dom now than he was when he'd arrived, but I got the clear feeling he didn't really care about that. I don't know if he'd gotten what he paid the two thousand bucks for, but if he hadn't, he didn't blame me, I supposed.
So why did I feel so guilty? Or did I feel sad? Or did I just feel ashamed?
I'd just sold myself for two thousand dollars. And why? Because I had an itch to scratch.
And this gorgeous guy walking out my door?
I guess he'd just had an itch too.
The next day, though, a whole lot more got scratched than my itch. Joel met me at the door when I arrived at Eden.
"Is it true?"
"Is what true?"
"Did you meet that guy after work yesterday?"
"Joel!"
"Mistress Amelia got in my face about it. If you did--"
"What did you tell her?"
"You dug him. I knew it!"
"What did you tell her, Joel? Tell me!"
"I didn't tell her anything. But somebody told her. She's spitting mad. She wants to talk to you."
"Holy shit. What do I do?"
"Lie. Or you won't fucking have a job."
I slunk down the hall toward Mistress's office. There was no point making her any more mad by avoiding her. But who would have ratted on me like that? Joel insisted it wasn't him, and I believed him. He was a friend. It had to be somebody making stuff up. Unless someone had been outside my apartment last night and actually spied on me to see if he arrived, and who would have been petty and vindictive enough to do that?
The door was ajar, so I peeked in carefully. Crap. Mistress Amelia was flushed with anger. I entered silently and closed the door behind me and decided on Joel's suggested plan of action. Lie.
"Joel said you wanted to talk to me--"
"If I were you, girl, I would address me as 'Mistress' and I would do it from my knees. Go out and come in again, and know this time that your job is on the line."
Shit. I left and closed the door and took a few deep breaths to calm myself. Mistress and I had a complicated relationship. She hated me because she knew I wasn't crazy about subbing for dommes--that is, female dominants. I just didn't go for pussy the way I went for cock.
She thought I wasn't a good, dedicated professional because I wasn't into women, but she didn't have much choice in keeping me around. Good subs were hard to find and keep, and the demand for us was constant, so I didn't believe for a second she would fire me. Still, I opened the door with my eyes cast down, dropped to my knees, and murmured quietly, "You wished to speak to me, Mistress?"
"I want to ask you one question, submissive. Did you meet a client last night at your apartment?"
"No. I don't know who told you that. I can't imagine why someone would be telling lies about me."
Mistress Amelia came to stand behind me. I half expected her to press a revolver against the back of my skull and pull the trigger, she was that mad. Instead she slammed the door and put her foot on the top of my back. I flinched, but I leaned forward until my face was against the floor. "Stay, you little slut," she ordered.
I watched her feet walk back around her desk and heard her sit. I could hear her fingers tap tap tap on her computer for what must have been ten minutes or more. Finally she cleared her throat and said, "I'll ask you once again. Did you meet a client last night at your apartment?"
"No," I said with less conviction.
"The correct answer is 'yes, Mistress,'" she snapped with restrained fury. "I know you did, because the client called and told me you sold yourself to him last night for two thousand dollars, and went on to detail everything you put out for that sum."
I sat up in shock, which was stupid because it gave me away, but I was dumbfounded. That was his kink? Having what wasn't allowed and then ruining that person's life?
"For the last time, you little slut, did you meet a client last night at your apartment?"
"Yes, Mistress," I said, bowing again to the floor, not that it would save me now.
She was quiet a long time. Finally she sighed heavily. "You make a good living here. You have a faithful clientele, and you have been mentored and trained by the best masters and mistresses in L.A. All we ask in return is that you follow the rules and not fraternize with paying clients outside the club."
"Yes, Mistress."
"I'm afraid this is grounds for dismissal. You not only fraternized with a client of the club, you sold yourself to him like a common whore."
"I'm sorry, Mistress," I said to the carpet. My nose was starting to itch.
She paused. "How sorry are you?"
Stupid, horny bitch. Ugly, puffed-up, over-the-hill dominatrix. It was easy for her to judge. I didn't make as much money in a year as she made in a week owning this club. She'd always wanted me, and now she thought she was going to get me by threatening to take away my job. Ugh. There was no way I was going to submit to that spiteful, nasty domme.
"How sorry are you?" she repeated, walking to stand over me. "Are you willing to submit to punishment from me in exchange for keeping your job?"
"What kind of punishment?" I asked her fat, leather-encased ankles. I left the Mistress off.
"The cane, you impossibly impertinent slut. To begin with." She landed a stroke of the cane across my ass. I screamed in outrage and sat up.
"The cane is on my 'no' list, Mistress Amelia!" Jesus, I didn't do canes. My ass was on fire from the one stroke she'd landed. No way was I submitting to a caning from her. It would probably kill me.
"Do you want your job or not?"
"The cane is on my 'no' list!"
"Letting a customer fuck your mouth, ass, and cunt for money is on my 'no' list, slut, and you did it anyway!"
"I… It was a weak moment, Mistress. You saw him. I swear, I won't do it again."
"Do excuses like that work with your other doms?"
You're not my domme, I wanted to remind her. You're just my boss.
She tapped the cane against the wall impatiently. "So let me get this straight. You can play the submissive whore with this client, but you're too good to submit to punishment from me. I see how it is, you uppity slut. I always knew you weren't a true submissive, and since I don't own you, I can't punish you as I see fit. But I can fire you. And I do. Get out of my sight. Leave Eden now."
I stood up slowly, in tears. Cast out of Eden. It hurt. I had no intention of being caned and put through the sexual wringer to save my job, but it hurt to be told to go. It hurt to be told I wasn't a true submissive, because I was afraid, deep down inside, that she was right.
"But my clients…"
"Your clients will live without your services. I can no longer in good faith offer you to them, now that I see you are in actuality a slut and whore and not even, truly, a submissive. Out."
And so I was out, just like that. I cried a little on the way home from my injured pride, but at the same time I thought, So what? There were plenty of BDSM clubs in Los Angeles, and they all had room for an experienced sub like me.
But I was wrong, because by the time I scraped my self-esteem together and started making phone calls, Mistress Amelia had called every BDSM club, dungeon, and bar in the greater L.A. area and had me blacklisted. I was fucked.
* * * * *
Little Nell, professional sub extraordinaire, was thus reduced to folding napkins during the nighttime lull at Buona Italia. Corners together. Fold over. Again. Pull down the petals.
Like a tulip, like a tulip, Nellie.
Grr. My name wasn't Nellie, and I was only working this job out of desperation. This tiny Italian bistro had hired me on the spot, which had seemed like a stroke of serendipity at the time. Now I thought if I had to fold one more napkin into a tulip, I would take my boss, Guillermo, by the neck and shake him like the little chicken man that he was.
Squawk squawk squawk squawk. Nellie, fold the napkins. Nellie, clean up behind the bar. Nellie, seat Mr. and Mrs. Iovito at their favorite table. Mr. and Mrs. Iovito made me want to stick nails in my eyes.
But a job was a job, and waitressing jobs weren't easy to come by in Los Angeles, where you couldn't throw a stick without hitting a starving artist. And I wasn't the type to embrace starvation, so… Corners together. Fold over. Again.
Anyway, I'd done this to myself, just like I did everything to myself to somehow make my life as difficult and complicated as possible at all times. And I guess it was better than taking orders from Mistress Amelia. Oh, I knew I could go back at any time and grovel. I could submit to the cane until I was practically crippled, then bury my face in her crotch for the rest of my natural-born life. Sure, I could do that, and I probably would when I got desperate enough.
But more than Mistress Amelia, I thought about him. Gorgeous rat fink.
Why had he done it?
Had screwing me over been his aim all along? To get me fired? I had no more or fewer enemies than anyone else. Certainly no enemies of the life-destroying kind. I couldn't figure it out. I thought about it while I took orders, while I folded tulips, while I vacuumed the carpet at the end of the night.
Guillermo and his family were good people. By giving me a job, they'd helped me keep a roof over my head. But my rent was paid for by a sex worker's salary. A waitress's salary was not enough. The restaurant was upscale, but the weeknights were slow. And I'd lied. I told them I was part Italian, although my bright red hair would convince anyone otherwise. I was just a failure and a liar and, well, a prostitute, I guess.
"Smile, you tired old girl," Guillermo chided from behind the bar. "This frown on your face, it drives the customers away."
"Does it?" I shrugged. "It's almost closing time anyway."
We both turned as the bell on the door rang. Shit. It was eight forty-five. Guillermo seated the lone customer at a small table in the corner. Of course he'd come in to eat. He couldn't just grab a quick drink at the bar and go home. Now I'd be here until ten o'clock waiting on him. Guillermo looked at me apologetically.
"Do you mind, Nellie?"
"Nell," I muttered under my breath, crossing to the customer with a menu. He looked up with a tired smile.
"Is it too late? Is the kitchen closed?"
"No," I said, unable to keep the edge of irritation from my voice. But he looked tired and hungry. And familiar.
I handed him the menu, softening. "What can I get you to drink?"
He looked up at me again. "A beer. Whatever's on tap."
I suddenly realized why he looked so familiar. He was an actor, an A-list actor. I think he'd been up for an Oscar last year.
"Sure!" I hoped my sure didn't sound too obsequious. A real movie star! I started back to Guillermo with a goofy, excited smile.
"Jeremy Gray would like whatever's on tap, boss. Make it snappy."
"Jeremy Gray!" Guillermo practically simpered. "In my own little restaurant here. You tell him this is all on the house. All of it. Maybe he'll let us take a picture!"
I looked over at Buona Italia's "Wall of Celebrities," which consisted of a "Like a Virgin"-era Madonna hugging Guillermo's wife.
"Maybe. Got your camera?"
Guillermo bustled away in a panic.
I went back to Jeremy Gray's table to find him still scanning the menu.
"Is the chicken parmigiana good?"
"No one makes chicken parm like Guillermo."
"Bring it on." He smiled. "Nell," he read off my name tag. "Unusual name. Unusual hair color. Is that natural red?"
"Yes. My parents' fault. I'll go put in your order. What kind of dressing would you like on your salad?"
"Surprise me."
"How about Italian, since you're at an Italian restaurant?"
He pretended disappointment. "That's not much of a surprise. Can't you do better?"
My God, Jeremy Gray was flirting with me. It almost made getting fired from Eden all worthwhile. Jeremy of the sandy blond hair, the cerulean blue eyes, the ridiculously hard body. He was pushing forty, but it only made him sexier and worldlier and hotter in a naughty-daddy kind of way. Up close and personal, he was even more handsome than he was on-screen. He had those sexy older-man lines around his eyes.
"Raspberry-walnut vinaigrette?" I suggested.
"Better." Sexy, fortyish, sugar-daddy hot man. I wanted him to spank me like the bad, bad girl I was. But this wasn't Eden, this was Buona Italia, so I went to the kitchen to put in his order instead.
"Make it good," I said to Guillermo. "Then all the big movie stars will come to your restaurant."
"From your lips to God's ears," he exclaimed. "Let it be so!"
Later, when Jeremy Gray had finished his parm and insisted on paying for his meal, he agreed to pose for a photograph. Since Maria Rose, Guillermo's wife, had already gone home, Jeremy suggested I be in the picture with him. He put his arm around me and Guillermo crowed, "Say cheese!"
I obediently said "cheese," but Jeremy said "provolone" and looked over at me, so it ended up looking like he was giving me a kiss. We laughed as we crowded together over the small digital-camera screen to look at the photo.
"I'll print it out tonight!" said Guillermo. "Next time you come, you sign!"
Guillermo hummed with excitement as we closed down for the night. As for me, I couldn't get the solid, warm feel of Jeremy Gray's body against mine out of my head.
* * * * *
He did come back, just a few days later, right before closing time again. I was half-annoyed, half-joyous. A little part of me fantasized that he'd come back just to see me. He'd definitely flirted with me last time.
"I'll have the usual," he said when I came to his table.
"Raspberry-walnut vinaigrette and all?"
"Yes, whatever Little Nell suggests."
The name jolted me for a moment. I looked for irony in his eyes, but he just smiled and handed back the menu.
I headed to the kitchen. No, he couldn't know. I was actually rather little, barely five feet tall and maybe a hundred pounds soaking wet. That's probably why he called me Little Nell. If he'd ever been to the club, I would have known. I would have heard the gossip. I went back out with his beer and set it on the table.
"Can you sit and have a beer with me?" he asked.
I glanced around the restaurant. Another couple was still lingering over their meal. "I'm not supposed to sit down with the customers while I'm working."
He smiled. "You're a good little worker, are you?"
"I try to be."
"I need someone like you. I need an assistant. Do you have any friends looking for a job?"
I opened my mouth and then closed it, but he got the hint.
"Or maybe you're looking for a better job. You like waitressing here?"
I shrugged and looked away. All of a sudden, his eyes really intimidated me. Or maybe I was just afraid he'd see how desperate I was for his job. I wondered how much he'd pay. Somehow I knew it would be more than I made working for Guillermo, tips and all.
"God, you don't know how tempting that is. But Guillermo…they're so nice here. I would hate to leave him and his wife high and dry."
Jeremy sighed. "And loyal too. There's got to be a way to lure you away from here."
I laughed softly. "I don't know. If you keep talking to me and keeping me from the other customers, maybe you'll get me fired."
"Excellent plan. I'll get you fired, and then you'll have to come work for me."
"Or just offer me a lot of money. A salary I can't refuse."
I laughed, but he looked at me soberly. "I actually would like to find an assistant like you. Pleasant, responsible, loyal"--he smiled--"and a little bit fun. Think about it?"
"Well…" Don't sound desperate! "Yeah. I… Yeah. You need an assistant starting when?"
"I'll be traveling a lot in the upcoming weeks. I need someone right away. Someone who's free to travel, who can keep me organized and sane while I work on location."
I looked over at the couple across the restaurant, their empty glasses and frowns of impatience.
"Mr. Gray, excuse me. I have to--"
"Go on. Come and talk to me later. But think about it."
"I will."
Think about it. God, as if I had to think about it. Personal assistant to Jeremy Gray. Travel, exotic locations, and the movie-star life on movie-star sets and in movie-star hotels. Wow. And I would rub shoulders with him all the time. Him, Jeremy Gray. Hot, nice, friendly, sexy, famous movie-star man. Every day. I would see him every day, wouldn't I, if I were his personal assistant? What was there to think about?
I filled glasses and gave the other table their check. They gave me a shitty tip when they left, but I didn't care. I was already picturing handing Guillermo my two weeks' notice and riding off with Jeremy Gray into the movie-star sunset. When I returned to his table he was on the phone, so I hovered around the bar and the kitchen, dying to talk to him. Finally, at the end of the meal, he gave me his business card.
"Listen, Nell, I'd love to talk to you more about this job, if you're interested."
"Yes, to be honest, I am interested." I tried to keep the fawning adulation out of my voice.
"Maybe we can meet over dinner to discuss it. What evening would be best?"
"I'm off Monday." Damn, it was only Thursday, but Guillermo really needed me on the weekend nights. "Or we could do lunch."
"I'd prefer dinner. A nice place where we can sit and chat and talk things over. How about Monday night at the Diplomat? Dinner, you and me."
Dinner, you and me. Swoon. He was being very proper and businesslike, but my imagination was in overdrive.
"That sounds great, Mr. Gray."
"Call me Jeremy. Mr. Gray makes me feel old. Tell me your number and where you live, and I'll pick you up."
Oh my God, oh my God.
While I was trying to choke down the thought that I was going to go to dinner with a movie star like Jeremy Gray, Guillermo hustled over with the eight-by-ten photo of us for Jeremy to sign.
He signed it, To Guillermo and to Little Nell, the best server on earth, but I was too distracted and excited at that moment to really think about what he meant by that.
* * * * *
No, I didn't get it. I was off in outer space, in La-La Land, in Groupieville. I couldn't wait for Monday to arrive, and I actually spent all day Monday primping and plucking and waxing like it was some kind of date instead of a business meeting. I couldn't help it. A little voice inside me kept saying, He flirted with you. He said you were fun, pleasant. He smiled. He pulled you close to pose for a picture, and it looks like he was kissing you. I know. I had the picture on my wall. I had begged Guillermo for another copy, and he'd handed it to me with a smile.
Poor Guillermo. He had no idea I was planning to leave him, but if Jeremy offered me a job, I was gone.
On Monday night Jeremy picked me up at my door like a true gentleman, and I didn't invite him in although I had worked all day to ensure my apartment looked chic and organized from his vantage point at the doorway.
This is about a job. It's about a job, I kept reminding myself, but a part of me couldn't stop thinking about how personal a personal assistant might get with a person she helped. Especially if that person was someone nice and handsome and perfect and unattached like Jeremy Gray.
I somehow managed not to simper about how incredibly handsome he looked in his suit and tie, or how totally awesome his big movie-star SUV was. I tried to hide how sexy I thought it was when he tossed the keys to the valet, and how wet it made me when he swept into the restaurant and all the bigwigs started kowtowing to him. I was even able to subdue my impulse to jump him when he led me to the table with his hand just barely touching my back. I felt like a princess when he pulled out my chair. Finally we were seated at our private table, wineglasses in hand.
"You look lovely," he said, raising his glass to me.
I tried to look appropriately modest. Sure, I had agonized for almost two days over the simple black dress I had on, the low-heeled but stylish black pumps I wore. Businesslike yet hip and fun. Isn't that what a personal assistant of Jeremy Gray's would need to look like? I knew he was single now, but his last girlfriend had been really beautiful and fun and stylish, just like him. It was like a currency. Style and desirability. I wanted him to want me for the job.
We small talked awhile, mostly him asking questions. Where are you from? How did you end up in L.A.? Previous jobs? I edited of course, feeling slightly guilty about it. Would he hire me if he knew I'd worked at a private BDSM club for the last five years? And was it totally dishonest of me not to mention it? There was always a chance that something about my former job might come out and make him look bad. But I didn't think so. BDSM people were nothing if not universally, protectively discreet.
And Jeremy was so encouraging and funny. God, I desperately wanted to work for this man.
The food arrived, but I was almost too freaked out to eat it. My hand shook as I reached for my wineglass. Of course he noticed.
"Are you nervous? Don't be. I've already decided I want you for the job."
"You have?"
"If you want it, yes, it's yours. I decided it a while ago. That first night I met you actually. When I came in late and you really just wanted to go home, but you were nice to me instead."
I smiled. "I try to be nice to everyone. It's one of the worst things about me."
"No, not at all. I think it's great, Nell. I really do. And I hope you really are available to travel, and you really do think this job would be a good fit, and that you'll find my salary is fair." He told me a number then that made me choke on my salad.
"I know it sounds high." He paused as I tried to compose myself. "But I have to admit, I haven't been completely honest with you yet about the demands of the job."
"You must have a lot of stresses and inconveniences to deal with on location."
"I do. It's extremely difficult to go to one of these shoots, constantly traveling, working, doing PR, all the little things. I really need someone with me who I can depend on. I mean, it's a complicated job, but it's really very simple. I just need someone to get me what I need when I need it, to keep me happy and focused and able to work."
"Sure," I said, but the look on his face was weirding me out a little. He reached for the small portfolio he'd carried in.
"I brought this paperwork along, just for you to look over. You don't have to sign anything or agree to take the job right now. This just sort of lays things out for you, what your duties, tasks, expectations would be." He opened it up and handed me a long, single-spaced document in dense legalese.
"To start, this is your typical confidentiality agreement. These are, unfortunately, a necessary evil in my business."
Yes, I thought, my old business too. I had signed many a confidentiality agreement in my old line of work.
"I understand," I said soberly. "Of course you can count on absolute discretion on my part."
"I'm glad to hear that. So perhaps, before we go any further, you might just sign this document. Because the rest of these papers contain more personal details about the day-to-day demands of the job, and somewhat more personal details about me." He looked at me expectantly.
"Of course," I said. "If you like."
I signed the paper after scanning it to be sure it read just like all the other ones I'd signed. By this time the food was getting cold, but I was too spellbound by his attention to eat another bite. We were going over papers. I was about to learn his personal details. Oh my God.
"Now, Nell," he said with what almost sounded like a sigh. "Let's talk seriously about the job."
Jeremy slid the papers across the table.
"Why don't you just read them? Let me know if you have any questions."
There were five or six full pages of job description. I smiled, resting my head on my hand. Okay, the high salary made sense now. I began to scan the first page, also written in something akin to legalese.
"I guess you keep your lawyers busy with all these papers and contracts," I said.
"Yes, I do. But I think it's important to have everything perfectly clear and written down in black and white. It's easier for everyone involved."
"Yes, of course."
The document began with more verbiage about privacy, discretion, the outward appearance of normalcy. Outward appearance of normalcy. Okay, that was a little weird.
Near the bottom, it got even weirder. The applicant will tender public displays of affection as needed…
The applicant agrees to cooperate with photo opportunities and/or candid interviews regarding the love relationship of Jeremy Gray and the applicant with a positive, convincingly affectionate tone…
I stopped reading, my pulse suddenly beating in my ears. "I don't… I'm not… Okay. I'm a little confused."
"About what?"
"So…this sounds like I'm supposed to pretend to be your girlfriend."
"Yes, that is part of the job. A big part of the job actually. The public part."
The public part. I wondered what the private part amounted to. I flipped over to page three, page four.
The applicant agrees to provide sexual relations on demand, to include vaginal, oral, and anal sex. The applicant agrees to comply with regular blood testing and remain monogamous while in the employ of Jeremy Gray, excepting group sexual encounters at the discretion of Jeremy Gray, to include but not limited to m/m/f, f/f/m, f/f/m/m, m/m/m/f encounters.
The applicant understands that she will act as submissive and/or sexual slave to give comfort and relaxation in private, and function as a loving and affectionate girlfriend in public, and under no circumstances will behave in any way that exhibits or suggests her submissive status in public.
The applicant understands the protocols and expectations of the dominant and submissive relationship and agrees to comply with all requested protocols in private, to include obedience, sexual subservience, and constant availability.
Sexual subservience and use may include but is not limited to sexual intercourse, the use of erotic toys and aids, the use of multiple partners and multiple penetration, the withholding and control of orgasms, sexual objectification, and diverse sexual practices, which the applicant may or may not find repugnant.
The papers fluttered from my fingertips. There was more, much more, but I had seen enough. The knot in my throat made it impossible to speak, and I couldn't look at him, so I simply stood and started to walk. Walk away, walk outside, walk home. I didn't care. I didn't care as long as I was walking away from him.
But of course he followed. He took my elbow, and we waited for his car. He helped me in like nothing in the world was wrong, tipped the valet, started driving. I fumed beside him on the seat. How dare he? Just because he was some big-time movie star, that gave him the right to try to hire me as his personal slave? To spring his contract on me, to humiliate me?
"Nell, listen…"
"Please, just take me home."
"Talk to me."
I turned on him. "What do you want me to say? You said you wanted an assistant. Someone to help you, keep you organized--"
"It does help! It does keep me organized!"
"You lied to me! Do you have any idea how humiliating this is? You wanted to hire me to be your sex slave. You might have mentioned that sometime before now--"
"And if I had, what would you have done? The same thing you're doing now. Pretending to be outraged and running away--"
"Pretending? No, I'm really outraged, Jeremy! This…this setup, those documents--it's all sick, reprehensible--"
"Reprehensible? A little perverse, yes. But this is what you do, isn't it?"
He looked over at me, but I refused to meet his eyes. I clamped my mouth shut and crossed my legs more tightly. So he was hot. So what? He didn't turn me on. If that's true, a voice inside me whispered, why are your panties so damp? I huffed again to myself and stared out the window.
"Look, let's cut the drama. Okay?" Jeremy said. "I know that you're for sale, and that you're available. I know you're a professional."
"You know that how?"
"Because I already have a personal assistant who does things for me. Like find other types of assistants."
"Let me guess." I seethed. "His name is Kyle."
"Yes."
"You and your assistant are the reason I'm out of work!"
"Yes, but I never intended you to be out of work very long. I wanted you to work for me."
"Why this song and dance? Why didn't you just come to me at the club?"
"Come to you at the club? I'm Jeremy Gray. I'm a little bit famous, in case you hadn't noticed. I don't think you or Mistress Amelia or any of the other clients there would have appreciated the paparazzi camped at the door."
"It was your two thousand dollars! You sent him there to--what? Try me out?"
"I sent him to find someone for me. He knows what I like, what I'm into. Yes, he tried you out."
I thought of our daring, exquisite night of pleasure, now reduced to Kyle's tawdry work assignment. "That's just…repugnant."
"Repugnant. Another nice word. Kyle's good at what he does. I asked him to find someone intelligent this time. I know you're not stupid, Nell. I know your mind isn't closed. I know you understand the lifestyle, and I know you've lived it. Put yourself in my shoes. How do you get what you need when you're in the spotlight twenty-four-seven? When cameras and gossip rags and web sites are recording your every move?"
I couldn't wrap my mind around it. It was just so depraved. I knew rich, superstar actors lived hedonistic lifestyles, but this was just plain sick. "Your last girlfriend--she was this too? A personal assistant?"
"Yes, she was. She signed those same papers you just read. We worked great together for a while." He said it like it was perfectly reasonable. He was crazy. He pulled up to my apartment. I wanted to get out, to slam the door in his face and go upstairs and shower until I could feel clean again.
But I didn't. I sat still, still as he did, and for some reason I asked him, "What happened? Why did she quit?"
He sat a moment in silence, biting his lip. "They all leave eventually. You will too."
I snorted. "No, I won't. Because I'm not going with you in the first place. I'm sorry that you're in this situation, I really am. But I'm not… I can't--"
"All right," he said. "Before you make any final decisions, I want you to think about this. You're out of work. Your real work. Waitressing can't be paying the bills. You're good at what you do. I'm good at it too. And I think you and I would get along. I know I went about this the wrong way, and I see that I've made you angry. It was never my intention to humiliate you or hurt you. Trap you, maybe. But only to make you consider things. So don't run away so quickly. Take a few days to consider--"
"The only thing I'm considering now is whether I'm going to take out a restraining order on you and your creepy bitch-boy Kyle. Good night." I got out, slammed the door, and went into my apartment without looking back. I don't know how long he stayed there, parked out in front. I was afraid to look. I was afraid to admit I cared.
I was afraid, because under the blazing anger burned a small ember of desire.
If I were a nice person, a gentleman, I would have left her alone. I would have let her out at her apartment and never thought of her again. Her reaction to my proposal left no room for misinterpretation. She wasn't interested. Not in the least.
So perhaps I'd miscalculated. I might have perceived signals that weren't really there, although as an actor I was pretty good at reading people. But I wasn't perfect, no more perfect than anyone else.
No, if I were perfect, I would just let her go. I would just move on. I had a few days left, plenty of time to find an acceptable candidate. Unfortunately I was more selfish than perfect. I wanted her.
I stared at the menu, even though I already knew what I wanted. Nell would arrive for work any minute now. I was sitting in her section, and I'd purposely come at a slow time. Of course, she'd be far from happy to find me here. Oh well. I'd deal with her displeasure when it came.
I picked at the sugar packets on the table and rearranged the salt and pepper shakers. Guillermo brought me a drink and thanked me for the fiftieth time for my patronage. I asked if he wouldn't mind sending Nell my way when she arrived.
"Oh yes," he answered with a wink. "I will happily do this for you."
Well, at least someone would be happy about it. I felt sorry for Nell, I really did, but she wasn't taking into consideration the positives of what I proposed. Hot sex. A great income for her. World travel, elegant dinners. The many trappings of fame and success. Who wouldn't be happy with that life? You aren't, came a voice in my head.
Okay, maybe I wasn't completely happy, but that's why I needed someone like Nell. Someone fresh and pretty. Someone to sit beside me while I flew around the world on interminable flights. A woman to talk intelligently with when I was in the mood to talk. A soft, available receptacle for my cock when I wasn't.
Ah, here was the receptacle now. She crossed behind the bar. I watched her put her apron on over her sensible black work slacks, pulling the long strings around from the back to the front. I thought of corsets. I thought of cinching her wrists in those long apron strings.
She greeted Guillermo with a smile. The smile faded as he pointed over to me. They had a short exchange, Nell protesting, Guillermo urging her my way. I knew Guillermo would take care of it. And sure enough, a moment later, there she was. She pursed her full pink lips as she flipped open her order pad. Lovely pique of temper. Well, she was a redhead after all.
"The usual?" she muttered to a spot over my shoulder. Her clear green eyes stared off into space. I'd never win her over if she wouldn't look at me.
"Nell."
She didn't want to look, but she did. That told me something. It told me that she listened, however doubtful she was. It showed me that some part of her felt compelled to listen, even though her pretty face was screwed into a scowl.
"Why are you here?" Her peevish tone prodded the dom in me. I wanted to pull her over my lap. Don't spank her. Talk to her.
"You know why I'm here, Nell. What you probably don't know is that I won't stop coming here until I get my way."
"Well, I hope you like Italian food, then," she said, rolling her eyes. "What do you want to eat, Mr. Gray? Because I'm not going to listen to anything you have to say. I'm just going to bring you your food."
"Chicken parmigiana. Raspberry-walnut vinaigrette."
She turned on her heel and retreated to the kitchen. A moment later she returned with my salad and placed it before me on the table with a bang. I figured she'd probably spit in it.
"Do you mind?" I asked, tapping my half-filled glass. She sucked her teeth and swiped my glass off the table. I watched her stalk to the bar to refill it. Guillermo looked over at her and threw an exaggerated wink my way.
"Nell!" Guillermo said in a jovial voice that carried across the room. "Why not go keep Mr. Gray company? The restaurant's empty." Nell cringed and made a frantic hand gesture to quiet him, but Guillermo did not possess the ability to speak quietly. "Go, go! I'll call you when the order is up." She shot a look at me and grimaced.
"Go on. He is a good customer. You make him feel at home for me. Look at him sitting there, so lonely--"
Again she tried to quiet him, leaning close to speak in his ear.
"So what? We are family here. And you know, I think he likes you," Guillermo added in a deafening stage whisper. "Go!"
Nell dragged herself across the bistro to my table. I stood when she arrived. "Yes, make me feel at home, Nell." I pulled out the other chair, gestured for her to sit. I didn't touch her, but she was so close for a moment, I could smell the fresh, flowery scent of her hair.
I returned to my chair, leaned back, and looked over at her.
"I sense that you have not yet calmed down from our conversation last night."
"You sense that? How intuitive."
"It's too bad. I really hoped we might talk reasonably. Well." I sighed, stirring my salad. "Maybe later tonight."
"I'm working tonight."
"Guillermo already told me when you get off."
She crossed her arms over her chest and pouted so darkly that I chuckled under my breath.
"This isn't funny," she said. "What are you doing here? You enjoy this? Chasing me?"
"No, I don't enjoy the chase. Not at all. That's why I need you to just say yes." I tried to read her face. I needed to find a way to break down her walls, if I was going to get her. "Believe me, I wish you no ill will. I'm disappointed with myself for going about this the wrong way. But I can't go back now. I can only say what I feel."
"Mr. Gray, I mean this in the most literal way." She spoke slowly, enunciating every word. "I will never be willing to talk. I will never talk to you about this. That is all."
Her eyes were hard; her mouth was set. If some small part of her was willing to consider my offer, that part was buried away.
"Okay," I said.
She waited for me to say something else, but I knew anything I said to her would fall on deaf ears. A moment later, some other customers arrived, and she bolted with a sigh of relief. I ate slowly, watching her, looking for those subtle signals that would tell me how to proceed. To my frustration, I just didn't know her well enough. Not yet anyway.
But I had a plan B. It wasn't a nice plan, and it wasn't a fair plan, but it was my last chance to make her consider what I'd asked. After I left the bistro, I made some phone calls to my assistant, and later, to her landlord.
I thought maybe, just maybe, this next step was going a little far. I felt guilty, sure, and somewhat evil. But I'd always been a firm believer in the cult of "the end justifies the means."
* * * * *
I was huddled beside my things on the stairs when he found me. He didn't say anything, and I didn't acknowledge him. He leaned down to pick up the eviction notice, holding it between his perfect fingers and scanning it with a frown.
"I'm sorry, Nell. Just think of it as tough love."
"You're a sociopath."
He sat down beside me, taking off his sunglasses and holding them loosely in his hand. "I'm not a sociopath, just desperate. I'm supposed to leave in four days. And I really, really want you to come with me."
I breathed deeply, considering my next step. Punch him? Call the police? Gouge out his eyeballs? Listen to what he has to say…
"There are a million girls in L.A." I said, hugging my knees more tightly to my chest. "A million girls who would probably jump at this opportunity. So why me?"
"Because I want you. There may be a million girls, but I want you. Kyle told me…" His voice trailed off as he thought better of it. "I heard that you were different. That you were smarter, deeper. That you were tough. That you were petite and beautiful. When I met you, I saw it was all true. I want you, not anyone else. If there's someone better out there, I don't know where she is and I don't care. My mind's made up."
"I'm a person, Jeremy. I have a life. I have the right to self-determination."
"I do too. If I want you, I can do whatever is in my power to attain you, within the law."
"Within the law? You used slander and entrapment to get me fired from my job. Then you had me wrongfully evicted from my apartment! Now I'm homeless, and I can't even… I can't even…"
God, I needed my mom, but we hadn't spoken in years. I was estranged from my whole family. I could call my friends, but they wouldn't believe the story of what was going on with me, even if I could make it make sense in the retelling. And I'd signed his stupid confidentiality contract, on top of everything else. I hugged myself, feeling powerless and confused. Why was I even sitting with him? Why, even now, did some part of me want to insinuate myself into his arms?
"The thing is," Jeremy said, "I really just want to help you. I think you and I could have a lot of fun together. I think this could be mutually beneficial, this arrangement I'm proposing. The only reason you can't see that is because you're so angry and afraid of how I went about making it happen--"
"It's not happening! I hate you so much, I can't even explain how much I hate you right now."
"It's okay to hate me, to be afraid of me, to despise me. I don't care. Just know that I would never do anything to hurt you, really hurt you, no matter what it seems like. Come with me, and belong to me for a while. Relax into it. Don't think about it so much."
"You're a psycho," I muttered, burying my head in my knees.
We sat there for a few moments, and then he reached over and put his hand on the back of my neck. He threaded his fingers into the wavy curls of my shoulder-length hair and started to rub my scalp and nape. I wanted to tell him to stop, but I couldn't. It felt so good, so comforting. My mother used to caress me that way to soothe me when I was tired or afraid.
"Listen, what do you want more than anything else in the world?" he asked quietly, when I was reduced to putty in his hands.
I didn't answer.
"Because you know what I want? I want you to come traveling with me these next four months. That's all I want. A partnership with you. Simple and erotic and enjoyable and exciting and fun. That's what I want most on earth. Now, what do you want more than anything else? Something I can do for you. Tell me."
I shouldn't have answered, but I did.
"I want to go to college. I want to finish my degree."
"Finish?" he asked in surprise. "What degree have you already started? Medical school? Law school?"
"Comparative cultural mythology."
He laughed. "I see now why you turned to waitressing and sex work."
I pulled away from him and didn't reply.
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