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About the Book
What if your one ambition is to kiss the girl who can’t be kissed? A Mafia lesbian BDSM romance about desiring the things you can never have.
Gracie Lynch has no job, no home, no money, and a mentally ill younger brother to keep safe. All she has left is her fierce will to survive…and a strange, lucrative offer from a mysterious woman for exclusive rights to Gracie’s body.
Icy Mafia lawyer Evelyn Voss wants her new toy to feel pleasures she’s never imagined. To live out her fantasies. And to never, ever ask what’s behind the mask that Evelyn always wears.
The one thing Evelyn doesn’t ask for is her heart. But that’s the one thing Gracie isn’t sure she can keep.
# # #
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Chapter 1
Headlights burnt up the night, turning the blackness into garish revelations, bluntly ripping apart the flickering yellow haze produced by the streetlamps before they could form any sort of mood. Gracie resented them. The dark far better suited where she had ended up, what she’d become.
She kept to the shadows. The light passed over her without warming her. She could approach the curb, let herself be seen, let herself be bought; the inertia of her life was all against it. So many years spent avoiding this, running toward anything but this—stealing and begging and dealing, being anything but a whore—only to wind up here, on this New York street corner.
It made Gracie’s childhood feel like a waste. All that effort to launch herself from nothing into a normal life. All to push through that normalcy and right back into desperation. The brilliance of the hole. You could climb as high as you wanted and still fall to the bottom in only a second.
Even this anguishing, she knew, was a form of avoidance. If there was one thing she’d learned from a life of running, it was that hesitation was a privilege. She couldn’t afford it; she couldn’t let her body have it.
More headlights buffeted her: Which of those were a freak, a killer, a hurter? Which was only a guy who wanted a little company, even to cheat? Maybe he was nice, a businessman on a trip that took him far from home, and who needed to relieve some stress…by whipping someone.
Gracie gritted her teeth against her indecision. This wasn’t getting her anywhere. It wasn’t like she could have any man she wanted, and she’d end up with nothing, no money, if she kept trying to judge nice guys and serial killers by what car they drove. She was at the bottom of the hole. She needed to act like it.
She stepped out until her toes stuck out over the edge of the curb. I’m not moving from this spot until I have a john. And I’m not leaving his side until I get paid. This night is not ending with more interest, more debt, it’s ending with less.
Light swept over her, kept moving. She forced her thoughts away from being seen—the eyes inside the car—the sight of her as an offering instead of a woman. How much would she charge? Should she try to bargain, or would that ruin the fantasy of a woman who could be bought?
She’d heard the other girls charging next to nothing: twenty for a hand job, fifty for a blow, seventy-five for everything. Not even a hundred. Gracie couldn’t imagine charging so little. It was one thing to have to sell herself—then there was selling herself cheaply.
The urge to back away from the street and its conveyor belt of prospective lovers…clients…was nearly irresistible. But she needed the money. She needed a place to stay. Her old apartment, the landlord—it was pointless to remember it now, but she couldn’t help herself—her first john, or would-be john, who offered her another few nights under a roof if she slept with him.
She couldn’t do it. Redeem all those leering looks of his. Gracie would let another man buy her, but not Philip Case. There was a dignity in having something she wouldn’t sell, or at least someone she wouldn’t sell to. She needed all the dignity she could get.
And so she stood out there with the whores and the pushers and the needers and told herself she wasn’t like them. She simply needed to make ends meet. It was just once, and Gracie promised herself she would only use her hands. Maybe show her body but not let it be touched. And if they wanted pictures, she wouldn’t let them have her real name.
Maybe I could wear a mask. Just be a pair of disembodied tits and bare buttocks, since that’s all anyone who looks at those kind of pictures wants to see. I’ll never let them have my name. I’m not like the others. They’re old, used up. I’m worth more. I can’t forget my worth. My value might be hard to see right now, but it’s still there. I won’t let myself be locked into who I have to be tonight.
But it was hard to convince herself she had a normal life on the way. Not when any of those windshields could be a man fucking her, when she could be minutes away from nakedness and physicality with someone whose name she didn’t know, someone with the face of a stranger.
Gracie wondered how far gone a person had to be to have thoughts like that: equivocations, justifications. Did it make her special that she knew the twelfth-grade-reading-level words for those things? Or were all the other women on the sidewalk special too?
A car shrieked to a stop in front of her. Her reflection showed in the mirrored side window, and Gracie wanted to run headlong from that version of her: The heavy makeup, the dress that argued with itself whether it was covering her ass or her breasts, the teetering height of her heels, and the look on her face of a woman who didn’t know if she could handle what was coming next. She wanted to run, but she didn’t. Gracie walked toward her reflection until there was no doubt it was hers.
“Are you looking for a good time?” she asked. “Because if you make it worth my while, I’ll make it worth yours.”
The window rolled down with the shrill drone of an old motor. And she saw the hairy fist wrapped around a police badge. Holding the tin shield out to her.
The funny thing was, she relaxed. The peacefulness of a doom achieved.
* * *
The cop drove slowly. The passing streetlamps weren’t a strobe light; they were knives stabbing in and out of Gracie’s eyes. She shut her eyelids, rested her head against the window. The low rumble of the engine at ease could’ve lulled her to sleep, but she forced her eyes open, watching the thirty-mile-per-hour crawl of the city going past.
Sidewalks, graffiti, people, alleys, storefronts, benches. Nothing she hadn’t seen before. Nothing she particularly wanted to see. Sleep called to her, but she didn’t want to miss out on whatever freedom she had left. Something was ending—years of staying out of group homes, reform schools, jails, juvie. The jig was up. Whatever came next was on its way. She’d rather pay attention to what came before the end than to what came after.
In the back seat of the unmarked car, Gracie thought of how official it was now. On September 12, she had become a prostitute. She’d been evicted from her apartment at noon. She had twelve dollars in the bank, the change in her pockets, the clothes on her back, and her father’s suitcase.
Some essentials—underwear, deodorant, her toothbrush. Other things, she’d taken out of pique. The last roll of toilet paper she’d bought for the building’s bathroom, the bar of soap she’d wrapped and unwrapped from her washcloth so no one else used it in the communal shower, a candy dish she’d bought to fill with mints for friends—once she got to know people.
Gracie had spent the afternoon at a pay phone, where she’d waited for lulls in work at the construction yard across the street to call the last batch of employers she’d left applications with. She’d had some good luck that day. She hadn’t bought a new package of Charmin, so it was only the one roll she had to pack, and the construction site was union, so she’d only had to put up with the din of a jackhammer once every fifteen minutes or so.
It got to the point that she’d thought of calling her brother, but there was no chance he was doing better than her, and hearing she was in need would have made him more desperate than usual. He was always hard-pressed to pay his own debts; she’d gotten evicted over four months’ unpaid rent, but it would’ve been three months if she hadn’t had to help Wayne with his bad bets.
Still, she’d wanted to take everything to him, if only to have someone commiserate with her after she’d ran out of people to call, standing in that phone booth with no job and no chance of being made whole on the wages she was owed from the store that had gone under.
She’d walked for hours, no place to go, no friends to stay with. How could there be when she’d just moved to the city and everyone was so closed off that they seemed irritated when she was friendly?
It’d seemed to take an eternity for Gracie to ruminate over what she could do for a little money; she’d lugged her suitcase around like all her effort was accomplishing something.
Finally, it had come time to admit that she had nowhere to take this weight.
She’d gone back to her apartment, simply because she knew how to get some privacy in the building’s bathroom while changing into her nicest dress and her highest heels and a coat just to stay a little warm in the black-asphalt chill. She’d stowed the baggage behind the soda machine at the foot of the stairs. It hadn’t been restocked in all the time she’d stayed there. The least it could accomplish was saving her money on a bus locker.
Was it just bad luck that the first customer who’d taken an interest in her had flashed a badge and told her to get into the back seat, and that if she didn’t cry he wouldn’t put handcuffs on? Or had it been some of the other girls, seeing her fresh and ripe and not liking the competition?
Gracie didn’t like to think another woman would do that to her. But then there were the pimps, the gangs and their turf. They had to be behind it, one way or the other, because the cop didn’t take her to any police station.
The car jolted to a stop, and Gracie felt sheer panic. Her body being driven against the seat belt was all too much like an arm wrapping around her. She looked around, not recognizing the street, the alley. Where had he taken her? She should’ve been paying attention; even where the streetlamps worked, this place was hazy, with few people. Those she could see wore dark clothes, hoodies up or hats pulled low, and they touched the light like cats crossed a wet floor.
Her door came open. The cop was there. Thinning white hair ran around his cranium like a rime of salt. He appeared gaunt, hollowed out, his body swimming in a too-big suit. Sloped shoulders seemed halved in a jacket fit for a linebacker. It was like some load-bearing walls had been rotted away inside him, and although the facade still stood, there was no telling which stiff breeze would finish it off.
“Outta the car,” he wheezed.
Thoughts burned themselves up in Gracie’s head, each hotter than the last. Had he taken her here for a cop’s jus primae noctis? Was he bringing her before some pimp to be taught a lesson about turf? She wondered if she could run, cry for help. But something about the cop seemed to preclude that. It felt as useless to resist him now as it would be to stub out a cigarette while the building was on fire.
He took her past a doorman, into a lobby far too clean and well-appointed to go with the trash-strewn concrete that disappeared when the door shut behind them.
It wasn’t Amsterdam; there weren’t girls behind glass windows or neon signs, but the atmosphere, the vibe: It was a whorehouse. The rich red curtains and the plush purple carpets and even the houseplants—with creepers running up the pillars whose hollows they were built into—seemed too verdant, too flowery, for this place to be anything else. The place seemed almost like a greenhouse, with all but a mist running along the ground, and the cigarette haze in the air did a good enough job of substituting.
Gracie’s eyes stung. Her skin tingled, knowing it was in a place where it was a market item.
She knew she wasn’t meant for this. How had she come here? In which direction did she run to get back to normal? The decision she’d made to go through with this—to play the part of a whore, even before she went all the way—it couldn’t be so cataclysmic that there was no going back…
The madam was well-manicured more than pretty, with her wrinkled skin oiled to a sheen and her tired eyes behind chic glasses. She’d taken one dismissive look at Gracie and then become intense. Scouring her closely this time. Badgering her with questions, even asking the cop if he’d ever seen her out on the street before.
Gracie kept saying that this was her first time doing this—eventually they decided she wasn’t a good enough liar for them not to believe her. Then the madam had taken a picture of her with her phone.
“Who are you sending that to?” Gracie asked, now not sure she shouldn’t be wishing for the police station.
Which would mean having to call Wayne. She would have to make some excuse about how she hadn’t really been soliciting, but that was simply embarrassing. Who knew what this was? Were they planning to sell her to some Saudi prince? To make a snuff movie with her? Who knew all the ways they could turn a profit on her suffering?
“A client,” the madam answered as though it should be obvious. “Tell me something, girl—do you want to be a hooker, or do you just want money?”
Gracie’s mind was frazzled. This seemed like a trap, but how could she be trapped more than she already was? “To make money, of course.”
“With a minimum of labor. You don’t want to spend a whole night sucking cocks at fifty dollars a blow, do you?”
Gracie blanched. Her face felt like it was having a blowtorch run over it. “No! God, no! Of course not… I only need enough to make rent, please, that’s all…”
The madam waved off any further pleading. “This client is a special client. Very rich, very… well-connected. She has specific tastes.”
“She?”
The madame chortled. “Yes. A woman, even if she never quite admits it. Is that a problem?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never—”
Her voice grew more acrid the more Gracie protested her innocence: “You’ve never anything, apparently. But I doubt you’d be any more attracted to one of the johns you’d find on the street. Why do you think men pay for it? Because they don’t like getting it for free?”
“I never really thought about it. The money’s the important thing, I guess, but I didn’t want someone who was, someone that would…” Gracie’s fists balled at her sides. “What does she want to do to me, exactly?”
“That’s between you and her.” The madam sounded like she was chiding her. “But I can tell you that she’s employed my girls before. They don’t come back scratched up, slapped around. Some of them say she doesn’t do anything with them. No chemistry. She’s comfortable enough with solitude that you have to really offer her something to part with it.”
It felt like a thick wad of paper had been shoved down Gracie’s throat. “Then, if she and I don’t have chemistry—I’ve never had chemistry with another woman…”
“Worried you won’t get paid, even after you’ve swallowed your pride?” She made it sound like climbing Everest.
Gracie nodded her head anyway. The madam waved off the cop, who’d been hovering malignantly behind Gracie like a sunburn not yet ready to peel. He grunted and went up a set of stairs, going to whatever his reward was—making Gracie feel unreasonably safer but also like she’d already agreed to something. It was the same feeling as when his car had stopped.
Here she was, but she hadn’t wanted to come here, and she didn’t know how the place she’d been at had replaced itself with another.
“Well, yes and no, dearie,” the woman said. “Our organization doesn’t like getting stiffed, not for any reason. But on the other hand, this is the kind of…ah, grande dame…who pays only when she wants to. Only, she wouldn’t disrespect me like that. At a certain level, respect is a more valuable currency than money. And the more you give, the more you receive.”
Gracie felt a bright flare of hope in her chest. “So I might, might make myself available to her and nothing will happen? And I’ll still get paid?”
The madam shrugged. “Anything’s possible.”
“It’s at least a good gamble.”
“Gambles are for people with something to lose. All you’ve got to shed is the people you’ve pissed off by trying to turn a buck in this city without kicking a cut up to folks like me.”
“I didn’t mean any harm,” Gracie moaned.
“Meaning is shit. All that matters is desire and justification. There are men who’d like to hurt women a lot more than they already do. You gave them an excuse to do so. Went into a junkyard with the dogs’ favorite cut of steak tied around your neck.”
The madame reached out and touched Gracie’s chin like she was polishing one last imperfection off her artwork before putting it up on display. “You want this world? It’ll give you what you need. But never forget what you came here for. Give the client what she wants. Leave her satisfied. Take the money and run home. Let this be what happened to one night of your life, not what happened to you.”
Gracie bit the inside of her cheek. It wasn’t like this was the ’90s. She’d seen TV shows with lesbians, read books about them. She knew what she liked, and she was pretty sure she could do those things to another woman. That was all there was to it, right?
And this woman, this client, if she were paying for it, she would tell Gracie what she wanted. So all Gracie would have to do was follow directions.
But a woman. It would be strange, yes, but better than a man, in some ways. Gracie wouldn’t want a man who was old or smelly or anything that would make her not choose him back when she had a choice.
So, a woman. Well, most girls experimented, didn’t they? Gracie had…thought about it. She’d looked. This was no different than what she’d already considered, only she would get paid for it. It would be good to be able to say she’d done it, had experienced it. Also, she’d have rent money.
The madam could already see her acquiescence. “I’ll let her hammer out the fine details with you. She always struck me as the type who likes to hear herself talk. ’Course, if I sounded like that, I’d probably like it too.”
“Then she’s…pretty?” Gracie asked, not sure if that would be better or worse.
“She looks pretty, let’s put it that way. She looks pretty.”



 
Chapter 2
“Room 1010,” the elevator operator said to her after he’d twisted the wheel and the car had come to a shuffling stop. “The door’s unlocked.”
Gracie nodded to him—too scared, no, trepidatious, to be more polite. She shuffled out of the elevator car, thought of what a scared little lamb she must look to the operator, and forced herself into bigger, bolder steps down the hall.
The Empirical was no hotel she’d ever heard of; obviously, it had evaded her search for an apartment when she’d first come to the city. It struck her as the equal of a Hilton or Marriot, except that it was so old-fashioned: the bellboys in little hats, the guests sitting around the lobby and smoking cigars. No HDTVs in the elevators or glowing Dubai lights in the hallway. Everything was so classical that Gracie wouldn’t be surprised if Humphrey Bogart turned a corner…or maybe Seneca.
Except that it was on Wythe Street, in Williamsburg, of all places, and even she knew that a decade ago, that had been low down enough for the cool kids and the rich kids—if there’d ever been a difference—to slum there. She guessed the hipsters were all grown up now; they didn’t want to see gang signs or graffiti unless it was something liberally uplifting like Black Lives Matter or Rest In Power, RBG.
Wealth. She’d used to think it was hoarded. But the more she saw of New York, the more she thought that it spread. It couldn’t take looking at poverty, so it relabeled the have-nots into haves. They were chic, they were authentic…they were gone. To someplace else where they could be poor without the rich having to look at them.
She reached Room 1010. Her hand stretched out for the doorknob. Gracie thought better of it and knocked.
“Enter,” a voice rang out, clarion clear with a brisk accent—boarding school refinement. It didn’t interfere with comprehension like a heavier accent would; it seemed tuned to let Gracie hear the speaker’s origins without her untrained ears losing anything.
Gracie turned the doorknob and went in.
The room was a match for the rest of the Empirical’s architecture. Immaculately clean and orderly in a way that bordered on sterile, except for the furnishings’ sumptuousness. Not garish or even rich, but with vast swathes of rugged floors and uncluttered walls that were pleasingly tasteful.
Comfortable-looking chairs and antique wooden pieces abounded. The lights were off, and there was a fire crackling in the fireplace casting a warm glow that melded and competed with the pink neon light from outside that shone through the windows in a jail-bar pattern.
Sitting by the fire, at one of those tables big enough for a chessboard and no bigger, was a woman.
At first glance, Gracie wondered if she was going to the opera. She wore a tuxedo, or something like one. Tailored black pants, as tightly wrapped around her slender legs as cigarette papers. A white dress shirt under a black dinner jacket. There was a plate on the table, and she was just setting down fork and knife, picking up something she’d set down along the plate and wineglass.
Gracie looked at her shadowed face. There was something off about it, something wrong with the woman’s mouth. But before she could tell what it was, or if it were only a trick of the dim light, the woman had covered herself. Her mask was Kabuki-like, only more surgical, stretching from ear to ear, covering from the tip of her nose to just under her jawline, leaving her upper face bare.
Which was beautiful. The sweep of her nose could’ve been described by a fountain pen’s most eloquent calligraphy, and her eyes were… They seemed too much, too vivid, for the arrow-hole slits they really were, made narrow by a burial of dark eyeliner. Pinpricks of green ice burned at the center of her elegant expression, under eyebrows that were simply exquisite, quirking as they considered Gracie.
And Gracie had to wonder how she looked, her body silhouetted in the light streaming in from outside, surely showing all of her in the little black dress that either held to her body like paint or was rendered invisible by the light pushing between her thighs and mercilessly showing off her naked figure.
No…it couldn’t be that bad. She was letting her imagination run away with her, getting intimidated by the surroundings and the woman and the mask—
“Is that for Covid?” she asked. It just slipped out.
The woman finished adjusting the mask to her face. When she spoke, it didn’t seem to muffle her voice at all. “Take your shoes off.”
Gracie did, crouching low to undo the satin laces, then straightening. Stepping out of the pumps. She wondered if she should bend down again to pick them up and place them against the wall—no, leave them there; she was supposed to be seductive.
That was the point of this, right? Sex. Money. Although why a woman like that would need to pay… Maybe she liked tying women up, making them eat dog food off her feet. Though Gracie doubted many lesbians would mind that. Maybe she tied women up and made them eat dog food while explaining to them the rich symbolism of a Zack Snyder movie.
Yeah, that would do it.
“Quick to obey,” the woman said, praising Gracie but also seeming somewhat amused. “That’s a good start.”
Irritation flashed through her. It wasn’t enough that this woman had paid for her body, she got to be highhanded about it? “Should I take off the rest of my clothes, or are feet all you’re interested in?” she snapped.
The woman’s eyebrows rose. With the bottom half of her face obscured, the expression seemed explosive—and made Gracie feel like apologizing.
“I should think nudity would make you uncomfortable at this stage. We have things to discuss. You can remain clothed for this. Unless it would make you more comfortable to go nude.”
I could be wearing enough layers for Ohio in winter and those eyes would still feel dangerous. “What could we possibly have to discuss? You pay me, I lie back and think of England, right?”
“I’ve been to England. There’s not much to think about,” the woman said crisply. She stood, so damn precise in her posture that Gracie felt like she was about to bow. “Introductions are in order. You are, of course, Gracie Lynch.”
“Pleased to meet me,” Gracie said laconically, but a second later, the quip didn’t feel at all as clever. The woman’s eyebrows didn’t move an iota.
“My name is…complicated.”
The woman leaned against the waist-high table, redolent in how she relaxed herself as much as she wanted to but didn’t slump, didn’t slouch. Everything was still so precise. She looked like she could’ve been painted into that pose by a master artist.
“I want two things from you, Gracie. They’re somewhat contradictory, which poses a challenge, I know. Which is why I’m prepared to pay you one thousand dollars every day you are able to meet my needs.”
Gracie’s mouth went dry. One thousand a day? Just for sex? She’d heard that lesbians kept going and going like the Energizer Bunny, but they couldn’t do it that much. Didn’t they have hobbies?
“That’s a lot of money,” Gracie said, thinking she should say something.
“It’s actually a rather small sum provided I get exactly what I want. When you know exactly what you want, you know what it’s worth.”
Gracie gulped. She needed a glass of water. Maybe a cough drop. Because she could imagine this woman asking her to do all sorts of things, and she couldn’t imagine saying no.
“What is it you want?” she forced out.
“First, I want to be friends. I don’t wish to order you about, see resentment behind your eyes, have you rip your money out of my hand at the end of each day because I’m your awful boss you can barely tolerate.”
“I’m very friendly,” Gracie insisted. “I have lots of friends!”
“None who could put you up for the night or spare you a bite to eat?”
“That’s only because—because—this city sucks!”
The woman’s eyes widened slightly, as if Gracie had surprised her. Which Gracie would’ve thought to be impossible, given they’d only just met.
“That it does,” she agreed, eyes narrow again. “But I can tell you’re a summer, so to speak. Making friends comes easy to you. It doesn’t to me. But perhaps you’re better at being a friend than I am at being alone.”
“I think if you want to be someone’s friend, you’re someone’s friend. It doesn’t have to be hard.”
“It is for me.”
The woman straightened. She took one long stride toward Gracie. Her leg was sleek and graceful, ending in a six-inch slingback heel, painted porcelain toes poking through the open toe box—the red lacquer reminded Gracie of the lipstick imprint painted dead center on her bone-white mask.
“Because the other need I wish you to service is for pliancy. You will do what I want, when I want it. You will wear what I choose, from makeup to panties, and you will live in the suite next door to this one. You will be on-call twenty-four-seven. When I want you, I’ll have you—as I see fit and for as long as it takes to achieve the desired effect.”
“Wait, wa—”
“You’ll accompany me on business trips around the city when needed. Again, wearing what I want, speaking when spoken to, drawing no attention to yourself—you will be an extension of my persona, not an individual in your own right.”
The mask trembled slightly, the woman’s jaw working underneath it. Gracie wondered: Was she licking her lips?
“And you’ll climax for me. That is very important. When I finger you, when I use a toy on you, when I fuck you, you will orgasm.”
A nervous titter escaped Gracie. She couldn’t help it. The woman was just so serious. “That’s not something I can control.”
“It very much is,” the woman stressed. “But I’ll test for that before giving you the job. The difficulty of the task should be within reason.”
Gracie set her lips together. She didn’t like having her vagina be treated like an animal capable of doing tricks. “It sounds like what you want is a slave, not a friend.”
The woman was unrepentant. “That’s the rub: I need both. But slaves don’t have options. You do.” Reaching into her pocket, she drew out a roll of bills. “One thousand dollars. For your first night. If you don’t want the job, take it and go. It should be more than enough to compensate you for your time.”
Gracie looked at the roll. She wanted it—but already it seemed like an acquiescence.
And this was simply insane. What was it, even? A job interview? A seduction? Some kind of kinky sex act all its own?
“Why not just hire a hooker?” Gracie asked, wondering, hoping that her refusal to take the money gave her a degree of power to steer the conversation out of this woman’s barrage. (God, she hadn’t even gotten her name yet.) “For a thousand dollars a day, you could buy a harem.”
“A more experienced hooker, you mean?” The woman heaved a sigh. Like they were discussing what long lines there were at the DMV. “That’s the thing about sex workers—it’s work to them. I’ve had escorts who cost a great deal more than a thousand dollars, in one way or another, and it’s always a performance. Fake moans, fake orgasms, everything fake. In my younger days, I actually thought I could convert a beautiful woman, if she caught my eye. That I was good enough to force a good fuck out of them. Now I want the truth.”
“And what if I’m straight?” Gracie asked.
The woman’s hand snaked out. Two fingers seized Gracie’s breast, touching the stiff nipple jutting through her velvet dress, forcing a shrill cry from her lips as pleasure dropped like an anvil straight to her cunt.
“You’ve been thinking about fucking me since you walked in the door, and it’s made you as wet as Dublin at midday,” the woman hissed. “You can pretend that’s fright you’re feeling, if you wish; I know it’s excitement.”
She let go, and it was like she’d gripped Gracie’s clit instead of her nipple. A steely little engorgement throbbed at her core, tingling down into tensed thigh muscles and up into a roiling stomach.
She could’ve come. If this woman simply reached down and put her hand in Gracie’s panties for a second, the fire inside would flash over into an explosion.
“See?” the woman asked, and Gracie could tell she was smiling under her mask. “It’s not that hard for you to climax after all.”
Gracie took a step back, willing down that racing beat inside her that was demanding that she get more—that was ready to beg, plead, kill if it meant that this bitch would finish the job. “Who the hell are you?” she demanded.
“That depends. When we’re in public, when I allow it, I’m Evelyn. And we’ll be friends. If I call to you, you can tell me that you need a minute to finish what you’re doing. If I tell you to pass the meatballs, you can laugh and make a joke instead of giving them to me. But when I will it, I’m your beloved Mistress. And you’ll do anything for your Mistress.”
“Jesus.”
“Not quite, but you’re in the right area code. Now, let’s practice. Open your mouth.”
“What?”
The money roll was still in Evelyn’s other hand. She suddenly stuffed it into Gracie’s cleavage. “I need you to be as smart as you look, Gracie. You know you’re taking the job. You haven’t been listening to me for ten minutes simply so you can say no. Now’s the time to earn it. And that means obeying your Mistress.”
Gracie opened her mouth. Wide.
“Very good.” Evelyn took hold of Gracie’s chin and pulled it this way and that, looking inside Gracie’s mouth to examine her teeth. “Satisfactory. I’ll have a dentist appointment booked for you, just to be safe. Close.”
She slid Gracie’s mouth shut, keeping a hand under her jaw. Her hand twisted around, forefinger stroking across Gracie’s chin, then up to drag her lower lip downward.
“The things I could do with that mouth… Tell me you haven’t felt neglected—with lips like those—and I’d wager you haven’t even been gagged once.”
“I like speaking my mind.”
The almost pleasurable tension on Gracie’s lower lip became a brisk slap against her cheek. “You can speak your mind while also showing the proper respect. Try again.”
“I like speaking my mind, Mistress.”
“Much better.”
Evelyn lowered her hand. She circled around Gracie, examining her from every angle, running an errant hand through her long, blonde hair. Gracie felt her eyes on every flickering lock as it swayed back into place, then a hand down her arm, tightening on the taut muscle of her bicep.
“You take good care of yourself,” Evelyn observed.
“I can’t afford health care.”
“And is that how you respond to a compliment?”
“Thank you, Mistress.”
The woman leaned in until Gracie almost felt the chill of her porcelain mask burning her ear. “Learn faster, my pet. Exactly what I want, remember?”
“Yes, Mistress.”
Evelyn let go of Gracie’s arm. “It’s almost a shame. I’ll bet you have stamina. It’d take a lot to make you sweat, and that hair would look so good plastered to a red, sweaty face.” She put a hand to Gracie’s belly. Feeling her abs through the dress. “Oh my. Those could be fun. How many sexual encounters have you had?”
“That’s none of your—” Gracie almost bit her tongue. “Seven, Mistress.”
Evelyn quirked an eyebrow. “So few. Such a waste. I would think a woman in your condition would appreciate such a pleasant way of burning calories.”
“I’ve been busy…trying to establish myself. I thought a relationship could wait until after—”
“I didn’t ask. All heterosexual?”
“Yes, Mistress.”
“And did you orgasm?”
Gracie paused. “About half the time, Mistress.”
“We’ll see if we can do better. Now, I have an inkling of the answer to this already, but I’m getting to like how you look when you’re vexed. Piercings?”
“My ears,” Gracie said tersely.
“How would you feel about getting your clit pierced?”
“Absolutely not…Mistress.”
“Shame. It makes things very interesting. Anal sex?”
“Is that a question or a proposition?”
“A little of both. But if you’d tried it, you wouldn’t be asking. Bend over the table.”
Gracie didn’t know what expression she made, but her whole face suddenly felt like burnt rubber. “You can’t seriously—”
“I have an insatiable curiosity, and since you can’t tell me how you respond to anal stimulation, I’ll simply have to find out. Ass in the air, Gracie. You must’ve known the moment you wore that dress that someone would have it up around your waist.”
A thousand dollars, Gracie thought. That’s what this is about. A thousand dollars.
Her panties sopping wet, she lowered herself to the tabletop. Feeling the wad of cash squashed flat between her dress and her bare skin. “Please be gentle with me, Mistress.”
She’d been hearing Evelyn rustle around, getting something from somewhere, but now all motion stopped.
“Shit,” Evelyn breathed. “Say that again. Exactly like you did before.”
Gracie bit her lip. When she spoke now, she heard every word—felt them coming out of her like reverberations of the same beat that was pulsing at her core. “Please be gentle with me, Mistress.”
Evelyn snapped her teeth. It echoed in the gaunt confines of her mask. “I am going to send a bottle of brandy to everyone who passed you along to me. You and that fat fucking ass… Keep your head down. I don’t want to punish you on your first night, but you won’t ruin this for me, not when it’s so perfect. You, Gracie, you’re perfect. I know; I will be gentle. I’ll make this wonderful for you. This is only a taste test.”
Gracie heard a vinyl glove snap into place. Then the flatulence of a tube of something creamy being squirted out.
“Lift your dress up,” Evelyn ordered, her breath still rushing, her voice hot and humid inside her mask. Now it sounded muffled, like Evelyn couldn’t bother to project it far past the porcelain.
Gracie got her hands around the hem of her dress and lifted it up. She tried to simply do it, but she felt every stitch of fabric trawling up her buttocks, along her hips, pooling at the small of her back and out of her way, letting Evelyn see all of her pantied ass.
Gracie had tried to exert some small measure of control by color coordinating her outfit, though it had all seemed so odious: red heels, red underwear, black dress. But from the way Evelyn sucked in breath, it was appreciated.
“You precious girl.” She breathed. “You precious little girl, you’re quivering. You’re showing so much to me, but I want more.”
One hand nestled underneath the waistband of Gracie’s lace panties. Gracie felt the material bunch, twist, as Evelyn slowly peeled it down the sweep of her buttocks. She was barely any more naked without the panties than with them, but the way Evelyn undressed her so slowly, like every millimeter was its own delight…
Gracie was bent over, facing the fireplace, feeling its heat on her face, but it felt like her ass was in the fire itself.
“You’re dripping, you know that, Gracie? You have a pair of panties like a washcloth. I think I could actually squeeze them out and make quite a little puddle on the floor. And your cunt… You can’t know how hard it is not to touch that sopping cunt, Gracie, darling. Are you about to come? You must be so close. Should I get you off?”
Gracie shut her eyes. She was trying not to think about that—trying to pretend that her pussy wasn’t twitching, that she didn’t even have a snatch that was burning and soaking wet and throbbing, all from this whorish treatment.
She didn’t know what she’d do if she actually came from this, if she outright asked Evelyn to make her come like this was what she wanted. It was, but…Evelyn had made her want it. She hadn’t walked in here wanting to spread her legs and—
She had to say no—she just had to—but in a way that Evelyn wouldn’t mind.
“What I want doesn’t matter, Mistress,” she gritted out, barely recognizing her own voice; it sounded unnatural with how she was making it so even. Like an echo from another universe where she wasn’t feeling this inferno within her. “You wanted to…play with my ass…Mistress…so that’s what you should do.”
“That’s very true, Gracie. A good answer. You really are naturally submissive. No wonder it’s only been seven times for you. You’ve only met men who can give you cock or fingers, not what you need. Gracie, my dove, you need to be useful. To be absolutely indispensable to your possessor. Now, let me show you how indispensable you can be to a woman. Open your buttocks. Hold them apart.”
Gracie couldn’t believe she was doing this. Everything else she’d already done hit her numbly, in a confused swirl of determination to go through with this being undercut by desire. It was a purely physical response, a longing inside her that she told herself was only the sexual animal in her wanting what felt good. If a vibrator made her come, it didn’t mean she was attracted to household appliances, did it? She simply liked the vibrations.
Well, maybe her bicuriosity had led her to a thick vein of lesbianism because the taboo she should’ve felt over being pawed and leered at by a woman had never kicked in, but now that her asshole, of all things, was being plied, Gracie finally felt misgivings entering into the equation.
But at the same time, her clit was filled with hot blood; her folds were wet and electric. It thrilled her simply to do what Evelyn said and to know that Evelyn—Mistress—approved of her. She thought of those fingers on her nipple and the way Evelyn had talked about her cunt, like it was a game she knew exactly how to win.
Evelyn touched her there, between the moons of her buttocks. A wet, vinyl touch, tracing the roundness of her anus. Gracie gasped, then mewled dispiritingly. Then giggled.
The funny thing was, Gracie or her body or whatever the difference was—being touched felt wrong to her, but not where she was being touched. No, it was that the touch was all surgical glove and KY jelly instead of her. She wanted Evelyn’s bare hand. Or…something wanted Evelyn, only Evelyn…
“You’re not tensing up,” Evelyn observed, her lilting voice rich with amusement. “Have you done this before? You can admit it. I don’t have a virgin fetish.”
“Then why were you so pleased that this is my first time…sex-working?” It was hard to carry on a conversation, think of the right words, with Evelyn rubbing at her tightly puckered opening like a cat wanting to be let in.
“I told you, I’m tired of sex workers. That’s why I want a pet. And let’s be honest: Who wants a cat when they can have a kitten?”
Before Gracie could think of a reply, Evelyn obviously decided that it was time she be allowed into Gracie’s ass—that she had massaged enough lubricant to gain entry.
And Gracie couldn’t say she was wrong. However tight her opening was, it wasn’t as tight as it had been. She reluctantly yielded—allowing Evelyn’s gloved fingertip to intrude on the pristine emptiness of her hole. Only enough to make Gracie feel that she wasn’t inviolate.
“Still not tensing up,” Evelyn purred. “You have a well-trained backside, Gracie. Have you had a mistress before? Maybe a master? Or is this from personal study?”
Gracie struggled to keep her breathing even enough to permit speech. As much as Evelyn praised her “training,” she felt like she was madly out of control: her heart racing, her lungs heaving, nonexistent voices screaming in her ear about what this made her. Pet, sex worker: all nice words for whore. And that little fingertip was still fucking her like she was a whore.
“Answer, Gracie. I can always stop.”
Gracie couldn’t lose this chemistry; she didn’t even know if she enjoyed it, but if it went away, she’d always wonder what it was, what Evelyn was making her feel, and how she was doing it. Anything this intense, this much herself…she had to understand it.
“I’ve read some—some books—”
“You don’t seem the type to have A Girl’s Guide to Sodomy on your nightstand.” Evelyn wiggled her finger in a small titter of motion that made Gracie croon as much as wince. It was going in deeper—little by little, it was taking up more of her.
“They were stories…where the characters, where they…did this sort of thing…and you’re always supposed to relax when a man, when someone… I mean, that’s just common sense, isn’t it? Something can’t get in when you’re all tensed up. You need to let it in the same way you’d let it out. You need to be…soft.”
Gracie knew then that Evelyn would fuck her, take her ass. She braced herself, tried to force her body to relax, but it was too late. Evelyn was already pushing.
And then Gracie learned that she couldn’t resist, even if she’d wanted to. Her asshole was too massaged, too loosened, too slippery. Evelyn’s finger popped inside, touching the spongy softness within, making Gracie feel it as much as Evelyn did.
“Yessss,” Evelyn breathed. Gracie heard her thighs rub together, she was enjoying herself so. “This is what we do for people in the family,” she muttered—or at least something that sounded like that.
Evelyn kept pushing, getting her finger in to the first knuckle before she stopped and let Gracie get her bearings.
Gracie’s body jerked, trembling with the shock of entry. It didn’t hurt, exactly, but she was feeling so much that it seemed indistinguishable from pain. “It’s too much, it’s too much…”
The finger withdrew a little, almost teasingly.
Gracie whimpered. The one thing worse than feeling this much was the threat of not feeling anything at all.
“I didn’t think we would have to establish a safe word so soon.” Evelyn’s voice was dark: not exactly displeased, but clearly frustrated. “Why do I have a pet that doesn’t want to be played with?”
“I didn’t say I wanted to stop,” Gracie moaned, not sure what her voice was doing. It sounded like she was begging, or maybe asking permission. But she had no idea what she was pleading for or what she wanted to do. “It’s just—it’s a lot.”
“The words you used were ‘too much.’ Too much implies a limit. A limit implies stopping. Or does my new toy like the thought of being broken?”
“I thought I was your pet. Now I’m your toy?”
Evelyn’s finger wormed deeper, silencing Gracie’s protests in a spasm of painful excitement. Her own hands trembled with passion, pulling at the dress she was still holding up and ripping it with an audible tear. She tried to restrain herself, but she was instinctively squirming further onto the table—taking herself away from that bulbous discomfort in her neat, even opening.
“When I play with you, you’re my toy,” Evelyn informed her. “But even when I’m not playing with you, you’re my pet.”
Evelyn pressed in harder, snaking her tormenting finger down to where Gracie could really feel it. Two full knuckles were inside her ass. Her once-virgin ass. She was feeling those fingers with nerves she’d never discovered until now.
“Should I bark like a dog?” Gracie asked, feeling an urge towards insolence as powerful as her lust. She had to give in, but she couldn’t simply give in without snarling a little. Like a cat who wouldn’t let its belly be petted without digging in its claws.
But in spite of that, she and Evelyn both felt her tremble, all of that trembling aimed in one direction—into pushing her ass onto Evelyn’s probing finger, working it further in, sucking it all the way in to the palm of Evelyn’s hand.
“Oh, no. I find your present vocalizations entirely acceptable.”
Gracie could only squeal, over and over again, with her hips full of motion not wholly her own. The pain was drifting away, proving to be the only thing that blocked the lascivious feelings now working their way throughout her body.
The more she strained, the more she felt, the more there was to feel. Good things, sensual things…
She thought she’d simply have to endure Evelyn’s attentions, but this was something more. Depraved and perverted, it didn’t matter; it was happening, she was enjoying it.
She didn’t care if it was for money. She wanted these things Evelyn was doing to her. She needed this arousal to press on such a little distance onward, to the ultimate peak…
“You’re so close now,” Evelyn purred, her finger settling into a series of strokes that seemed to run along a path of particularly sensitive nerves, flicking fires up inside Gracie’s rectum with each slow roll. “Shall I get you off, or would you rather pretend you’re not a slut?”
“Please get me off, please…” Gracie begged, whimpering, whining, knowing how pathetic she sounded and not caring—even liking it a little; this had to be what Evelyn got off on, if she was soliciting it from Gracie so ardently.
And if Gracie gave her what she wanted, she wouldn’t stop.
“That doesn’t sound like something a good girl would want,” Evelyn lilted cheekily.
Gracie seemed to instinctively know what Evelyn wanted to hear—what would keep that approving glimmer in her chocolate-rich voice. “I’m not a good girl, I’m not.”
“What are you?” Evelyn demanded, suddenly hard-edged. Gracie heard a brush of fabric, a whisper of clothing against clothing, and could only imagine Evelyn’s other hand rubbing against her own clothed groin putting that steely ardor into Evelyn’s voice.
“I’m a slut, Mistress.”
“And?” Evelyn prompted, her breath quicker, approving, her whole body approving, her whole body turned on. Gracie could feel it.
“And I’m your pet, Mistress.”
“And?” Evelyn moaned, so heated that it was like a bonfire, spreading to Gracie, burning her even hotter than she already was.
“And I’m your fucking toy.”
Evelyn squealed aloud. Gracie heard her belt buckle, her fly, clothes shuffling down out of the way and then her wet cunt on Gracie’s ass—a soulful kiss Gracie felt simmering on the curve of her buttocks, licking her flesh as Evelyn rode the contact up and down,
She’s fucking me, Gracie thought feverishly. Then: No, she’s fucking herself with me.
Even as Evelyn fingered her ass, her other hand went to Gracie’s neck, the back of it, fingers and thumb locking into place like a collar, tighter, tighter, like she was trying to choke Gracie, only that wasn’t it. She wanted to keep Gracie in place, make sure she stayed right where she was so that the pleasure could keep going and going.
Just like Gracie wanted it to. She felt like an instrument played by a virtuoso—the finger inside her, the hand gripping her neck, even the lips of another woman’s pussy rubbing against her ass—all of them part of her now, sensations that had taken up the core of her. Gracie was a thing to give and receive pleasure—nothing else, only that mattered. It filled her, and it kept filling her—not simply what was being done to her but what she was being used for.
It pressed at her boundaries from the inside, like a reverse penetration. She would let Evelyn in, but only because her walls had been shoved outward, not because Evelyn was breaking through.
Gracie’s eyes rolled up in her head. She was on the cusp of orgasm. When Evelyn spoke, words echoing into the delirium of panting and cursing and moaning, that was all Gracie could hear—her own voice uttering empty breaths—and Evelyn sounding like the voice of God.
“Such a hot little ass… It feels just as good to fuck it as it does to fuck it.”
Gracie sucked in a breath, deep and hard. It pushed her only an inch too full, lent her the strength to finally give in to the waves that kept pounding and pounding at her, demanding to get loose. She found her voice: “Oh shit!”
And then something tight and tangled and immense inside her finally shifted, forcing its way through her, getting out of her in pulses that wrenched and surged all the way through Gracie until they were free.
“UNNHH!”A tension Gracie had never known she had was finally gone.
Wetness, warm and luscious as pure cream, pooled under her, touching her thighs and lower belly. Gracie shut her eyes. It felt like slipping into a warm bath, only this one didn’t stop outside her. It slid into her, heating all of her womanhood before dripping to the floor. She felt unaccountably proud of herself.
“Oh my…oh my…” Evelyn wasn’t tribbing Gracie’s ass like she had been—she must’ve joined in on Gracie’s climax at some point—but she still held them together, mons to supple skin—Gracie felt the slowing drumbeat of her arousal, ticking down and down and down, assuring her that Evelyn had enjoyed herself as well. “My little overachiever… You squirted…you squirted all over my table.”
“Sorry.” Gracie breathed, unable to feel apologetic in the slightest. If you don’t want me to come, maybe don’t fuck me…geez…and especially don’t fuck me like that.
“Don’t apologize. This is wonderful, truly wonderful… I wanted the real thing, and there’s no faking that, now is there, my pet?”
“No, Mistress.” Gracie said hazily.
Something trilled in her, rattling against the sleepy indolence of just how good this all felt: some vague notion of dignity or her old self or something. Like a little voice telling her not to drive when she’d drunk enough to be tipsy. Probably—probably should listen to that voice, even now, when she was virtually drugged by…all of this.
“So my ‘anal sensitivity’ meets with your approval?” Gracie asked.
“Oh, yes. Yes.” Evelyn backed up, and Gracie heard a hurried reversal: fly going up, belt sucked back together, pants raised and straightened. “The job’s yours, my little squirt gun. For as long as you can take it.”
Take it? I feel like I’m about to pass out on your table, lady…right in my own…whatever this is. “Great. I want five thousand a day.”
“What?” Evelyn asked blankly, barely even a question, the smoke in her voice suddenly gone.
Gracie forced herself to get up, stand, pull her panties back into position, and flatten her dress down her body. “Well, you keep going on about how perfect I am and how I’m just what you’re looking for, and I even squirted for you… Seems to me that’s worth a little more than the first offer. To do that to me whenever you want.”
“You want five thousand dollars?” Evelyn asked, crossing her arms.
She’d taken the glove off, but the thought of where that finger on her right hand had been still drove Gracie to distraction. It took her a second to look Evelyn in the eye.
“Can you not afford it?” she asked innocently while everything but her voice made the challenge clear.
“Can you supply five thousand dollars a day worth of that?”
Evelyn volleyed back.
“You’re the one who stopped,” Gracie retorted. “I was just beginning to enjoy myself.”
Evelyn’s eyebrows raised. Like a snake, her hand struck—circling Gracie’s hip and grabbing her ass, pulling her close until they were body to body—Gracie’s asshole aching with its recent deflowering, Evelyn’s sex still pulsing with arousal, the dampness of Gracie’s juices only seeming to grow hotter on her thighs.
“Five thousand, and this hole belongs to me now, so get used to having it wide open.” Evelyn squeezed, her fingers digging into the cleft between Gracie’s buttocks, fingertips not quite touching her opening but definitely felt there. “I don’t leave my toys on the shelf.”
Gracie did not break eye contact. She reached down and petted Evelyn’s thigh. Up and down, fawningly, obsequiously, letting Evelyn know just how subservient she could be. And that she knew how vulnerable Evelyn was to that.
Evelyn hadn’t fucked her because she was in control but because she’d lost it. And while Gracie didn’t know exactly what her deal was—she hadn’t even seen all of her face—she could tell that, for Evelyn, losing control was worth at least five thousand dollars. The only question was, could Gracie give her that on a daily basis?
She let the words come as naturally as they could, trying to read from Evelyn’s half-face if they sounded natural enough. “Yes, Mistress. Thank you for playing with me, Mistress. I love it when you play with me…when my asshole gapes open and I know that it’s yours…”
Gracie heard teeth grinding under the mask. “Enough! That’s enough for tonight. I have a long day tomorrow and not enough time to properly…educate you.”
“It’s your dollar, Mistress,” Gracie said, trying not to seem too smug. She knew Evelyn would only discipline her for that later.
What she didn’t know was how she’d feel about that discipline. The juices that soaked her thighs were trailing down, about to peek out from under the hem of her dress.
“You do have another four thousand for tonight, right?” she needled, her clit stingingly erect.
Maybe Evelyn’s discipline would be enough to send her running screaming from the room— Gracie wanted to find out.
“You’ll get what’s coming to you,” Evelyn told her. “And one other thing. When you sleep in the bedroom adjoining mine?”
“Yes?”
“You sleep in the nude. I may feel like a midnight snack.”



 
Chapter 3
Evelyn lay awake, staring at the phone on her nightstand. The dead black screen could come to life in a moment, with anything. A quiet little notification of an email…or the ring of a call waiting to be connected.
Her fist tightened—squeezing deep pressure into her thumb. It reminded her of how Gracie’s asshole had felt, the roiling tightness as she’d climaxed from being sodomized. The thought of it found Evelyn short of breath. Like a kid on Christmas Eve, all she wanted to do was get out of bed, go to Gracie, and play some more. Her new toy.
And what would Kimber think of that?
No. Evelyn had been a good girlfriend once; she could be a good mistress too. Plenty of sleep for her pet, plenty of food, good clothes, a warm bed; she would treat Gracie right. It wouldn’t matter that she came from darkness; Gracie would only see the light.
Her thumb moved practically by itself. She opened up her contacts, went to Kimber’s picture and stared at it. Kimber five years ago. Not much would’ve changed. Kimber took good care of herself. She wouldn’t age too harshly, and she wouldn’t insult her years with some ill-conceived surgery. No, she’d be the same as ever. She just wouldn’t be Evelyn’s.
She stroked the picture with her thumb. Too much pressure. The phone took over, connecting itself to Kimber’s. Evelyn moved her touch to the hang-up button, but she didn’t hit it, even as the phone rang. Kimber would simply call back, wanting to know why Evelyn had rung her. And the pity of Kimber thinking she was some sort of genius was that she’d never believe Evelyn had butt-dialed her.
“Oh my God… Evelyn?”
“Speaking,” she said because what else could you say when you’d always known what to say to someone and now you didn’t?
“Evelyn…hi. God. This is getting to be a habit with us. First I drunk-dial you—sorry about that again, by the way—and now you… Not that you’re drunk, obviously. God. So long. Five years—”
“It hasn’t been five years,” she corrected. She liked to be accurate about these things.
“Okay, almost five years. I’m sorry I hung up on you last time. If it’s any consolation, I vomited right after that, okay?”
“That is…information,” Evelyn said. “I’m calling because you implied you were worried about me.”
“I didn’t say I was worried.”
“It was inferred. You said you had no idea how I was or what I was doing… You asked about the mask.”
“It’s none of my business.” Kimber sounded like she had at the end, almost five years ago. Unsure of everything she said. Or maybe just who she said it to.
“I only wanted to let you know that I’m okay. I’m seeing someone, and it’s a very exciting relationship. I’m very happy to be with her.”
“Okay, that’s good.”
“It is. Yes.”
“Okay,” Kimber said with the accent on the second syllable the way she did when she realized she’d said that little word too many times and wanted to rephrase, even though the word was already on the way past her lips. “I was probably out of line asking if you were—last time, I mean. It’s just that…you’re too good at being alone; you always were. If you’re not careful, you could make a career out of it.”
Evelyn thought of attempting a reassuring laugh. She didn’t think this was a good time to experiment with that. She’d try one on Gracie instead.
“I’m sorry to have rung you so late. But thank you for your concern. And I’d like you to know there are no hard feelings. It all worked out for the best.”
“Hey, you’re probably busy. Maybe I could write you an email, just to get all the boring ‘how’s everyone and their cat’ stuff out of the way, and then I could call you again, after I’ve taken a Prozac or something, and—I don’t know—if there’s something you don’t want to talk about, you could text me beforehand, because I’m really not trying to ambush you—”
Evelyn hung up and immediately texted, Oops, my phone is getting finicky, the battery’s almost gone.
She wondered how right a woman could be about someone, almost five years later, after that much loneliness had had its say.
Well, it was a nonissue. Kimber might know a thing or two: about her, about the Family, about what had happened. But Gracie… There was no way for her to know. That was one of the most wonderful things about her.
She hadn’t known Evelyn before. She couldn’t tell there was anything wrong.
She didn’t even know what was under the mask.
* * *
The phone rang. Gracie had been wired enough to stay awake through the night and the next day and drop dead asleep at 10 PM like someone with a normal sleep cycle, but she’d taken that first hit of sleep and become addicted to it. Now her eyes had to be pried open, and even the softest darkness—no neon lights here, no noises invading from where the city was even more chaotic, not even the space heater hurting itself with each second it ran past the warranty—was too much for a will that had been stretched far enough and now needed to spend time being slack.
Few sounds got through the thick walls of an upper-class dwelling, but she recognized the tenor of the city at rest. It disquieted her. One of the few positives of unemployment was that she’d grown used to staying up late, if she wanted, and sleeping in. Enjoying her bed so long it was fully dawn by the time she had breakfast.
It bothered her to be this well-rested at this time of night. She wondered if it was insomnia. A guilty conscience, maybe.
Gracie had had sex, not for the first time in her life but for the first time not as part of a relationship or any romance. It was almost anonymous, completely transactional.
No, not completely.
Evelyn might’ve paid to begin what had happened—the money sat on the nightstand, reassuring and discomforting Gracie in equal measure—but Gracie imagined Evelyn saying they could stop at any point before Gracie’s orgasm. Gracie wouldn’t have cared about the money then.
She knew Evelyn had a taste for making her submit, far beyond the supplication of taking Evelyn’s money and accepting Evelyn’s touch. Gracie wondered if the woman knew that she could’ve made Gracie keep going without spending a dime. And when was it that Gracie had started enjoying the sex more than having the integrity of not being up for sale?
I should’ve asked for more money, Gracie thought. She would’ve gone higher. Does it make it better or worse that Evelyn couldn’t control herself either?
The phone started ringing. Déjà vu hit her. Hadn’t she dreamed that? Well, it was happening now.
She picked up her ancient flip phone, wondering if five thousand was enough to get her one of those strap-it-to-your-head-and-do-a-VR phones or if the economy was too shit for even five thou to be that much.
It was Wayne. Now, after the dust from her life imploding had settled, here came her idiot brother with a leaf blower.
He didn’t know anything. She hadn’t been able to reach him when she’d lost her job, hadn’t tried too hard either. When did he have any money?
A place to stay? Did he want anything beyond a guilt trip? God, he’d taken care of her for so long, but now—shit—now she still owed him. And she wanted him to be okay, even beyond evening the uneven.
“Wayne, it’s the middle of the night,” she answered because it was too late to be creative about what in the a.m. it was.
“This can’t wait,” Wayne told her—like it ever could with him. “I managed to do an election recently—big stuff, all of the celestials are in place, planets aligned—any spell I cast is going to work. If I buy a lotto ticket, I’m winning it. If I pull on a slot machine…”
Gracie rubbed some crust from her eye. Where’d that stuff come from, anyway? “So buy a lotto ticket, Wayne. I’ve had a long day…”
“Well… hey…you know how it is. The lotto isn’t exactly… You know, it’s corrupt. It’s synthetic, it’s corrupt. You cannot divinate something that diseased.”
Gracie yawned, not sure he was even using real words. “Okay, so what do you want me to do? Help you find a game of three-card monte?”
“Don’t be sarcastic. Do you know how much negative energy you put out when you’re sarcastic?”
Gracie yawned again. “You want money, right?”
“I told you—”
“I’m not being sarcastic, Wayne. I’m being blunt.” She yawned yet again. “I haven’t had enough coffee to be sarcastic.”
“Are you wearing that amulet of wakefulness I made you?”
She’d pawned it days ago. Wayne could’ve probably made real good money as a welder if he didn’t just make charms and shit. Things that would sell to the Beverly Hills crowd, maybe, but not anywhere Gracie and Wayne frequented.
“You’re avoiding the question,” she told her brother, avoiding the question herself.
“All right, yeah, I need some money. You know seventy-seven percent of Americans are in debt? It’d be weirder if I didn’t need money; who doesn’t need money?”
Gracie felt like telling him that those people tended to spend their money on medical care or cars or house payments, not horse races and tarot readings and tarot races about horse readings—wait, tarot readings about horse races… God, she needed to go back to sleep. She couldn’t talk him out of being a magician, and she was not nearly well-rested enough to try.
Wayne kept going. “I need to pay off some debts. Once I do, I can put down some bets. And with the way my mana is headed, we’re looking at big payouts. Imagine a pony winning at hundred-to-one odds. Doubling your money isn’t even the beginning of that; you’d be rich; I’d be rich…”
“You’d be something… Wayne, look, why are you in debt? What happened to you last time you divinated?”
“That was different. I was a much less experienced sorcerer then. I hadn’t at all realized how important it was how the planets are aligned…”
“Was this when Pluto was still a planet? Was that it? Did that throw you off?”
“Don’t mock me here.” Wayne hissed. “Wouldn’t I give you the money if you needed it?”
It didn’t matter. He never had money. Or if he did, it was from picking pockets, not from being Harry Potter.
That was the part her brother didn’t get. He was all intentions, no facts. He never meant to lose, he never meant to steal—borrowing, he was always borrowing—but at a certain point, you realized you were a bad bet. You cut bait, you didn’t double down, or whatever the right term was. But Wayne couldn’t let go of being a wizard. If he robbed Fort Knox, he’d put it all on red or black, whatever color his “spells” indicated, because he’d rather be magic than rich.
What twelve-year-old wouldn’t? But he wasn’t twelve anymore, hadn’t been for over a decade.
Gracie didn’t have it in her to teach him. She knew she didn’t have it in her.
She sighed. “How much money do you need?”
* * *
Wayne fucking hated cashless societies. Credit cards, Bitcoin, PayPal, all of it. Bullshit. You could spend three hours picking pockets in Tourist Central and get nothing but a Costco card.
He had good hands; everyone knew it. Great hands, but what was he supposed to grab when there was nothing to steal?
He pumped the pedals and kept his helmeted head down, trying not to look enviously at all the cars on the street or return the murderous glances that ran from driver to cyclist. The bike was the most expensive thing he owned besides his smartphone, and it was a bitch to keep finding places to park where it wouldn’t be stolen while he slept.
But as long as he had it, he wasn’t homeless. He was mobile. Not stuck in the doldrums—which happened to even the white-picket fencers—but in motion, moving with the wind. And when he put down roots, it’d be somewhere worth staying.
It was all about staying ready for fate. Money in your pocket, clean clothes, clean body, shaves and haircuts. He’d tried to drill that into Gracie—ninety percent of the downsides of being poor was looking poor. Store employees gave you nasty looks. Cops looked for an excuse. But if you looked like you belonged, who was to say you didn’t?
Look. Look-look-look. That was a recurring thought. Wayne wondered if the universe was trying to tell him something. He’d have to enter it into his codebook once he got to the Empirical. Look. He wouldn’t forget. That could be the key.
What was Gracie doing in the Empirical, though? Even if the name wasn’t too familiar, the address she gave was uptown. His people didn’t go uptown except to rob, and Gracie wasn’t a robber. She had a real job, even if it was stocking shelves.
Of course, uptown brought people to it, for this and that, but Gracie wasn’t that either. She didn’t strip even just for pictures. Not after Dad. So what was she doing there? Wayne tried to recall his horoscope. It would’ve had a hint at this, he just knew, but it was hard to think past his divination and the incredible luck coming his way.
Look. He had to remember that too. That could be an important word.
A red light flashed ahead, and Wayne didn’t mind stopping, even if he was in a hurry. It gave him time to roll up his sleeve, take a marker from his pocket, and write down what he had to remember, once he found some space under his elbow. Look. That was important. And now he only had to remember to look under his elbow once he got to the hotel.
When he arrived, did he get into an argument with the concierge? No. He got into a discussion. Wayne was clean. He smelled fine. He’d bought his clothes only five years ago. And who cared what time of night it was—he was meeting someone there. He had a right to wait in the lobby.
But the concierge—which wasn’t even a real job—asked him to show his room key or to rent a room, or tell him what room to ring on the intercom. It was all so mechanical, such a program. This guy was going to be replaced by an algorithm one day soon, and he didn’t even know it. No awareness of the natural world, of magic, of energies and orbits and telepathy. No, life was all a rule book to him, and he resented the lowly peasant, Wayne Lynch, who dared to ask him to actually think about the planet and his place in it for one moment.
Wayne didn’t like that Gracie came down while he was in the middle of the discussion and drew him aside and apologized to the concierge like he was in the right. That was everyone’s politics: You stood behind a desk, you wore a costume, and you got to be right all the time. And try explaining that to Gracie.
He wasn’t happy she had to see him asserting his right to simply exist; he didn’t want to force her support, but it would be nice if a little support had been forthcoming. That’s what family was about, wasn’t it? Family had to be more important than what the concierges of the world thought of you.
“Wayne, just tell me you’re good.”
He hadn’t realized he’d been talking. Sometimes that happened. He thought so hard that he spoke too. Especially when someone affected his composure. He wasn’t the only one who got annoyed or angry, he only had a harder time keeping it bottled up. How was that his fault? All this money, all this technology, and they couldn’t make the world a smidge less frustrating?
“I know, Wayne. I get it,” Gracie said. “Just calm down.”
“I am calm!” he insisted. Strenuously. “What are you doing here, anyway? You know I wondered that the entire way up here? Hey!” He saw someone from the hotel checking out his bike. “Hey! Hey!”
“He’s going,” Gracie told the man. “It’s fine.”
“Yeah, it’d better be fine.” Wayne scrubbed at his face. “So, how about it? You hiding in the laundry chute or something?”
“I’m doing some modeling for the hotel. They’re letting me stay here a few days while we do the shoot.”
“You? A model?”
It wasn’t that hard to imagine, actually. With her fine blonde hair, almost white, her fair skin, buttered with only a touch of a tan, and blue eyes that dominated her gentle features, Gracie had always reminded him of a young Stella Stevens. She was too pretty for her own good, really. Wayne had to worry what kind of sick thoughts people had about her.
It’d come in handy a few times when they were kids and they needed to get someone alone to roll them. Gracie was the bait and Wayne was the trap. Those had been good times. But now she had to know she could get a lot more than pocket change from men.
“You think it’s too hard for me or something?” Gracie asked, and her indignation told him she was for real.
“They pay in advance?”
“Yes, Wayne, they paid me some good money.”
“What’s good? Five hundred? Six?”
“Good,” Gracie reiterated. “How much would it cost you to clear your debts and then just—”
“Just?” he added leadingly.
“Just…fucking spend a night indoors and fill out a resume.”
Wayne put his hands up on his head. He looked at his bike. At least that was still there.
“We can do it at the library, I can take you there first thing in the morning. We can even get an Uber.”
“You’re going to get mad at me,” he mumbled. “I’m going to try to explain to you about the secrets of the universe, and you’re gonna get mad at me because you want me to shovel fries at Mickey D’s…”
“I’m not fighting with you.”
“One more corporate cog in the system, Gracie. Do you know how many light bulbs Edison had to invent before he got to the one that lit up?”
“You’re not Edison.”
“I’m not stupid, you know? I’ve had some big wins. I’m not greedy. I have a strategy. I only need to get out from under, lay down some money, rack up some paydays… I’m telling you, Gracie, if I started out knowing what I know now, I’d be a billionaire; I would.”
“These people you’re taking money from are dangerous. You think that because one of them has a good day and decides to give you another month to get whole, it means they’re never going to lose patience—”
Wayne jabbed a finger in the air. “What do you think makes them have a good day, huh? Of course they gave me an extension; I cast a spell. You’re worrying about me like I’m some jerk—I have lightning bolts at my disposal. This hotel thing, your modeling gig, this is probably me. Do you know how many minerals I have put into blessings for you? You’re lucky because I make you lucky. Show some gratitude. Let my system work.”
Gracie pushed the heel of her hand into her eye. “What about that social worker? Are you seeing him still?”
“I don’t need a social worker.”
“I’d give you a million dollars if you’d only go see the social worker once a week. What’s his name? Greg? Do you even remember?”
“I’ll go see him,” Wayne said quickly. “Will that make you feel better? He’ll tell me to get an apartment, even though I can’t afford an apartment, so then he’ll tell me to get a job, even though there aren’t any jobs, and then he’ll wonder how I’m managing to maintain my robust figure, and he’ll call a cop on me—”
“He’s not going to call a cop.”
“Every asshole in prison has a story that starts ‘There isn’t going to be a cop there’ or ‘He won’t have a gun…’”
“I’ll give you a thousand dollars. You do whatever you want with it, but go see the social worker. Greg.”
Wayne cocked his head. “You have a thousand dollars?”
“Yeah, I told you. I’m modeling.”
“You’d think if they had a thousand dollars, they could’ve hired a real model.”
“Thanks. As long as you’re here, why don’t you take a shower, a real shower? I’ll put your clothes through the wash. Maybe you can even eat something.”
Wayne looked back into the lobby. The concierge was keeping an eye on him. Wayne gave him the finger. “Your fascist friend there—I should curse him, I should. Just a little hex…”
“Get your bike.”



 
Chapter 4
Gracie slept in late after sending Wayne on his way. Very late. She’d been worn out for a while, running on fumes from stress and…pretty much all stress. The thing with Evelyn—the anal thing, Gracie couldn’t help but remind herself—had kicked the legs out from under her in a good way. Had taken out her remaining energy so she had no problem getting to sleep.
Wayne didn’t look good. He never looked good, the paper-colored skin too tight to his skull, the light hair fleeing from his radioactive scalp, his nose flattened by a bottle years ago so that it sat on his sunken features like something a dog would do as it was being housebroken.
The shower helped a bit, as did the complimentary razor, but there was still the Salvation Army clothes, the ranting that passed for conversation, the look in his eyes that… If he died, she didn’t think he’d appear much different, but that look would probably still be there, like how people’s shadows were flash burnt into the ground at Hiroshima. Wherever his soul went, it would leave a residue on his eyes.
Not crazy, but too sensitive, maybe. Too many thoughts, no way for him to sort through them. However much money she got from Evelyn in the end, she’d use it to take him someplace. Maybe out in the country, where there wasn’t so much to think about.
She showered and made use of one of the hotel’s provided robes, glorying in the feel of its lush fur instead of the threadbare towel she’d owned until recently. Evelyn had started coffee in the pot, and Gracie took a cup before going to the window to admire the view.
The morning sky was an inchoate gray, like God had tried to take all the black out of black and all the white out of white and what was left over, He poured all over the Earth. It was the same color as the pavement, reflected in the skyscraper glass so that everything outside looked like half-hearted mud to Gracie.
But when she saw her reflection in the glass, there was a smile tingling at the corners of her lips, a brightness in her eyes. I must be the worst actress in the world, she thought.
There was no concealing her excitement. Her arousal hadn’t gone away, it’d only shifted deeper. Gracie had to force herself away from thoughts of Evelyn. It wouldn’t take much for her nipples to spring up and her pussy to thrum: the Happy Hooker, like something right out of the Penthouse
Forum.
Her reflection frowned. Safe to say she’d had some of the best sex, maybe the best sex of her life with Evelyn in the driver’s seat. What did that say about her? That she enjoyed it more when it was paid for—depraved, domineering—than when it’d been at her junior prom?
Gracie forced some coffee down. The dreary day and the inescapable fact of what she’d done for cash were enough to send her back to bed, something she would’ve done in her unemployed days. She wouldn’t let that happen now, though, now that she’d gotten her reprieve. So she needed all the caffeine she could get. Gracie was going to take full advantage of this opportunity.
Opportunity, hell. You’re being paid to fuck.
Gracie pouted, had the unavoidable thought that Evelyn would probably like the look that greeted her in the reflection. I’ll give you something to pout about, she imagined in Evelyn’s sultry, yet barely-there accent. And that brought back all the things she’d dreamed about Evelyn doing to her while she was bound, unable to resist even if she wanted to.
Do what you love and you’ll never work a day in your life. Is that it, Lynch? Do you love being her plaything? She called you that too. What, is everything about empowerment, feminism, independence going out the window simply because it’s a woman calling the shots instead of some man?
Gracie drank some more of her coffee. It was bitter. She couldn’t bring herself to look for any creamer.
“Morning,” Evelyn said behind her, and Gracie jumped.
Her coffee jumped with her. She angled her cup, trying to catch up with the liquid that had sloshed free. In attempting to recover it all, she rammed her mug into the window. Both the glass and the mug cracked. The coffee vomited out of the broken mug onto the carpet.
“I guess I won’t be putting the Do Not Disturb sign on the door today,” Evelyn observed.
Gracie spun around. “I am so sorry. You can take that out of my pay.”
“Nonsense. It was an honest mistake.” Evelyn was mostly dressed. Mostly. Another suit like the one she’d worn yesterday, cut a little differently, but still flattering her body as if Evelyn had been designed for the suit instead of the other way around.
She didn’t have on any shoes—only black socks—and her white dress shirt wasn’t all the way buttoned. No tie or jacket. Her mask was still in place, but her hair was in nothing more complicated than a ponytail. The combination of pale skin, her white shirt, and a mask that was practically glowing intoxicatingly contrasted her loosely bound black hair. The hint of cleavage between those straying buttons made Gracie want to moan.
Oh God. If she decided she didn’t want to pay me, how would I ever stop letting her do whatever she wants?
“Did you sleep well?” Evelyn continued, getting a glass of orange juice before setting herself down at the breakfast nook.
“As well as can be expected.” Gracie trained her eyes on that orange juice. Evelyn didn’t have that drink out simply to smell it, did she? She’d have to take off the mask to…
Evelyn reached over to a cupboard, pulled open a drawer, and retrieved a metal straw. She set it in the glass.
“If you don’t mind me asking…” Gracie began as Evelyn fit the end of the straw through an almost invisible opening in her mask.
“I’m a Pisces,” Evelyn said.
“Oh. Okay.”
“Were you wondering about something else?” Evelyn asked jauntily.
Gracie had the feeling she was being laughed at. It was a very junior high feeling. She had no idea how she could accept having a finger up her ass but not a joke at her expense. Maybe it was that Evelyn hadn’t paid her to be the butt of any jokes.
“Yeah. I was kinda wondering why you wear that mask all the time?”
“I don’t wear it all the time.” Evelyn took her cell phone from her pocket and powered it on.
Gracie persisted. “Why do you wear it at all?”
Evelyn put on a rather good English accent. “Oh no, it’s just that they’re terribly comfortable. I think everyone will be wearing them in the future.”
Gracie nodded. “The Princess Bride. Should’ve known that would come up.”
“That’s the problem with lesbian relationships,” Evelyn said, back to her own vague way of talking. “You’re both simply such damn girls. I ordered room service for breakfast. Two sausage links, a short stack of pancakes, toast with jelly, one hard-boiled egg, and you found the coffee.”
Gracie’s eyebrows raised. “Is this going to be one of those times you don’t wear the mask?”
“No, I ate after my morning exercise. This is all for you.”
Gracie scoffed. “I’m not Oliver Twist, you know. I haven’t actually been starving.”
“I know. But I like your current proportions. I’d hate for you to lose them once I start giving you more strenuous workouts.”
Desire corded at Gracie’s center. She pictured herself getting on all fours on top of the table, padding up to Evelyn, and giving Evelyn her own fuck me look right in her face.
And maybe she’ll give you a bonus for that. Whore.
The thought killed some of Gracie’s ardor but also engaged her stubbornness. She was so nearly intoxicated with the thought of what Evelyn would do that when someone knocked at the apartment door, she jumped.
A fragment of the cracked mug flew away from the rest, and some of the coffee that had remained at the bottom flew out to stain her robe.
“That will be room service,” Evelyn said. “Go let them in, please.”
“Yeah,” Gracie said, moving to put the broken mug down, then realizing it would probably stain whatever she set it on.
So she looked around for the wastebasket, couldn’t find one, and put the mug in the sink before unthinkingly wiping her hands off on her complimentary monogrammed robe. When she looked down, more stains greeted her from its pristine white pelt.
“Gracie,” Evelyn said, “if you want to be punished, simply ask. I’ll take your word for it if you tell me you’ve been a bad girl. In fact, I do believe you might have managed without overly trying.”
Gracie cocked her head and tried to come up with a clever response for this early in the afternoon: “Huh?”
“Your gentleman caller.” Evelyn took a drag on her orange juice. “The concierge wished to inform me that you met with a rather disheveled man. You brought him up to your room. An hour later he emerged, showered, shaved, wearing fresh clothes…”
“He’s my brother,” Gracie said quickly. Which she knew didn’t explain it, but at this point, she didn’t know what did.
“Apparently. The concierge also wanted me to know that, for the first time in the Empirical’s history, someone urinated in the lobby.”
Gracie let out a bark of sheer inability to remain silent.
“Mm-hmm,” Evelyn said agreeably. “The actual…leakage wasn’t caught on camera, but he’s made it clear that the police will be informed next time Wayne is in the area. Meanwhile, I made a small donation to the cleaning staff’s pension fund. They work hard enough already, don’t you think?”
“Wayne is…” For want of something to do, Gracie wadded up some paper towels, wet them, and started daubing at the stains on her robe. “Let me put it this way: Everything you’re thinking of suggesting, I’ve tried. So if you can think of what to do with him, thank Christ, because maybe it’ll work for the other half a million people like him.”
“There’s no need to get defensive,” Evelyn said.
“Well, he’s my brother. I start off being defensive and go from there.”
Evelyn stood. “I have to get to work. But if you’d care to try something other than defensiveness… While I acknowledge that you’ve been dealing with him infinitely longer than I’ve known of his existence, has it ever occurred to you that I have resources you do not?”
“Do you know any institutions that can lock him up without making him feel like he’s locked up? Because that doesn’t go over well with him.”
“I was thinking more along the lines of a steady job.”
* * *
Wayne had worked at a couple restaurants in his time. No chains, no franchises, but anything family-owned was good. You could pick up a couple bucks, tax-free, if you were willing to clean the place or cook or wait tables when they were low on staff and high on patrons. As long as you were on time, sober, and not enough of a putz to skim from the till, it was a good way to make ends meet.
Carmen’s, though, was the weirdest diner he’d ever worked at. They didn’t seem to want business. He and a couple other guys hung around, put a pie in the oven occasionally, made a delivery—one of them had a car with a pizza slice decal magnetized to the roof—but it was all on slow-motion.
People hardly ever ordered. The crew mostly played cards, smoked, or fiddled with their phones. There were times they gave pizza away, to a foster home or to another restaurant that traded menu items with them.
A few people sometimes stopped by to eat in or to pick up an order, but it was always the same bunch: Italian, dressed flashy, shot the shit with the staff. Wayne had never had his cheeks pinched or his forehead kissed so many times.
The pay was good, though. Wayne had plenty of time to work on his elections, even if the other guys—all of them devout Catholics—didn’t approve.
The penny didn’t drop until Russ Marchi showed up. Marchi was Wayne’s bookie, a big, heavy-shouldered Eyetie in his forties. His forearms were big and hairy, and they got bigger and hairier when they became fists. His face looked like it could have a T-bone in the middle. Wiry hairs leapt out from his cheeks and jowls like rebar out of cracked concrete. The impression of cement was furthered by the charcoal-colored blazer he wore over a blue-striped shirt, tucked into pants of the same color. His belt and boots were as black as his hair.
Jesus, that’s my shylock, Wayne thought. What’s he doing here, of all places? Nobody eats here, except…
Suddenly, it all made sense. Carmen’s wasn’t a real restaurant. It was a front, a Mob joint, meant to look real while laundering money. On paper, they were probably putting out and taking in ten times the product they were really moving. In reality, they did only enough work to qualify as a Mafia social club, somewhere wiseguys could go for some fine dining without worrying about being overheard, photographed, or even wacked.
And when Carmen’s made deliveries, where did those go? Drug labs? Gun caches? Bordellos? This could be the chuck wagon for an entire crime family.
I’m part of the Mafia, Wayne realized.
It was the coolest thing that had ever happened to him.
* * *
In every movie and TV show Evelyn Voss watched, courthouses were always made so imposing. The Greco-Roman statues, the pillars, the marble floors. It was all so cinematic. What director could resist?
In real life, they rarely looked better than a public school building. The floors were scuffed, the walls were particle board, the chairs were uncomfortable, and the air was thick with the smell of cleaning supplies needed to make the building even mildly livable.
The courthouse was the point of departure from society. The exiles being sent to jail rarely retained good hygiene or fully functioning digestive systems on their way to the bottom rung they were now falling off.
Every so often, though, justice managed to climb the ladder and find someone closer to the top. They paid well to stay a part of their gilded world. And they got what they paid for often enough that they didn’t refrain from troubling the law. They simply paid for someone who could keep them on the ladder, no matter what threatened to shake them loose.
Evelyn sat in the gallery, watching the proceedings. She’d placed a pinch of herbs into her mask, and it flavored the air away from the blunt antiseptic harshness that would have made it through otherwise.
The man in the witness box gave carefully composed testimony. The ADA walked him from one answer to the other. His replies were thoughtful but quick, snapping out of him like bullets fired.
Evelyn’s partner, James Walsh, sat waiting patiently for cross-examination. The defendant, Evelyn tried not to look at. He deserved censure in every respect except one: He had hired her.
James was a handsome man, neatly parted hair over a straight, narrow head. His distinguished Roman nose made up for his watery eyes and the beginning of a receding hairline. His chin was sharp, carefully manicured stubble hardening and dignifying his boyish face.
He was the public face of the law firm, a competent but unspectacular lawyer. Maybe as good as the assistant district attorney. But the ADA would want it more; a member of the gentry being convicted would play well during any campaign she ran. And if James wasn’t lazy, he wouldn’t be Evelyn’s figurehead.
“No further questions, your honor,” the ADA said, leaving her witness’s testimony hanging in the air.
“Your witness,” the judge told James.
James straightened his tie, shuffled some papers, and cast a casual glance to where Evelyn sat, watching unobtrusively. She canted her head.
James refocused on the judge. “Your Honor, if I may request a brief recess?”
The judge nodded. “Thirty minutes be enough?”
“More than enough, thank you.”
“Court’s adjourned for half an hour. Nobody start any long books.”
Evelyn could’ve set her watch by James following her out of the room. Soon, but not too soon. It was amazing how well-trained people could be once they saw it was in their own best interest.
* * *
Well-rested, financially solvent, and with a roof over her head, Gracie didn’t know what to do first. Should she start looking for a job, a second job? She didn’t know how long this thing with Evelyn (anal thing, at least sometimes) would last. Evelyn had made it sound long-term. Hell, she’d made it sound like Gracie was her new personal addiction. But Gracie didn’t know if she could trust that…
Of course, Evelyn had also made it sound like she expected Gracie to be on-call at all times. That didn’t leave a lot of room for a job in the mailroom. Or getting a degree.
Bereft of any other ideas, Gracie read a pamphlet she found in the nightstand instead of a Bible. Muttering about godless pagans—well, at least Evelyn seemed to be the fun kind of pagan instead of one that griped about the Chronicles of Narnia a lot—Gracie read all the amenities that the hotel had to offer. Five-star restaurant, bar with its own microbrewery, a gym.
It’d been a while since Gracie had worked out. She hadn’t had to worry about calories when she hadn’t known where her next meal was coming from, but now that Evelyn was going to be ordering her pancakes and sausage links, it seemed like a good time to get back on her routine. Had to keep a toned ass when she was selling it.
Gracie giggled to herself. God, what was she doing? Was she actually cool, comfortable, with prostitution simply because her john was… Well, Evelyn was surprisingly… She was surprising in general. And she hadn’t even taken her mask off yet.
Gracie tried to think of anything she knew about her beyond the fact that Evelyn had liked The Princess Bride well enough to quote it. Little came to mind. Not much of a basis for a relationship.
Then again, she knew Evelyn was rich. The pamphlet had included a menu—what this hotel charged for a short stack was no joke.
The hotel also had something of an outlet mall underground. Nothing much, just various brand amenities—no massage parlor or people trying to sell you quadcopters. Gracie imagined it was for business travelers who went straight from the airport to the hotel. They could buy a lighter or new shoes without having to make a second trip into the city. No, not weird at all that there was a hotel where you could buy panties while still technically on the premises.
These prices, at least, seemed reasonable. It’d been a while since she could afford nice clothes; Gracie couldn’t claim that the stuff that’d been thrown out on the street with her eviction had been worth picking up. Still, she tried to be frugal.
A few sets of pants, tops, underwear, and a workout outfit, plus shoes. One set of black pumps and one pair of Keds. And socks, of course. The bill ran to a few hundred dollars. Gracie told them to charge it to Evelyn’s room. Thankfully, they did.
I’ll just tell her to take it out of my paycheck. Even if my first day isn’t over yet, surely letting her in my ass at the interview means I get a signing bonus.
Back in Evelyn’s rooms—it was hard to think of even her suite as hers—Gracie showered and washed her hair. She put on her workout clothes. Looking at herself in the mirror, she was barely able to pinch some flab between her fingers at her belly and thigh.
Too much fast food made cheap thanks to coupons and app crap. She’d have to work something out where she ate greens without losing all her paycheck to the hotel’s fuck-you-for-breathing pricing.
Gracie tried to imagine herself with an armful of groceries coming through the Empirical’s Old World spinning doors. Maybe a bellboy would offer to get them for her.
She made her way to the gym and wasn’t shocked to find that it looked like the commercials for the gyms she used to be able to afford (and not at all like the actual gyms themselves). Fitness instructors out of an issue of Sports Illustrated, and not the one on curling. She wondered why Evelyn didn’t pick up girls here. Maybe the mask looked sillier if, instead of being in a pantsuit, she was wearing running shorts and a sports bra.
After the weirdly good night’s rest and full breakfast and a little retail therapy, Gracie found herself training like an Olympian. An hour passed. Then two. Then three.
Finally, thinking Evelyn wouldn’t have much use for a paramour with a muscle strain—although she might like helping Gracie with some Bengay—she went back up to the room. Showered and tended to some hygiene issues. Plucked her eyebrows, snipped the odd hair growing from her ear (always the left one—why was that?), shaved her legs.
She wasn’t making herself pretty for Evelyn. She was making herself pretty, period. Gracie was feeling nice after surviving that workout, and she wanted to look nice. If Evelyn approved of her look, fine. Evelyn was technically her boss. A boss should approve of her employee. It wasn’t like she was getting a boob job or anything. Just flossing. Everyone ought to floss.
Finally, she tried on some of her new clothes. A white T-shirt with THE MOVIE MAKER written on the front in black block letters. Lime-green culottes that she thought were cute. And, for a giggle, she tried on her pumps and looked at herself in the mirror.
She suddenly felt like crying.
You were on the street yesterday. You were getting rousted by cops. Now look at you, look at you. You’re a girl again.
“Shut up,” she told herself. “You’re going to smear your makeup.”
She wanted to look this nice when Evelyn got home. Or at least, she had to.
One or the other.
* * *
Evelyn was more grateful than ever for the herbs now that she was in the men’s restroom. The government at least paid for it to be cleaned each day. It ended up as clean as anything the government did.
James washed up at the sink, running an electric razor lightly over his jaw. “I don’t see how we’re getting out of this one. Damning testimony, and the jury loved him.”
Evelyn shook her head. “They loved the picture the ADA painted for them. That testimony was sculpted within an inch of its life. She was practically running lines with him.”
“We’re lawyers. That’s what we do. Never ask a question you don’t know the answer to, remember?”
“It’s more than that. She was afraid of him saying one word she hadn’t spell-checked for him. I want you to go over every inch of his testimony. Don’t go in order. Hit him backwards, forward, and upside down. He’ll say something he isn’t supposed to.”
“The judge won’t like that,” James reminded her.
“Let him. The jury decides the verdict, not him.” Evelyn took her notepad from her jacket pocket. “Here. His whole eyewitness statement, jumbled up. I want you to hit him with where he started the night, where he ended the night, every last thing he saw.”
“You got it, boss.“
Evelyn’s phone trilled.
“Don’t call me boss. I’m not the boss,” she said as she got her phone out.
It was Violad. Evelyn allowed her eyes to narrow, even knowing James would notice it. He’d known her too long.
“Everything okay?”
“The forces of law and order never rest…unfortunately for us. Are you ready?”
James splashed his face with a last handful of water before reaching for the paper towels. “I always am when I know you’re making the game plan.”
“Go win our case.”
Evelyn stepped out of the men’s room and right into the ladies’, answering her phone.
It wasn’t Violado, only his assistant. Small favors.
He had another naughty boy in the ranks. A torpedo, Richie, who’d wrapped his car around a telephone pole. It didn’t look good that the prostitute riding shotgun would never walk again. And the bag of coke in the cupholder was an absolute lost cause.
“I’ll be at the scene of the accident,” she told the assistant. “Maybe I can nip this in the bud. Cops always have thin wallets.”
“We’re past that now. He’s already in the system. Talk to the whore. If she says the powder is hers…”
“They’ll still test Richie’s blood.”
“You can get that thrown out, right?”
Evelyn’s hard breathing began to shake her mask. She wanted to scream that Richie would be lucky to only be convicted for driving under the influence. He’d been an animal since he turned thirteen.
But she couldn’t. She had enough money to buy anything but that.
“I’ll work on a motion. Right to medical privacy. Call Judge Phelps and tell him to expect it.”
“Good. Violado will be pleased.”
“He always is,” Evelyn said, careful to keep the spite out of her voice.
If she couldn’t keep it off her face, she always had the mask.
* * *
Russ Marchi hated addicts, especially gambling addicts. Druggies, alkies—at least they had chemicals as an excuse. Gamblers, they were addicted to weakness, a weakness they thought excused them from making any choices.
They didn’t have to worry about improving their lot: If they got money, they could take it to the track, blow it all on one pony or another, and then be back at the bottom of the heap—comfortably unafflicted by any ambition. That was how his father had been, to a T.
Russ knew better, of course, than to treat his clientele like they were his father. He was a shy. Gamblers were his money machine. He went to town on them, yeah, but only because it was what they were made for. Like that old movie said, If God hadn’t wanted them to be sheared, He wouldn’t have made them sheep.
So when that kid, Wayne, who’d been paying out vigorish for ages, approached him at Carmen’s, Russ had a choice between amusement and anger.
He chose amusement. At his age, he needed to save his anger for when it really came in handy.
“Wayne, Wayne, Wayne,” he intoned. “I know you work here now, so it wouldn’t exactly be fair to collect on you. But didn’t I say ‘Don’t let me see you until you can pay me back?’ You’re making it real hard not to see you, bambino.”
“That’s sorta what I wanted to talk to you about.”
The kid talked like a busted radio, speeding up like he was on fast-forward but trying to slow himself down. It was pathetic. The boy was all stunad. It was almost enough to make Russ not want to take any more money off him.
“Talk,” Russ said, figuring he could at least give the boy until he’d finished his calzone.
Wayne looked around for eavesdroppers, like anyone could end up in this store if they weren’t trusted. “I know this place isn’t exactly legit. It’s a scam, right? A front?”
Russ looked at him evenly, wondering if the boy would keep going or try to back down. He kept his expression unreadable; it didn’t push Wayne either way.
“I’m fine with that,” Wayne continued. “If you think that where I’m best is here just cooking pies, okay. I’m not, though. I’m not a wave-maker, but I think I can do more.”
“More?” Russ prompted.
“Yeah. Anything. Whatever. You know, the heavy-duty stuff. Swallowing bags of cocaine—”
“You’re a gambler,” Russ interrupted. “A walking marker. Why would anyone trust you with anything? If I gave you five dollars, you’d put it on Virginia Tech.”
“I get you, I get you, but, see, that’s the beauty of it. Whatever you pay me, I’ll pay back to you to clear the loan. You wouldn’t even have to ask for the interest. You could just garner my wages.”
“Garnish your wages.”
“Yeah, I said that.”
“And you’d do anything? Any job I need done?”
“Yes, sir. So long as it pays better.”
Russ was finished eating. He wiped his mouth with a napkin.
“I’ll think about it. But, Wayne, there’s a difference between missing a payment on a loan and screwing up this. A gambler, we expect them to screw up. We teach them lessons just to be consistent. But someone in the Family? They screw up? They aren’t in the Family anymore, capiche?”
“I won’t screw up,” Wayne said firmly. “It’s not in the stars.”



 
Chapter 5
“Time I pay you back,” Wayne told Gracie, reaching into his jacket and bringing out an envelope with the flap unsealed.
Gracie was too surprised to remember to tell him that maybe he should lay low a while instead of coming back to the hotel he’d almost gotten arrested in in the hopes a new concierge was on duty. As if Wayne had ever taken her advice about gambling. “You got it back already?”
“I did alright. I ended up going with this horse at two-to-one odds, but my fucking bookie wouldn’t let me lay down any money on credit, and I had, like, no cash after I’d paid him back, so I only made fucking beer money, really. But the new job’s paying well. It’s like they’re paying me to go on a diet or something. I can’t drink, can’t get high, gotta keep this phone on me at all times—”
“This is still the pizza place?” Gracie asked dubiously.
“Yeah. It’s, you know, it’s like a promotion. They call me in if there’s a rush, so I guess I can’t get sick or nothing. You lent me six, right?” And Wayne shuffled six bills out of the envelope.
Actually, she’d probably lent him thousands over the years, but six hundred was what she’d last lent him. “Mmhm,” she said and held out her hand.
Wayne tapped the bills down into it. “I meant what I said. I’m onto some money here, real money. The spirits are very sure on this. And you, you know, you lending me some money, that started it all off. I’m not just paying you back. I’m going to get some serious dough. And we’re gonna drop this place, just drop it. You probably won’t even be done modeling by the time I’ve got it. You can move right out of this joint into a house, alright? The moment this job is done, I’ve got you. You just gotta trust me. I have it figured out. It’s a done deal.”
“Alright,” Gracie said, not wanting to encourage him, but not wanting to look unsupportive either. He got excited like an animal attacking someone, like a berserker going into battle.
“Where are you keeping the money, anyway?” he asked, watching as she popped the bills into her pocket. “Bank?”
“No, this is a little under the radar.” They both knew the banks and the IRS were like two crossed fingers.
“Okay, good, but it’s not going under your bed, is it?”
“There’s a safe in every apartment.”
“Cool. Can I see it?”
“Wayne,” she said warningly.
“Some of these safes, they cheap out, they’re no damn good. The cleaning people, they can come in, open them right up…”
“I’ve got the key,” Gracie assured him, patting her pocket.
“Keys can be copied.”
“Bro, stop worrying. It’s fine.” Her phone rang. After weeks of not being able to get a call back from so much as a burger place, it came as a surprise. “I’ve got to get this.”
“Okay. I’ll leave. Can you put the money away, though? That’s a lot of dough to be carrying around.”
“I will put it away. Why—?” Gracie had reached her phone. When she picked it up, she found Evelyn’s name on the caller ID.
She answered. “Did you put your name in my phone?”
“You’re an intelligent woman. I wouldn’t expect you to pick up for an unlisted number.”
“Hold on a second.” Gracie pressed the phone to her shoulder. “Can you go? This is private.”
“You’re going to get rolled,” Wayne whispered. “People can tell when you’re walking around loaded. They watch out for it. You can be in the middle of the street, but they’ll follow you for miles—”
“Alright!” Gracie snapped at him. “But then you’ve gotta go!” She put the phone back to her ear, not knowing what to say. Some ember of church girl zealousness prompted her to confess: “I bought some things and charged them to your room. Only necessities. You wouldn’t want me to wear a little black dress all the time.”
“Not all the time,” Evelyn said, her voice smoky in its amusement.
She went into her bedroom, Wayne trailing to the doorway, watching as she took down the painting on the wall, unlocked the safe, opened it up, and stuffed his bills inside. She shut its door again, locked it, turned to Wayne, and gestured for him to go.
Wayne waved goodbye as he headed to the door.
“Speaking of charges, go to the red cabinet. Open the middle door. There’ll be an envelope on the top shelf. Do you see it?”
“Give me a minute.”
Gracie felt like Al Capone indicted on tax fraud. What kind of conscience did she have when anal sex, for money, with another woman—whom she wasn’t married to, though that seemed like the least of it—didn’t pang her conscience, but borrowing a little money on credit did?
Gracie went to the cabinet, opened the middle door, and saw it. “Yes.”
She heard the hotel room door shut and reminded herself to lock it after Wayne.
“Your first day’s earnings. Five thousand dollars. If the charges bother you so much, you can take however much out of that and leave in on the coffee table. Though I’d prefer to find you there.”
Gracie opened up the envelope. It was stuffed, as fat as a John Grisham paperback. Inside was money—lots of it. Hundreds, then fifties, then twenties. Nothing smaller than a Hamilton.
And there were times when she would’ve begged, borrowed, stole for only a twenty in her wallet—when she’d been getting by on ten dollars and some ones—waiting to use that ten like there would be some terminal diagnosis coming in.
And now her fingers flicked through everything. Gracie could use this money on everything: An apartment, a car, clothes, food. She’d never even seen this much money in one place; cashier jobs didn’t let her keep this much cash outside the store safe. And it was hers.
All hers.
Gracie felt short of breath.
“Gracie? Are you still there?”
Gracie snapped to attention. She wasn’t working at some 7-11. Evelyn wasn’t a manager who could make trouble for her if she didn’t say “sir.” She was made of this money.
Gracie tried to think of how much she’d have after a week with Evelyn, after a month with her. The thought was dizzying. She had to force herself away from it. Focus on the now. Focus on Evelyn.
“Yes, Mistress. I’m here.”
Gracie felt a smile drift over the cell phone towers between them. “Eager to please, aren’t you?”
“It seems to work out well for me.”
“I recall,” Evelyn said, and Gracie’s ears burned. She hadn’t meant the…thing that happened, last time, with the fluid, but Evelyn clearly did and…well, Gracie couldn’t very well contradict her. “I have to work late, but my therapist says I should pace myself, so I’m taking a break to talk to you.”
“You have a therapist?”
Evelyn paused. “Have you looked at me?”
“Okay,” Gracie said after a moment. She thought it best to move on, doubting Evelyn had called her to go over whatever issues she had. “So, is this one of those ‘what are you wearing’ calls?”
“It doesn’t matter that much. Strip.”
“What?”
Gracie could picture the raised eyebrow Evelyn almost certainly wore. “Whatever you’re wearing, I want you to take it off.”
Gracie looked around. “Are there cameras around? Are you watching me?”
“Maaaybe,” Evelyn said with uncharacteristic mischievousness.
It somehow made Gracie…clench. Then she realized: I’m being played with.
“Maybe I simply like the thought of you doing as you’re told and I have a very vivid imagination.”
“One sec,” Gracie said, setting the phone down. She hoped Evelyn didn’t expect her to do some kind of bump-and-grind. It felt weird enough stripping down in the middle of the living room.
She picked the phone back up, not wearing a stitch. “Okay. I’m, uh—it’s done.”
“You wouldn’t be telling lies, would you?”
“No, Mistress.”
“Good,” Evelyn purred. “You sound different when you’re naked. How do you feel?”
Gracie wanted to answer “naked,” but that seemed like the kind of thing that would get her punished. And being in need of punishment when Evelyn wasn’t there to do the deed felt like it would be frustrating for both of them.
“A little cold. Kinda embarrassed.” Gracie’s lips swam together in an expression she didn’t know how to characterize. She wouldn’t have made it if Evelyn were there to see. “Proud of myself. I’ve been treating myself all day. I worked out, I ate healthy… All I need is a new haircut, but I like my hair long.”
“I like it too.” Evelyn chuckled. “Your idea of treating yourself is to work out and eat a healthy meal? That Protestant work ethic.”
“Pennsylvania Dutch,” Gracie said a little defensively.
“I’m glad you feel good about your body. I like it too. Why don’t you go to the mirror in your bedroom? Look at yourself in it.”
She was referring to the cheval mirror in the Queen Anne style that took up one corner of Gracie’s bedroom, between the closet and the dresser with the jewelry box on top. Seeing herself approach in the reflection, Gracie took the hand that wasn’t holding her phone and held it between her legs.
It wasn’t that she thought she needed a Brazilian. But seeing herself laid out like that, all NC-17, simply struck her as—a lot, that’s all. Maybe Evelyn could enjoy it, but Gracie saw it, and this feedback loop started where she was naked and she saw herself naked, and those goosepimples, she saw them, she felt them; they were because she was naked.
“You’re shivering,” Evelyn noted over the phone. “I can hear your teeth chatter.”
“I told you I feel cold.”
“You said a little cold. Did you mess with the thermostat?”
“No—”
“Then it’s at a perfectly reasonable temperature. Do you see yourself in the mirror?”
“Yes.”
“You’re covering yourself, aren’t you?’
“Well, I…”
“What’s the matter? It’s only you in there, isn’t it?”
“You’re going to see me like this, though.”
“I’m going to do a lot more than look at you. Have you looked at yourself from behind?”
In her reflection, Gracie saw herself color. She could feel the heat rushing into her cheeks, see the blush rising. “I, uhh—”
“Turn around. Look over your shoulder. Tell me what you see.”
Gracie obeyed. She turned her head and looked at the supple little slopes of her shoulders, the indentations of her spine like mile markers along all the flowing lines of her lissome back, well-toned muscles indenting the creamy skin… She’d never pass for a bodybuilder, but Evelyn would definitely feel some firmness there the next time she—
Gracie fumbled her phone. She barely managed to catch it before it slipped entirely away. “Sorry, sorry,” she said into it as if Evelyn had almost crashed to the floor.
“Don’t apologize. It is a lot to take in. But I’d still like to hear what you see.”
“I don’t know, I have pretty good shoulders. Not too broad and not too… You know, I don’t think I’d need eighties businesswoman shoulder pads.”
“I don’t think so either. What else?”
“I have pretty good lats. They’re not huge or anything, but I do a lot of pulldowns at the YMCA.”
“And?” her mistress asked leadingly.
“My ass… you know how it is.”
“It’s quite round, isn’t it?”
“Yes… I suppose it is…”
“I wonder how many tight pants you bought today? I can imagine it’s a problem getting them over that…well, substantial amount of flesh. But you must look stunning wearing a pair of jeans that stick to every single gram of that fat ass.”
Gracie bit the inside of her cheek. She felt a little bullied and a little like she was being praised, and she liked both things.
“It’s muscle,” she insisted. “I try to work a lot on my glutes… You can have a lot of problems later in life if you don’t work on that muscle group. I do lunges, I do squats…”
“I want you to spread your cheeks,” Evelyn interrupted. “Look at your asshole and tell me if you can see that I fingerfucked it last night.”
Gracie’s cheeks burned. Her gaze darted up to look at her face, simply to make sure she hadn’t actually burst into flames. And Gracie couldn’t believe her own eyes—literally, how her eyes looked in the mirror. She didn’t look as shocked as she felt. She looked more like…
Gracie took a handful of rump in her hand—it really was almost all muscle—and held it to the side. She looked between her cheeks at the once-hidden cleft.
“It, uhh… I don’t really keep track of how that part of my anatomy looks normally… It definitely looks a little red, a little—”
“Open?” Evelyn asked teasingly. “Does it look like it’d be easy to…enter?”
Gracie’s voice dropped. “You’re not going to make me…do something in there…are you Mistress?”
Evelyn exhaled breathily. “Let’s put a pin in that for now—don’t worry, not literally—I want you to go to my room now. I have a present for you.”
“Yeah.” Gracie turned around again. She covered her breasts with her arm. She turned her hips so that her sex couldn’t be seen in the mirror. “Okay.”
And she stared at her reflection as if to memorize that version of herself. Naked, maybe, but not displayed with the same vigor that Evelyn had forced her to. Or, not forced, exactly—Evelyn hadn’t even been there. She’d cajoled, tempted Gracie into feeling more than she’d wanted to feel. At least she hadn’t actually made Gracie do anything with her ass but look at it.
I could be a fashion model, Gracie thought, seeing that carefully poised version of herself in the mirror. Naked, but still covered. Hidden. Protected.
All but her eyes. Her eyes looked so hungry. Gracie thought she could be fully dressed and still wouldn’t want anyone to see her if she had that look in her eyes.
Gracie looked one last time to see if they were gone.
Fuck me, her own returned gaze seemed to say.
Gracie looked away.
“Are you embarrassed by your butt?” Evelyn trilled in her ear as Gracie walked to the other bedroom. “Because I rather like it. Speaking as a connoisseur.”
“I’m glad you like it, Mistress.”
“I won’t say I hope you misbehave, because that’s rather backward, but I do look forward to seeing how that ass takes belt leather.”
Gracie stopped. Swallowed. The phone suddenly seemed very hard to hold onto. “I’m…I’m a good girl, Mistress. You won’t need to do that.”
“Relax, Gracie. I intend to take my time with you. We’re not going so far out of your comfort zone on our first night together.”
“You…you know what you did in my… in there—Mistress.” Gracie added the last word belatedly.
“That was outside your comfort zone? You could’ve fooled me. From the way it—appealed to you, I would’ve thought it was a longtime fantasy. Is this temptress’ remorse? You wish you could’ve played the shrinking violet a bit longer so I wouldn’t get used to you so fast. You needn’t worry. I won’t get enough of that anytime soon.”
Gracie didn’t want to argue this. What had happened had happened. Obviously, it was all a combination of many, many factors. The taboo, the exotic, Evelyn herself. It wasn’t her fetish, it was her body’s response to stimuli, nothing more. She’d needed to enjoy it and so she had.
“I’m in your room now, Mistress.”
Evelyn’s room was a lot like her: sparse, spotless, impeccable, tasteful. It wasn’t like Gracie’s room, so she didn’t think it was the standard Empirical arrangement. She could just imagine Evelyn, having exacting instructions for how she wanted the furniture moved around, maybe shipping a few art pieces over to decorate so she had her space just right.
Evelyn wasn’t the type to settle for just good enough. Which made Gracie feel kinda glowy when she thought of how Evelyn had chosen her.
“Do you like it?” Evelyn asked.
“It’s very nice.”
“Good. You may be spending some time there.”
Some framed pictures on the walls looked like studies drawn by Raphael Sanzio, if Gracie’s art history class was doing her any good. But there was a drafting table against the wall with all the tools of the trade set up and waiting for someone to use them. Gracie tried to imagine Evelyn sitting down and sketching something.
It didn’t conflict with what she got off the woman—Evelyn would probably draw the hell out of a pigeon on the windowsill, if it came to that. But she seemed so driven, so full of commitment. Even when relaxed with Gracie, she had an entire plan of attack, a map drawn all the way to whatever succor she found. It was hard to imagine her doing something as frivolous as drawing a picture or even snapping a photo.
“I do want to give you your own space,” Evelyn continued, “but, Gracie, it’s so tempting to think of being able to drift away to sleep looking at you hog-tied on the rug.”
Gracie was too shocked to manage anything massaged into proper Mistress talk. “That doesn’t sound very good for my sleep cycle…Mistress—or my lumbar alignment.”
“It was only a thought. But if you’re uncomfortable with that, I suppose branding is entirely out of the question?”
Gracie choked a little on her next breath. She hadn’t known you could choke on air. “Entirely.”
“I was joking.”
“I wasn’t. No brands.”
“Alright, alright… We’ll tattoo you, and that’s all.”
Gracie almost yelped something before she realized she was being teased again. “You’re not funny.”
“Property of Evelyn Voss, all spun around in a circle so we could put the whole thing on only one cheek. I’d want to keep the other one as is; it already looks so nice, I’d hate to deface it. But enough chat. I do have to get back to work sometime. Go to my armoire.”
Gracie jolted into motion before she stopped herself. “What’s an armoire?”
“It’s… You really don’t know?”
“I might be a bit flustered by how fixated you are on my ass, but I wouldn’t forget what an armoire was if I knew what an armoire was!”
Evelyn sighed. “It’s like a wardrobe.”
“You have three wardrobes. It’s insane.”
“Let me finish: It’s more ornate than the usual wardrobe—”
“They’re all ornate! They’ve got little leaves carved into them…”
“That’s the filigree. An armoire is also bigger than the average wardrobe.”
“So it’s the biggest one?”
“No, that would be the tallboy.”
“Tallboys are bigger than armoires?”
“No, not precisely. Tallboys are a combination of wardrobes and chests of drawers. Look, do you see the piece of furniture directly across from the foot of the bed?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Is it made of oak?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s the one.”
“Okay.” Gracie went to stand in front of it. “You could’ve just said ‘the one that’s made of oak.’”
“That would be confusing. The tallboy is made out of sassafras, which is identical to oak in many respects.”
“Oh my God.” Gracie groaned.
“You’re a grown woman, Gracie. I would’ve expected you to know the difference between an armoire and a wardrobe.”
“Find me a thesaurus where they’re not synonyms!”
“Listen—” Evelyn took a deep breath, blowing out the phone’s speaker momentarily. “Clearly, we’ve gotten off track. I should get back to work. You can get dressed again.”
“No, wait, please?” Gracie said quickly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to derail things.”
“I’m not in the mood now, Gracie. I really do have work to do.”
Gracie sensed that Evelyn wanted to be tempted a bit. To feel desired. Like, when someone said, “Don’t tempt me.” Only, she hadn’t said that, which obviously indicated a willingness to be tempted.
Or maybe that was wishful thinking. Maybe she was simply curious about this present of Evelyn’s. Gracie didn’t know her own mind; how was she supposed to figure out Evelyn’s?
“You called me for the sake of your mental health, right? So you could have a pick-me-up? You should at least feel a little satisfied with me. I want you to be. Look, if you really want to—would it help if I put something in my butt for you?”
When Evelyn next spoke, her voice slunk around Gracie like a friendly cat on her shoulder. “Well. That is a tempting offer.”
Gracie silently pumped her fist.
“But I can sense you want to find out about your present, my greedy little pet. I’d be a bad mistress if I kept you waiting, wouldn’t I?”
“Oh, no, you’d never be a bad mistress, Mis—” Gracie suddenly felt silly using mistress twice. “Miss Voss. Because you won’t keep me waiting.”
“Do you see the drawer at the very bottom of the armoire?” Evelyn said it playfully but with very real lust in her voice.
“Yes, Mistress.”
“Open it. Your present is inside.”
“Oh my God,” Gracie gasped when the drawer was open.
They were cocks. Cock after cock after cock. Or dildos, she supposed the proper word was. But even at their most abstract, there was no mistaking what they were for. Even the smallest one, a two-inch-long bullet vibe, was clearly phallic. And they only got bigger from there.
Slim, alien Feeldoes—three inches, four inches, five inches—obviously meant mostly for vibration.
Thicker, more realistic dildos, with veins molded into them. Six inches, seven inches.
The bigger ones were black and ribbed, devoid enough of identifying characteristics that they could have as easily been—Gracie didn’t even know—bats in some Star Trek, far-future version of baseball?
The biggest was twelve inches, and Gracie was pretty sure—but didn’t want to check—that it was modeled after a horse’s business. No man, not even a porn star, could have a johnson shaped like that.
They were lovingly laid out in their own nestled outlines, most with a harness at the base. Gracie fingered one of the harnesses until she found a strap and realized, oh. Literally strap-ons.
“What do you think?” Evelyn purred. “Shall we work our way up from that little baby one, or can you simply not wait to get to the foot-long?”
Gracie squeaked a little. “I’m not taking a foot-long, Evelyn, oh my God! Tell me you haven’t used that thing!”
“Well, not vaginally.”
Gracie gulped. “You don’t mean… You put that in someone’s butt?”
Evelyn giggled. “Gracie, please. It’s only for cock worship.”
“Cock worship?”
“You know, oral. But with a certain amount of praise kink mixed in. You suck on it, you tell me how big it is… There’s a moderate amount of gagging, but you’re not expected to take the whole thing. I didn’t find you in a sideshow, after all.”
“And that…works for you? I mean, it’s not like it’s your…phallus.”
“What are you talking about? I have a receipt for it.”
Gracie decided the time was right to beat a retreat from the whole subject. “Okay, so which one do you expect me to…take?” She eyed the ten-incher suspiciously. Damn thing was the size of two Coke cans standing on top of each other. Did Evelyn honestly think there were many women that could take one Coke can in her vag, then ask for another?
“That’s up to you, Miss Lynch. Tell me—how big was the most well-endowed man you ever dated?”
Gracie heated. She actually reached to fiddle with her collar before remembering she was naked. She was sure she could’ve been fully dressed—for winter—and the way Evelyn said that would… Well, geez, this wasn’t fair! She thought lesbians hated talking about men.
“It’s not like I…I…”
“Come on, cheerleader, have you fucked or not?”
How did she know I was a cheerleader? “Of course I have!”
“Well, whether you had him in your mouth, your hand, or elsewhere, you know. I’m not asking you to name names. Only…how big?”
Gracie crossed her arms, hiding her breasts behind them as naturally as she could. It made her feel a little better. “Seven inches.”
“Really? Seven inches? You could do better than that.”
“I don’t carry a tape measure for when a guy asks me out.”
“With a face like that, you could. Alright, pick up the eight-inch one.”
Gracie reached out, but she only touched it; she didn’t put her fingers around it yet. It was clear like some kind of gelatin, with a slightly squishy, sleek feel to it. No veins or anything like that, only bands of a weird, slightly coarse texture interspersed with the glassier material. It gave at the touch, but only a bit, like there was a loose skin, a condom, obscuring the harder core. A velvet glove on an iron fist.
Gracie realized something: “You actually want to be the biggest I’ve ever had?”
“Well, not if you’d said twelve inches. Some things simply aren’t physically possible. But I feel eight inches is perfectly doable with the right amount of preparation.”
“This is all a little—”
“Egotistical?” Evelyn finished for her. “I don’t deny it, cheerleader. But maybe you should be grateful for that. My healthy ego won’t accept having you simply eat me out for a few hours while I enjoy a merlot. No, I really have to make you orgasm. Tell me, did Mr. Seven Inches manage that?”
Gracie considered lying, just to shut Evelyn up, but it was probably no good to antagonize someone who planned on using an eight-inch dildo on you. “No, he didn’t.”
“And I’m certain he didn’t put it in your ass.”
Gracie’s ears burned. “You know, I’ve been trying not to think about that.”
“What? That I’m most likely going to have anal sex with you? That, in all likelihood, you will enjoy it?”
“The eight-inch dildo part was actually what gave me pause.”
“We could always use the seven-inch one for that,” Evelyn said considerately. “What’s the point in having a collection if you only use one, after all? Double-penetration aside—”
“Absolutely not,” Gracie breathed.
“I really wish I had time to argue. I bet you get the cutest look on your face when you’re all flustered.”
“You wouldn’t know, right?” Gracie looked around, as though she had any chance of seeing a spy camera if there was one. “No cameras?”
“In my own bedroom? That would be foolhardy. Though you do seem fixated on the point. Have you ever considered modeling?”
“No.”
“No, you haven’t, or no, you don’t want to?”
“What would I be modeling? A summer dress or a dildo half a foot long?”
Evelyn hummed somewhere in her throat. “I can’t decide right now. Let’s table that. Go to the bed. Place the dildo on the nightstand. The base should be wide enough to stand it on end.”
“Jesus,” Gracie muttered. One thing you could say for Evelyn, she certainly had a rich fantasy life.
She set the dildo down as Evelyn had ordered. It wasn’t as big as the reading lamp, but it was a near thing.
“You know I’m going to fuck you with that, don’t you?”
“Yes.” Gracie sensed the leading nature of Evelyn’s question. She didn’t want to hear Gracie’s answer, she wanted Gracie to say Mistress Evelyn.
“I didn’t give you permission to be so familiar with me.”
“Sorry…Ms. Voss.”
“Good. Let’s do a little positive visualization. Get on the bed, all fours, facing my cock.”
Gracie sucked in a breath—it was only a euphemism, she knew, but it really felt different to hear the thing referred to as that instead of anything else.
She did as Evelyn told her.
“Very good. I trust you know what this position is called?”
“Yes, Ms. Voss. Doggy style.”
“Excellent. Now, since I can’t be there, I want you to do something for me. Reach up, grab a handful of your hair, and pull it backwards.”
There was no arguing with her. Gracie didn’t know if she wanted to. She did exactly as Evelyn said.
“Good, good. Don’t hurt yourself. I certainly wouldn’t want to damage that lovely hair. But, well, isn’t it such a lavish thought, me pulling your hair while I fuck you like…hmmm… What would I be fucking you like in this scenario?”
“A bitch.”
“Yess.”
Evelyn breathed heavily; Gracie wished she could see the look on her face. Evelyn sounded so turned on, she could be drunk on her arousal.
“A bitch in heat, Ms. Voss.”
“Mmm.” Evelyn chortled. “That’s a very naughty word to use, Miss Lynch. Why don’t you spank yourself once or twice?”
“Yes, Ms. Voss,” Gracie said before hesitating. It was hard to think, but—she was really doing this. She wouldn’t fake it; she couldn’t fake it. Gracie winced at the thought of striking her own flesh.
Then, she lifted her hand up. She brought it down on her own bare ass. The impact was an explosion of sound.
“Oh, yes.” Evelyn panted. “Does it hurt?”
“Uh-huh,” Gracie mewled, unable to believe what she’d done. Her ass was burning, and it was because she’d hit herself—just because…oh God…she was getting Evelyn off.
“I don’t think you’ve learned your lesson, though. I want you to spank yourself again. You can stop when you cry.”
Gracie felt a chill go through her. The prospect of pain frightened her, but she only cared that Evelyn kept going, that she kept hearing that approving, pleasured hitch in Evelyn’s breath. “Would you…would you like me to beg for mercy, Ms. Voss? I can b-beg for you not to make me spank myself…”
“No, not right now,” Evelyn drawled. “I want to hear that fat ass getting smacked. God, that sound bouncing off the walls… I bet it even got you off. And that’s fine. I’ll let you come, if you can manage that. But I want that big butt jiggling as you hit it again and again…” Evelyn sighed explosively. “And again,” she purred.
Gracie bit her lip. She found herself hoping that Evelyn did have a camera on her, that her mistress could fully enjoy the show she was about to put on. It made her feel sexy. She was being lusted after—not only for her body but for what she did, her little performance. Evelyn was so worldly, so masterful, so…exquisite. And Gracie was making her hot.
It turned her on too. She was actually a temptress. And a, well, a whore. But Evelyn had wanted to be seduced, and Gracie was seducing her. She had always liked doing a good job, being good at things, getting things right, even if it was only a clean bedroom or a well-stocked shelf. It stemmed from having so little—what she did have needed to be clean, perfect, worth something in a sea of worthlessness.
This was like a supremely potent version of that. Maybe she wasn’t her best self, but she was her hottest self. And who better to judge that than a woman with standards as high as Evelyn Voss? As gorgeous as Evelyn Voss?
She reached her hand up into the air and brought it down heavily. A loud crack split the air. Pain spiked into her ass but settled quickly into a burning soreness. She’d really spanked herself—she’d done it again—all for Evelyn.
“How does your ass feel now?” Evelyn asked solicitously.
“It hurts, but not too bad. It feels…pink, you know? A deeper shade of pink.” Gracie then added, with a hint of pleading in her voice, “I can take more.”
“Then keep going. I want to see if you can turn your own ass red for me.”
Chewing her lower lip now, Gracie reached up into the air and swung her hand down quickly, before she could think better of it. As soon as her palm impacted her ass, she had it up again and coming back down.
She felt her cheeks jiggling, reverberating with each blow before they fluttered to a stop. She felt her own skin like hot coals that had become part of her flesh. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she was smiling, almost giggling, at the thought of how she had Evelyn’s complete attention.
She could hear the other woman breathing hard over the phone line, muttering “Yes, yes” under her breath like she couldn’t want one damned thing more from Gracie than what she was getting.
Gracie didn’t like the pain, exactly, but it was the only connection she had to this level of sexual intensity. Even as it hurt worse, like she was imparting bruise on top of bruise to her poor little ass, she didn’t want it to stop. She was taking this ordeal like a total bitch, but that was exactly how Evelyn had treated her the first time they met. When Evelyn praised her, it was for what a good bitch she was. But that hadn’t made the slightest difference to Gracie whatsoever.
“Enough!” Evelyn barked, so loud that it startled Gracie out of the autoerotic haze she’d been in. “You’re on your way to getting off on the pain, aren’t you? And I want to be the one to make you that way. Oh, yes, cheerleader, you may have thought you weren’t holding back, but you were. I’m going to use my hand to teach you what pain really is. Then a hairbrush. Then a belt. A riding crop. I have so many ways to punish you, and you’re such a good girl; how am I going to get you to misbehave? Maybe I should make it a rule that you can’t come without permission. You’d have trouble following that rule, wouldn’t you? I think you’d come within a minute of the first time I touched you, just like the last time.”
In the absence of pain—or at least the slight dulling of it, since her butt hurt even without impact after impact slashing fresh sensation into amped-up nerves—a deep, guttural throb took over Gracie’s body. It pounded at her loins like the beat of a subwoofer, insensate but keenly felt. Thump, thump, thump.
All of her body seemed to go into yearning. Gracie felt like pure need. It wasn’t sensation she craved, it was Evelyn’s voice, more of her harsh and lovely words. Evelyn was correcting her, she knew, but this discipline felt like more attention than she’d ever gotten before. More intense and more focused than if Gracie were a superstar performing to a sold-out Madison Square Garden.
She couldn’t speak; her voice couldn’t get past this addiction she had to feed: “I…I…”
“On your back. Legs up in the air, cheerleader. You can satisfy yourself if you want to, but you’re only allowed to use your fingers.”
Gracie did as she was told, her legs making a wide V in the air while she reached down between them. God, her cunt was hot. It almost felt like it wasn’t hers—her pussy wasn’t supposed to be this wet, this warm, this…responsive. But it was. Maybe because it belonged to Evelyn now.
A ridiculous thought, but it made her entire body tremble. The lightest touch sent earthquakes through all of her. Out to shake her fingers. Inward to Gracie’s very center—far below her glossy pink flesh, the swollen lips of her pussy, as she exposed herself to an empty room filled with Evelyn.
“I’m really wet,” she announced. “It doesn’t feel like when I’ve touched myself before…it almost hurts.” She paused. “I have to be careful. I’m only going to put one finger inside, Evelyn, Ms. Voss…”
Her pert breasts rose and fell in a liquid motion, quickening with her ever-more uneven breathing. She could feel how hard her nipples were now, lancing out like they were trying to grow even larger, so sensitive that she could feel them rubbing against the air, massaged by the motion of her heaving breasts and her throbbing excitement.
“You looking at the ceiling?” Evelyn huffed out.
“Yes.”
“Boring girl. Look at the dildo, on the nightstand. I’m going to be using that on you, cheerleader, the next time you’re this wet. I don’t care if one finger is enough. I’m going to fuck you with all of it, you slut, you little bitch. I’ll make you squirt again. Dirty whores like you have to squirt when I’m fucking them. Say it!”
Gracie’s eyes were shut. The tip of her tongue plucked at the corner of her mouth. She was lost in pleasure, but every time she touched herself, her body shuddered, showing how much she needed the orgasm she was racing towards.
“I’m a dirty bitch.” Gracie moaned. “I’ll be so good for you to fuck, Mistress, I’ll be the perfect fuck.”
Her single fingertip pushed into the riot of her cunt, but Gracie couldn’t stand it. She took it away, then worked it back in. Her body held no firmness, no solidity. It was pure tremors when her finger entered again, all the way this time, taking all she could of this maddened pleasure, knowing that Evelyn would make her take more if she were only there.
“Touch your clit with your other hand,” Evelyn ordered. “You stupid girl, don’t you dare let that clit go unattended. I might want your clit played with while I’m fucking you; do you expect me to do it? Do you?”
Gracie used her other hand. Her fingers quivered, but she rubbed with her palm at the balled-up passion that almost hurt to touch but was too good not to—like sipping freshly heated hot chocolate before it had a chance to cool.
“No, Mistress,” Gracie sobbed, thinking how she would usually settle for how sweet it felt to finger herself, that only Evelyn could have her caressing the glistening sensitivity at the top of her cunt—learning the exquisite terror of how much there was to feel. “No, no…”
Her breaths pumped out of her, more like some strenuous exercise than any natural rhythm. Her skin was all sweat. Her legs slipped downward; she couldn’t keep them up in the air with her finger so deep inside her, with it touching a bottomless expanse of pleasure she’d never known existed.
“Legs up! Do not let them come down!” Then Evelyn’s hard voice abruptly turned soft. “Your legs look so pretty up in the air. Why wouldn’t you want to show them to me like that? Don’t you like that I’m enjoying your pretty legs so much?”
It was textbook sadomasochism; even Gracie knew that. Lightly paddle your playmate’s ass to lure them into a false sense of security, then really batter them. It would hurt worse with that contrast—five soft blows and five hard ones. Hurt worse than five hard blows. Hurt worse than ten hard blows, really. Her crazed mind flew back to when she was thirteen, when she’d played too loud, waking her father from his afternoon nap, and—
Suddenly Gracie’s body was broken down. It’d been a well-oiled machine, in high gear, going exactly where Evelyn wanted it to go, but now that symphony of parts all working together were grinding into a wreck, shearing into each other like they were all being crushed together by a junkyard compactor.
She rolled off the bed, fled for the bathroom, bumping into the nightstand on her clawing, panting flight for the door. She heard the dildo roll off and hit the floor, heard the cell phone land on the carpet and dutifully throw out Evelyn’s tinny voice.
“Gracie, are you alright? What’s happened? Answer me, Gracie!”



 
Chapter 6
Gracie managed to get the toilet lid up before she vomited. That was good. She knew she’d feel like shit after having one of her attacks, and she’d only feel worse, trapped in it, if she had to clean up after herself too.
She vomited up that beautiful breakfast Evelyn had ordered her, and it felt like everything was falling away. Her gorgeous body, the one Evelyn had desired so much, was covered in sweat and frizzy hair. She wouldn’t want Gracie anymore. Who would? God, she’d ruined it, she’d ruined everything, her father—
Was in another state. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. She’d gotten a golden opportunity, and she couldn’t simply let it be without…
It was just like Evelyn had said: She was a slut. But Evelyn had no idea. She thought that was a good thing, some sex-positive bullshit. If Gracie had simply play-acted, simply laid back and thought of England, Evelyn would’ve gotten what she wanted and Gracie would still have a job, still have Evelyn. But she couldn’t control herself. As if to punctuate that point, she vomited again.
“Gracie, I will call the hotel staff. They will enter the suite, and I don’t think you like the idea of them finding you this way anymore than I do, but I will do it if you don’t—”
Gracie left the toilet flushing and trudged back to the phone, feeling like she was dragging herself over broken glass. She picked it up and held it at arm’s length as she went to the faucet and ran the tap.
“It’s okay. I’m alright,” she told Evelyn. “I just… I don’t know, I panicked.”
“How do you feel?”
“I’m fine now, really.”
“Are you able to breathe? Is your vision clear? Do you think you can check your heart rate?”
“I said I’m fine.” Gracie took a handful of cool water and washed the bitter taste from her mouth and off her lips. “I think maybe I pushed myself too hard, that’s all. Being out in all that rain, then having my first full meal in a while, then…this…”
“I want you to wash up, get dressed, and report to the hotel physician. If you’re not there in fifteen minutes, I’ll have the staff check in on you.”
“It could be food poisoning.” Gracie splashed her face. Her skin didn’t feel like it was boiling anymore, but she knew that was the water, not her. “It’s probably food poisoning. Not from this place, but there was this Chinese buffet that let me eat the leftovers if I posted good reviews for them on Yelp…”
“Gracie, you don’t have to make excuses. I pushed things too far. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let it get so intense when I wasn’t there to manage things personally.”
“I, uh…” Tears were in her eyes. No, it was water. Gracie splashed her face again. Only water. “Don’t apologize to me, please. You were great, that was great; I just, I wasn’t ready…”
“Go to the physician. He’ll probably give you a mild sedative. And then I want you to order something chocolatey from room service, alright? You sound like you could use it.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Gracie told her, pleaded with her.
“Neither did you.”
Gracie produced a weak smile. It seemed like something Evelyn would want from her. “Hey…hey, when you get back, can we just pretend this never happened and pick up where we left off?”
“Anything you want.”
“Okay, good, good. I really did like that.”
“I noticed,” Evelyn said, her voice managing some amusement. “We simply have to work on the part you didn’t like.”
“Yeah,” Gracie said noncommittally.
Because how could she tell Evelyn that the part that hadn’t worked was her?
* * *
Her hands trembled, but Evelyn opened the door to the apartment. She shut it behind her, then locked it. Only then did she call out.
“Gracie? I’d like to hear from you if you’re in here.”
“I’m here,” Gracie called back to her.
In the living room. Still, Evelyn didn’t go to her. She went through the rigmarole of undressing from the city. Of taking off her coat and her hat, stepping out of her shoes, taking her kimono from the rack and putting it on over her light blouse. She still didn’t feel settled, but it was much more proper.
She found Gracie in the living room. The cheerleader had recently showered. She still wore a bathrobe; her face showed no makeup, and her curly mop of dank hair had to have dried where she’d let it hang. She wasn’t doing anything. Simply sitting on the couch, staring into space.
Evelyn didn’t know what to do with her. She sat down on the couch beside her, and—like they were on a seesaw—Gracie straightened up, suddenly aware of herself. She combed through her messy hair with unpolished white fingernails.
“Oh. Oh, I meant to fix myself up—you’re home already—I sat down to think, and I—ha—I didn’t get much thinking done, even though I thought a lot. I didn’t worry you, did I? I’m really sorry if I worried you—”
Evelyn held up her hand. “Bad memories?”
“Yes,” Gracie exhaled.
“It takes a lot of work not to remember them, doesn’t it?”
“Yes. No. They’re all kinda…stirred up.”
Evelyn scooted closer on the couch. She stopped when her shoulder was touching Gracie’s. “I didn’t intend for there to be any kind of…unpleasantness.”
“It wasn’t your fault. It was mine.”
“It wasn’t anyone’s fault. But what…led to it?”
“The spanking,” Gracie admitted.
“You didn’t tell me that would be a problem.”
“I didn’t know it would be.” Gracie hung her head. “God, you deserve—you’re paying me enough that I…thought it wouldn’t be a big deal.”
“Gracie, I’m not angry. Look at me. Look at me when I’m talking to you, Gracie.”
Gracie turned her head.
“Do I look like someone who doesn’t understand boundaries?” Evelyn asked through her mask.
“I just wanted to give you what you needed,” Gracie said, voice small.
“You can’t give me what’s not yours to give. Gracie, how would you feel if I told you there would be no more spanking in our…arrangement?”
“Relieved,” Gracie admitted.
“And is there anything else that might prove a problem?”
Gracie shook her head. “No. I promise. It was only…” She put her face in her hands. “My landlord. Before I met you. He kicked me out of my apartment, but he said I could stay if… You can imagine.”
“Yes,” Evelyn said simply.
“I didn’t. Fuck that guy. I mean, I didn’t fuck that guy.” Gracie chuckled like an engine trying to turn over. “But there were other times when, if I wanted to keep a roof over my head… I didn’t want to go through that again. Couldn’t. And I wasn’t going to give him that just for a shitty apartment. But some of the things you said got stuff moving in my head that was hard to slow down again.” She looked at Evelyn, worried. “You’re nothing like him.”
“I know I’m not.”
“I was enjoying what you did. I was enjoying it a lot. Then something in me just wouldn’t—”
“Gracie, you’re upsetting yourself. I believe we’ve settled the issue. Now, I want you to get dressed and make yourself presentable. We’re going to watch a movie.”
“A movie?” Gracie repeated. She stood up and turned to face Evelyn. “You’re going to pay me five thousand dollars to watch a movie with me?”
Evelyn sprawled back on the couch. “Oh, I won’t be making it that easy on you. I like old movies, Gracie. Some of them even have subtitles.”
Gracie smirked for a moment, then grew serious. “I want to make it up to you. You called me up to help you out with your issues, and here we are, dealing with mine.”
“I like your issues. They’re easier than mine.”
“Still, I…” Gracie knit her fingers together. “I don’t want you to pay me tonight. I didn’t earn it.”
Evelyn cocked her head. “Look at that. I’m trying to spoil someone who sees being spoiled as a bad thing.”
“I know you were worried about me—”
“You wish to believe I was worried about you.”
“Are you saying you weren’t?”
“I’m not your girlfriend, Gracie, I’m your mistress. My concern for you is…tempered.”
“Tempered by what?”
“By the knowledge that we only have so much time together. That this is, in the end, about my pleasure and your money.”
“I…” Gracie began before biting her lip. “Then why did you care so much that I came for you?”
“My pleasure is complicated. I don’t like the thought that you’re not enjoying yourself.”
Gracie shifted her weight hard onto one leg, like she was stomping without lifting her foot. “So it’s not just your pleasure.”
“I want you to do your job,” Evelyn answered. “That’s as simple as I can make it. Get dressed. Put your face on. Come back and sit with me.”
Gracie nodded. “I think I will take the five thousand after all.”
“I thought you might. Now, what was your landlord’s name? Just so I don’t recommend his place to any friends from out of town?”
* * *
As Gracie put it on, her makeup seemed to burn. She had to set it down and pick up her comb. Brushing tangles out of her hair at least suited how she felt, which was stupid-stupid-stupid.
What was she doing, talking to Evelyn like she was having it out with her girlfriend? She was a contractor! Evelyn was her boss! This was all a business deal. She couldn’t forget that simply because Evelyn had fingered her. Especially because Evelyn had fingered her.
She needed to play this cool, keep some distance between them; Gracie didn’t know if she could take it, failing at being a hooker,
of all things. A few more days of this and she’d have a nice nest egg. A couple weeks and she could go to school, finish her degree. But only if she didn’t screw it up.
She would have to be the best hooker Evelyn had ever seen.
Taking a deep breath, Gracie started on her makeup again. She put her hair up in a braid, then selected a little black dress. She didn’t want to go all out for Evelyn—being too showy would be a constant reminder of the friction between them.
Looking at the final result in the mirror, Gracie judged that she looked nice. Like she was making an effort. And she’d follow through on that with charm. She was going to treat Evelyn like her own personal goddess; give her five thousand dollars’ worth of love.
She came through the door into Evelyn’s room and suddenly felt subconscious about being barefoot. Should she have put on pumps? Maybe slippers? It was too late to back out now. Evelyn was on the couch.
She’d taken off her bra and blouse, putting on a mock-neck sweater and drawstring pants. And little moccasin slippers, which didn’t reassure Gracie about meeting the dress code. There was a wine bucket at her feet and glasses and a charcuterie board of crackers, cheeses, and slices of sausage on the coffee table.
Evelyn fixed Gracie with a look. “You’re lovely,” she enunciated.
“Thanks,” Gracie said. “I wanted to look nice for you.”
“You should’ve said you wanted to look beautiful for me. Beautiful you succeeded at. Nice… you overshot the mark.”
Gracie’s cheeks heated. Evelyn sometimes made it very hard to remember this was a financial arrangement. She bit the inside of her cheek to remind herself. She was performing a service, nothing more.
She walked up to the couch to sit down.
“Stop,” Evelyn ordered her, a snap in her tone that made Gracie just wish she had her mask off so Gracie could see what look could possibly be on her face. Her eyes weren’t enough. That stare of hers could be heavenly or hellish and not change one iota.
Gracie resisted the urge to squirm. And then there was the fact that when Evelyn talked like that, it usually meant something kinky was in the offing. Which Gracie would be apprehensive about after being promised a quiet movie night—but what had Evelyn done that she hadn’t enjoyed?
“You can’t tempt me that way and then leave me bereft,” Evelyn told her. “Turn around. Let me see all of you.”
Gracie dutifully spun around, feeling Evelyn’s gaze rake over her.
“Very nice,” Evelyn purred.
“Don’t you mean beautiful?” Gracie couldn’t resist needling.
“Yes. I suppose I do. Turn around. Face away from me. And bend over.”
“Over what?” Gracie asked, wondering if Evelyn meant the settee, where she’d be in position for all kinds of—
“Touch your fucking toes,” Evelyn said, leaving Gracie in no state to argue.
Gracie bent low, reaching down until her fingernails clicked on her toenails. Her ass was in the air—she remembered how it’d looked in the mirror when she’d turned her head over her shoulder—she hadn’t considered getting down on all fours for Evelyn.
“Beautiful,” Evelyn intoned. “Except for the panty line. I want you to take them off.”
“Mistress?”
“Your panties, Gracie. Take them off and then sit with me. Unless you think your pussy is too dirty to sit on my nice, clean couch.”
Gracie’s mouth went dry. “No, Mistress.”
“Good.” Evelyn didn’t even look as Gracie bent to slip her panties out from under her dress. She picked up the remote and turned the TV on. “We’re watching The Quiet Man, director John Ford, star John Wayne. You’ll like it, unless you have awful taste.”
Gracie straightened, holding her panties in her hand. Something about Evelyn not even watching as she stripped herself, it did things inside Gracie. She couldn’t pretend it didn’t. “And where should I put these?” she asked.
“I hate when people talk during a movie, so set them on the coffee table in case I need something to gag you with.”
“I don’t like people talking during movies either,” Gracie said, sitting down beside Evelyn and setting her panties neatly in a triangle with the wine glasses and the charcuterie board.
“Maybe I should start a collection.” Evelyn put her feet up on the coffee table. She rolled the panties under her heel. “Of course, it would be a lot more fun if I made you come in them before I took possession. Imagine how many of your orgasms I could have hanging on my wall.”
“God,” Gracie gasped.
“I prefer Mistress. I hate putting on airs.”
* * *
As the movie started, to be polite, Gracie ate some of the snacks Evelyn had made. She finished a glass of wine. Then dignity took a back seat. With the movie playing, she comported herself like a teenage boy trying to get into his date’s pants.
She leaned against Evelyn and kissed her neck and ear. She rubbed Evelyn’s thighs, then went up under Evelyn’s sweater. Her mistress wore a plain white tee. No bra, as Gracie was delighted to discover. She rubbed Evelyn’s breasts through the cotton, each pass making Evelyn’s nipples harder and harder. Finally, Evelyn paused the film.
“If we’re not going to have anymore,” she gasped, “I really should put the food away.”
“I’m going to have some more.” Gracie slid her hand down into Evelyn’s trousers. “I owe you a come,” she told her mistress.
Evelyn was wet when she touched her. Almost sopping. Gracie’s fingertips followed spirals in the dampness of her labia. Evelyn squeaked. Stray hairs clung to her sweaty brow. Gracie saw how her eyes briefly stopped focusing. Gracie kissed her cheek above the mask.
“If we leave the movie paused,” Evelyn mewled, “it’ll burn into the screen.”
“Then turn the TV off,” Gracie replied. She was moving her hand slowly, warming Evelyn up with long strokes from the hood of her clit down as far between her legs as Gracie could comfortably reach.
Each move made Evelyn shudder.
Gracie licked her way to Evelyn’s ear—she stuck her tongue into it. A moan reverberated in Evelyn’s mask. Maybe that was why she wore it. To make a weak voice sound cooler.
“We’ll be in the dark,” Evelyn said, her voice breathy with what Gracie was doing to her. A confirmed cinephile, she’d made sure to draw the curtains and turn off all the lights before starting the movie.
“Don’t you want to be in the dark with me?” Gracie breathed.
Evelyn seemed to growl deep in her throat, then switched the TV off.
The room wasn’t fully dark. Lights from kitchen appliances, clocks, the glow of a cell phone charging, all contributed to a kind of ambience. Gracie could see Evelyn turn to face her. There was a dark glow to her eyes, a glint in their darkness.
“I hope you appreciate getting to touch me,” Evelyn said.
“Yes, Mistress.”
Gracie kept her touch careful, gentle, stroking the tender skin of Evelyn’s inner thighs. Worshipfully touching her lips to Evelyn’s neck. She wouldn’t forget—couldn’t let herself forget—that she was the slave, bought and paid for, and Evelyn was her master. She’d be a good slave.
Sometimes, it made her feel so warm inside, being a good slave, that she thought she had a fever.
“You’re privileged to be allowed to get me off.”
“Yes, Mistress.”
Gracie parted her, entered her, curling her fingers like she did with herself; at least, she hoped she was pleasuring Evelyn the same way she herself liked to be. It was so different when it wasn’t her legs that her hand was between.
Evelyn’s cunt was wet enough to let her move effortlessly in and out, back and forth, but the roiling caresses that her walls returned made Gracie want to linger, hold her fingers inside Evelyn and experience how Evelyn spasmed all around her touch.
“Thank me.”
“Thank you, Mistress.”
Gracie took the wetness from inside of Evelyn and spread it over her clit. By now, the little pearl was out of its hood. Evelyn cooed, birdlike, while Gracie rubbed her own moisture on its lovely hardness.
“Don’t you love getting me off?”
“I love getting you off, Mistress.”
Evelyn sprawled back on the couch. “I’ll reward you for this later, Gracie…if I feel like it. I might only make you beg a little.”
“I’ll beg as much as you want, Mistress.”
“Use your thumb on my clit. Stroke your fingers inside of me… Yes, yes… Finish me off.”
Gracie looked into Evelyn’s eyes—smoky and lust-filled—but couldn’t take it. She looked down into Evelyn’s lap and pulled her pants out of the way. Oh God—she could see Evelyn’s cunt, wrapped around her fingers, the stingingly hard clit standing up, every little twitch and tremor that went through Evelyn’s beautifully naked loins.
“Is this how you do it to yourself?” Gracie asked.
Evelyn flashed Gracie such a look of irritation that Gracie stopped. And then Evelyn retaliated, clapping her hands together next to Gracie’s head. The bright jolt of noise right in her ear made her jump.
“Don’t stop, you silly girl—”
“Sorry, Mistress. I only wanted to know. It turned me on, thinking that I’m touching you the way you want to be touched.”
“Just keep going, keep going,” Evelyn hissed, and Gracie obediently touched Evelyn how she wanted, thumb applying pressure to her clit, fingers rolling along the top of her cleft, rubbing a friction into her folds that Gracie could feel herself—an excitement, mounting and racing, pulsing faster and faster, until there was nothing all that heat could possibly do but explode—
“Fuuuck.”
Evelyn gasped, grabbing Gracie’s wrist and forcing her to stop.
Gracie felt like whimpering—it was so good, making Evelyn come. She wished she could keep going, but she knew it’d grown too intense, that Evelyn was too sensitive now.
“Shit. Oh shit,” Evelyn continued. “That was very good. My good, good girl.” She flicked on the lamp sitting on the end table. In the new light, she watched Gracie raise shimmery fingers to her mouth and suck them clean. “Jesus.”
“Thank you for orgasming for me, Mistress.”
Evelyn nodded weakly. “Go…put the snacks in the refrigerator. And cork the bottle. Oh God. Do you like how I taste?”
“What do you think, Mistress?”
Evelyn’s eyes lit up a little. “I think I’m the best thing you’ve ever tasted. In fact, I bet that you can’t wait to taste me again.”
“Yes, Mistress.”
“But you’re going to have to. Because I don’t get a lot of leisure time, and I don’t have the energy to work you over the way I should, so we’re finishing the movie.”
“Yes, Mistress,” Gracie said. She was surprised she didn’t need to fake the disappointment in her voice.
“But you were still a very good girl.”
Gracie was pretty sure she actually blushed as she put the cork into the bottle and returned it to the wine bucket. She smiled devilishly, hiding it by bending over to retrieve the charcuterie board.
“May I masturbate later, Mistress?”
She didn’t shock Evelyn. Her mistress only tilted her head to the side, as if she’d been entirely expecting Gracie to ask that.
“You may—if that’s what you want your reward to be.”
“What else could it be, Mistress?”
“Put the goddamn food away already,” Evelyn said, a smile in her voice, and Gracie dutifully carried the charcuterie board away.
* * *
While Gracie was gone, Evelyn picked up her cell phone. She dialed a number she had committed to memory, and it rang enough times for her to be alone with her thoughts. And she always thought so quickly.
This was not her life.
This was a vacation.
So what was she doing—making herself at home, rearranging the furniture, ordering new carpets—when this wasn’t even a starter house?
This was supposed to be simple. No tomorrow to it, no hope of anything else. But there was a malaise to being with Gracie, and it was a summery thing. Like being a kid again. Evelyn could look out onto a horizon of endless tomorrows and not see an hour of schoolwork, not ever again.
But that wasn’t what she wanted—should want—needed. That was unclear; the clear thing was that she didn’t want what she’d had with Kimber when the relationship was almost done, the fraught agony of waiting for it to finally end. And if Gracie only knew what Evelyn really wanted, what she smiled about behind her impenetrable shield…
It would end when it ended. When she finally pushed Gracie too far. She didn’t need to rush that. All Evelyn had to do was keep perspective. She’d let Gracie get away with saying no to her, true, which made little sense when what she wanted from Gracie was a series of yeses. Desires met, needs satisfied.
But Gracie was good. Quite good. Probably too good for her, to be honest. Evelyn didn’t want her to feel… She didn’t want her to go through an iota of what Evelyn had.
What a humanitarian you are, she thought to herself so vividly that her lips formed the words behind the safety of her mask. Don’t want to hurt anyone. Don’t want to take from anyone. Only, when someone else does that, you help them get away with it.
Evelyn looked around for Gracie. She wanted to focus on something else, and Gracie gave her so much that wasn’t any of the things she couldn’t think about—
The phone picked up, and Evelyn remembered that there was a reason Gracie was out of the room. “I’d like to order a programming,” she said into the phone. “Philip Case. He’s a landlord on Swim Street. Nothing permanent, but I want him to have nightmares for a while. And I don’t want him to stop being afraid simply because he wakes up.”
* * *
Evelyn restarted the movie when Gracie came back. Not that Gracie really watched it. She laid down and rested her head in Evelyn’s lap, which Evelyn seemed to just love, judging by the way she stroked Gracie’s hair.
Gracie caught snippets of dialogue and drank in the imagery—the movie had that old kind of Technicolor that somehow seemed more vivid than reality—but she felt…sunken into Evelyn’s reaction, the all-encompassing satisfaction Evelyn took in her presence.
It reminded her of being a little kid and having a cat purring in her lap. She’d never imagined how it would feel to be the cat.
“Gracie, are you awake?”
“Mmm-hmm,” Gracie mumbled.
“How are you liking the movie?”
“S’great,” Gracie said, meaning she liked having her face against Evelyn’s thighs.
Evelyn paused—not a return to silence but a word held, deep in her throat, until it came out stringent enough to stiffen Gracie’s spine. “I don’t want you to look,” she said firmly.
“Look at what?” Gracie asked.
And then she saw that Evelyn had set down her mask on the other side of the couch from her.
“I promise I won’t look.” Gracie kept her gaze on the screen.
It was an easy promise to keep. With the way she was lying down, facing away from Evelyn, she would have to turn all the way around to get a look at Evelyn’s face.
And when she thought about the fact that if she didn’t, Evelyn would keep stroking her hair, petting her back and shoulder and arm, it was as hard to move as it would be if she were in a warm bed on a cold morning.
Comfortable.
She couldn’t believe how comfortable she was, getting paid for sex by some masked woman who now had her mask off. Whatever scar or birth defect she hid so fervently was out in the open now.
But her body had slipped away from her again. It’d taken pleasure from what Evelyn did to it, against all reason, and now it was being soothed by being so close to this…
Gracie didn’t even know what Evelyn was. Employer? Yeah, that seemed to cover it.
Shit.
Gracie turned her head a little and kissed Evelyn’s thigh. When Evelyn petted her scalp next, Gracie took her hand and clasped it in both of hers.
The muscles in Evelyn’s arm tensed and then went slack. “I like you a lot, Gracie,” Evelyn said, and for once, she sounded uncertain.
So Gracie tried to make it up with her own sureness. “I like you a lot too.”
“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”
“My brother. I ruined his life,” Gracie said. She thought it would hurt, talking about it, but she was beyond pain, beyond tiredness. She only had to pull the cork from the bottle and it would all empty out. “We were this normal-ass family… Well, everyone thinks their family is normal, don’t they?”
“I didn’t, but go on.”
“I had a mom and a dad and a brother. That was all I needed. But you know how little kids—real little kids—their parents bathe them and change their diapers and help them get dressed? Well, my dad kept doing that. He did that for a long time. After I started using the toilet and after I stopped having accidents and after…after I started having my period.”
She could feel her blood rushing faster in her veins. She’d thought about it so much—how could she not think about it? Talking about it should’ve been nothing. But it felt like she was walking into a trap she had to keep telling herself wasn’t there.
“And it got pretty obvious that Mom wasn’t going to do anything about that, so my brother did. We just packed our bags and went to the bus station, and we went anywhere but there, and then anywhere but there, and anywhere but there…”
She wasn’t crying; she wouldn’t cry. She heeled her hand into her eyes one at a time, and they only felt a little damp. She didn’t want to sob on Evelyn’s shoulder. She only wanted to show Evelyn that it was…that she was safe. She trusted Evelyn with this the same way Evelyn trusted her not to look. Gracie didn’t know why—maybe it’d spent so much time inside her, growing into what Gracie didn’t ever talk about—what even she and Wayne couldn’t discuss.
Now it simply didn’t fit in her anymore.
“For the next ten years, my brother spent every minute taking care of me. And once I knew how to take care of myself, he didn’t know how to take care of himself, what to do. He didn’t have any friends, any education, any career. He latched on to what he could, and I didn’t, I don’t,
know how to take care of him. Not the way he took care of me.”
“He’s a grown man, Gracie. He makes his own decisions.”
“Yeah? What part of this life did he choose?”
“You didn’t choose it either.”
Gracie said nothing. The silence was fraught, but it was still a lot gentler than if Evelyn had tried to comfort her anymore. Gracie felt sure that if Evelyn said anything about it not being her fault, she would scream. Because most fathers weren’t like that, she knew. So had she gotten a bad one? Had her mom gotten a bad husband? Or was there something sick inside her—and did it call to Evelyn the same way it had to him? Because sometimes Gracie had to wonder if she would’ve liked what her father wanted to do as much as she liked what happened with Evelyn.
After a while, Gracie felt Evelyn’s fingers in her hair and knew it was a kiss. “I know I got that job for him,” Evelyn said. “Is it enough? I could help him more.”
“He’s doing good,” Gracie told her—she couldn’t ask for anything more from Evelyn, not now. Not after she’d asked her not to judge and Evelyn had given her that. “New place, new job. He just needs time to catch his breath. He always does better once he’s been in the same place for a while.”
The phone rang. The jingle was soft, but it swam through the bottom of the lake atmosphere of the room like blood in clear water.
Evelyn swept to her feet, her mask back in her hand. She strapped it back to her face.
“Don’t go,” Gracie muttered before she could think any better of it.
“I have to,” Evelyn said. It didn’t sound like “have” was in any way the wrong word.
She took her phone into the other room.
Gracie laid on the couch, wondering what had come over her: asking, almost begging, for more of being Evelyn’s slave not an hour after she’d promised herself that she’d remember this was only a business arrangement.
She could hear Evelyn’s side of the telephone conversation. “Hello? The hospital? What happened? Well, was it a hit? Of course I want to see him… No, I don’t know anyone who’d want to hurt him. We’re the ones who… I’ll be right over. No, he doesn’t take drugs. I’m his best friend, I would know… Wait until I get there. Just wait. I’m leaving now.”
Gracie got up from the couch. When she saw Evelyn, she had her kimono off and was pulling on her heavy coat.
Evelyn noticed Gracie’s gaze on her. “I have to go. Walsh is in the hospital. Have you met him? He’s a coworker.”
“Is he okay?”
“I don’t know. I don’t even know what happened to him. James’s always been so… respectable.” Evelyn glanced at herself in the hall mirror, straightened her clothes, and turned to Gracie. “You get tonight off. Finish the movie if you want, or don’t. I probably won’t be back until late.”
Gracie didn’t know what to say. This had all been so unreal. It was hard to suddenly go from seeing Evelyn as a dominatrix to someone with a friend in the hospital.
What else did she do? Taxes? Bocce ball? It seemed almost obscene. This normal, if eccentric, woman was also the figure that loomed so huge over everything Gracie had thought in the last few days.
“I really do like you,” she said.
Evelyn fixed her with a stare. “You want me to reciprocate. But do you think I’d be paying you if I didn’t like you?”
“It was nice to hear you say it, though.”
“Of course it was nice. I approved of you. And you love…” As if suddenly remembering something, Evelyn picked up her briefcase from where she’d set it by the door. “I’m sorry. I have to cut this short. But for what I’m paying you, I expect these encounters where I want them and when I want them. We’ll pick this up when it’s convenient for me.”
“Alright,” Gracie said, feeling like she’d hit a nerve—been too pushy.
But she thought Evelyn liked that. Didn’t she want Gracie begging for her attention?
Under the prickly exterior, Evelyn seemed almost as uncertain as her. She clutched the briefcase tightly. “I’m glad you’re alright now. Get some sleep. Eat something. Watch a movie you like—”
“I was liking the movie,” Gracie piped up.
Evelyn sighed. “What am I going to do with you, cheerleader?” The mask made it impossible to tell if she was smiling or scowling; her voice didn’t provide any clues.
She swept out of the apartment without another word.



 
Chapter 7
Gracie felt empty with Evelyn gone. She went to get something to eat, but she knew almost immediately that wasn’t the problem. She was only eating because she was bored, which she was usually better than, but this was deeper than boredom. She felt incomplete, and the food tasted as if wax fruit were somehow edible.
She switched to a pint of ice cream, which got through to her taste buds, but Gracie still promised to allow herself only a few bites. She was supposed to be getting in shape for Evelyn. It was worth five thousand dollars per diem for her to be in the best shape of her life. She couldn’t stress-eat with that on the line—or whatever she was doing.
She took another bite of Chunky Monkey. How many had that been? Gracie looked at the pint. It’d been pretty much full when she’d started. It was still pretty much full. Pretty much.
It was funny. All her worry about pleasing Evelyn, her anxiety about being Evelyn’s…about simply being Evelyn’s…and now she’d managed to wiggle out of doing what she was hired for. It was a paid vacation, really. The adult version of playing hooky. So why was Gracie still eating ice cream?
It couldn’t be that she was horny. Not only that she was horny. Sure, she hadn’t lied about wanting to masturbate after fingering Evelyn—doing that to her mistress had aroused her more than most sex acts Gracie had done to herself—but…but…but-but-but!
She knew horny! She wasn’t horny! If she were horny, she would simply masturbate; Evelyn had even given her permission to!
Things had been so—fucking—pleasant. Just sitting on the couch, watching a movie with Evelyn, touching her, being touched by her. It hadn’t been sex, though it wasn’t not sex. It was like the room had been full of something that was gone now.
Something. As if that fill-in-the-blank was so hard to fill in. Love.
The word needled at Gracie. It couldn’t be that—but what could it be? Some mixture of care and attention and effort and concern and, yes, sex… What was missing, the X in the equation between the L word and what she had with Evelyn?
Because it couldn’t be love. Gracie could not be in love with the woman who paid her for sex. Her mind, her body, her soul could not work that way. The method by which they’d met, the way they’d been brought together, the path that had led to Gracie stroking Evelyn’s pussy to completion, it precluded the very idea of—
Gracie stopped, closed her eyes, and rubbed her temples—as if she could jog loose whatever stubborn notion of sex and love being intractably intertwined was up in her brain. Or maybe find the entry point where this idea of romance had started boring its way into her skull and pluck it out before it could get any further.
She needed a reset. She needed to stop this maudlin, emotional overthinking and be practical. Basics. Brass tacks. Sex for money and money for sex. It couldn’t be that hard. Boys did it all the time.
It would probably be a lot easier to dispel the daydream fantasy of Evelyn and embrace—accept the real thing—if Evelyn weren’t so staggeringly perfect. Even without Gracie having seen fully half of her face—or, now that she thought about it, much of Evelyn’s body—she was beautiful. There was no mistaking that.
The luminous green eyes, the exquisite eyebrows—even her hairline, even her eyelids, even the distance across her nose from one eye to the other—it was all staggeringly right. And then there was her body.
Evelyn had that thing for tailored suits, sports jackets, Oxford shirts—God help her—skinny ties. And those little pipe-cleaner trousers. And the shoes: from brocade-pattern ballet flats to workout Doc Martens to full fuck-me pumps. It was only a matter of time until Evelyn asked her to go down on all fours and kiss, lick, demean herself with her feet. For the first time, the thought struck Gracie as not so much degrading as—
Gracie squeezed her eyes shut tighter. She massaged her temples like she could drive her fingers into her skull, trepan a hole that would let out whatever had her virtually getting off on the thought of being Evelyn’s bitch.
It was one thing to enjoy what they did together.
People should enjoy their jobs, shouldn’t they?
But to anticipate, to drool over what Evelyn might have her doing next…oh, that was sick. That was next-level sick.
Maybe that’s why she picked you, something in Gracie whispered. Because she knows that when she makes you lick her boots clean, you’ll like it.
She had to stop this. It didn’t matter why Evelyn had hired her. Gracie had taken the job for the money, not to get laid. She was tall, she was blonde, she was bisexual—she could get laid in fricking Marrakesh.
Groaning at her own weirdness—not that there could be a way to be normal about this—Gracie looked down at her ice cream and realized she’d thoughtlessly eaten half the carton. In a flash of anger, she flung her spoon into the sink. What was the point of being naughty if you couldn’t enjoy it?
She picked the ice cream up, carried it to the trash bin, about-faced, and put it into the freezer. Then she dug it out to put the lid back on it before shoving it back into place.
I’m losing my mind. Maybe this is why they call it fucking your brains out.
Relieved a little by the thought that she wasn’t some sort of freak, she was only mentally ill—maybe they had a pill for her—Gracie went back to her own room, where she took down the print of water lilies to get to the room safe. Inside was ten thousand dollars. She hadn’t even taken them out of their two envelopes.
Now she did, daring to take out each thick stack of cash and add them together to make one towering…tower of twenties, fifties, and hundreds. It was too big for her to hold in one hand.
She ran it over her lips, along her pretty face, imagining herself as a seductress, as Evelyn would see her. She’d probably get a kick out of Gracie using real cash for this little sex show. A woman like Evelyn would know, as Gracie knew now, that nothing felt like cash, and even less felt like a lot of cash. Not papery, not clothlike—it was simply cash. She smeared bills down her chin, laughed as they went into her cleavage.
“You like that, Mistress?” she asked her imaginary observer. “I like it more. You can’t really like being rich until you’ve been poor. I’ve been very poor, and now I feel very rich.”
She brushed thousands of dollars against her breast and shuddered. Even through her clothes, her nipple responded.
It felt good. It felt very good.
“You wanna see more?” she asked Evelyn, wherever she was. “I wanna show you more…”
Gracie undressed quickly, then lay on her bed. Nothing felt like cash, but she’d only touched it with her hands. It felt almost wholly different on her body, her naked skin.
Her breathing quickened. She wished she had a mirror to look into, to see herself, but she also knew it couldn’t compare to how she felt. She skinned the money of its rubber bands and threw it all into the air, letting it flutter down on her until it embraced her with a million kisses. Covering her bare body in promises.
“I’ll never be hungry again. I’ll never crash on a couch again. I’ll always know where I’m sleeping, what I’m eating. When my clothes wear out, I’ll buy new ones. Maybe I’ll buy new clothes only because they’re fashionable. I’m going to have a beautiful life. I won’t let myself have anything less. If I have to be Evelyn’s bitch for a while, I’ll be the most beautiful bitch she could ask for.”
And I’ll enjoy it too, she added, but didn’t dare do it out loud.
* * *
Evelyn had a hatred for hospitals born out of long familiarity. The jangling and never-ending alerts, alarms, klaxons. The smell of cleaning products instead of cleanliness. The sour body odor of unwashed humanity in its mourning and hoping and madness and dying. Vomit, sweat, blood, shit. Even tears had a smell. Then there were the rancidly neutral colors, inoffensiveness curdling into foulness. Like a mirror: With no strong statements of its own, the place was imprinted with the awfulness people brought here.
It was a place of necessity that pretended to be a place of luxury, or even of choice. Evelyn avoided hospitals when she could, availing herself of the Family and the doctors they could send to make house calls. She hadn’t sat on a plush examination table or worn one of those stupid gowns in a good ten years.
But now she was back. Her edginess made her overimaginative. Evelyn pictured the doctors roping her into a shot or a blood drive or a scan, as long as they had her here.
This was the first she knew of being Walsh’s emergency contact.
She met with the doctor at the emergency room entrance. But it was the detective behind her who spoke.
“Seven gunshots, close range, no misses. He’s already been in surgery for an hour. And we got the perp to confess. He was a dentist. Thought hanging out with ‘the Family’ made him cool. Walsh roped him into a high-stakes poker game Russ Marchi was running. He lost forty thousand dollars. Walsh lost fifty, but at the end of the night, Russ gave him all that money back. The dentist wasn’t so lucky. Except when it came to a concealed-carry permit, I guess.”
Evelyn had faced him already, but it was after that crack that she met his gaze. Looking into him instead of into her memories of the last time she’d seen Walsh. The last time she would ever see him.
“James is a good man. If your dentist made up some story about getting cheated, that’s between him and his attorney. I don’t see why I should care that he’s a lousy poker player.”
The detective grinned. “You mean you aren’t taking his case? C’mon, Counsel—isn’t there some loophole or another you can get him off on?”
At that moment, anger made Evelyn want to take her mask off and show him the snarling grin she could summon up while he thought he was scoring points. “Cops always blame attorneys when they make shitty cases that can’t hold water. But I’m only doing my job.”
“Nah, you were doing Walsh’s job. But I don’t think he’ll be up to being your puppet anymore, no matter how much blood they pump into him. But that’s where you Violados have it made, right? There’s always another sucker being pumped out of law school.”
“I’m not a Violado,” Evelyn said.
“What are you, then?”
Evelyn didn’t know. But she damn sure wasn’t the monster he’d like to paint her as. Hadn’t she been kind to Gracie? Soft with her? Even when it was all about her needs, there was gentleness in her.
Evelyn suddenly wanted to feel that gentleness again. Flowing out of her, meeting Gracie, Gracie reaching out to her for it: the strange alchemy of it all. A spell she knew couldn’t be cast by a Violado because God knew it had never been cast on her.
And then she thought of what she’d done for Gracie, ordered done, because there was actually someone out there who couldn’t see how valuable she was. Who had treated her like she was anything but valuable. That wasn’t the act of a monster, was it?
But she didn’t feel gentle when she thought of it. Evelyn felt the way she’d surely feel when she finally managed to push Gracie away: the relief of nothingness. But she wasn’t ready to be numb yet. She could still believe she was gentle.
* * *
Gracie woke up realizing she wasn’t alone.
Looking through the room’s midnight-black surroundings, Gracie traced the feeling of life—of hungry desire not her own—to a break in the shadows. The silhouette of a woman. Where the light touched her, it glinted off her bone-white mask.
“Evelyn,” Gracie gasped, holding her bedsheet to her body. She’d done as her client had instructed and slept in the nude—not much of an imposition, since she usually only wore boxers to bed—but there was a difference between sleeping that way and letting Evelyn see her like that.
“I needed…” Evelyn began, and for the first time in their brief acquaintance, Gracie heard her voice falter. “I dreamed of you.”
She stepped forward. The light embraced her more fully. She wore pajamas—actually stylish, monogrammed, black satin that set off her milky skin, with white buttons and piping like on the mask she wore. She held something red in her hands, something flexible, something that stretched. Evelyn pulled it between her two hands like someone would toy with a leash before they put it on a dog.
“I pictured you…” Evelyn continued, bare feet padding across the deep carpet. “In your bed, like this, naked. But you can still get dressed—get up, go to the door, the elevator…and leave.”
Gracie felt her voice dwindle to a whisper inside her chest. “That’s the deal,” she said barely. “If I want out, I’m out.”
“I know, but my body…there’s a part of me… I need more,” Evelyn concluded. “Hold out your hands.”
Gracie didn’t know why she obeyed, but she did. She stretched out her arms, and Evelyn was there like a hawk diving for its prey. Gracie felt cold silk strike her wrists, making her gasp at the feel: a bright almost-pain and a luxurious, decadent sensation. The silk was fine, expensive. It made Gracie think of supermodels wearing glamorous, expensive lingerie—on their skin. That had to feel the same as this did now.
“Did your mommy let you sleep before you put your toys away?” Evelyn asked, sounding calmer, more herself, as she wound the silk around Gracie’s wrists and joined it in a knot. “Mine didn’t. But even now that she’s gone, I like having everything nice and neat. And in its place.”
She pulled the knot together. Tighter. Tighter. Gracie felt her wrists rub together. The sensation didn’t hurt—the touch of the silk was too kind, too generous, to provoke pain—but she did feel trapped.
Gracie had never been tied up before, never denied her freedom, never on some level been unable to do what she wanted. Every job she’d ever taken, she could walk out of. Every class she’d ever attended, she could leave.
And now Evelyn was telling her that this was hers whether she wanted it or not. Gracie didn’t know how to feel about it. All she knew was that she wasn’t stopping Evelyn. She was letting Evelyn make her more and more a prisoner. Her prisoner.
Evelyn sighed like there was a weight off her shoulders. “Mommy was right about this much: It’s such a relief to know that when I want to play with my new toy, it’s right where it belongs.”
“I wasn’t going to leave, Mistress.”
“I didn’t think you were. But I like knowing you won’t.” Evelyn took a breath so deep that when she exhaled, it made her mask quiver. “Is the scarf too tight?”
“Scarf?” Gracie looked at her hands. This close, with the moon thick and pregnant outside curtained windows, she could see that it was a silk scarf that Evelyn had used to bind her. Cute too. I wonder if she’ll let me keep it.
“Is it?” Evelyn insisted.
“No. It’s not too tight.”
“Good. I don’t want you hurt. By a knot, at least.” Evelyn reached into her pocket, and Gracie felt a spark of envy that not only did Evelyn have those on such an elegant outfit but also that they were her pajamas.
Then Evelyn took out something about the size of a pill bottle. Gracie wondered what it was, or if she was supposed to ask.
Evelyn thumbed a button on the thing, and a blade snapped out the end.
Gracie wasn’t afraid. She knew Evelyn wouldn’t hurt her—ironic, considering that Evelyn had just implied she wanted to hurt her. But…
Gracie didn’t know how much intimacy there could possibly be after only twenty-four hours, particularly when they’d been bought and paid for. But in being the recipient of Evelyn’s desires, her passion, she’d had a taste of the woman. An impression of her that was far from complete but certainly wasn’t inaccurate. And Gracie knew Evelyn didn’t mean her real harm. Her body knew it.
And so, when the knife came out, she only felt excitement. In her naked flesh, with nothing between her and Evelyn but a bedsheet that was as tangible as a cobweb, her clit was like a beacon. Calling out to Evelyn. Imploring her for more of what had happened that evening.
Evelyn stabbed the point of the knife into the nightstand. It held there, the hilt quivering in the air, when Evelyn took her hand away.
“You can cut yourself free whenever you like. But I like the thought of you bound. And now I need my beauty sleep.”
She turned on her heel and walked out of the room.
Gracie stared at the knife, its edge gleaming in the moonlight. It looked sharp enough to have her free in a second. She didn’t reach for it.
Neither did she reach down to her vividly alive sex and give herself the orgasm she knew would only be a few moments in the offing. This was all too strange, too new, for her to immerse herself in it.
At least she felt tired enough—emotionally worn out—to get back to sleep. Gracie shut her eyes, intent on at least trying to sleep with her hands bound, and slumber called to her.
She thought of what Evelyn had told her. It seemed the woman had said a lot with few, precious few, words. But there was one thing Gracie knew for sure.
Evelyn did not need any beauty sleep.



 
Chapter 8
The city screamed by fast, too fast. Much too fast. Wayne missed his bike. It gave him time to get to his destination with his thoughts and his meat going at the same speed. Cars, no—too much of a disconnect. His mind was still back there, at Carmen’s, accepting that he’d been tapped on the shoulder and made an actual wiseguy, with an actual programming to carry out, while his body was here, in the car, on the way to the job.
Programming. That was what they called a beating. Him and Russ would be putting the hurt on some guy. Only, Wayne got the feeling it would be him doing the hurting and Russ making sure it hurt. You didn’t get to be part of the Family simply by kissing a ring. You had to show you were packing some balls.
He should’ve made a pendant for his calm. A seal of tranquility and equilibrium. King Solomon had laid down exactly how to make one, but Wayne hadn’t thought he would need it. He’d done bad before—not wrong, but bad.
If he’d moved some pills, some weed, so what? He hadn’t been making anyone take it.
And if he’d stood lookout for some guys doing redistribution, he hadn’t been the one breaking in anywhere or taking anything. He’d just been making sure the boys weren’t snatched up and sent to some hellhole prison, which would be far too much shit to catch for lifting some watches or jewelry or anything material.
Wasn’t like they’d been hurting anyone.
Not like he was going to do.
He understood, of course, that it was a matter of necessity. Shys loaned. Bleeders bled. Your body was your collateral. If you said you couldn’t pay, the two-percent man couldn’t simply take your word for it. They had to hand down some urgency. If they didn’t, if they just took excuse after excuse, the one-percent man, or even the boss, would get the notion that they were in on it together.
Giving the Mob’s money out to some guy and letting him keep it—maybe even splitting it with him—instead of making money with it, making vigorish with it.
Kicking up that two percent to the one-percent man so he could kick up his one percent to the boss.
So the badder the beating, the more sure the two-percent man (like Russ Marchi) was that no one would think something cute was going on.
Made perfect sense when Wayne was the bleeder, trying to scrounge up the money, avoid the wiseguys and made men until he could put in the vig—paper things over with a little charm, some consideration, because no self-respecting criminal wanted to risk an assault beef on their rap sheet.
Only he wasn’t no bleeder now. Now he was a wiseguy: one godfather’s blessing away from being a made man; only needed a little luck, some hard work, the right spell.
He remembered being a bleeder. He knew that sometimes you made no mistakes, no bad choices, but the bad luck found you. You couldn’t pay. Just couldn’t.
“We’re not in the sob story business,” Russ had said. “We’re in the cash business, and we’re in the hurting business.”
If you could pay, you were useful. If you could hurt, you were useful. Otherwise, Russ didn’t want to know you, and neither did any other made man.
“This guy’s got it coming, right?” he asked Russ, hating himself for the question, because it wasn’t like people got programmed unless they had it coming. But he had to ask.
The back of Russ’s head was like a ladder of muscles, rungs of it going from the back of his neck up to his close-cropped hair. “Kid, I’m only going to tell you this once.” Russ’s voice rumbled like it came from a part of the car as they went over bad road. “You won’t get to decide who catches a beating and who gets off light. That’s a made man’s job. You take what you’re told like it was God’s word. Doesn’t matter if the guy has cancer. Doesn’t matter if his wife’s in jail. Doesn’t matter if he left his wallet in a burning building he just ran out of. Your job is to make him go back in the burning building and get all he owes us.”
“Yeah, I get that, but…” He didn’t know how to refer to the Family. Not in these circumstances. “The guys wouldn’t, uh, program a guy unless it was coming his way, right? If he had cancer or something like that, we wouldn’t get called in.”
“Wayne, you’re in danger of making me repeat myself.” Russ sighed. It sounded like steam out of the radiator.
And the car was old, a brick with wheels. It didn’t go places sleek, it went like a boulder rolling downhill.
“But only so you don’t embarrass me, given that I made claims you weren’t a complete asshole, know that this programming came down from a woman who has not asked for a job done on her behalf in all the time I’ve been with the Family. If she’s pissed off, then this guy is an affront to God and man.”
Wayne’s brow furrowed. He rubbed at the unruly lawn that his cleared scalp was becoming with day after day of uninhibited growth. “We answer to a woman?”
“Today we do. She’s not exactly Family. Well, she is and she isn’t. Don’t worry about it. By the time it concerns you, she’ll either be in charge of everything…”
“Or?” Wayne prompted because whatever Russ had to say next hid itself in the squealing brakes as he decided they’d reached their destination.
“We’re here,” Russ announced. “Pop the trunk, take a bat, and go right in, no rush. Remember, nothing to the head and nothing to the ribs. We’re not breaking bones today—not on purpose.”
“What if I hit him too hard?”
“Then I’ll tell you you’re a bad little boy and send ya to bed without supper. Outta the car, mutt. Put your feet unda ya. You ain’t in the line of work where your ass is making money for ya.”
It was funny how fast something could disgust you, even when it’d been business as usual a while ago. The apartment building they’d stopped at was a shit heap—the only pattern on the carpet was black mold, and the wallpaper was mildew—but Wayne had grown up in places like this. Hitting that sweet spot: busted enough to be squatted in, not too busted to be condemned.
Yeah, this was a step up from a condemned building, which was where they’d stay if money was tight, tighter than usual. In fact, he thought—yeah, this was where Gracie had been staying last. He’d checked in on her a few times. Not enough, though. Too busy working angles. He was still too busy.
Now she was at some fancy hotel—a modeling gig, she said. It wouldn’t be anything else, right? Not after how he’d broken his ass to keep her from selling it on the street. Wayne didn’t have much, but he had a sister who didn’t have to sell it.
“The fuck you waiting for?” Russ asked him, joining him in the glow of the taillights. He’d popped the trunk but hadn’t opened it yet. Because once it was open, someone might see the bats, so he’d have to get moving—pick one up and take it inside and find Philip Case…
Russ thrust the trunk door up high. “Get movin’, already.” He swiped a baseball bat and headed inside.
Wayne could run still. What had he done wrong? Only taken some money from the Family, that was all, but they’d want it back—they wouldn’t like knowing that their new wiseguy couldn’t even keep one toe on the line. He couldn’t ask Gracie for the money back.
Russ was walking away. He couldn’t have much patience left—
Wayne grabbed a bat and rushed to catch up to Russ before he went through the doors. They punched into the hotel lobby, nothing more than drywall wrapped around bad air. A pay phone stood in the corner, busted open, all the change taken off the floor except for a Canadian dollar, which had dust gathering on it.
There was a vending machine at the foot of the stairs, half blocking their path—the only way someone could possibly be tempted by its contents. Russ and Wayne turned sideways to slot past it, then jogged up the stairs. The light was on in the manager’s office; a janked-out radio blared AM-brand talk.
Russ took up position by the door. He put his hand on the doorknob. Wayne held the bat up at his shoulder, like whoever was inside would come out swinging.
He didn’t. When the door opened, Russ and Wayne ramming in, Philip Case was sitting at a card table, eating something off a skillet, and Wayne might’ve been able to tell what it was if it weren’t for the grease—enough of it to hang in the air, plastering Case’s shirt to his black-haired chest. The translucency made it look like the white cotton had black mold too.
“Philip Case?” Russ called.
“Who the fuck are you?”
Russ answered with the tip of his bat spearing into Case’s breadbasket. Case went down, overturning the card table with all the unopened mail on top of it, and Russ stepped back. No longer even a little bit between Case and Wayne.
“Go on,” Russ said. “Leave a bruise.”
Wayne didn’t think. He’d been telling himself not to think. He moved in and swung the bat into Case’s shoulder. For a split second, the body was as hard and as unyielding as a brick wall. Then Wayne felt some give, heard a snap.
Abruptly, Case’s body wasn’t…right. It was misaligned, poorly put together. Bone butted against his skin instead of running smoothly along the lines of his body.
Wayne backed up. He felt like apologizing. His hands were sweaty. He tightened his grip on the baseball bat to keep it from slipping away. Wet skin dragging on the wood sounded in his ears, then he heard Case cry out.
Russ stepped in and jabbed Case in the cheek. The handle of his bat made a dull pop. Case’s shout became a groan from a mouth full of blood.
“Hit him again,” Russ said.
“Russ, maybe…”
“No names! Hit the bastard.”
Wayne heard another wet slide as his hands wrapped tighter on the bat. This guy deserved it. And if he didn’t, Wayne did. Deserved to be a made man, deserved to be rich, deserved a sister that was safe and clean and happy.
Where his hands closed on the grip, he felt his ring pinch into his finger. The ring of the great daemon king Sammael. He needed to perform a ritual, seek guidance, it was too terrible not knowing if this was right or not.
He wound back the bat, but Case dove out of the way. Flinging himself to a dresser and hauling one drawer open. Russ stepped in, swinging his bat at the same moment Case ripped out a pistol and fired.
Russ flattered himself to the floor. All Wayne could think was how fast the bullet had whizzed by, how loud the bang had been slapping against one wall and another and another, echoing in the cramped office…and then he realized he was in motion, bat arcing through the air.
The impact shot into his shoulders and tingled in his clenched knuckles. Case dropped the gun, Wayne noticed, but only one part of him; another was swinging the bat again. It whistled through the air, a beautiful sound that turned into the meaty thud that knocked Case careening across the floor.
Case stumbled through the door, coughing, and Wayne knew the gun was on the floor, but he also knew that he was wheeling through the doorway and the bat was in his hands and he was holding it exactly right, no slip at all, and Case shrunk away from him, onto the first step of the staircase, the second step.
Then he wasn’t moving right. Gravity had taken over, and, like a toddler with two rattles, it bashed him together with the staircase, one time, then another and another. Until he’d rolled off the bottom step and into the vending machine, knocking it a few inches out of alignment with the wall. All Wayne heard then was the rattle of a few candy bars in the machine, dropping to the bottom.
“My legs,” Case said, and he sounded like a sick little kid asking to be read a story. “What’d you do with my legs… Why can’t I feel…”
“Shit, kid.” Russ was behind Wayne.
At the sound of his voice, Wayne dropped the bat. His grip on it wasn’t so good anymore.
“I thought he got you.”
Russ shook his head. “Dumb fuck missed. Gotta tidy this up. Grab the gun. Has to look like he simply took a fall.”
“Took a fall? He’s gonna tell everyone—“
“Get the gun, kid.”
Wayne didn’t have it in him to argue. He went back upstairs into the office, thinking he should’ve cast a divination, he should’ve let the spirits tell him this was coming.
The gun lay on the floor like nothing else but a gun. He picked it up and shoved it into his pocket.
The wall caught his eye. Where the bullet had missed Russ, it had hit the drywall. A little exhale of plaster still hung in the air. Wayne didn’t need to think about it. There were hung certificates, photos, framed newspaper headlines all up and down the wall. Wayne pulled out the nail that held one up, thumbed it into the wall over the bullet hole, then hung the frame on it so it covered up the damage.
A crash sounded downstairs. Wayne went to the head of the stairs, the gun bouncing in his pocket. He saw the vending machine had tipped over now. Case was underneath it. The center of a growing pool of blood.
“Time to go,” Russ called out.
Funny thing was, there’d been a suitcase behind the vending machine. With the machine fallen over, the suitcase was out in the open.
Wayne ignored it. It was none of his business.



 
Chapter 9
Gracie’s sleep cycle still wasn’t right. When she checked the clock on her nightstand, it said she’d been asleep for ten hours.
There was a note placed next to the untouched knife on the nightstand. It read Good Girl. Gracie wasn’t proud of the plume of excitement that had gone through her then. She’d cut her bonds, put the note away where she wouldn’t lose it, then showered and dressed.
Evelyn wasn’t in the apartment when she checked. She went back to the note. On the flipside was written Meeting with the boss today. Keep being pretty. I’ll try to bring you something tonight.
Gracie absently touched the note to her lips as she wondered how literally that “tonight” would be. Did she mean after five? Closer to ten? Maybe she’d end up working all night long; Evelyn seemed like the type.
Then Gracie registered the feel of the expensive paper on her mouth. Textured. Almost ribbed. She imagined Evelyn kissing it…leaving an imprint of her lipstick behind, a promise of the beauty Gracie hadn’t yet seen.
She wondered if she could tempt Evelyn into leaving a little lipsticked kiss on the mirror. Maybe on her clothes. Her body…
Gracie slapped the stationery down. She needed to spend some time out of this apartment, out in the city. Get her head out of the clouds. Being this intoxicated with Evelyn wouldn’t do her any good without her mistress actually here.
She picked up her phone to check her messages. Nothing from Wayne. She wondered how he was doing.
* * *
Violado lived far outside the city, where the highway became a thin ribbon of asphalt tied onto an endless swath of grassland and after a turnoff onto the estates of Platinum Heights. This was where the mansions of the rich and untouchable shared space with orange groves, apple orchards, a single vineyard. All artisanal, organic. Laborers came once in a blue moon to tend the produce, harvest it, but food wasn’t the point. It was an atmosphere, a feeling of growth and naturalism.
Evelyn knew how much it cost.
She drove through the orange trees, then the apple trees, before coming to the turn that put her on the winding road to Violado’s manor. There weren’t many houses in sight, only trees, rolling hills, a lake that no one ever swam in. Their pools were so much closer, had such high-quality chlorine.
There was no dirt in sight. Like all the scenery had been laid out on canvas instead of the ground.
There were motion detectors and private security to monitor them, although nothing as ostentatious as high walls or a broad gate. Violado’s manor was definitively protected, though. Barbed wire fence, a guard tower, a booth for her to stop at if she didn’t want to be shot—a man with a dog who swung a mirror under her car and looked inside her trunk before she was allowed inside.
The house itself had always creeped her out. The grounds were huge, marked by a special breed of grass, emerald green, that Violado had bought and ripped up the lawn for. But the yard wasn’t decorated at all, it was simply neatly mowed. Every day. And all the lights were on in the manor, even with no one really living there.
Only Violado, a son who’d been in Europe four years now, and the staff that stayed in the servants’ quarters except when they had a job to do. It made Evelyn think of a dollhouse. A dollhouse that’d somehow been made the size of a real house but still wasn’t real itself, any more than a plastic pear was edible.
She parked. A man sitting on the porch stood as she approached. He wanted her checked quickly, needed to be shown her keys, even though she’d just put them in her pocket. That hadn’t happened the last time she’d been here.
He waved her through, and she found more soldati loitering inside. One was even cleaning his gun. They greeted her idly. She asked where Violado was, and they told her he was in the conservatory.
When she went in, all the curtains were drawn. Violado stood in the middle of the room, attended to by a middle-aged tailor, Violado’s suit in the process of being assembled.
Violado had gotten so old. A scarecrow of a man in his white tank top and boxers, losing himself in the suit that was growing around him like a web being woven. White stubble rusted his cheeks and chin. His hair was barely dark at all now. She couldn’t look at even an inch of his face without seeing a wrinkle.
She wondered how much longer he had.
“New suit for the funeral,” he told her. “Can you believe it? I haven’t bought a new suit in fifteen years. This guy, he’s the son of my old guy. Can’t talk to him. Can’t talk to him.”
“What do you have to say to a tailor?” Evelyn asked him.
He shrugged eloquently and changed the subject. “You ordered a programming.”
“Are you going to tell me I don’t have the right?”
“No, no…you’ve had it for a while. Never made much use of it before. What happened? Someone cut you off in traffic?”
“Does it matter?”
Violado scratched his chin. “It might.”
“He’s a creep. Exhorting sex from women who couldn’t say no.”
Violado tapped his fingernail against his cheekbone. Evelyn could hear the click they made through the papery skin. “This isn’t really the line of work for those with strong moral compasses.”
“I’m not cleaning up the city. Simply having some standards, that’s all.”
“He’s dead, you know. Case? The beatdown went sideways. He went down a flight of stairs—the boys cut down on his medical bills. They say it looks like an accident. Maybe. Maybe.”
Violado scrutinized her, his gaze picking at her expression until Evelyn wished her entire face was behind a mask. “Does that bother you any?”
“I knew it was a possibility.”
“Oh, you knew. You thought about it. That’s good.” The tailor slid in front of him, measuring between his shoulders, but Violado sidled him out of the way. “I would hate to think…that not all due consideration was taken before this chain of events unfolded.”
“Tell me more about the sanctity of human life,” Evelyn said, her voice charred with bitterness.
“I’ll tell you about good business. Good business is under the radar. We pay taxes. We look legitimate. When we’re bad, we’re a little bad. Not bad enough to notice, not bad enough to bother with—no, never. Things like this happen, they are openings. The cops come inside, the feds, they come inside…”
“I’m aware of the consequences—”
“Are you? Because we’ve stood here before. Had this conversation before. And if you learned your lesson then…”
It’s not the same thing! But Evelyn could not say it. She could hold herself still. She could.
She could make her heart beat once per minute, if she wanted to. She could hold her lungs shut for an entire day without fresh air. She could stand until her legs turned to bone. And she could hear the scream at the distant inner part of herself without ever, ever, letting it out.
Violado went on. Pressing his advantage. “Why would you not come to me? Or one of the guys, the one-percenters? They could’ve done this the right way. This Case, this Philip Case, he had a gun; they could’ve found that out beforehand. Russ, he took some kid along on this one…”
“Alright?” Evelyn pushed out, and it was an effort to keep all the syllables together.
“Oh, yes. He’s fine. Fine. Did good work making sure things didn’t go even more off track. But he shouldn’t have been there in the first place. You should’ve known that this Case character was dangerous, and they should’ve known, and this all should’ve happened like good business, yes? Like a well-oiled machine.”
Evelyn looked away.
Violado smiled. He cracked his neck, then turned to the tailor. “Leave us.”
The tailor beat a hasty retreat past Evelyn. She thought he might’ve cast a sympathetic glance back at her, wondering if he should leave her alone, but she didn’t turn around to check.
“Would it really be so hard for you?” Violado prompted. “Just talking to me, to an old man—”
“Ask your wife,” Evelyn interrupted.
“Martha’s been gone a long time. Dead all these years. The children she gave me had my thinnest blood in them. One of God’s little tricks. Because you—”
“I should’ve come to you,” Evelyn admitted. “I simply didn’t want to bother you.”
“Evelyn…you could never bother me.” Violado shuffled his skeletal weight down onto a chair like his thinning hair, like the bags under his eyes, were boulders. “I see a silver lining in this. I see a woman ready for more than being a lawyer. A woman ready for power.”
“I only want to keep things running smoothly,” Evelyn protested.
“Of course you do. That’s in your blood. But once you realize what you can do with power…” He smiled. “Hard not to get a taste for it. Your mother did.”
“No, she had a taste for you.”
Evelyn turned on her heel and started to leave. The audience was over. She knew Violado would want to dismiss her, would be pissed at her for leaving without his say-so. But then he’d feel bad about how hard he’d pressed, and it would all even out somewhere in the wash.
And, anyway, she wouldn’t have to talk to him for weeks. Most of it all would be forgotten by then. All that’d be left would be the bone under their relationship. How he needed her and how she—she deserved him.
“She’d be proud of you, you know,” Violado called after her, with a volume his voice didn’t usually have.
Evelyn stopped. She canted her head to the side, but only a little, not sure she wanted to see him, and not sure she could stop herself. “I’ll be flying out to Vegas to interview Walsh’s replacement.”
“You should take one of the boys along.”
She should. It was the logical thing to do. But when did she ever get to leave the city? When did she ever get to feel like she was more than ten minutes away from having to see Violado, talk to him—that she wasn’t about to run into him or his men or something of his that was a goddamn mirror, because whatever they were, she was too.
And she still would be in Vegas, but she would be able to breathe. After what had happened to Walsh, she was an awful, horrid person for enjoying this thing that had to be done …but she wouldn’t feel awful. Maybe she’d feel like when she was with Gracie. Like maybe she was—
She didn’t even know if there was a word for it. Normal people didn’t need a word for not being a monster, did they?
“I can take care of myself.”
“Pride, Evelyn. Pride.”
Yes. Wouldn’t it be nice if she had some of that?



 
Chapter 10
There was always the burst of irritation when she dealt with Violado that threatened to tip over into anger, but it never made it. There was an innocence to anger. A belief that you were blameless where someone else had sinned. A knowledge that you didn’t deserve what was done to you.
Evelyn didn’t have that. The bright ember of her frustration found no dignity; her would-be anger burned up all the air and then went dead, leaving her breathless, lethargic, tired from the strain of being immovable.
She went back home on autopilot. Once she’d parked and driving didn’t need its meager requirement of concentration, she grew so bleary that she didn’t experience going into the Empirical, taking the elevator, putting the key in the lock. Suddenly she was in Gracie’s room, listening to her snore. Her dear, sweet little Gracie. Having herself a afternoon nap.
She was so cute. Pure, innocent, despite all they’d done. Gracie was a woman who could spend ten hours at an orgy and no matter what she did, how many times she came, she’d still be…good. Nice.
Just one of God’s creatures enjoying herself, with no darkness. No urges that needed to be sated. No demons she had to exorcise. She was normal. Whatever sex she had, it was sex the way people were supposed to have it.
But, of course, Evelyn felt like shit. She was shit. The only friend she had, Gracie, was bought and paid for. And even then, Evelyn held back with her. Lied, prevaricated. Made Gracie think she was only an eccentric rich woman and not a murderess twice over. To say nothing of all her needs—her fiendish urges—if Gracie only knew how much further Evelyn wanted to push her.
And yet, a sliver of doubt crept into Evelyn’s mind: Would Gracie say no? Reject her, think her the ugly sinner that she was? Because she hadn’t yet. Maybe it was the money. Maybe it was something else. But Evelyn couldn’t picture Gracie with a look of disgust on her face. If Evelyn wanted to take it further…
Maybe Gracie would want to go with her.
The thought was enthralling in its intensity. She had to know.
Which meant Gracie had to know.
* * *
Something touched her wrist. Gracie’s eyelids fluttered. She opened her eyes to a hazy world and Evelyn’s touch—concrete, vivid, real, despite the teasing nature of it. Slicking over her pulse point, feeling how her heart began to race.
Gracie’s eyes focused. The room was dark, but the door was open, letting in the main apartment’s dim ambience. In the shaft of light, she saw Evelyn sitting on her bed, dressed in her usual butch finery: a pinstripe suit holding tight, so tight, to her lovely body. Gracie couldn’t imagine her in a slinky evening gown. It’d be too much, too obvious. The suit simply let her body speak for itself.
Gracie trembled. She wanted to moan, wanted that touch on her wrist to become a hand holding down her arm, wanted to be pinned down with Evelyn over her and those eyes, those fucking eyes. Even being looked at by those eyes, it felt like being devoured.
“I’m sorry to wake you,” Evelyn said, “but I need to relieve some tension. Do you want to be my release?”
Gracie did not even need to think about it. It felt like she was still asleep, slipping into a wet dream, everything a perfect erotic fantasy. “Yes, Mistress. Yes, I want to play.”
For the first time, Evelyn’s stillness seemed like something she was working at. Something pulled at her. She was suppressing a shudder or some other violent motion. Evelyn held herself in place because she had to, not because it came naturally to her.
“I’m not going to play with you,” she said, her voice carefully composed. “I’m going to use you as I see fit until I’m done with you. You’re welcome to enjoy yourself—if you’re so submissive that such a thing appeals to you—but this is going to be about my pleasure, not yours. And now that I’ve corrected you, I’ll ask again. May I use you?”
It was all so clear. All the abstracts, the vagaries, the hypotheticals that had tortured Gracie so much—they were nothing in the face of an anticipation that filled the room until it was real, thick and oppressive and freeing, as heavy as a long, hot shower when you’ve been dirty all day.
Gracie couldn’t resist. Didn’t want to.
“You can’t use me enough, Mistress. You just can’t.”
Evelyn quivered. She stood, becoming a dark outline in a stabbing of light. Her eyes were bright but dark, shining in the shadows, and her hair seemed as black and liquid as spilled ink. Then there was her pale skin—almost the same color as the whites of her eyes—and the mask, which was the same color: bone-white and slashing out of the night to burn into Gracie’s vision, even when she blinked. Hanging from one ear to the other, it suddenly seemed like a harlequin grin.
Evelyn took off her jacket. Her shirt and waistcoat were dark green, fading into the blackness. Her white hands, at the ends of long, invisible sleeves, seemed like magician’s gloves. She reached into her pocket. She brought out a length of leather.
“On your belly,” Evelyn ordered, her voice crisp and oh-so-satisfied. “Hands behind your back. I’m going to bind you. You don’t get to touch me. You haven’t earned it. But I can touch you. Anyone can touch someone like you, can’t they?”
Gracie realized suddenly: Her acquiescence was foreplay. It was a come-on, a sex act. She’d aroused Evelyn by surrendering to her. Oh God, she wants me so much that simply having me makes her wet.
“No, Mistress, only you.”
Evelyn snorted. “We’ll see.” She wound the leather—what was it, a bridle, some sort of reins?—around Gracie’s wrists. She tied them tight, then tested how they cut into Gracie’s skin, how much slack there was.
My mistress won’t let me hurt myself, Gracie thought, aware of how weird it was to think of Evelyn like that. She repeated the thought of her: a normal human woman, only another person—Evelyn Voss, Evelyn Voss, Evelyn Voss—but Gracie couldn’t get away from the thrill of thinking of her that way. My mistress.
Gracie was lying on her belly now, hands tied behind her back, her chin almost at the edge of the bed. She watched as Evelyn stepped in front of her, standing beside the bed in those trousers that fit her without any creases, with nothing but a luxurious expanse of fabric over flesh. Gracie’s eyes scorched at the little wafer of bareness under the bottom button of Evelyn’s shirt. Pale, sweet—skin that reminded Gracie of white chocolate.
Evelyn was hardly undressed: her pants on, her shirt buttoned, her fucking waistcoat on. But when she rolled up her sleeves, Gracie felt like Evelyn was naked with her: nothing to inhibit their intimacy, to stop them from melting together, except for their sweaty skin.
“Do you believe you deserve to taste me?” Evelyn asked.
That felt like a trick question because right then, Gracie really wanted to taste her, all of her. She wanted to kiss Evelyn and lick her and suck-suck-suck all the flavor out of every inch of that exquisite body.
She wanted to explore everything there was under that smart, professional, hateful suit.
She wanted to own it, plant a flag with each swipe of her tongue.
Of course she couldn’t, she wasn’t the mistress. But she could still serve better than anyone. God, it couldn’t be that anyone else felt the same way she did, vibrated with the same hunger, when Evelyn talked about her like she was…
“I didn’t ask you to think, cheerleader. I asked you to answer,” Evelyn said, planting her hand on the back of Gracie’s head and shoving her face down into the bedspread.
“No, Mistress,” Gracie said.
Evelyn let her face up. Her eyes slid upwards. “I suppose you’re right. You don’t deserve to know how I taste. But I think I’ll fuck your mouth anyway…”
She unzipped her fly. She reached within the crotch of her pants. And now she drew out—Gracie didn’t know how she hadn’t seen it before—a eight inches. Hanging in front of Gracie’s face like a weapon being brandished.
“Do you know what this is?” Evelyn asked.
“It’s a…” Gracie didn’t think her tongue had ever actually formed the word before. “A strap-on.”
“No, Gracie. It’s my cock. You want my cock, don’t you? You must want my cock since you want me, want to be fucked by me, and so you must want to be fucked by my cock.”
They’d talked about her taking it… Well, they’d talked about her taking it in a lot of places. But in her mouth?
“Mistress, wouldn’t you rather—you won’t feel anything with that!”
“I’m not doing this because it feels good, cheerleader. I’m doing it because there’s nothing anyone could do with that pretty face that could possibly be better than fucking it.”
Gracie felt—almost like an actress. Slipping into a role as readily as she would put on a mask. She burrowed into the part she had to play, completely stepping out of herself, making her world all the little cues Evelyn gave, her responses, her slightest tics and looks and gestures.
Even the strap-on was becoming something else, something she could perform with. It wasn’t only some inanimate hunk of plastic; there was more to it. If it was Evelyn’s, she accepted it, she wanted it.
And at the same time, she wasn’t someone else. This wasn’t a mask, exactly, wasn’t a persona. Gracie let something out of her. Something in her that responded to Evelyn’s orders and authority and pleasure. It was simple to think of it as part of the job, a uniform she put on to do her duty. But it wasn’t just chance that she was good at it.
Gracie could see Evelyn’s eyes light up—see the anticipation of a performance she knew would please her. The words came easily to Gracie. They were what Evelyn wanted to hear, but also what Gracie wanted to say.
She parted her lips—brushed them against the tip of the strap-on—letting some of the wetness from inside her mouth gloss the hard silicone, leave it gleaming, shiny. Evelyn’s breath came faster.
Gracie opened her mouth wider. She approached the dildo again. When she stopped, Evelyn’s legs visibly tensed; her mistress wanted so badly to take Gracie’s head in her hands and jam the strap-on into her mouth, to fuck her face just like she’d said she would; but she wanted Gracie’s performance more.
Gracie’s begging.
Gracie’s need.
Gracies eyes flew upward, tempted even more by Evelyn’s face than by the sight of the sex toy. She wanted Evelyn’s desire too, but she tried to ignore that. Couldn’t spare the time now to sort out what was inside her and what this performance on top of her was.
So she let out the words that she knew would make Evelyn tense more, want more. Make Mistress give her a fucking that only Gracie could take. “Oops, I almost forgot to ask permission. Please may I suck it, Mistress? I want to suck it so bad, Mistress…”
“Lynch,” Evelyn husked warningly. “You’re getting full of yourself.”
Gracie gave Evelyn a girlish giggle. If she wanted to keep calling her a cheerleader, well, Gracie hadn’t forgotten how to play that part either. “How can that be, Mistress?” she asked, all blonde, all Marilyn Monroe. “You haven’t filled me at all yet.”
Her wrists chafed at the tightness restricting her, but it was almost reassuring. She was servicing Evelyn, worshipping Evelyn; she didn’t exactly know how, but she knew it wouldn’t stop until she was satisfied and Evelyn was satisfied and she was satisfied because Evelyn was satisfied.
Evelyn’s gaze flickered to Gracie’s neatly tied hands at the small of her back, to the little noises of tension as she tested their restraint. She enjoyed knowing that Gracie was bound. She liked the reminder.
Gracie’s head drifted forward. Her lips ghosted over the strap-on’s tip. Then she backed up, looking up into Evelyn’s eyes. She wished her mistress could actually feel what she was doing—it should’ve been infuriating that Evelyn couldn’t—but somehow, in the roil of all she was feeling, she didn’t end up feeling disappointment.
It didn’t matter if Gracie did a good job of mouthing it, sucking it, licking it. All that mattered was the performance. She had to look good for Evelyn, sound good—moan and whimper and coo like she’d never had anything as sweet in her mouth, not ever. It wasn’t lovemaking, but it wasn’t sex either. It was pure pleasure, all for Evelyn, something no one else could do for her…
“All I want to do is please you, Mistress.” It felt so true saying it in that moment. The words echoed back to Gracie’s ears, and she replayed them in her head, over and over, but they still didn’t feel like acting. “It’s the best feeling in the world to know I made you come…”
Her tongue licked out. It passed over the dildo’s tip. The taste was faintly plastic, sheeny but distant. It quickly went away, numbed under the blank taste of her own saliva coating the sex toy. Gracie ran her tongue all over the phallus before she took it into her mouth.
It didn’t matter what she did to it. She wouldn’t give pleasure to the thing, couldn’t. But she was satisfying Evelyn with her act of submission—she was pleasing her mistress.
“Ah, that’s very good, darling. Darling little Gracie.” Evelyn’s hands went handcuffs tight in Gracie’s hair. “So good, yes… You have such a good mouth for this. What else is it good for, I wonder? Would you like to eat my pussy? Perhaps suck on my toes? Oh, that’s right; it doesn’t matter what you want. All that matters is that you’re a good girl.”
Evelyn was burning hotter. Gracie could see the rosy flush creeping up from under her collar, feel heat radiating through her dishabille suit and scorching Gracie’s flesh like a summer sun.
She could tell, too, that Evelyn’s teeth were clenched—she was trying to hold in her moans, not demean herself by showing how much she was enjoying Gracie’s lowly efforts.
She didn’t want to spoil her Gracie. She knew how the cheerleader lived for knowing she’d pleased her mistress.
God, it felt like Gracie was split in two, her own mind half-asleep while Evelyn’s thoughts—or what she thought were Evelyn’s thoughts—were as loud as a bullhorn. Gracie’s eyes leaked soft tears. Her mouth was so full. The dildo choked her, but she swallowed instead of trying to escape her throat’s penetration. She knew Evelyn liked the sound of her gurgling.
“It’s very easy to be a good girl with your hands tied, isn’t it? I wonder what you’d do if they were free. Would you touch yourself? Or touch me? You don’t have to worry about that now. All you have to do is suck. Suck hard, really hard, oooohh…yes. Oh yes.”
Gracie moaned: Somehow the strap-on had started to taste good, to taste of Evelyn. She could smell Evelyn just beyond the base of the dildo and the harness, all the delicious satisfaction that Evelyn wasn’t letting herself voice. But even Evelyn wasn’t in control of that part of her.
It was wet and warm, and Gracie desperately wanted to taste it, not simply gag herself on this inanimate cock while she looked at Evelyn’s pussy and basked in its readiness, shit, as ready to be fucked as she was to fuck it.
She couldn’t even moan well, not with her mouth so full. Gracie knew that that if she took her mouth off the dildo, she could moan to set Evelyn on fire, go from here to things that would make this little game look like coy flirting.
But the strap-on stayed in her mouth. Evelyn wanted the strap-on in her mouth.
And Gracie loved it, loved choking on it. She was glowing, throbbing, stuffed fuller with Evelyn’s praise than she ever could be by tongues, fingers, silicone, although she wanted all those too.
She wanted everything Evelyn could give her, from the look in Evelyn’s eyes to the sweat beading her forehead.
Gracie took one hand in the other, doubly binding herself, and feeling even more Evelyn’s as her mistress began to lunge in and out of her widely ovaled mouth. Making Gracie gag, making her sputter—and finally accept.
When Evelyn slowed, it seemed to take even more effort than she’d used on Gracie’s throat in the first place. “I’m going to take you now. Like I did your mouth. If you want me to stop, you’d best say so now. I won’t once I’m in you. I’ll keep going and going until you come for me, until I see how much you can come for me.”
Only then did she take the strap-on away, actually quaking, as if from the strain of holding herself still. She didn’t put the dildo back in or move it to a better entryway but let Gracie speak.
Gracie would’ve begged if she were capable. Her voice rasped out of her, broken by the fucking she’d already been subjected to; it was only a whisper. “I won’t want you to stop.”
Because she knew it was an act. A mirror image of the role she had slipped into. Evelyn wouldn’t hurt her. Wouldn’t ignore her wishes. Didn’t mean a single word about using her, any of it. What she really wanted was to overwhelm Gracie until there was no stopping her innermost desires from finally making their way out of her. Not her past, not her father—none of it could stand in the way of what Evelyn was doing to her.
Evelyn’s fingers loosened. They came out of her hair, but they seemed to linger on its softness. “Do you need lubrication?”
Gracie could’ve laughed. Her body felt like a dam holding back an entire ocean that was somehow inside her. “After that?”
Evelyn undid the shirt button at her collar, then the one under it. She walked around the bed, each step a jagged little hit. Her shoes—she still had her shoes on—I’m naked, I’m tied up, and I’m going to be fucked by someone who could be at a business meeting. Is it any wonder Evelyn thinks of me as a whore?
Suddenly—with no foreplay, no little comments—Evelyn reached between Gracie’s legs and touched her clit.
Gracie crooned. Evelyn’s touch was direct, unerring. She fondled the little button roughly, provoking a spark of pleasure so forced and unexpected that Gracie gasped in a sort of agony, her body hyperactive, ready for the pain to become something else. When the contact dwindled, Gracie panted, wanting it back. She knew she could like it, had been liking it. The leather at her wrists creaked as she stretched it.
“There’s a nub,” Evelyn said, “on the harness of the strap-on. While I’m fucking you, it will be doing that to me. That’s all you’re here for. To make me feel that on my clit. I don’t care what it does to you—if it hurts, if it feels good, if it makes you come. This is to please me, not you. All I want to hear from you is harder, harder, harder.”
“Yes, Mistress,” Gracie breathed.
Evelyn’s hands gripped Gracie’s hips firmly, flipped her over onto her back, her bound hands underneath her. Gracie could now look up and see Evelyn standing over her, the strap-on protruding from her loins. Jet-black lunging out from her light-gray slacks.
And Evelyn’s eyes. The sharpest shade of green Gracie had ever seen. Tracing up and down her naked body—Gracie felt as if there’d never been any color to her until now, and Evelyn’s eyes were painting her with it, making her have the lightly bronzed tan that she’d never really had before, the pink little nipples, the tuft of golden hair at her crotch…
She put her hand on the curve of Gracie’s hip and squeezed, thumb digging down to her hipbone, fingers traipsing along the sweep of her flank.
Gracie’s eyes closed. Her head drifted back. Foreplay. It was agonizing. She was so ready to be fucked, needed to be filled so badly—Evelyn had made her want it desperately—but she wanted this too. To be touched, to be felt, to just be looked at with the awe from Evelyn’s flaming green eyes.
Evelyn moved the finger of that hand to the lowest of Gracie’s ribs and ran it along her abs. Gracie giggled, ticklish, and Evelyn’s eyes registered enjoyment with how sensitive she was.
“I’m going to use a riding crop,” she said, swishing her finger back and forth over and a little to the right of Gracie’s belly button. “I’ll put a pretty little welt right here. It’ll maybe…only just show up when you wear a belly shirt.” Her finger petted a narrow strip of skin as if feeling the welt already. Over and over. “I’m going to kiss it and lick it and touch it because whenever I feel it, I’ll know this beautiful body is mine to put on it whatever mark I like.”
“M-mistress…”
Evelyn’s gaze flickered downward. Gracie felt it on her cunt like the faintest touch of leather. “You’re actually clenching, Gracie. Do you want to wear my leather kiss on you?”
“I…” The thought of it was sick, though. Gracie felt nauseous at the realization that she’d actually wanted—it would hurt, she couldn’t enjoy that, and how could she enjoy being Evelyn’s, actually belonging to her—but her body was about to come, and Evelyn had barely touched her, had simply told her what would happen. “I don’t know, Mistress.”
“Then why are you here, Gracie? Why, when you’ve had every opportunity to back away, are you still playing?”
Gracie blinked slowly. Evelyn wasn’t asking, she told herself. It was part of the game, it was the character, it was how fucking horny she was; it wasn’t her, not all her. “To be yours, Mistress.”
Evelyn stopped touching the streak of well-fondled skin on her belly. “Don’t say things like that unless—never mind. I shouldn’t have asked.”
Evelyn moved her hand to the bedspread beside Gracie, her other hand to the other side of Gracie’s body. She lowered herself to all fours on the bed, padding over Gracie’s body.
The fabric of her suit brushed against Gracie. So did the strap-on as Evelyn deliberately dropped her hips low so that Gracie felt the dildo working its way up her legs until it finally thudded between them.
She thought she could feel her own warm saliva, now transferred to the toy Evelyn had brought to bear on her cunt.
“You’re here to be fucked, cheerleader. You’re paid to be fucked. And I’m going to get my money’s worth if it takes all night.”
Gracie’s head swam. She felt like she’d had too much to drink. Evelyn was so close to her, and her mistress wanted her so much. She saw Evelyn’s body trembling, her muscles corded, her gaze on fire as it scoured Gracie’s face for every last little expression. Gracie knew she couldn’t hide anything from her mistress. All her fear, all her anticipation, all her need—they were written all over her features. And Evelyn drank it all in like fine wine.
She traced her forefinger along Gracie’s mouth and the lipstick strewn haphazardly by the blowjob. Gracie imagined that finger warm from her own body and Evelyn’s little fantasy of a riding crop, but, of course, Evelyn had her own warmth, even if she seemed so chilly.
“Don’t try to hide how it makes you feel. I want to see it,” Evelyn told her. “And don’t try to act either. I know you’ll like this. I also know it’ll hurt. What I want to see is how much it hurts and how much you like it.”
Gracie couldn’t say anything. She was breathless. The only words that came to mind were please be gentle, like she’d told Evelyn on their first night together, but she didn’t want that now. So there was nothing to say.
She wrapped her lips around Evelyn’s forefinger and sucked on it. Just like she had Evelyn’s cock.
Evelyn’s eyes shone. “I should’ve played with your cunt a little. Then you’d really be enjoying how that tastes.”
She put her hand on Gracie’s shoulder, pinning her down. Her other hand went down to the strap-on. She held it up against Gracie’s slit, the tip so unbelievably hard and blunt—a big, hard, fist of a thing that was nevertheless going to pierce into her, be inside her, take up the core of her.
Gracie’s breath whistled out of her. Her throat felt tight and narrow, like she was being choked. With the way Evelyn was perched on top of her, she felt like she could end up throttled. It didn’t diminish her arousal. Evelyn’s gaze was still on her, searching her face, feeding passion into her body like a drug, rewarding every tiny expression on Gracie’s face with a dose of intrigue, one that went deeper than the strap-on could possibly reach.
Evelyn brushed a lock of hair off of Gracie’s forehead. Then she was in her, and there was no hiding. Gracie’s back arched, her breathing hitched. She twisted her head to the side, letting out a moan, but Evelyn’s hand was at her chin, turning her so that she was facing forward again, facing Evelyn.
“You’re going to let me see,” Evelyn told her.
The strap-on went further in. Another few inches sheathed inside a holster meant to take it, that had to take it, but felt—well, not wrong, never wrong, but so unready for all that had to be inside it now. The response and the heat and the sheer hardened size inside her was demanding all of Gracie’s space to accommodate it.
Gracie felt the tension wrack her face, her expression—and Evelyn’s gaze devouring it. She was hot, sweaty, flushed; she could only imagine how she looked to Evelyn…imagined Evelyn scrutinizing her, watching how her lips parted, her eyes bugged, how her every little feeling became huge on her face as the dildo shifted in another inch—and another, and another…
An unexpected burst of shame hit Gracie. Evelyn wasn’t simply fucking her, she was getting off on…on what a whore she’d turned Gracie into. Gracie clamped her lips shut, forced her gaze to Evelyn’s—instead of rolling her eyes up into her skull.
Evelyn cocked her head to the side. She stopped feeding the dildo into Gracie. Then, slowly, deliberately, her gaze meeting Gracie’s the entire time, she resumed, pushing inch after inch into Gracie. Inch after inch filling her, spreading her, making her stretch like she hadn’t in a long time, maybe never.
“Six inches,” Evelyn breathed, stopping, watching the panic blossom in Gracie’s eyes.
The only thing worse than more was not enough; even if Gracie didn’t want the penetration to keep going until it hurt, she didn’t want it to stop either.
“That should be enough for a good little girl like you. That’s as much as most men have. You don’t want more, do you? You’re not actually such a slut that you need even more?”
“F-fuck,” was all Gracie could say. She couldn’t help herself. Her eyes slipped up into her head, unable to take the combination of the look Evelyn was giving her and the feel of the strap-on deep inside, pressuring that spot with its sheer size. “I’m so close, I just need—need…”
“I know what you need,” Evelyn purred, sweaty hands ghosting down Gracie’s body, as if relishing their ownership, until she came to where Gracie was splayed open.
Nimble fingers tweaked her clit, pinched it, twisted it, then stroked it—thumb and forefinger rubbing, rubbing, rubbing, making her cunt a riot of motion and walls convulsing around the thick hardness, as if delighted in having something so big and stiff to rebound against.
Evelyn’s touch was good on its own, but feeling it when her cock was also inside Gracie had her maddeningly aroused, ecstatic, wishing Evelyn would move, and wishing for all of that oversized toy she’d somehow once feared.
“Ask for it.” Evelyn’s fingers eased off just a little, with only a bit less pressure, but that made all the difference. Her climax had been filling Gracie up, hard and fast, but now it was slowing down, and Gracie needed it, needed Evelyn, even needed to say the words.
Like a person at the bottom of the ocean would need air.
“Please may I come, Mistress?”
Evelyn’s eyes flared above the mask. She needed something too; Gracie didn’t know quite what it was, but she knew she could give it to her. “Say you’re a slut.”
“I’m a slut, Mistress.” Gracie trilled the words, and Evelyn’s fingers tightened, a slow slide of the pad of her finger along her humming clit.
“And?” Evelyn dug her fingernail into the little bundle of nerves.
“I need to come,” Gracie whined, a fresh gale of sweat covering her face. “I need to come so bad, but I don’t deserve—don’t deserve to be fucked as hard as you fuck me, Mistress, your dirty slut…”
Evelyn dragged her fingernail all the way along the length of her clit—Gracie’s hips twitched. The dildo moved a half-inch inside her, and Gracie squeezed her eyes shut, unable to take all of it—her screaming clit, the strap-on, the look in Evelyn’s eyes.
But she still saw that ferocious glare as she came, shaking, screaming, too high to know if it was Evelyn’s name she was crying or simply the raw sound of need being met.
Gracie always loved this part, the part right after, the sweet pain of oversensitivity, like the ache in your teeth from chewing good steak. She mewled in disappointment when Evelyn pulled out of her, then moaned when Evelyn reached across her prone body to the nightstand.
Evelyn tugged open the drawer—the little squeal of unoiled rails like a jab at Gracie’s eardrums, but even that couldn’t bother her too much—and took out a Sharpie.
Evelyn moved the capped end to her mouth, obviously meaning to pull it off with her teeth, but it made a plaintive doink against her mask. Gracie giggled, and Evelyn shot her a look that hit her like a slap.
A pang went through Gracie. She wanted that. She wanted Evelyn to slap her, to make her feel things so intense that they had to hurt—there was so much to feel. Her nipples were painfully hard, pinching in their stiffness, cringing whenever Evelyn’s blouse rubbed against them. What Gracie wouldn’t give for Evelyn to do to them what she’d done to her clit. Maybe to put a set of binder clips on them—so long as she was breaking out the office supplies.
Assiduously uncapping the Sharpie with her hands, Evelyn used the business end to draw an X on Gracie’s sternum. Gracie looked down, grinning at the sight of the black ink seeping into the glowing sweat coating her body. It wasn’t that funny, but she was still trying to get enough oxygen to her brain.
“What’s that?” She tittered even at the sound of her own voice. “I hope it’s a rating.”
“It’s a count,” Evelyn informed her. “One X means one time you’ve come for me.”
“You do keep detailed records,” Gracie teased.
Evelyn put the cap back on the marker. She put one leg up on the bed so that her foot was beside Gracie’s hip. “It’s time for you to learn a very important lesson, Gracie: When you’re a good girl, you get rewarded.”



 
Chapter 11
SIG Sauer P238. That was the gun Philip Case had owned.
Wayne looked at it. Had it killed him? He’d died because he’d taken it out. Or because Wayne had swung the baseball bat into him.
The baseball bat had knocked him into the stairs. The stairs had broken his back. Then Russ had pushed over that vending machine. So Russ had killed him. Or finished killing him. Because Wayne had started it.
There were instructions for the P238 on the Internet. Such a small gun. Like a pocket watch, almost. But with the instructions, Wayne could take it apart, clean it, put it back together again. There were people who could race the clock, undoing and redoing a weapon. Wayne wasn’t one of them, but he’d always been good with his hands.
His hands and other people’s pockets. He’d go out and nab a few wallets, only it’d be really dumb not to keep his nose clean at the moment. One parking ticket could pull a thread that would unravel the whole sweater. Hell, if they found this gun on him…
But he needed it, didn’t he?
Wayne fingered the bullets. Six. 380 ACP rounds. Each was about the size of the last joint on his pinky. It was hard to imagine such a little thing being able to take a life, but that was German engineering for you. Spend a little under a thousand dollars and you got a precision machine that could turn a pebble into somebody’s death.
And he might need to kill someone. Because he was low man on the totem pole. And if somebody decided that the whole thing needed to be covered up more than it was… Russ was the guy they’d trust to keep his mouth shut. Wayne was the guy who couldn’t be trusted. And everyone knew what happened to that guy.
What he needed to do was run. Get Gracie, get some money, and go. But he couldn’t. Not when he was onto something, really onto something. If he could only build up a nice chunk of change—some real money—then fine, he’d write this whole thing off as a win. And, sure, the guy would still be dead, but at least some good would come out of it. That wasn’t so bad. No. By definition, if something had good coming out of it, it couldn’t be all bad.
So he needed money. But to get money, he needed time. Time to keep pulling down a wage from Carmen’s.
He didn’t have time. At any moment, Russ—or somebody over Russ—the one-percenters, could decide that good ol’ Wayne was too much of a risk. So he needed money fast—which meant a gamble. But he needed money to make money. The money he’d pulled down so far wasn’t enough for the wager he’d need to make.
He pushed the bullets, one after another, back into the clip. Maybe he could knock over a store. Or a bank. That was a risk. No, too much of a risk. Or if it wasn’t a risk, not enough cash. No convenience store was going to have as much loot as he’d need, and no bank was going to be knocked over by one guy with a pocket gun.
Then he thought of his sister, and the last bullet slid into the clip.
* * *
Eight inches didn’t sound like a lot more than six, but they could make all the difference.
“Oh shit, shit…” Gracie forced her eyes open, saw the dark expanse of the fitted sheet. It had pulled loose of the mattress and was no longer stretched over the mattress pad, revealing a startling segment of white in the dark room.
Evelyn picked up the marker again. She uncapped it and scratched another two lines on Gracie’s skin. Gracie’s vision faded in and out, but she saw the fourth X on her chest, telling her how many times she’d been Evelyn’s that night. Because there was no denying it in that moment of orgasm. She was Evelyn’s, body and soul.
“You have to come for me. You’re not allowed to do anything else.”
Evelyn sounded pleased with herself. Fuck, why shouldn’t she be? Gracie was feeling pretty pleased with her too.
“Mistress, can you—” It was a chore to order her thoughts, but she had to be precise, had to tell Mistress, Evelyn, her, exactly what she wanted. “Can you take off the loop?”
“The what?”
“The leather,” Gracie clarified. Or tried to. “The thing around my wrists. My arms are numb.”
“Yes. Yes, we have been at it for a minute, haven’t we?”
Evelyn reached behind Gracie’s back and undid the leather. For the first time in what felt like hours, Gracie was loose. She straightened her arms and flung them out on the mattress, embracing the touch of even the wrinkly, sweat-soaked sheets.
Evelyn rolled onto her back, reclining against the pillows at the head of the bed. Her blouse was dark with sweat and her hair curled crisply around her piercing gaze, but she still seemed so…herself. Even with the strap-on towering over her groin, its indefatigable arousal like a counterpart to the interest Gracie felt from her mistress. Evelyn’s gaze roving over her, striking at the four Xs across her collarbone.
“Would you like to ride me?” Evelyn asked.
“Ride you?” Gracie repeated—it took her a moment to get the picture. Evelyn lying on her back, the strap-on up in the air. “Wouldn’t that be a little…on the bottom for you?” she asked, wondering if that was where the term had come from.
“The way you’ll do it? Doubtful. And with how you cheerleaders love to bounce around…”
“I’ll do whatever you want, Mistress.” Even if I haven’t been a cheerleader in forever. “Just give me a minute to catch my breath.”
“Certainly.”
Gracie’s body felt like a side of beef, or a punching bag after the world champion had done his training for the day. Which didn’t sound like appealing experiences, but there was a pleasant satisfaction in it that Gracie was hard-pressed to explain.
She’d allowed Evelyn to sate herself, even made her push herself a bit—her trying to satisfy Evelyn, Evelyn trying to satisfy her, both of them venting this passion they’d created together. It was intimate—of course it was intimate, it was sex—but it’d also been the leather tightening around Gracie’s wrists, the blowjob she’d given Evelyn for no other reason than Evelyn had wished it.
Maybe even now, it was this haze of contentment that she could swear Evelyn felt too.
Gracie moved only a little (it was an effort to drag her body across the bed with every inch of bruised flesh feeling like it weighed a hundred pounds) and managed to get to Evelyn, wrapping her arms around the other woman’s thigh and nuzzling her head to Evelyn’s hip. She felt a quiver go through her mistress and wondered if it was an aftershock from how much Evelyn had enjoyed this or if it was the first tingle of fresh arousal.
“Just let me rest my eyes a minute, Mistress,” Gracie said, shutting her eyelids. “You can start whenever you want. But maybe five minutes… Give me five minutes, then shake me a little. I’ll ride you then. I’ll even do spirit fingers.” She realized Evelyn might not know the term. “That’s a cheerleader thing. You, uh…you…with your fingers…you…you…”
She opened her eyes, and it was bright, somehow. Had Evelyn turned on the lights? Why would she do that? Didn’t she want to nudge Gracie and then do the…
Gracie’s body felt completely different. Still a little sore, but not at all as spongy and sweaty and—weirdly, appealingly gross—as after those four orgasms. She looked down. She still wore the four Xs over her breasts. And she was still naked. But there was such a dramatic change from the hazy, hallucinogenic sensuality of the night to this that it felt like she’d woken from a dream.
Gracie picked herself up. She stumbled off the bed and saw that it was still a mess. She usually left about as much imprint on her bed as a pencil would, but she and Evelyn had… Well, Evelyn had.
Gracie noticed the length of leather dangling from one wrist. She’d really had that thing tying her up for—she didn’t know how long. Long enough to be fucked four times. Her shoulders felt stiff. She rotated her arms. She needed to get in better shape if she was going to do this over and over.
Gracie wondered what training you were supposed to go through to belong to someone the way she did to Evelyn. Did she need to take up yoga for whatever positions Evelyn might want to twist her into? Tame her gag reflex by pushing cucumbers down her throat until Evelyn could play Deep Throat with any of her collection of dildos?
Gracie padded into the kitchen. Evelyn sat at the breakfast nook, a bowl of some oaty cereal poured and half a grapefruit on a plate. She was reading the newspaper. Her mask was in place, but she was wearing fresh clothes. And she’d showered. Either that or Evelyn was simply so controlling that she could meditate for a couple minutes and her body instantly went back to looking like it was on the cover of GQ.
While Gracie was naked except for bondage restraints and bedhead.
“Morning,” Evelyn deadpanned.
“Morning,” Gracie said back numbly. She found she didn’t really mind being naked—letting herself be seen by Evelyn was certainly the least of what they’d done together—but she did feel literally underdressed. Like she could’ve at least run a comb through her hair before presenting herself to her boss…mistress…lover…whatever Evelyn was.
She looked from the masked Evelyn to her breakfast and wondered if Evelyn had actually been eating in that thing. No, that was impossible. She’d probably heard Gracie get up and put it on—but why hadn’t she just told Gracie to go back to her room if she was so set on not being seen without her mask? Now her cereal was getting all soggy.
Had she slept in it? Had she slept at all? No, it was too early in the morning to try to figure Evelyn Voss out, and Gracie was wearing entirely too little underwear to do any deep thinking.
“Sorry that I fell asleep on you,” Gracie said.
“Nonsense. I would’ve awakened you if I desired more. One of our bodies was bound to give out first. I’m gratified it wasn’t mine.”
“Yeah, you’re, uh…” Gracie didn’t think barging into Evelyn’s kitchen naked and complimenting her abs was the vibe she wanted to project now. “You’re really something.”
“In fact, we probably went a little past reasonable limits. If I had known we were going to be so…productive, I would’ve provisioned us accordingly. Some water bottles nearby. More lubricant. Maybe a cheerleader uniform,” she added lastly, quirking an eyebrow.
Gracie felt her cheeks coloring. What is it with this girl and cheerleaders? she wondered before thinking of the hot pants and the crop tops and the Kama Sutra levels of bending. So, stupid question. But she still liked the way Evelyn said her name too much to care for something as generic as cheerleader for a pet name.
Was that what it was? Did she have a pet name? No, people had pet names for each other and she didn’t have a pet name for Evelyn. Except for Ms. Voss. That couldn’t count, surely…
Evelyn stood, buttoning her jacket over her blouse. It was such a big, important legal-drama move that Gracie couldn’t believe she was doing it after reading the Sunday funnies and having a bowl of Oaty Os. “Well, I can see your morning routine awaits. I have to get to work. You can go back to your own room whenever you wish, only take the Do Not Disturb sign off the door before you do. I’ve left a generous tip for the maid who has to clean the sheets; it’d be a shame not to let her earn it.”
Gracie bit her lip. “You know…it’d be a shame to have the bed all messed up and me all messed up and simply clean everything up when we could…” Her words faltered off. What are you doing? she asked herself. Because she knew she wasn’t actually asking to be fucked again, for the fifth time in twenty-four hours…
“Could?” Evelyn prompted.
Oh, what the hell? I’ve made my bed. Or fucking halfway dismantled the bed. “Do that thing we were talking about…with the riding…before I fell asleep? Since you were supposed to wake me up…”
“So it’s my fault?” Evelyn asked.
Abort, ABORT. “No, I just—we said we were going to—”
“We?”
Really motherfucking abort! “I just thought you might like to have a little more fun before we call it a night. I think we were in the a.m. there some, which is a new day, so why not mess around a little and then call it a morning?” Gracie finished lamely.
“Hmm,” Evelyn nodded. “I think you misunderstand our arrangement just a little. You see, I am paying you. So when I want sex, I tell you to bend over. When you want sex… Well, I don’t know. But it does seem a little ungracious to simply ask for it after I already strained myself to give you…” She held up her finger and counted each of the four Xs, which Gracie thought was a little melodramatic. “Four orgasms. Yes. I think you could stand to be a little more gracious.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Voss.”
“That’s alright. Most people are a little thoughtless first thing in the morning. Or ten a.m., as the case may be.” Evelyn got up and went to get her coat. “But I’ll tell you what. Write a letter, thanking me for your wonderful experience last night and requesting the pleasure of my company again, and then I’ll think about it. You should probably shower as well. Do something with your hair. And wear something naughty under your usual…choices. I promise I’ll give due consideration to your inquiry the moment I return home.”
“Okay,” Gracie said, crossing her arms, hiding her breasts behind them.
Evelyn shrugged on the coat. She walked beside Gracie, amusing herself by brushing the hem of her coat along Gracie’s naked calf. “I’m not censuring you. I very much enjoyed last night myself. But I’m not your girlfriend, I’m your mistress. I won’t settle for a quickie to salve your itchy cunt. I’m paying you for the absolute best, and that’s what I’ll have.” She prodded Gracie’s lowered chin up with her forefinger. “I was very satisfied by last night. I know you were too. Why would you want to give me less than that? Why would you ever be satisfied with offering me mediocrity?”
“I only wanted more of…what happened,” Gracie admitted, browbeaten by the weight of how Evelyn talked. Like she’d degraded herself by offering Evelyn a fling when she was so imperfect.
“That’s natural,” Evelyn told her. “But now that you know what it’s like, we should have a higher standard, not less. I don’t want it to get worse and worse. I want it to get better. Perfect.”
“You want me to be perfect.”
“I want my money’s worth,”
Evelyn stressed.
“Do you want me to love you?” Gracie asked. The words—the word—spilled out of her like an exhale after she’d held her breath long enough for everything in her lungs to turn toxic.
“Love is simple. Two people want to be together. You want to be here because you’re being paid. That will always be part of the dynamic. I will never be loved.”
“That’s not—”
“I didn’t say,” Evelyn interrupted, “that it was a state of affairs that held no appeal to me. If I loved you, I would’ve been very concerned for you. At times. Since I don’t—”
Evelyn held her hands up.
Gracie turned her head to the side. Looking away from Evelyn.
She was sure that Evelyn was lying. Or if not sure that it was the truth, then at least sure that it made sense when so much of her world was spinning on its axis. But she got the feeling that what Evelyn was paying for at the end of the day wasn’t sex. It was being able to tell herself that all it was was sex.



 
Chapter 12
Gracie couldn’t help but be surprised when Wayne showed up at her door. She was dressed, and she didn’t think the apartment showed any sign of what she and Evelyn had last done in it, but, still, it would’ve been nice for him to call ahead. But then, that was Wayne. Little niceties like sending a text were tossed about on the stormy seas of his psyche, making it to port late, if ever.
She buzzed him up and looked around but found nothing needing to be hidden. She checked a second time to be sure, and by then, Wayne was rapping at the front door.
He looked good but shaky. He’d cut his hair, and by that, she didn’t mean running a friend’s clippers over his scalp until he was all but bald and could wait a few months before worrying again. No, he’d gone to a barber. Daily showers had cleared his skin up, and shaving regularly meant no razor burn, only smooth cheeks starting to fill out because he was eating sandwiches, fruits, vegetables
instead of instant noodles and instant coffee. The concierge must not have recognized him, which was best for everyone.
“Wayne, hey—” Gracie absorbed a quick hug. “I think I have coffee? Soft drinks if I don’t; you okay?”
Wayne pumped his eyebrows. “Fine. Just got paid, so I thought I could get you out of here, take you to see a show. You’re not busy, are you?”
“Not for two hours,” Gracie said. “Let me put my face on, and you look up some showtimes.”
“Will do,” Wayne said, and as Gracie went to the bathroom, she didn’t feel the lightness where the key in her pocket had been.
“I like the haircut.”
“I was thinking of growing it out, actually,” Wayne said. “Full beard, mullet. If I need to bug out, I wanna look like ZZ Top in my wanted posters and Justin Timberlake in person. But my boss, he said not to be such a fag about it, you know? Can’t be looking like a beach bum while I’m working for him. So I figure I’ll start from scratch, use conditioner, grow a real nice beard, some of that Tom Cruise ’90s hair; I can still shave it all off…”
That was Wayne. He talked about bugging out enough that she thought it was something he might be looking forward to, like people had used to talk about the zombie apocalypse. But Gracie couldn’t judge him for his fantasy life—now that she was someone’s fantasy life.
* * *
Evelyn wrapped up everything she could at the law firm, ordered the plane tickets, bought everything she’d need for a week away. Her work took up her thoughts, blockading everything else. She’d always been good at that. Between her career and Gracie, she’d thought she had herself locked down—nothing she didn’t want getting inside the sanctum of her mind, or outside the central emptiness of what she wanted to forget.
Then, on the road, she stopped at a red light next to a hearse.
Evelyn tried not to look at it. It couldn’t be Philip Case, could it? Not so soon—the police wouldn’t have released his body. But he would get his funeral in time. His friends would be there, his family. She could tell herself that he was a loner, an orphan, a bachelor, but it was all too convenient to be believed. There had to be someone who loved him, someone hurting.
She shook her head. It wasn’t her fault; it was his. What he’d tried to do to Gracie—he deserved it. Evelyn couldn’t be blamed for the consequences of someone else’s actions. It was karma, the universe working through her, natural law.
Then she imagined what Violado must tell himself. It couldn’t be far off from what she had just thought.
Evelyn drove for hours, waiting for the miasma to pass. She didn’t want to face Gracie like this. It’d take too many explanations. She only wanted to be Ms. Voss and to please her.
It was so gratifying to punish Gracie, to be inviolate—to feed her all the anger and lust and perversion and only hear pure pleasure back from that sweet voice—but it was impossible to figure out what internal alchemy created all the urges she needed to vent. Impossible to know how to instead be filled with the goodness and light that a lover really needed. That Gracie needed.
The engine was running on fumes before she realized she needed to refuel. She pulled into the gas station and resolved to try and sleep this feeling off, in her own bed. No point in trying to get back to what she’d had, not today. Like always with Violado, she was a little dirtier than when she started.
Suddenly, she was back inside her apartment, with Gracie there, holding out an envelope to her on the hotel stationery.
“I wrote you your letter,” Gracie said proudly. “Open it.”
Evelyn stood there, not taking the envelope, not even thinking to take it. She wanted to look at Gracie. She wanted to stop looking at Gracie. God knew what she’d subject her to if she stared long enough for her needs to re-exert themselves.
“Evelyn? Are you okay?” Gracie asked.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Evelyn replied and belatedly took the letter.
“You’re shaking. And your eyes are red. Like you’ve been crying.”
“I haven’t been crying,” Evelyn told her.
“Maybe you should. Get it all out of your system.”
Gracie reached to Evelyn’s back, beginning to rub along her spine, and Evelyn pulled away.
“There’s nothing I need to get out,” she said, then looked down at the letter. She’d crinkled it, her hands convulsing as she’d jolted away from Gracie’s touch as if from a hot frying pan.
“Okay,” Gracie said gently. “Why don’t you sit down? Please?”
That did sound good. Blood was pounding in Evelyn’s temples. Her vision blurred—she started trying to blink it away, then stopped. The last thing she needed to do was start blinking like a strobe light. Then Gracie would really worry; she didn’t deserve to worry. What had she ever done besides have a run of bad luck that had been punished already with “Ms. Voss”?
Gracie shadowed her to the love seat. Evelyn wondered why. Then it occurred to her sluggish brain that Gracie was staying close in case she fell. Evelyn dropped into the seat and leaned back, feeling a little better now that her weight was off her sagging bones.
Gracie knelt down in front of her, and Evelyn felt a frisson of interest. It’d be nice to have Gracie bowing to her. But what Gracie was doing was unstrapping her heels.
“Do you need anything?” Gracie carefully eased the shoes off her feet.
I need pills. I need a smoke. I need a drink. I need all kinds of things that I can’t have because only one, no matter how small, starts me down the slope. I’m on a roller coaster at the top of a hill, and it only takes one indulgence to drop me. You’re the only thing I can treat myself to because you don’t make me want to get high, drunk, stoned. All you make me want is more of you.
The letter was still crinkling in her hand. Evelyn unfolded it and looked at it. It said:
You Can Have My Ass.
She grunted a smile—not that Gracie could see it.
“I expected at least a wry chuckle,” Gracie admitted.
“I’m not precisely in the mood.”
“Yeah, no kidding. Wanna talk about it?”
Evelyn shook her head.
“Can I get you something? A sandwich? Jell-O?”
“I want to be left alone,” Evelyn said, her voice cracking.
“I don’t think you do. I can sit with you, if you want.” Gracie lowered herself down to the cushion beside Evelyn’s, her legs drawn up under her. “I know you’re particular about being touched, but maybe…” She reached down. Her hand surrounded Evelyn’s fingers, interlocking, thumb lining up with hers. “Is that alright, Evelyn?”
Evelyn couldn’t speak, but her hand tightened spastically on Gracie’s. She shut her eyes. Gracie gently ran her thumb along the ridge her bone made through the skin.
“Evelyn, say it’s alright. I really want to be doing this…okay?”
Evelyn’s head drifted down until it was lying on Gracie’s shoulder. “Yes, it’s alright,” she whispered.
“Good. Good.” Gracie nodded to herself. “Whatever it is, you don’t have to think about it right now. Just relax. Close your eyes. Breathe. I’m here.”
Need, frantic and overwhelming, clawed at the inside of Evelyn’s skull. She hadn’t realized how bereft she was. She was alone—she was stranded in loneliness—but she didn’t have to be. She pushed herself on top of Gracie, slipped down into the lap, and laid there shuddering. Too much, too fast, she’d asked for everything…
She felt Gracie’s hand stroking down her body, petting away the agitation that swarmed like ants through her blood vessels.
“Easy, easy,” Gracie cooed to her.
She wrapped her arms around Gracie’s thigh. Yes, not going anywhere now. She’d stay like this, and it would all slide off her like soap suds in the shower.
“Evelyn, do you, ah, do you need a doctor? You really seem upset…”
“I’ll be fine,” Evelyn forced out—it hurt her swollen throat. “It happens sometimes. It’ll pass. It’ll pass.” It’ll pass, it’ll pass, it’ll pass.
“When’s the last time you ate? Had something to drink?”
Evelyn shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Okay…” Gracie moved a finger to her pulse. Waited a moment. “Geez, your heart must be going a mile a minute. Okay, let’s just sit here a while, then I’ll fix you something to eat, make you some tea—does that sound alright?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Did someone…hurt you? We can call the police, anytime you want. I’m pretty sure they’ll let me stay with you while you tell them…”
Did she need the police? She did. God, she did. She’d needed them ten years ago. Now they were about as much use as building a handrail after she’d fallen down a flight of stairs.
“No cops,” Evelyn said dully, by rote. The family motto.
“This isn’t normal. Nothing should make you feel this way.”
“It’s just how I feel,” Evelyn said.
How to tell her? She’d half-thought Gracie would hate her. She was paying to abuse her, lording her wealth over a woman who had none. Only Gracie hadn’t. She’d accepted her. She’d acted like Evelyn wasn’t a monster—believed it until even Evelyn was fooled.
Evelyn had whiplash from going back to who she really was.
“Think you can get up, maybe? Go to the kitchen with me?”
“Uh-huh.”
Gracie stood. She helped Evelyn up, guided her to the kitchen. Started on a pot of tea and chicken soup and poured a tall glass of water that Evelyn entirely drank the moment it was handed to her. Gracie took a knife and an apple and started cutting it into slices.
“You like apple slices with peanut butter?” Gracie asked.
Evelyn nodded.
“Me too. Best snack ever.”
Evelyn watched her knife peanut butter out of the jar and spread it onto apple slices like she’d been granted a vision of life on some distant alien world. What sense did it make for Gracie to treat her like this? She should be able to smell what Evelyn was. Like fire and gasoline together, like water and electricity, there should be a violent reaction. But all that happened when the monster and the maiden came together was softness.
Evelyn undid her mask and set it aside. She needed to breathe more than she needed to hide. Gracie noticed, but she didn’t look. Nice. Always so nice. And what did that get her? Me.
Evelyn doubled over, but there was nothing to vomit up. Gracie picked her up and helped her over to the sink, and she finally managed to purge a clear, watery gruel. Gracie turned on the faucet to wash it away. She palmed cool, clean water to Evelyn’s mouth to push the taste away.
Evelyn was being held from behind and the faucet was running, and when Gracie turned it off, Evelyn heard the steam gathering in the teapot. Gracie would have to let her go. She’d have to, she’d have to, she’d have to. But for now, Evelyn shook and Gracie held her tighter.
“I’d like my mask back, please.”
“Okay.” Gracie went and got it. She helped Evelyn put it back on. “If you want, I could turn the lights out. You could eat without me looking at you.”
“Maybe. I don’t know.” It almost hurt to think. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“I didn’t look,” Gracie told her.
“We’re out of balance, you and me. You’re so beautiful, inside and out. And I’m…I’m me. On both sides.”
“You’re beautiful,” Gracie assured her.
How to tell Gracie any of it, all of it. “Did you think you would be the hero when you grew up?” Evelyn asked.
“I never thought about growing up when I was growing up. It just sort of happened.”
“When I was a kid, I thought I’d be a hero. Then, when I was growing up, I thought I’d be a good person. Now…” Evelyn shut her eyes. “I shouldn’t like the things I like. I shouldn’t do the things I do with you. It’s not normal.”
“The things we do make you happy. That’s not nothing. What’s so great about being normal if it doesn’t make you happy?”
Evelyn shook her head. “You think it makes me happy, paying someone five thousand dollars to hold my hand?”
“I’m not doing this because you’re paying me.”
Evelyn said nothing. The teapot was whining now, and Gracie left to get it. She set down a cup of tea on the table, then a bowl of chicken broth. Then she made a quick cucumber sandwich, cut in half with one slice for her and one for Evelyn.
“I think I will have the light off,” Evelyn said.
Gracie turned it off, and they sat in the dark, in only the light from a window that was barely enough.
“The man I work for… I have this job…”
Evelyn fell silent and stayed so for long moments until Gracie pushed her plate closer to her.
“Eat,” she said.
Evelyn took a few bites of her sandwich. Drank some tea. She lowered her spoon into the broth but only stirred it some.
“Someone goes to the hospital. They get an operation. To get that operation, they have to be cut open, their bones are broken, they have tubes shoved down their throat… But it has to happen. So the people who are a part of it, who clean it up, who stitch up the wounds, even who make the incisions, they’re doing something good. Because it has to happen. And it’d be worse if they didn’t do what they did.”
“What has to happen that’s worth you feeling this way?” Gracie asked.
Evelyn forced a grin and was surprised when the edge of her lips didn’t meet the mask. Oh, yes. It wasn’t there. She worried she’d look ghoulish trying to push a smile into her voice this way, but with the mask off, it hardly mattered. She looked monstrous enough already.
“I do wish I could do something else…sometimes…but it’s what I was meant for. What I deserve. And I really don’t want to talk about it.”
“Maybe you don’t want to, but this is the first time you’ve stopped shaking since you walked through the door.”
Suddenly, Evelyn needed her mask. She didn’t need to eat, she didn’t need to drink, she only needed to be covered up. She held the mask to her face and tried to put the straps into position, but her hands were shaking again.
Evelyn stopped. She took a deep breath. Gracie was looking at her. That made her feel scared and calm all at once.
“I need a shower,” she said. “You can put the food into the refrigerator.”



 
Chapter 13
“I do pro bono work,” Evelyn said aloud under the scream of the shower and the hiss of steam coming up from the tile floor to swirl through her senses and make everything a relief. Not so dirty, not so achy, simply blissful heat and cleanness. “And the work that supports my pro bono work. There was a retiree who’d planted an oak sixty years ago, and his neighbor was trying to get the city to chop it down—I stopped that. There was a girl…a twelve-year-old girl… She started hanging out with a gang, not doing anything illegal, just following them around, and the police…the police…”
She tried to picture herself saying this to Gracie, and her justifications faltered. She could lie to herself; she was good at it. But Gracie—it’d been so nice to have Gracie care for her. Make sure she was fed and warm and safe. Giving a damn if she was alive or dead. But Evelyn didn’t think she had enough excuses in the world to make a difference if Gracie were to know the truth.
She took the showerhead and rinsed the suds off her body before picking up the bar of soap again and beginning to wash once more.
* * *
Gracie didn’t want to disturb Evelyn’s privacy; that was clearly the first commandment of Evelyn Voss. But she also didn’t want Evelyn to slit her wrists and bleed out while she was being respected from afar. Not that Gracie thought she would do that after one bad day; but how well did she really know Evelyn? The woman made herself unknowable.
Gracie padded closer to the bathroom door, ready to bolt at the sound of the knob turning. She listened to the shower run and lost herself in it, thinking of the feel of the water on her own skin and trying to imagine how it would feel glazing Evelyn’s flesh.
Did she wear the mask in the shower, the spray rattling on it like rain on an old window? No. Surely not. It wasn’t the mask Evelyn was drawn to, Gracie didn’t think, it was the negation of it. She didn’t want to be seen for her ugliness, maybe not even her beauty. What did she want to be seen? Did she want to be seen at all? She had to want that—why else was Gracie here?
I wonder if there’s a prostitute on earth who’s this worried about her client? Gracie shook her head. That wasn’t all Evelyn was to her. Evelyn had been concerned for her, cared for her… befriended her. Okay. And she paid Gracie to have sex with her. Kinky, degrading—ridiculously satisfying—sex. Did that preclude the friendship? There had to be accountants who were friends with the people they did taxes for. Not that it was the same thing, at all.
Gracie had always taken stories about situationships and friends with benefits and throuples with a grain of salt. They seemed to her like the exaggeration of perverted magazine writers and people in Los Angeles. Maybe one percent of one percent of people had a fuckbuddy, so a writer desperate to be edgy put it into their TV show and convinced everyone that it was the latest trend.
Yeah, Gracie had grown up during the moral panic over rainbow parties. If there were any, she’d never been invited to any, and she’d never met anyone who would want to go to one.
But what the hell was her and Evelyn’s thing if not…something?
This was about more than simply money. She enjoyed her…work. But if she didn’t need the money; did she need the money? How much of a nest egg did she need before she got an apartment, got a job, started a real life? And if she had a real life, would she still be opening her legs to whatever kinky thing Evelyn wanted to do?
Would she be standing outside her bathroom while Evelyn took a shower, listening for any sign of distress, willing Evelyn to be okay?
The shower turned off. Gracie rushed, as quietly as possible, over to the couch. She sat down and tried to look natural. There was a TV Guide between the couch cushions. She snatched it up and pretended to read. It was from 2016. Yeah, that tracked—Evelyn probably didn’t even have cable now, just enough streaming services to sound like a toddler’s first words. Hulu! Freevee! Guuji! Jonso!
I should write some of these down in case I ever need to name a character in a Star Wars movie.
Evelyn came out with a bathrobe on. She’d wrapped her towel around the lower part of her face.
She’s ridiculous, Gracie thought, still smiling to herself. I love how ridiculous she is.
“That must be the funniest TV Guide ever published,” Evelyn observed.
“I was thinking about streaming services,” Gracie told her.
“Really? That always depresses me.”
She walked to her bedroom, Gracie watching her—first, for any sign of distress, then, only to be watching her. Her long legs crossing the floor like scalpels cutting through skin. Her thighs flashing out from beneath the hem of her robe, pale but not seeming devoid of anything or undernourished—more like a canvas of expensive material simply waiting to embrace watercolors, ink, graphite, whatever Gracie decided to use on it.
Her lips parted as she pictured the flush of red that might go through that milky flesh. It struck her imagination like lightning jumping around inside a dark cloud.
It occurred to Gracie that, for all they’d done together, she’d never seen Evelyn naked. Barely even undressed. Always in a shirt, trousers, this or that. It was what Evelyn wanted—and God knew “what Evelyn wanted” was getting to be Gracie’s fetish—but how Gracie stared. She knew that what she was seeing was worth staring at. And what she was not seeing was worth imagining.
Evelyn breezed into her bedroom. Her back to Gracie, she opened her bathrobe and shrugged it off. Gracie felt a dryness in the back of her throat and knew that, if left unchecked, it would end up feeling like she’d swallowed the Sahara desert.
Evelyn’s slender back. Her creamy skin with trickles of dark hair running down her shoulders as she unwound the towel from about her face, replaced it with the mask, straightened out her hair, made a ponytail of it, and, all while naked—wet and naked— the lines of her body displaying the pure beauty of a cloud on a summer day.
She was thin but hardly boyish. Just the right amount of curves: delicately slender at her throat, her shoulders, her waist, but that knifing narrowness leavened with contours at her hips, her bust. Even with Evelyn’s back turned, Gracie could see the outsides of her plump breasts, their jellied quiver when she turned her body at the waist to pick up her nightgown. It was all as pristine, as precise, as perfect as Evelyn herself.
Gracie couldn’t imagine an inch less or more at any place on Evelyn’s body. Even her hair was cut to just the right length: a tantalizing hint that slicked down her swanning neck and pulled at her lissome back, helping the eye down her sleekness to the swell of her buttocks. God, Gracie could understand why she was so interested in anal sex. Who wouldn’t be, with an ass like that?
She ran her hands down her own body, feeling how her hips surged as they became her ass. She…might’ve had more broadness than Evelyn’s neatly packaged body. What little fat there was on Evelyn’s body, proving her not an aesthete, was stored in exactly the right places—it all seemed so deliberate, like the composition of a painstakingly rendered portrait, not a gram of it gauche.
Evelyn pulled on the nightgown. It fluttered about her shoulders, crawled down her back, finally settled around her thighs. Gracie about moaned. She’d gotten too good a look at Evelyn’s body not to want to see more. And Evelyn stood there, still facing away, her gown like a gray haze over her body—showing the shape of it, the loveliness of it, but denying Gracie the full effect. It made Gracie feel like she was seeing the Mona Lisa through tissue paper. Her pussy throbbed.
Easy, girl, Gracie thought, squeezing her thighs together and trying to stem the arousal she’d let go way, way too far. She was supposed to be worried about Evelyn, not wanting to run her hands through that thick gloaming of glossy, black hair, all of it the gorgeous shade of a cool winter night.
“How are you feeling?” she ventured, worried now that Evelyn would find it suspicious how long she’d been gawked at with no show of concern.
“Better,” Evelyn announced, tugging her nightgown down and into place, wiggling her hips to work the folds out until it was a sheath about her lissome body. “I think I’m going to take a brisk nap, perhaps put further work off into—”
Gracie wasn’t listening. She was feeling her panties’ hold on her cunt like they were being ground into her labia. God, people weren’t supposed to get this aroused. They simply weren’t.
“Gracie, do you remember when I told you I’d like to sleep with you hog-tied by my bed?”
That, naturally, got through to Gracie: “Yeah?” she said, really, truly, surprised at how aroused she still was.
Evelyn turned around. Her cleavage, offered under a lacy fretwork that topped her nightgown, seemed like a dessert of just the right proportions. Any more would be gluttonous, unartistic, which was one thing Evelyn could never be.
“I realize that particular fantasy is not very compatible with the realities of the human body. I’d like to try something else and… Christ, just look at you. Your eyes are so… It’s like you’re a puppy and I’m holding a treat.”
Gracie squelched a denial. She didn’t have it in her to lie so vehemently. “Thanks?”
“I don’t want to explain it all to you—there’s no fun in that—but I don’t want to spring it on you and risk you not liking it. So what I’ve decided to do is to tell you what I want. You’re going to do as I say. If you don’t want to, or if something makes you uncomfortable, you can stop and I can explain…” Evelyn tightened her right hand into a fist, as if the thought distressed her but she didn’t want it to be distressing. “I have a present for you. Let’s start there. I got you a present.”
“If you’re sure you’re up for it?” Gracie asked, a little pleadingly.
She felt like one of those lotto balls, bounced around before it was selected. Evelyn turned her on. She wanted Evelyn to mistress her. Dom her, was the sick-fuck word for it, she knew now—as a professional sick fuck.
Gracie wasn’t at all sure she wanted to be turned on. And she was concerned about Evelyn, but should she be concerned more? Want to fuck her less? She wanted her friend to be okay, obviously, more than she wanted to come; her body really wanted to come, though.
She probably shouldn’t have committed Evelyn’s ass to genetic memory if she didn’t want to be desperate to orgasm.
“Do you want my gift?” Evelyn asked, and Gracie knew she was asking much the same thing Gracie was asking herself. Was this too much? Too much in this way, too much in that way, simply too much?
It seemed like it should be, in at least one direction, but Gracie’s body seized the mic—she nodded.
Evelyn tilted her head down, and Gracie knew that, under the mask, her smile was one of relief. For such a controlled woman, Evelyn’s body language was very easy to read, as soon as you got to know her.
“Good. Because I really want to see you in it.”
Jesus, if Evelyn had bought her a cage, how in the hell was Gracie supposed to ask her if she’d kept the receipt?
* * *
Evelyn hadn’t had time to arrange for a more suitable box. She handed Gracie the tiny cardboard thing from Amazon. It said Ahh, another excellent choice! on the side. Gracie wondered if there’d ever been a time when that kind of cloying corpo-sentimentality could’ve ruined the mood for her and Evelyn. If there was, it was far in the past.
She opened up the box. Inside was a leather collar, thick and sturdy, Gracie’s name printed on it in chrome studs.
“Jesus,” Gracie said.
“You can put it on if you want to,” Evelyn said. Her gaze bore into Gracie’s throat, as if tracing the swath of skin that would feel the collar’s embrace. Gracie could’ve laughed; she was reminded of a teenage boy looking at a girl in a bikini, willing her top to come off. Of course, Evelyn had seen her naked plenty. What excited her was what Gracie would put on.
Gracie picked up the collar. The feel of the leather, only in her hands, reminded her of the first night Evelyn had taken her. Supple leather, strong and yet lavish to the touch, binding her wrists. Caging her and titillating her at the same time.
Bound up like that, she’d been so excited—it hadn’t been being tied that had let Evelyn have her, it was the thrill of being totally vulnerable. She could’ve ripped apart that length of leather before she managed to fight off her arousal enough to want Evelyn to stop.
Gracie wound the leather around her throat. Cool, almost too cool… No, her skin was simply warm. She fiddled with the buckle. She’d unthinkingly wrapped it so that the buckle went together at the back of her neck. Evelyn moved in to help her. When she grasped the collar, Gracie heard Evelyn gasp sharply.
That first night, with her wrists tied, Evelyn had gotten everything she’d wanted from her. But Gracie had gotten something from her too. Taken it, by submission. Evelyn had given her a loss of control, a reaching out, a wildness that Gracie didn’t think anyone else got to see, much less experience. And now it was Gracie’s again.
Evelyn did up the buckle—she tested the collar, wiggling two fingers under its width for a moment before they slithered away, leaving nothing for Gracie to feel but the leather, riding hard on the rushing beat of her pulse.
“I have more for you,” Evelyn said—her fingers brushed against Gracie’s wrist, then were gone. Gracie followed, even without Evelyn holding her hand, pulling her along. The collar was like a hand on her throat, forcing her down a path she wanted to go down, but so fast that she nearly flew.
Evelyn opened a drawer. Inside was a length of chain. Gleaming chrome chain. Gracie felt disassociated, absent from herself. She knew arousal, but was it hers or Evelyn’s? One thing was certain: Wherever she was now, her neuroses, her misgivings, they were all in her old body. They couldn’t reach her up on whatever cloud this was.
Gracie took the chain. She hooked the end onto the clip dangling from her collar. Faintness flowed behind her eyes. Her eyelids fluttered before she managed to focus her gaze on Evelyn, seeing that Evelyn’s breathing was hitched like her own, slapping against the inside of her mask, gushing through the edge, stirring an errant lock of hair that ran down her cheek…
Gracie took the rest of the coiled chain and held it out to Evelyn. Evelyn took it with a trembling hand; Gracie could only imagine how that translated into the girl under all that self-control. How fast her heart must be racing, how quickly her lungs were pumping—
Evelyn took most of the chain under her arm. She put a hand on the length that stretched between her and Gracie. With a steady, careful grip, she pulled Gracie along. Gracie held back only enough to make Evelyn draw on it, pressuring the collar around her throat. It was her decision to go with Evelyn, but she still let Evelyn make her do it.
Evelyn brought her to the bed. She wound the chain around the bedpost. “There’s a lock in the nightstand.”
There was more than one lock. Gracie picked one at random. The metal was colder than the leather had been. It seemed to burn her fingers. She clicked it shut on the chain, binding it to the bed. Binding her to the bed.
Evelyn peeled back the covers. She slid under them. A practiced motion she did without ever taking her eyes off Gracie.
“Is there something else you’d like me to do?” Gracie asked. If it counted as a question when she simply wanted to hear Evelyn’s voice, to know there was another way she could please Ms. Voss.
Evelyn shook her head. “I’m done asking you to do things. Now you only do them.”
She took hold of the chain. She pulled.
Gracie resisted only so it would take a few seconds before she climbed into bed with Evelyn. A feeling like this, she had to savor.
* * *
Afterward, Evelyn kept some of the chain wound around her hand. Gracie lay there, staring at her hand, her forefinger curled through one of the links. Because as firmly as the chain held her, Evelyn wanted to hold her just a little tighter.
* * *
Gracie woke in the middle of the night and saw Evelyn in a sliver of moonlight. She’d wound the chain around her own arm, around herself, and she slept with her hand next to her on the pillow, holding a handful of chain like it was a child’s teddy bear. If her eyes were open, she could’ve looked at Gracie through the links.
Careful not to rattle the chain, not to make any noise, Gracie reached under the covers and under her clothes, and she proved to herself how much she wanted this.



 
Chapter 14
Faint light suffused the room, filtered through gauzy curtains that kept it from doing more than gently caressing the eye. And the sight of Evelyn could never be harsh. She had let go of the chain, playing with it back and forth on the bedspread like a pet snake. Gracie stretched, putting herself on the extreme end of the chain, so that when Evelyn fingered it, Gracie felt the tug on her collar.
“This bed smells like cunt,” Evelyn purred, and Gracie didn’t think she’d ever get tired of the way her mistress said that word. “Did you have a little wet dream?”
Gracie felt heat rise in her cheeks. She was blushing. A blushing prostitute. “I didn’t want to wake you.”
“It would’ve been an interesting way to wake up. You humping my leg, desperate for relief…”
Gracie cast her eyes downward. She knew her face must be bright red. “I wouldn’t… hump…”
“Another day, another dollar,” Evelyn said cheerily. If ever there was someone Gracie wouldn’t think was a morning person…
Evelyn hopped out of bed, her nightgown flicking up before settling back over her ass. She went to a flower print on the wall and took it down. There was a safe behind it. Evelyn typed a code into the keypad. The safe trilled and clonked unlocked. Evelyn swung the thick door open and reached inside for a fat envelope. She tossed it onto the bed.
“Five thousand dollars. For services rendered.”
“Evelyn, c’mon. All I did yesterday was…you know…help out a friend.” The flush was still on Gracie’s face, but now it felt sweaty. It was one thing to be paid for sex, but she wouldn’t take money for being a person.
“I paid you to be available to me. You were. And I used you. You deserve to be paid for that.”
It was like Gracie had slipped on another mask, was playing another role. The real her couldn’t be this naïve, could she? She’d want the money. But all Gracie could think of was how hurt Evelyn had been, by whatever her job was.
She might be all about collars, chains, and whips, but Evelyn was still a human being. It had to mean something to her that there was a connection between them.
Gracie kept thinking of giving Evelyn that hurt look in her eyes like had been there last night. She couldn’t bear it. She had to be a friend to her, even if Evelyn was too fucked up to know what to do with that. Hell, even if Gracie was almost too fucked up to offer.
“I don’t agree.” Gracie picked up the envelope and held it out to Evelyn. “Come on. Take it back.”
“Tell you what.” Evelyn reached into the safe again. “Ten thousand today. For additional duties.”
“What kind of duties?”
“I’m tired of my old desk. I want a new one.”
* * *
Gracie remembered cuddling with Evelyn on the couch. Feeling Evelyn’s touch not so much as a physical sensation but as a constant—ebbing and flowing, but always there. Always so close, she could touch it, even when she couldn’t touch it. But she thought she liked this more. Naked, on her hands and knees, with Evelyn’s laptop on her back. Evelyn sitting on the couch beside her, typing, reading, clicking.
Little keypresses going through the slender computer, prickling her spine and running across her vertebrae.
Little beeps sounding right next to her ear, it seemed like. Echoing inside her skull. Making her strain to hear Evelyn’s breathing, her blood in her veins, her heart marking its rhythm against her rib cage.
Sometimes, Evelyn took her left hand off the keyboard. She moved it over to Gracie’s ass and explored the taut flesh like it was a buffet laid out for her, one she was sampling rather than feasting on.
Her hand glazed over the little tingles of sweat at the small of Gracie’s back…massaging it into the skin of her ass…ran down the curve of her buttocks. She squeezed sometimes, agreeably molding the flesh, and Gracie would whimper, shutting her eyes and remembering that Evelyn touched her like that when she was inside her.
Holding her close.
Making sure that the pleasure of being merged couldn’t go away, for either of them, until it reached its ultimate expression.
Gracie hoped that Evelyn was enjoying herself that way now. She could hear Evelyn’s breath—it rushed sometimes, sometimes became a held gasp. She didn’t know what changed.
Sometimes Evelyn would almost pet the silky flesh of her ass, sometimes she’d massage it. Sometimes she seemed to lose all interest, only resting her hand there, tapping her fingers on bare skin as if it were of no more interest to her than what made up the tile beneath her feet.
Gracie thought that had to be when Evelyn needed to really pay attention to something on her damnable laptop. But then it’d go back to being something she could do on autopilot, and her hand would stroke Gracie again, pleasure her again, put a hitch in Evelyn’s breath again—
Gracie thought she got it. It was her. When she shuddered, when she sighed—it excited Evelyn. It got Gracie rewarded.
Gracie knew better than to try to fake the pleasure; that wasn’t what Evelyn wanted. But knowing that Evelyn was fixated on her arousal, that… It did things to her. Made her sensitive. Made her slick.
And almost inevitably, Evelyn reached down, tracing a glancing finger along the wetness of Gracie’s mons.
Gracie sucked in a breath. Evelyn went “mmm.”
Gracie wanted to bash her head against the floor. So frustrating, being on display like this, offered up to Evelyn, but only getting the most cursory attention. Even a flicker more interest would get her off.
Maybe that was what Evelyn was trying to teach her. How good it was when she gave herself to Evelyn. But she thought Evelyn was also enjoying it—withholding and denying and rewarding only at the very last moment, when Gracie’s frustration was at its greatest. Turning all her irritation suddenly into the most gluttonous delight.
Gracie felt Evelyn’s finger, wet with her, trace over the fullness of her cheek. Then it burrowed between her buttocks. At her ass, touching a tender, virgin opening. Fingertip pushing. Gracie recoiled, and the touch became a scratch, raking fingernails testing how far the roundest of her flesh could dimple before breaking the skin. The pain only made Gracie more flustered. It sunk into her, offering a kind of relief from her pervasive arousal—cutting it, separating it, like a brief blast of normalcy that reminded Gracie just how turned on she really was. How much more she wanted.
She remembered how she’d come that very first night, Evelyn sampling her like most people would snitch a taste of frosting off a cake. And she wiggled her ass, soundlessly asking for Evelyn to go back and try again. This time, she’d let her do what she wanted. Now that she knew it was what she wanted too.
Instead, Evelyn’s hand went between Gracie’s legs again. It ran over her slit as lightly as a feather and still ended up soaked. Gracie’s eyelids fluttered. There was no pretending she wasn’t dripping. She could feel it running down her thighs.
“I think you’re wetter than before, cheerleader. What do you think made you that way? Was it the finger in the ass? Or being a scratching post?”
Gracie tried to speak and realized she was slobbering like a hungry dog. A track of saliva ran out of the corner of her lips. “I…I think it was realizing what you can do to me.”
Evelyn used her right hand to wipe Gracie’s mouth. There was no need for her to prod further. They were past those games. Gracie had spent hours on her knees, and it had all been foreplay. “Anything I want.”
“Anything you want, Ms. Voss,” Gracie agreed. How could she not?
Evelyn stood. She cracked her neck from side to side. Then she took the laptop off Gracie’s back and placed it on one of the couch cushions. “I think I could do with a snack. Something to drink too. You may visit the restroom, if you like. If you want to stretch, you have five minutes.”
Gracie stayed on all fours. When Evelyn came back, it was with a bowl of pretzels and a water bottle.
“Would you like some?” she asked, holding a pretzel under Gracie’s nose.
Gracie ate it. Evelyn’s hand was freshly clean, not quite dry from a towel. It smelled of soap. Gracie thought it should smell of her.
They ate that way for a while, Evelyn feeding herself, feeding Gracie, filling out some form on her laptop. The computer chugged and whirred, a vibrant heat from one of Gracie’s shoulder blades to the other. Evelyn uncapped the bottle and drank from it, then held the mouth of it up to Gracie’s lips. Gracie drank with Evelyn gently tilting the bottle. Evelyn screwed the cap back onto it. Then she touched Gracie’s sex again. Two fingers went inside, and there wasn’t enough air in the world for Gracie to get into her lungs.
“Not simply wet but hot,” Evelyn observed. “I remember sitting on this couch with you, watching a movie. I must be a poor mistress—what you really wanted was to be down there, isn’t it? My footrest, perhaps? Would you be a good footrest, Gracie? Would you not beg, even when being my footrest gets you dripping wet?”
“I…I don’t…” Impossible to think with Evelyn’s fingers there. They weren’t even moving, they weren’t fucking her, they were just there.
And she was so wet. Making it so easy for her mistress. Such a good girl, but she wasn’t getting rewarded…
“Don’t what?” Evelyn asked. She slid her fingers back a little, only a little, and that was enough torture to make Gracie answer.
“Don’t want to choose, Mistress. I liked it when you held me. But I’d like being your footrest too.”
Evelyn took her fingers away. Gracie didn’t whimper; she wasn’t a brat. And she knew—she simply knew—that Evelyn wasn’t punishing her. She was rewarding her. Just have to be patient, cheerleader…
“I don’t need a footrest right now.” Evelyn’s fingers moved between Gracie’s buttocks. To her hole. To a light touch, then a pressure, then an intrusion. “I need a slut. Is that what you are, Gracie?”
“I’m yours, Mistress,” Gracie said, clenching her anus against Evelyn’s fingers. “I’m whatever you want me to be.”
Evelyn snorted, like she’d said the Earth was flat. Something ridiculous like that. But she didn’t punish Gracie for the lie. “Does it hurt?”
“Only a little.”
“You have to let yourself relax, Gracie, like you did before,” Evelyn said, pushing rigid fingers into Gracie’s tight asshole.
“Do you do this to all the girls? Do they love it?”
Evelyn twisted her fingers. “If they don’t love it, they’re not my girls.”
“I love it, Mistress. I want you to fuck me in the ass. I want you to know I can take—”
“Hold on,” Evelyn interrupted. “I have an email.”
“Now?” Gracie demanded.
“I know. So hard to find a work-life balance in the digital age.”
Evelyn took her finger out of Gracie, the laptop off her back. She scooted to the end of the couch, dolloping out a serving of Purell from a bottle, and scrubbed her hands while scanning the email. Gracie craned her neck to snoop. Airline tickets. One of those confirmation emails that served double duty as a plea to follow someone or other on Twitter.
“You’re leaving?”
“Business trip. I need to go to Vegas for a few days. There are some prospects for an opening at the law firm, and I want to get a feel for them as people, not cover sheets on a resume.”
Gracie blinked a few times. Evelyn was only paying for one ticket. “What about me?”
“Think of it as a paid vacation. You’ll stay here and do whatever you want. Perhaps I’ll find time to Skype you. But probably not. I’ll be very busy.”
Gracie dropped down on her side so she could face Evelyn. Oh yeah—she could tell that she’d been sodomized recently. It wasn’t a bad feeling, but it couldn’t at all be mistaken for the feeling of never having had anything inside your ass ever. “Why can’t I come?”
“Why would you want to?” Evelyn asked. “You’d be in a tiny hotel room, you wouldn’t see me except when I come in at night to sleep—”
“So I’d see you sleeping.”
Evelyn’s eyelids crinkled. Gracie thought she was smiling, trying not to. But it would take more than a mask to hide how happy that girl was when she was happy. “I won’t have any time to spend with you. You’ll be happier here. You can watch…sports…”
“I want to go with you. I can, uh, fix you breakfast. Lunch, if you want to come back for lunch. Dinner. I’ll have dinner waiting for you—
Evelyn looked away. “You’re a cook now?”
Gracie squirmed closer to her, hugging her leg, like she could physically get at the giggle she knew Evelyn had in her. “I’m a great cook. While you’re working all day, I can go to the farmer’s market for fresh ingredients, I can have a slow cooker going… And if we order take-out, I can download the app that each individual restaurant wants you to have even though they program them to stop working on phones once they’re four years old.”
She felt Evelyn’s body shake with laughter. “Well…I suppose I can’t trust you to leash yourself to the bed if I’m gone for a weekend.”
“Absolutely not,” Gracie agreed. “But if I’m in Vegas with you, you can check to make sure I’m wearing the collar each and every night.”
“And punish you if you take it off.”
“Or if you think I’ve taken it off,” Gracie suggested. “It’s harsh, but you know we can’t take any chances.”
Evelyn looked at her with such softness in her eyes…and Gracie knew how hard it was, how much of a struggle to let herself flower open and be seen and be loved… She simply had to kiss Evelyn.
Even with the mask in the way. Because the mask was in the way. Because in that moment, Gracie wanted to kiss her and the mask that protected her and the walls that couldn’t come down yet.
The mask’s lips tasted of her own sweat, and Gracie knew that was from when Evelyn had just had to kiss her too.
“It’s alright if you don’t feel you can kiss me,” Gracie said. “Only know that I want to be kissed. I really, really want it.”



 
Chapter 15
Gracie had only seen air travel in the movies. She had a secondhand familiarity with all the rituals of it: the TSA, checking her bag, the ludicrously overpriced food, the cottage industry of preflight opiates that could be bought at this temple to aviation—both Tom Clancy and Danielle Steel.
None of it struck her as particularly irritating. Not even when she was pulled out of line by the TSA and led to a small, glass-encased waiting room that Evelyn insisted on experiencing with her.
“I’m her attorney,” Evelyn said when someone asked why she was coming with.
Gracie looked at her, not wanting to say “you are?” in front of the authorities, but…you are?
“Give me a dollar,” Evelyn whispered to her while they waited.
Gracie dug into her purse. “If you’re getting something from the vending machine, I could go for a Twix or maybe a can of Sprite… Hold on, I think I have a five…”
Evelyn snatched the first bill she came up with.
“Hey, that’s my two-dollar bill; it’s lucky!”
“I graduated from Harvard, and I’m taking your case. I think that’s about as much luck as you need.”
They saw the detective before they heard him, but Evelyn still came to attention—like she was responding to his presence, Gracie thought, like a cat would raise its hackles when a dog came into the room.
He was a tall, thin man with one of those craggy faces that could look the same at twenty and at forty. The thinning gray hair that topped his solemn face said it wasn’t twenty. He adjusted his stiffly laundered suit and sat, adjusting his shirt cuffs before he spoke.
“Gracie Lynch?”
“That’s me,” Gracie said, trying not to sound nervous…but did anyone not have nerves when they were talking to the cops?
“Lawrence Ashford, Homicide.” His head swiveled to Evelyn. “And you are?”
“Her attorney. Evelyn Voss.”
“Attorney! At Walsh & Milligan, yes?”
“That’s correct,” Evelyn answered.
He went back to Gracie. “You’re doing well for yourself. Ms. Voss is a hell of a lawyer. Senior partner, right? The corner-office type?”
“And I have a signed Kobe Bryant basketball on my desk. Now, I’m sure it must be hard finding people to discuss interior decorating with at police headquarters, but we do have a flight to catch.”
“Well…sorta…” Gracie said, straining for honesty. “We got here early, the plane doesn’t leave for three hours, but Evelyn’s—”
“Don’t talk unless I give you permission to talk,” Evelyn interrupted.
“And what’s your relationship to Ms. Voss?”
“Private,” Evelyn answered for her. “Are you going to say what this is about, or should I make phone calls?”
“Easy,” Ashford held his hand up. “Just making conversation.” He reached into his jacket pocket for a pack of Marlboros. “Mind if I smoke?”
“Yes,” Evelyn said over Gracie saying no.
“Good,” Ashford said and popped one into his mouth. “Ms. Lynch, do you know a Philip Case?”
Gracie couldn’t see under Evelyn’s mask, of course, not even after sharing so much—but if she had to guess, she’d say Evelyn’s mouth screwed up at hearing that name.
“He was my landlord.”
“Was? He’s not anymore?”
“No. I moved out.” Gracie looked to Evelyn for approval and got a slight nod. “Evelyn’s letting me stay with her until I find another apartment.”
“You’re friends, then?”
“Don’t answer that,” Evelyn said.
“Oh, you can’t answer a thing like that?” Ashford asked wryly, flicking his lighter to life.
“I’m not in the business of making your life easy. If you have a pertinent question, ask it. Otherwise…”
Ashford took a dragon’s long pull on his lit cigarette. “Gracie here knows what business you are in, right?”
“Don’t answer that.”
Another drag and another exhale. “Philip Case was found dead two days ago. Coroner puts time of death between three and seven p.m. Do you remember where you were then?”
“She was with me,” Evelyn said.
“All day?”
“All day.”
Ashford blew his next puff of smoke in Gracie’s direction. “You must have some stories to tell. Because if I talked to someone that long, it would have to come up that I’m a Mob lawyer.”
“Was that a question?”
“No, this is.” Ashford clenched his cigarette between his teeth while he reached into a pocket for his phone. He showed them a picture. “We found this at the crime scene. Good old-fashioned hard-shell Samsonite suitcase. This is yours, right, Gracie? Because your blood’s on it. In case you were wondering why you’d have a BOLO out on you.”
Evelyn held up a hand—
“I know, I know,” Gracie said, feeling a bit like a child of divorce communicating for Mom and Dad. “’Don’t answer that.’”
Evelyn turned her hand around to gesture at the detective to shoo.
“I’ll leave you to confer with your ‘client.’” He left the room.
Evelyn cracked her neck. “You can talk now.”
“I didn’t kill anyone, obviously.”
“Good. Let’s hope no one can prove you did.”
“I didn’t have anywhere to put the damn thing, and I wasn’t going to lug it all over the city. I stowed it behind the vending machine until I could go back and get it.”
“Except you didn’t go back and get it.”
“I didn’t want to face him again. There was nothing in there I couldn’t replace, so I figured I’d just…buy new stuff and forget about it.” Gracie’s breath hitched. “I’m sorry for derailing your trip like this. I know you’re dealing with a lot already, I should’ve—”
“Don’t be ridiculous. This bitch doesn’t have anything. And ordering you to shut up in front of him is making my clit feel like a joy buzzer. Hold that thought.” She gestured for Ashford to come back in.
He came back in.
“In the stress of the move,” Evelyn began, “my client hid her suitcase behind a vending machine, intending to retrieve it later, but it slipped her mind. She thanks the police department for finding her lost property and would appreciate it being returned to her at your earliest convenience.”
Ashford took his cigarette out of his mouth and shook off the ash, vaguely in Evelyn’s direction. “Not simply your average ambulance chaser, this one…a real, honest-to-God consiglieri for the Violado crime family. Making sure that no one’s civil rights are violated. Not pimps, not drug dealers, not gunrunners…”
“I do have some standards,” Evelyn shot back. “I don’t work for cops. Now, since my client has gone on the record with her alibi and I’ve corroborated it, is this fishing expedition over?”
* * *
Backpack slung over one shoulder, Wayne let himself into Gracie’s hotel room. He had to lift the all-access key off a maid, but she was union and going on break with a WhatsApp call to listen to. It’d be hours before she noticed it was missing and reported it in and security bothered to check out what room had been accessed. In the meantime, he made a beeline from front door to bedroom. He took down the painting that hid the safe, slid Gracie’s key inside, and unlocked it.
Money, money, money.
He shoveled it all into his backpack, knowing that he wasn’t stealing, wasn’t even borrowing. He’d double Gracie’s investment by the time she noticed she’d helped him out.
Once it was emptied, he shut the safe back up and hoisted his nice, substantial backpack up onto both shoulders. He replaced the painting, blew the Dowager Empress or whoever it was a kiss, and turned to leave.
Something stuck to his shoe, fluttering with each step. He bent to remove it before he left. It was a piece of paper. Written on in a curving, feminine hand. Good Girl on one side. On the other: Meeting with the boss today. Keep being pretty. I’ll try to bring you something tonight.
Numb, Wayne carried it back to the bedroom. He dropped it to the floor and toed it under the bed, where it must’ve started out if Gracie hadn’t noticed it was littering her perfect new life.
* * *
Gracie woke up sweating. She’d been jostled awake, and, even as her eyes opened, she was settling back into place. She recognized her surroundings: first class in a 737. A luxurious seat covered by a comfortable blanket, where she was trying to sleep through the red-eye like everyone else was. She rubbed at her face and wiped her hands on the blanket. Funny, the stillness you could find on a metal tube hurtling through the air at five hundred miles an hour. Up here, you had an oasis from cares, worries, obligations. There was nothing to do but rest.
She turned to Evelyn in the seat next to her: neck pillow behind her head, a damp towel over her eyes. Gracie couldn’t believe she’d gotten onboard with the mask on, but she had a doctor’s note saying it protected her from particulates. Gracie guessed that was true.
Evelyn was still. Calm. Cool. No blanket necessary, only her hands on the armrests and her seat tilted back. Gracie had never seen her so peaceful. That was funny too—the peace you could find with two turbofan engines keeping your plane moving too fast for gravity to realize it was fifty tons of solid metal and didn’t belong anywhere but inside the earth.
“You’re awake,” Evelyn said, startling Gracie, who’d thought she had the cabin to herself in terms of wakefulness.
There was no real noise, only air recirculating, the squeaking wheel of a distant drink cart, the hum of the engines…nothing compared to how loud it was on the ground.
Gracie yawned some more wakefulness into her body. “I had a bad dream. Woke me up. You?”
Evelyn took the towel off her eyes. “I can never sleep on a plane. I feel like I’m wasting it somehow.”
“The magic of flight?”
“The peacefulness.” Evelyn nodded to herself. “I love flying nights. It must be the closest thing to being on the moon. That’s what I thought the moon was when I was a kid. This one big plane that took everyone everywhere. When it was full, that meant all the seats were occupied. When it was a half-moon, half full.”
“You like the thought of being on the moon?”
“It’d be nice, wouldn’t it? Quiet.”
“Yes, but planes are full of other people,” Gracie pointed out.
“There is that.”
“Maybe you don’t like being alone that much.”
“Maybe people are easier to put up with when they’re sleeping.”
Gracie yawned again. She had the aisle seat. “Do you need to go to the bathroom? I don’t want to fall back asleep and then wake up to you clambering over me.”
“I don’t eat solid food for four hours before a flight. And if you don’t want to wake up to that, I’ve seriously misjudged you.”
Gracie blushed some. “I don’t want to wake up to that in public. It’d be like waking up to Sydney Sweeney giving you a lap dance when you’re alone in a cabin in the woods. Nice, yes, but—the context. Wait, what do you have against using the bathroom on an airplane? We’re flying first class. Don’t we get a fancy first-class bathroom?”
“I simply don’t like it. And there might be horny couples onboard who want to be a part of the Mile High Club, which I’d hate to stand in the way of.”
“You don’t think that airplane toilets just dump everything out the bottom of the plane and that if you’re sitting on one when it flushes, you can get sucked outside the plane?”
Evelyn’s eyes flared at Gracie. “No! Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.”
“But you used to think that? When you were a kid?”
Evelyn looked away from Gracie’s expectant smile. “I can’t imagine why I wanted to leave you at the hotel.”
“That’s adorable. Poor little scared Evelyn…”
“My family moved around a lot, plus we visited relatives in Connecticut every Christmas. We flew around at least once a year. I was six. My brother told me there were cases of people falling out of airplanes… and all of them had their pants down—”
Gracie tittered.
“It’s not funny! I tried to hold it the entire flight, cross-country—I potty-trained so early, I stopped wearing diapers when I was two or so. Two and a half, at the latest.”
Gracie burrowed her fist into her mouth to hold in a cackle that would put a hyena to shame.
“No accidents for two years, and then on a cross-country flight. I was wearing overalls, I had to change into one of my brother’s Power Rangers T-shirts… Then, when we landed, I had to get fresh underwear from the luggage, once that finally came off the conveyor belt. Our relatives were there to pick us up, it was a two-hour drive to the house, and my dad didn’t want to take the time to dig a whole outfit out of the suitcases, so I had to wear the stupid Power Rangers shirt the whole time…”
“I can see how that would be unpleasant,” Gracie squeaked, tears in her eyes. “No, no, really. I’m sorry, you were a kid—HA! Power Rangers!”
She clapped both hands over her mouth while she stamped her feet on the ground.
“I didn’t come out of my room for three days. I had a physical reaction—sickness. And there was the big Thanksgiving dinner—which was why we were there in the first place—and I only wanted to rest, but my mom said it would ruin the holiday if I didn’t come out and eat some turkey with the family.”
“What happened then?”
“Nothing. I sat at the kids’ table, I had some turkey. One of my cousins turned out to be a big Power Rangers fan, and he thought I was too, so we played with some of his action figures afterward.”
“Did he have any good ones?”
“He had this MegaZord action figure made out of the usual-size action figures? It was like three feet tall. That kid was spoiled rotten. Good guy, but come on, now, who actually has one of those?”
“So it all ended up okay.”
“Well, if you don’t count my crippling phobia of using the bathroom on airplanes.”
“Actually, that’s probably a good thing. Because I figure if the plane crashes, who’s going to get the worst of it?”
“Guy in the bathroom.”
“Guy in the bathroom,” Gracie agreed.
“They should put seat belts on the toilet, just in case.”
Gracie bit her fist to keep from cackling. “You’re gonna make me pee, Ms. No Solid Foods. Geez!”
“I can’t help being witty.”
Gracie stared at her. Fuck, she was witty. Charming, even. Miles away from that imposing, brick-wall woman who had given Gracie the weirdest job interview of her life. Yet, she was still that. She hadn’t changed. There was simply more of her. So much more than that mask could ever cover.
“I lied before,” Gracie said.
“You wouldn’t mind if Sydney Sweeney gave you a lap dance, even if you were sleeping alone in a cabin by the woods?”
“Well, no, but not about that. The dream I had… It wasn’t a bad dream, exactly.”
“Tell me about it,” Evelyn said, turning on her side so she could lie down facing Gracie.
“You don’t wanna hear about my dream.”
“I want to hear your voice. And it’s not like you’re keeping me awake.”
“It’s embarrassing.”
“You’re cute when you’re embarrassed. Why do you think I say half the things I do to you?”
“You don’t embarrass me,” Gracie insisted.
Evelyn leaned closer and lowered her voice. “The only reason I didn’t make you wear a butt plug this whole flight was that I worried it would be picked up by the metal detector.”
Gracie blushed.
“Adorable,” Evelyn purred.
“You wanna know what I dreamed or not?”
Evelyn picked up the edge of Gracie’s blanket where it faced her, toying with it, pulling it a little onto her side of the seat. “Go on.”
“Well,” Gracie said and blinked regretfully, like she was only now thinking this through. “I dreamed that you were in the Mob.”
When Evelyn spoke, her voice matched her mask. “Sounds like a bad dream.”
“No, it wasn’t a bad dream. Surreal, I suppose. But you were still you—”
Evelyn stepped onto the last syllable of Gracie’s words. “It sounds like a nightmare. I don’t think we should talk about it.”
Gracie looked out the window. There were thousands of miles between her and solid ground, but she wasn’t afraid of a single inch. “It was just a dream.”
“Because in real life, I’m such a good person.” Evelyn’s sarcasm was like a knife cutting the air, but she was flailing with it, clearly too scared to properly defend herself. “You didn’t dream I was a bad person. You dreamed I was a good one.”
“Evelyn.”
“Ms. Voss,” Evelyn corrected, sharply, like she was rapping Gracie’s knuckles with a ruler.
“Ms. Voss,” Gracie said, like she was concluding the conversation. Saying goodbye.
For what Evelyn was paying her, she could get silence once in a while.



 
Chapter 16
Gracie wondered if any air travelers ever got used to the strangeness of being at such a new place in only a few hours, a new place that was so much the old place, because an airport was an airport was an airport, and all the hundreds of people she saw in this new city were of the same vintage as the hundreds she had seen before.
They retrieved their luggage and their rental car—something else Gracie had never done, and all the details struck her as delightfully clever. Then they drove to their hotel, a Marriott, where the room was lush but affordable in a way that made Evelyn sneer about things being neither fish nor fowl. Not cheap enough for her and not luxurious enough either. Gracie just dropped onto the bed and marveled at it.
And there was a breakfast buffet too.
Gracie checked her phone, remembering that she hadn’t turned it on since the stewardess—God, when was she going to start thinking of them as flight attendants? She’d watched too much Mad Men—had told everyone to power them down.
She had a text from the Empirical’s “Hotel Management” saying that her room had been entered “illegitimately.” They implied it was by a worker who’d gotten turned around—Gracie got the impression they were worried she had caught them on Nanny Cam and would sue.
They were comping her twenty dollars of room service (which might get her a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich) and assured her that a quick check of the premises by the hotel detective showed that nothing had been disturbed.
Gracie hadn’t known there still were hotel detectives. She didn’t even own anything valuable, except for the money in the safe. The key was somewhere in her luggage, in case something exactly like this happened, and the text hadn’t mentioned someone dynamiting through the safe, so…
Then again, maybe the text wasn’t really from the Empirical. Maybe it was simply another phone scam. She should call the Empirical to check. She should also have the hotel’s number in her phone, but since she didn’t, she would have to look it up.
Evelyn joined Gracie on the bed, which both surprised her and distracted her from further concern about phone scams and room service. The swaggering, domineering woman who had so pleasurably ravished her as a hobby now kicked off her shoes, padded daintily across the mattress, and laid her head down on the cushion of Gracie’s hip.
Absently, Gracie started to pet her hair; Evelyn didn’t ask her to. She didn’t tell her to stop either.
“I really do hate flying,” Evelyn said blearily.
“I know.”
“I like trains much better. They’re more romantic. More cost-efficient. Better for the environment.”
“Plus, if you’re in a train and it crashes, you’re a little screwed, but if you’re in a plane and it crashes—you are fucked.”
Evelyn turned to look Gracie in the eye. “Don’t bring up plane crashes. We’re flying back.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
Evelyn butted her head a few times against Gracie’s thigh. “So inconsiderate. You’re lucky I’m jet-lagged. If I did try to punish you, all I’d be able to manage is a love tap.”
Love. The L word. Gracie didn’t know if she’d ever heard it from Evelyn before. It slipped out of her mask as easily as any other word. Gracie didn’t hear it like any other word, though.
She could admit that there was a draw to Evelyn in her. An enjoyment on some level of this work she’d found herself in. Did strippers come to enjoy men leering at their tits and ass? Did janitors get to like the sight of empty trash bins and gleaming clean floors?
She didn’t think that this…satisfaction…she found with Evelyn had been there all along, buried deep and was choosing now to bloom. Gracie refused to believe it. So was it only the part she was playing? Could she be so committed to the role, the money, the fantasy, that she was losing herself in it? Her body believing the story she was telling it when her mind couldn’t admit—no, not couldn’t—
A hand brushed across her cheek. Gracie came back to herself to find Evelyn touching her gingerly.
“Hey. Where’d you go off to?” she asked Gracie.
“I don’t even know. Ever take something…like a pro taker…and then you realize later it’s actually a lot to take in?”
“No. Sounds disturbing.”
“Confusing, more than anything else.”
“Still glad you came?”
“I’m happy if you’re happy.”
Evelyn’s finger flicked Gracie’s plump lower lip. “Happy… Is that the word?”
“Evelyn, Ms. Voss, I’m jet-lagged too…”
Evelyn used two fingers to push up on the corners of Gracie’s mouth. “You do make me happy, cheerleader—but you make me calm too. I thought I had to live simply…bare. Stripped and raw, letting in these thoughts that could bounce around my skull and hurt me whenever I got too comfortable. But now you don’t let them in. I think of you and—” Evelyn took her hand away, suddenly circumspect. “Gracie, I can’t believe I ever thought I wasn’t bringing you.”
Gracie kissed Evelyn’s hand while it was still hovering close by. “I think about you a lot too.”
Which didn’t feel like much to give, but she was glad Evelyn didn’t ask for more. Gracie didn’t know what more there was, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready to find out.
* * *
“What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”
Evelyn was nearly asleep—Gracie’s voice was so tiny, it didn’t seem capable of waking her. But she needed to answer it. People shouted when they were too full of feelings; they sounded small like that when they were empty, needing something inside of them. Evelyn wouldn’t let Gracie go without…not anything.
“DUI,” Evelyn said.
“Fucking geez…” Gracie moaned.
“Yeah, I got blackout drunk after getting a promotion… The last thing I remember is saying that drinks were on me. Then I woke up in my driveway, needing a new battery because I’d had the headlights on all night.”
“The shame,” Gracie intoned.
“Yeah…”
* * *
Evelyn sat in the waiting room of Lynch, Churchill & Mills, though she wasn’t doing much waiting. Rather, she was actively daydreaming—her eyes readily drifting shut to savor a particularly salient fantasy.
It was all she could do not to go further. To rush back to the hotel and her waiting Gracie, feel the simmering heat against her thighs with her strap-on absolutely covered in burning flesh—the faces Gracie had made…and the look of her orifice, tightly wrapped around a silicone pole, trying to expel it but unable to overcome the sheer incredible fact of penetration.
Evelyn forced her eyes open. She opened a button on her blouse. You could think too much about something. Convince your body it was really there. And if she felt anything like the passion she’d experienced back then, with nothing to vent it on—Evelyn didn’t know how sane she’d be afterward.
Had Gracie felt the same? Of course she had—you couldn’t fake that. Could you?
Gracie had one hell of a work ethic. Anyone would, when the alternative was poverty. But she had thousands in her bank account now, tens of thousands. And if anything, she seemed to be trying even harder to please Evelyn, to tantalize her, to inspire more lust and leave her more content than she’d ever been. Or perhaps it was that Evelyn was appreciating her more.
It was two things, Evelyn decided, inextricable from each other: Gracie’s determination, which was too great to flag simply because the stakes weren’t as high as they once were, and the fact that she enjoyed her work. Perhaps Evelyn too.
There was a thought. The ravenous, desperate creature that was so much fun to play with…only existed because it was Evelyn she was with.
Evelyn thought of how Gracie had been that first night and how she was now. She’d definitely brought something out of young Gracie. And had Gracie let it out for her? Because this was all starting to sound like more than sex. Everywhere her thoughts turned, Evelyn found change, giving, serving, catering. Words that sounded a lot like love when you added them together.
Which couldn’t happen. Because Evelyn wasn’t capable of love. And she certainly wasn’t worthy of it. So if Gracie was in love with her—
Evelyn liked her too much to want that for her.
The receptionist interrupted her thoughts just then to let her know that Tobias McCurtin couldn’t make it. The appointment was canceled.
Evelyn was too disconcerted by how her thoughts had gotten away from her to mind the snub. She thanked the receptionist and found her way outside. She now had time for a danish before her next appointment. Evelyn didn’t think she liked the thought of having a meal back at the hotel.
* * *
At her next appointment, Slocum, Slocum, Tippett & Ward, Evelyn had another long wait to pick over her relationship with Gracie. The way one would pick at a scab. She was distracting herself from a more grievous wound, she knew. What if she went back to the hotel room with the terrible armament of this idea and saw something in Gracie’s eyes, in the way she spoke, even her outright telling Evelyn, “I love—”
Her phone rang. In a rush to silence it, Evelyn picked it up without looking at the caller. It was probably Gracie, after all.
It was not: “Tell me you’re not in town to recruit Richie Vickie.”
Kimber. Evelyn couldn’t believe it. Kimber O’Dell… And she’d thought this thing with Gracie had her on edge; Kimber’s voice put her in shock. “Richie Vickers,” she corrected. “He’s a junior partner, he’s good—”
“Why are you wasting his time? Why are you wasting my time?” Kimber’s voice lowered to something rich and decadent. “You know I just might be interested in this position you have…”
“I don’t think we’d work well together,” Evelyn said. Putting it mildly.
“What makes you think that? We aced every test they gave us in law school. Those were good times, weren’t they? You, me, and a big, empty library. I mean, I don’t really miss it because I was a little addicted to Adderall for a while there, but I do miss you. You must be the last woman in America who uses Facebook, but it still says you’re single—”
“I can’t talk right now,” Evelyn blurted out. “Vickers will be seeing me any moment—”
“No, he won’t,” Kimber interrupted right back. “He’s going to tell his friends he let the Mafia mommy pitch him a job, but he’s too much of a pussy to actually meet with you, so he’s going to have his secretary kick you out and make up some story instead.”
“I am not a—” Evelyn began before thinking to lower her voice.
“You’re not. I know you’re not. What I’m saying is—okay, it’s not what I said before because I called you Mafia mommy—but what I’m saying now is that it doesn’t matter if you are or aren’t, babe. Everyone thinks you are. And even if you weren’t, no one drops a hundred thou at law school to be your puppet. Although, if they knew how good it felt to have your hand up their ass…”
“Jesus, Kimber!”
“Sorry! That was too much! Couldn’t resist, but I should’ve. I can at least say that you’re the only one who still gets me completely tongue-tied. Promise I won’t talk this way in front of the Godfather. Now, stop wasting time. Come see me. Let’s do this over drinks, today. You don’t have to be a cocktail story for every ambulance chaser on the Strip.”



 
Chapter 17
Evelyn returned to the hotel from her appointments—seven pieces of nothing. At most, she’d gotten an interview where her would-be recruit listened politely, then informed her that the terms weren’t right to leave his present position. Mostly, she was turned away after doing time in the lobby.
She fiddled with the damn app that would let her into her room, and it actually worked, allowing her access with the barest pause for loading. That pissed her off more. She swept inside to the sound of the TV playing.
Gracie laid on the love seat in front of it, fast asleep, using a beach towel as a blanket. Her bare feet and calves protruded from the bottom in a charmingly inelegant sprawl. One was up on the armrest, the other trailed down to the floor. She’d taken one throw pillow to use as a pillow-pillow, while the other she cradled in her arms.
Evelyn felt a stroke of envy, remembering how she’d laid her head on Gracie’s lap that morning. She slipped off her pumps and crept to the coffee table, where the remote control lay. Shut off the TV.
Gracie came awake, jarred out of sleep by the absence of sound. She sat up, and the beach towel slipped down, and Evelyn saw that her shoulders were as bare as her feet. Her hungry gaze went to Gracie’s chest, where the ruffled towel still held dominion.
“You’re back,” Gracie yawned, looking up at Evelyn in a way that made her want to lie down with Gracie and just be looked at.
“You’re here,” Evelyn replied, pondering the insipid dialogue that being romantic allowed you to get away with. “Still glad you came?”
Gracie cracked away the damage of resting her neck on a couch for however many hours. “Uh-huh. I wanted to exercise, but they don’t have a gym, only a pool, so I decided to do laps, only I didn’t have a swimsuit, so I went shopping.”
She pulled the towel away. She wore two pieces of gauzy, blue material on naked skin, and it was impossible not to think of it as naked with how the bottoms took a shortcut below the soft curve of her stomach and how the top held her breasts to her body so tightly that it summoned up some of her bust at her armpits and underneath the straining cloth. And everywhere the bikini wasn’t, she was naked and naked and naked. And she wasn’t very not naked where it was either.
Evelyn was grateful for her mask: she felt heat burning in her cheeks and down the back of her neck and making its way inexorably to her core: “You’ll have to give me the receipt. I’ll reimburse you…”
Gracie shook her head. “Come on, now. I bought it for me. My money… But I guess you like it, huh?”
Evelyn liked Gracie. She liked her body. She liked the bikini for showing off Gracie, but she hated it for covering her. She supposed she hated it less than most clothes that covered Gracie, but it was still hateful—deserving only to be ripped away…
She got it for me, Evelyn realized. That’s why she won’t let me pay for it; it’s a gift. She wants me to see her in it. She wants me to be turned on. She wants me to fuck her, like anyone would want to after seeing her in that…
She felt faint, overburdened, with a hum coming up in her ears that she’d been able to shut out after Kimber’s phone call—now it was back. What kind of person volunteered for more work? What kind of hooker tried to seduce a john?
Evelyn knew that Gracie was in it for the money. Evelyn had the money. Obviously, Gracie had to avoid putting Evelyn off, but there was no call to draw out a pass from Evelyn. Not when Gracie was paid to be available. This was something she was doing because she loved it.
Suddenly, Evelyn was tired. Would Gracie do this for anyone with Evelyn’s bank account? Jealousy welled in her at the thought. Or was Gracie only doing this for her? Because that was love, by Evelyn’s lights, and she couldn’t deal with that. Was no good at it.
There was a reason, after all, that this afternoon was the first time she’d seen Kimber’s face in five years.
“Could you go get dressed?” Evelyn asked. “God forbid there be a fire alarm…”
Gracie didn’t give up. “Why don’t you get undressed?” Her eyes lit up. “I bought another bikini—I bet it would fit you. Now that I’m rested, we can do some more laps…watch each other do laps…”
She playfully swiveled on the love seat, enough to show how her bikini bottoms cut between her ass cheeks like a disappearing act.
“I’m tired,” Evelyn forced out like some chemical that needed to be expelled from her digestive system. “I have an early day tomorrow, and I already lost a lot of sleep on the plane…”
Gracie pouted at her, crestfallen, and Evelyn immediately felt like making excuses, offering alternatives. Maybe Gracie could cuddle with her in bed. Maybe—although they hadn’t brought the leash, Evelyn not wanting to give her sub the wrong idea—Gracie could sleep on the floor, there for Evelyn to pet if she only let her arm dangle off the mattress.
She waited too long; Gracie gathered herself up and walked into the kitchen. “I need something to drink,” she said, not bothering to waggle her hips before she disappeared.
Evelyn sat. Her eyes were tired, but not tired enough to sleep. She turned on the TV and tuned it to the Weather Channel. It would be this hot all weekend. Gracie had been smart to buy a swimsuit. The only remotely hospitable places in this city were air-conditioned or swimming pools.
Glass broke apart. The noise had come from the kitchen. Evelyn got up and headed there. She stood in the doorway to see Gracie on her knees, picking up glass shards from the tile floor.
“Don’t come in,” she said. “Let me use a wet towel first. That gets everything.”
“Gracie. Come here.”
Gracie finished picking up the visible shards and dumped them in the trash. Then she walked over to Evelyn, careful to place her feet with little weight so she didn’t step on a piece of glass all at once.
“Clumsy, clumsy,” Evelyn chided. She opened the buckle on her belt. Drew the leather outside its loops. “I can’t believe you’re making me discipline you when I need my rest.”
“Sorry, Ms. Voss,” Gracie said. Then she lifted her bowed head. “Can you do it on my belly? Like you promised you would?”
“I’ll do it wherever I want,” Evelyn told her, drawing the belt leather taut between her two fists.
But she used it on Gracie’s stomach. Fast at first: she knew there was no need to ease Gracie into it. She already craved this, loved it. Only after the first several stings did she slow down, making Gracie wait for each falling lash, which was all the more hurtful because now Gracie knew how good it could feel. How much she was being denied.
Gracie laid under her, stretched out on the love seat, a sacrifice on an altar. Evelyn ran the tip of her belt along the angry red welt that was hers now. Gracie’s body, but hers. She let Gracie thirst for it to be even more hers.
“Say you want me.”
Gracie bit her lip and raked it through her teeth, gathering herself before she spoke: “I want you, Ms. Voss.”
Evelyn rewarded her with a taste of the belt. And Gracie rewarded her with a long moan. Pained and something else, something that twitched through her near-naked body long after the sound of the whipping had faded past an echo.
“Say you can’t come without thinking about me!” Evelyn barked.
“I can’t come without thinking of you.” Gracie shook her head. “I’ll never come again without thinking about you…”
Evelyn gave her the belt hard enough for her teeth to clench, her eyes to squeeze shut, and shudders to travel up and down her taut body until they had nowhere else to go but out Gracie’s mouth—a long, drawn-out sigh that was no longer of pain.
“Say I’m the best fuck you’ve ever had.”
“God, Mistress, I don’t know why I ever bothered with sex before I met you. I wish I’d kept myself pure for you, wish I could tell you my body was yours—only yours. No one else deserves it…”
Evelyn’s next harsh breath sounded in her own ears, grating against her mask. She gave Gracie three lashes. One, then another, then another. Blood slipped free of the leather kiss now. Evelyn began winding the belt around her palm—coiling it slowly to let Gracie gradually slip free of what they’d been doing and come back to reality.
But Gracie was in no mood for the real. She twisted over onto her belly and offered up her ass. The tail of the belt slipped through Evelyn’s fingers. It dangled from her fist, waiting to slash through the air. Jiggling with Evelyn’s shaking hand like a thing that was alive.
“Can’t stop thinking about you,” Gracie panted. “Only keep thinking about you and thinking about you…and what you’ll do to me.”
Her voice was only a little pained, and not at all pleading. Most of all, it was warm. A soft voice. A honeyed voice. The voice of a woman in love.
Evelyn whipped her again, staring at the bright pink that cut across her snowy buttocks like something burning. It mollified what Gracie’s words had rankled in her. She still felt out of breath, her mouth dry. Gracie shouldn’t be talking like this. She shouldn’t be tempting her.
Another strike, setting Gracie’s plump cheeks to motion for long seconds before they settled. Gracie stretched her body out taut as she rode out the violent pain, slurring her approving “Yesshh…” half into the cushion her face was buried in. She twisted her drooling mouth back into view.
“And what I really love,” Gracie purred, “is thinking of you…thinking of me…smiling under the mask…coming up with new things to do to me…missing me…I looked forward to seeing you so much today, Ms. Voss. Now that you’re here, I’m yours again…only wanna be yours…”
Evelyn swatted red into her buttocks until Gracie’s whole body was a riot of shuddering muscles, until her arm felt like it was going to fly free of its socket.
“Ye…yes…ye…ss…” Gracie sputtered, her words tied up in breathless inhales.
Her ass looked like it was glowing. Evelyn stared. It was beautiful. And whenever Gracie put on her panties next—which Evelyn doubted would happen for a good long while—that pinkly burning ass would be right underneath.
Shaking with each step she took. Wiggling every time she moved her hips. Big and round and punished and hers. Hers because Gracie wanted it to be. Hers because Gracie liked what she did to it. Hers because Gracie didn’t want it to be anyone else’s, no matter how much it hurt…
Suddenly, Evelyn felt unbearably aroused.
“See?” Gracie spoke, her voice trembling. “You needed that.”
“Shut up,” Evelyn told her. “Fucking… Don’t you move. Stay right there. Oh God, let me see you like this…”
She fed her hand down her pants. Found her wetness, under her trousers and under her panties. Evelyn didn’t tease herself. Didn’t have it in her to wait. She gave herself two fingers, and that wasn’t enough. Three, three was just right, three fingers pumping into her like a mating beast while she stared at Gracie and her punished ass and the little lustful tremors that told her the cheerleader was as turned on as she was. Only Gracie couldn’t do anything about it. Gracie was the sub, and Evelyn the mistress. Gracie only gave; she wasn’t allowed to take…
Evelyn moaned, and it echoed. She opened her slitted eyes. Gracie was still there, letting Evelyn stare at her beautifully reddened ass, but she had turned her head. She could see Evelyn watching her. Her breath pulsed out of her, a gale that made her lips quiver like autumn leaves. And with a tiny shake of her head, she redirected Evelyn’s gaze back to her ass and all the discipline it had received. And Gracie moaned.
Evelyn’s hand was a blur. She was using her left hand, not the right—the right still ached from Gracie’s punishment. But her right arm wasn’t used to the demands she had placed on it. Her shoulder burned. Pain clotted in her forearm. She was pushing herself too hard, but too hard was what she needed. Her orgasm was so close. Evelyn needed to reach it, no matter how much it hurt. She had to come while Gracie’s ass was still that wonderfully blazing shade of red—
Her breasts stiffened, starting at the nipples and the sensation seeping into the flesh. She felt Gracie’s gaze on them as her lungs pulled in air and forced it back out, making her chest heave. Evelyn forced herself to focus, concentrate. She didn’t have to simply pound herself. She knew how she liked to be touched, how to touch a girl like Gracie, how to touch herself. She curled her fingers, then rubbed at her G-spot. A little pressure at first, cutting through the incessant delight of penetration, then more. Harder. God, the way Gracie still clenched and unclenched her ass, trying to stand how bad it stung…
And, suddenly, there was the desire not to salve this blissful pain herself. To let Gracie indulge her lust, the way she so clearly wanted to. To trust her little cheerleader with the final verse and only feel it happen, like it had when the strap-on rode against her clit, only more so. Gracie’s fingers. Gracie’s tongue. Gracie herself: They could push against each other, pressing themselves almost into one being, the way she had with Kimber so long ago.
The thought pushed Evelyn over the edge before she had the chance to totally consider it. She screamed; her eyes went wide, and she froze like that, rigid as a statue, every muscle in her body devoted to the fullness of her pleasure.
Then it was over. She was coming down from her high, trembling, feeling the heated wetness on her hand and in her panties. Looking down, she saw it on the front of her pants.
Gracie’s hand entered her vision. It took her by the wrist, led her fingers out of her cunt and out to Gracie’s face. “I need this,” Gracie said, and brought Evelyn’s fingers to her mouth. Sucking on first one, then the next. Then little kisses pressed to the fingers that hadn’t been inside her but still belonged to the woman who had made her eyes glow with satisfaction.
Gracie looked up at her, and it was like she needed the sight of Evelyn’s face even more than the feast of her. “You taste sweet as fucking sugar.”
And she took Evelyn’s fingers back into her mouth—maybe because she liked the feel of them in there as much as Evelyn liked the sight of them between Gracie’s lips.
* * *
“Gracie.” The name was more of a breath than a word.
“I’m up.”
“I didn’t finish my story.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I want to.” The same way moths wanted flames, she supposed. “I got out of the car—my head feeling like it was the size of the planet—and there was a dent in the bumper. Big dent… I thought I’d hit a deer, maybe a dog…
“Then some of the people I worked with came by—troubleshooters, you know. They took care of things… They took care of things like what I did. Because there was a guy in the morgue with a tire track through his gut, and he had a wife, he had a family, and I…I…”
Afterward, Evelyn didn’t talk for a long time. Gracie didn’t say anything either. She petted Evelyn and shushed her and pulled tissues out of the box on the nightstand when she felt the tears on Evelyn’s cheeks.
Evelyn wanted to tell her no. Weren’t you listening? Why are you touching me? I’m garbage. I’m waste. I’m an open sewer, and I tricked you into thinking I wasn’t, but now you know, now you know, I told you because I couldn’t stand seeing someone as good as you being stained with me, but here you are. Making yourself dirtier. I don’t deserve you, and you don’t deserve me; that’s all we have in common.
But she didn’t tell her that. She let Gracie keep comforting her and telling her that it was okay and that it wasn’t her fault. All the things she never could’ve stood telling herself. And the idea of actually believing Gracie…
The next morning, Evelyn didn’t know if she had fallen asleep or had passed out. She got up, leaving Gracie piled on the bed, and dressed and went to keep her appointment with Kimber.
She didn’t think she could bear to stay and make Gracie any dirtier than she already was.



 
Chapter 18
Flashing lights. Blaring noises. The overdone chill of hardworking air conditioners spreading around the smell of sweat-soaked desperation. Tinged with panic and sometimes the comped Chanel No. 5 scent of the waitresses. So many people in so many places blended their collective conversation into white noise, but it was still a din, adding a constant tension to the staccato of bells, buzzers, klaxons.
Even in the lobby of the Lipstick Lucky Casino, Evelyn felt a headache building between her temples. She wished her mask was larger—covering her face, head, body. She forced herself to the help desk, telling them she was here for an appointment with Samantha O’Dell, which was code for I don’t know Kimber’s name from some Google search.
They gave her a visitor’s badge and sent her up a flight of stairs next to the bathroom. Evelyn found the thick walls and dim lighting of the stairwell a release from the cacophony. She knew it wouldn’t last, though, and girded herself for more when she stepped through the door.
She was surprised to find the noise cut off almost entirely inside the next room. When the door shut behind her, it was as quiet as a tomb. So much so that Kimber’s voice made her jump.
“Welcome to the high rollers’ table.”
Evelyn forced her nervous energy into straightening the lapels of her jacket. She was in a sumptuously decorated room overlooking the casino floor. A wall of tinted glass opened up on it, reducing the blitzkrieg of lights to a glazed texture. Without any accompanying noise, there was an absurdist charm to all the hustle below. Like an ant farm, Evelyn supposed—where someone had convinced people to be the ants.
Kimber stood at the booth of a bar. She’d aged well, which was to say not at all. And she dressed better now. No more holey Harvard tees or shorts that showed off almost all her legs. Now she had tailored trousers to do that. Her manzanita blouse wasn’t exactly low-cut, but it didn’t hide how well-endowed she was. And she was wearing the hell out of an olive stole, which made Evelyn feel immature to the point of insecurity. She’d always thought that someday, she would teach herself how to accessorize on the level of wearing stoles and minks and hats. She’d never gotten past thumb rings.
“You’re still wearing that thing?”
Evelyn was so used to people being used to her mask that it took her a moment to realize Kimber was referring to it.
“Obviously,” she said, defensive.
“Last time I checked, you had the plastic surgeon all lined up, insurance paying for everything… What happened? Did you just not go?”
Evelyn looked around for a seat. The only ones were around the poker table that dominated the floor. She sat, resting one hand on the table, clicking a fingernail down on the baize. She didn’t like how the furry material absorbed her ticking. She would’ve preferred a good hardwood table, not this—Dr. Seuss stuff.
“I had the operation. They told me it was a success. But when people looked at me, I could tell they still…” Involuntarily, Evelyn rolled the pad of her finger across the baize. She didn’t like the feel. She drove her fingernail through it, as if she could get at whatever the table was made of underneath. “At least with the mask on, they don’t get the satisfaction of knowing how I was hurt, what scars I have, how they’ve healed. They have to wonder. It’s…calmer…knowing they don’t have that.”
“Evelyn, I know what you look like. I was there, remember? Can you take it off, please?” Kimber held up a bottle of scotch. “You’re gonna have a hard time draining this Glenlivet with me if you have that shit on.”
A liquid crackle filled the room as Kimber poured, the Scotch eating up the ice cubes in their two glasses until both were half-full. Three fingers, Evelyn thought with a pang.
“I don’t want you to take all the blame for the break-up,” Kimber said. “I know you needed time to find yourself after what happened, but I let things lie for far too long. I should’ve reached out to you last year, or the year before that, but I always found a reason not to, something I had to do first. Really, I was simply too proud. I wanted you to come crawling back to me. But you don’t crawl.”
Evelyn didn’t feel much like the exemplar Kimber saw her as just then. She didn’t even feel like playing the part. Her mask. Could she really simply not wear it? There’d been times when she hadn’t with Gracie—when she didn’t care about not being seen because she trusted Gracie not to see her.
But Kimber would look. That was a certainty. Should she try? She’d come all the way out here; taking off the mask was only a few steps more.
“Did you?” Kimber continued. “Find yourself?”
Evelyn smiled to herself. She was glad for the mask, even if it was only there for another moment. Her smile must’ve been ghastly. “Say I did. Say I did and I found out that I was perverted, debased, wrong. Would it still be worth it? Knowing yourself?”
“You’ve always been a little kinky…”
“I’m not talking about sex.”
Suddenly, she needed the drink more than she did the protection. And what if Kimber saw her without it? She didn’t care what Kimber thought of her. If it scared Kimber off, so much the better—at least all this would be settled.
Evelyn reached up to undo the straps on her mask. The new looseness felt so different from when she was alone, taking the mask off to eat, to wash, to brush her damn teeth. She knew Kimber’s eyes were taking in all she showed. Turning her into a freak.
No—no—she refused to be ashamed. Evelyn ripped away the mask and set it down on the poker table. She tapped her rioting finger against it. At least it made a more satisfying click than the baize.
And Kimber looked at her. Of course. Those limpid eyes seeing everything. However much Evelyn had changed, those eyes wouldn’t miss one iota of the alteration.
“Don’t you feel better?” Kimber asked.
Evelyn had a go at her Scotch. “Now I do.”
Kimber sipped her own. She set her glass back down, only to rotate it back and forth on the table. “Do you agree now with what I said yesterday? The lawyers you want aren’t interested in risking an ethics board simply to parrot your strategies.”
“And you are.”
“There are fringe benefits.” Kimber looked at Evelyn’s finger, still possessively on top of her mask. Evelyn forced it not to move. “I’ll be blunt; the sweet talk can wait until the contracts are signed. I want you back. I want to work with you again. I want to be obscenely overpaid for morally dubious work. And I want you watching me cross-examine every witness, knowing that under every smart business suit I wear are the welts you gave me. Does that interest you?”
Evelyn didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t even move to take a drink and buy herself some time. She could only sit there, stunned, until it leapt out of her: “You know I’m seeing someone.”
Kimber smirked. “And you’re telling me it’s a conventional relationship?”
“Not precisely,” Evelyn admitted.
“I know about your sex worker. Mistress. Whatever you want to call it. I don’t mind. Keep her. In fact, I’d like to meet her. She must be something special to have you so interested.”
“It’s not like that.”
“Is she a hooker, or isn’t she?” Then Evelyn felt Kimber’s stockinged foot traipse over her calf. “Like I said, I don’t mind. I can be your girlfriend. She can be…fun.”
Desire flared up in Evelyn—throbbing out of the skin that Kimber had touched, was touching, would touch. Closer and closer to her cunt. She resisted the urge to wiggle in her seat.
This was ridiculous, insane. She was being seduced and propositioned and romanced—overwhelmed with the ways Kimber wanted to be with her. All the ways she was lacking, everywhere she was incomplete, Kimber was ready to meet her.
Gracie. I’m with Gracie, she told herself, but was she? When she was only just now saying she was with her? When she needed to pay Gracie to be with her? When it was sex, only sex, not the work and companionship and love Kimber offered?
Once, Gracie’s arrangement had seemed safer. Now it seemed frustratingly maimed. And Kimber… Kimber didn’t care what Evelyn had done, what she did. Kimber was a shark par excellence. She went where her urges took her, and if her urges took her to Evelyn… Well, at least that would spare Gracie, wouldn’t it?
Yes. Evelyn could see all the wisdom in the world in this. She drained her drink to the bottom. Gracie would work for her a few more weeks, putting together a nest egg and no doubt finding an end to her patience with Evelyn’s…peculiarities. She might even start a relationship, a real relationship, just as Evelyn was doing with Kimber.
In a month’s time, perhaps two, their arrangement would end. Gracie would start a new life; Evelyn would fully commit to Kimber. And knowing her, Kimber would probably suggest another “plaything”—one they could share from the beginning. And Evelyn wouldn’t get as invested as she had with Gracie.
That was the problem. She had let herself read more into their arrangement than was really there. With Kimber in the picture, Evelyn would keep things in perspective. She wouldn’t fool herself as she had this time.
“Seconds?” Kimber asked, holding up the bottle again.
Evelyn pushed her glass forward. “Only until we get to thirds.”
* * *
Wayne was sweaty, stubbled, disheveled. Fifteen hours he’d been up, doing the rituals over and over again. He couldn’t mess up this time, not this time. He didn’t care if there was a curse on him, some malevolent sorcerer casting spell after spell against his prosperity. He wouldn’t allow it today.
The Markham Betting Parlor, paradoxically, struck him as a dump as he stood in line, each step forward grinding more cigarette butts and torn tickets into the gritty floor. Better than fifty thousand dollars burned in his backpack. No, ticked. Like a bomb that could go off at any moment.
There was only one safe place to put it. All his castings had pushed in on Jupiter, Jupiter ascendant. Jupiter was the Roman name for Zeus. Zeus’s Thunder, at twenty-to-one odds, was his bet. In a minute, he’d turn all of Gracie’s generous donation into a fortune.
No more coy notes from the boss. No more staying late at work. Whatever they called it, she wouldn’t have to do it anymore.
But it’d been a long hour since he’d cast his spell. He wanted to double-check it. He couldn’t; he knew that. The race was starting in minutes. He had to trust his magic. Zeus’s Thunder. Zeus’s Thunder. Zeus’s Thunder. Even the name seemed promising, mystical.
The betting window was coming up. The clerk waited. A state employee, paid a dividend off human misery. But not Wayne’s misery. He was going to win this one.
The glass that separated him from the clerk showed his reflection now. He looked jumpy. The backpack seemed vulnerable. Wayne took it off his shoulders and clutched it in his arms, tight, reassured by the heft he felt. It was all there. No one had slipped any of it away. Of course not. They couldn’t stop him now. He was a winner.
Zeus’s Thunder. He was a winner. Zeus’s Thunder.
He closed his eyelids, rubbed at them, opened them again, and resecured his hand on the backpack. He was a winner. Zeus’s Thunder.
The glass window of the booth hadn’t been cleaned in a while. It was spackled with dried spit, fly footprints, whatever could touch clean glass and turn it filthy. The clerk waited like a coroner, to do Wayne’s autopsy and take his cut. But Wayne was no dead body. He was alive. He was a winner.
Zeus’s Thunder!
Wayne sweated. There was a pattern in the residue that wallpapered the glass. He shook his head, trying not to look at it. False messages, red herrings, signal interference. He’d gotten his answer. The universe had said Zeus’s Thunder.
It even sounded like the answer. Zeus’s Thunder, Jupiter ascendant, he was a winner. He wouldn’t let himself be pulled off-course now. He was sure, certain—victorious. The victory was a foregone conclusion; he felt victorious. He only needed to keep it together. Don’t get distracted now, Wayne. This isn’t your money, it’s Gracie’s. She needs you to save her. Don’t let her stay enslaved. Buy her freedom. Win. Be a victor.
Zeus’s Thunder! Wayne chorused—singing along with an inner song that had no melody, only exultant lyrics—and only realized he had spoken when the coroner looked at him and said “Alright, Zeus’s Thunder. How much ya wanna bet?”
Wayne kept his gaze off the patterned glass. He set his backpack on the shelf and unzipped it.
“Everything.”



 
Chapter 19
“Hey, look what I got,” Gracie said, rolling a glass between her hands. “Just like the one I broke. I know how particular you are about these things.”
“You didn’t need to do that.” Evelyn set down her briefcase and unbuttoned her blazer. “I’m sure they could’ve simply billed it to the room.”
“Yeah, but I know how particular you are about these things.” Gracie set the glass down. Carefully. “Worried me a little when you were gone this morning. Thought you might’ve suddenly given into a gambling addiction or something.”
“I only had an early appointment. I didn’t want to wake you. And now it’s done, and we can do something…” Evelyn started to smile before remembering she had the mask on again. Making it pointless. “Let me take you shopping. We need to get some souvenirs before we go home, don’t we?”
“If I say no, will you spank me?”
“I definitely won’t spank you if you say no.”
“Then I might as well, right?”
* * *
Heat polluted the air like an extension of the sweat on their skin or the harsh glare of the desert sun reflecting off the dead neon lights. They clung to the air-conditioned interiors of the Strip, planning where they were headed next like an expedition into hostile territory.
After eating lunch, they went to a jewelry store. It was the kind of place Gracie once couldn’t have stepped into without the manager having his phone in his hand and 911 on speed dial. Now she had Evelyn’s hand on her shoulder, keeping her moving because she could’ve stopped and stared forever.
“Why aren’t there any prices?” Gracie asked.
“Don’t worry about the price. It’s my treat.”
“I don’t want you to buy something for me. Let’s just window shop, it’ll drive ’em… Ooh, that’s gorgeous.”
Evelyn snapped her fingers in the air. “She wants to try this on.”
Gracie whirled on Evelyn, panicked. “You cannot put one of those on me. What if I have to go to the bathroom? What if it falls in the commode? Evelyn, I’ll have a bounty on my head!”
The shopgirl came by. Evelyn wrapped an arm around Gracie to greet her with a united front. “Hello, my friend here would like to try on these earrings. Would you help her?”
The shopgirl agreed cheerily and unlocked the display case. The next thing Gracie knew, she’d been bustled in front of a mirror to see how she looked with diamond studs in her ears.
Gracie looked at her reflection and tried to reconcile it with the her she’d once been used to. There was a smile just under the surface of her lips, needing barely any excuse to jump into the open. Her eyes were bright and unashamed, going wherever they wanted, heedless of consequences. Her skin was clear, her makeup carefully applied, her hair too clean and healthy even to frizzle in the heat that polluted the outside.
It wasn’t who she had once been. Now she looked like the kind of woman who wore diamonds.
Evelyn came up behind her to wind a simple bar necklace around her throat. “I like the earrings, but if you’ll let me make a suggestion… This is Swarovski.”
“I don’t know if I can pull off something I can’t spell.”
“I could teach you to spell it. You’re a very good student…and so much fun to correct…”
She pressed her cheek to the side of Gracie’s face. In the sickly cool of the overenthusiastic air conditioning, the honest cold of Evelyn’s mask was the warmest thing she could imagine.
“I don’t want a necklace,” Gracie announced. “I want a choker. Well, something that looks like a choker. Because I’ll know it’s a collar. And there’s no doubt who I belong to.”
Evelyn nodded. “Earrings. Choker…and a wig.”
“Why a wig?” Gracie asked.
“I’ve always wondered what I’d look like as a blonde. Haven’t you ever wondered how you’d look with dark hair?”
“Does someone want to roleplay with me?” Gracie teased.
“Oh, no, I’m very satisfied with my Gracie.” Then Evelyn’s gaze dropped, like she’d just said something wrong, though Gracie couldn’t imagine what.
“I still really like this necklace, though. In fact, I think I’ll buy it. Only not for me.”
Taking the necklace off, Gracie turned and put it on Evelyn. She undid the top button on Evelyn’s blouse, slinging the pendant down through the opening. Then she opened the next button to see how it laid against Evelyn’s fair skin.
“Well, it’s fine on top of your blouse, but I want you to wear it against your skin…like a lipstick mark…maybe a ruby… And whatever you’re wearing, however you look, I’ll know you’ve been kissed.”
“Someone asked me out,” Evelyn blurted out.
“Okay,” Gracie said, not knowing why that was worth sharing. Not unless Evelyn had said yes, and it was hard to imagine a world where Evelyn had a date with someone else when she was her, with her, acting like… “You accepted?”
“I did.”
It all seemed suddenly like a dream twisting into a nightmare. How many times had Evelyn introduced her to something that seemed unspeakably debauched at first—but then later, when it was with her, it turned out to be totally different? An expression of trust. Evelyn knowing that she could take something, even if it pushed her to her limits.
This should’ve been the same. No different from Evelyn wanting to use a sex toy, to bind her in some new position. But Gracie knew it wasn’t. Her body wouldn’t start the slow chemistry of mouthing the bitterness until it dissolved into sweet satisfaction.
“I thought we were… I thought the reason we were a thing is because you didn’t date.”
“Kimber’s different. She and I had an understanding, a long time ago, and it’s never felt finished…”
Never felt finished? What the fuck did that mean? They weren’t finished. The thought blared in Gracie’s mind, a stereo with the volume turned up too loud, making it as hard to think as heavy metal music would blasting at her eardrums.
“So she’s the love of your life?”
“Maybe. She still means a lot to me—“
“And what do I mean to you?” Gracie demanded because she almost knew what Evelyn meant to her. She was so close to figuring it out. And now all her notes were being erased, everything she thought she knew in tatters.
It was enough to make her want to try, just try—for Evelyn—to play another part, put on another mask, trusting it would fit like it always did with Ms. Voss. But this mask had nails embedded in it. Gracie couldn’t put it on without drawing blood.
“Gracie, you’re… If it weren’t for you, I never would’ve had the courage to… I’m better than I was thanks to you.”
“So I’m being downsized?”
“No, no. You have a job as long as you want it.“ Evelyn’s eyes looked full of compassion, understanding, like she wanted to comfort Gracie. But the comfort was more hurt, more of these explanations. More clarity. She was saying exactly how important Gracie was to her and the reality got smaller and smaller.
“So how do you see this working? You go out on a date with her, but she has work in the morning, so you come home to me… Does she even know about me?”
“Of course she knows; Kimber is very open-minded. In fact, she’d like to meet you.”
“I bet she does. Does she get to watch us? Am I a porn star now?”
“Don’t be disgusting, Gracie. You haven’t even met her. If you’d acted so provincial when we first met…”
Gracie’s fists were clenched. Her jaw was set. She was arguing, and she felt like she was arguing, and she hated it because this had all been so easy. First just a job, just doing what she was told. Then enjoying it. Liking it. Liking Evelyn.
It was all an oasis, a break from hardship after hardship after hardship, which was all her life had been since running away from home. Now Gracie felt that she’d been so innocent about things that she was blindfolded. Her second childhood ending as inevitably as the first had.
“But things have changed since we first met. Or are you saying you still see me as a toy?”
“I never—that was a game, Gracie. And of course things have changed; that’s why I want you to stay, why I want you to meet her.”
Gracie ground her teeth. Did Evelyn ever do that? Behind her perfect mask, the one that kept her face exactly as she liked it to everyone who looked at her? Even Gracie didn’t get to see—did Kimber?
That, Gracie couldn’t bear to ask.
“And if I don’t want to meet her? If I don’t want you to meet her? If I want you all to myself?”
“What…what do you think this is, cheerleader?”
“Clearly, something it’s not.” Gracie took off her earrings. She jammed them into Evelyn’s hand. “Put these back, will you? I can’t afford them.”
She stomped to the door. Evelyn ran after her, only barely pausing to slap the earrings down on the counter.
“Where are you going, Gracie? It’s a hundred degrees outside.”
“I’ll tan!”
Evelyn pushed past Gracie to stand in her way, blocking the door. “Will you be reasonable? What did you expect, that we’d keep doing this the rest of our lives?”
“No, but…” She faltered.
“But what?”
Gracie had nothing to say. She simply stared at Evelyn instead, angrily, hoping Evelyn would discern what Gracie was feeling when she herself didn’t quite know.
“Look, will you just give her a chance? For me?”
“Only if you tell me why you’re not satisfied with me.”
“I am satisfied.”
“Then why—“
“Because it’s real. I want something real.”
“This is…” Gracie’s voice failed her. She couldn’t lie about this. Only, she didn’t know what was a lie and what—
All she knew was that if this wasn’t real, it hurt a lot for a fantasy.
“Five thousand from her too. Twice the work means twice the pay.”
Evelyn nodded. “She’ll pay. You’ll like her, I promise. You two have a lot in common.”
Of course we do, Gracie thought. We both have you.



 
Chapter 20
Gracie didn’t like the nights in Vegas. All the neon. Too bright. Like stars had fallen from the dark sky without going out. And she’d drunk some, sure. Taken advantage of the hotel minibar and her boss who could afford it (and who took advantage of her in turn), and now her reflexes were slowed so that she couldn’t blink away the jarring light until after it had stabbed her in the eyes. And there was a new light at every turn, getting into the hotel room through every glass pore, making her feel spotlighted, and she didn’t know how to sleep when she was itching with being seen.
Kimber was there.
Kimber was perfect. She looked more like a trophy wife than Gracie did. Perfect tan, perfect teeth, perfect tits. Ten out of ten. Gracie couldn’t even be a bitch and think that she’d had work done because if she had, she’d had such good taste in plastic surgeons that no tabloid in the checkout lane could point the finger at her. And she’d been born with things that Gracie would’ve paid for, if she had the money.
Deep-blue eyes that would’ve been beautiful on a blonde, but were positively striking on her, beaconing out from her waves of coal black hair. The way she tanned, to a sensuous golden brown that made her look like an inviting beach that had never been walked on. The pouting lips that went into a smile Gracie beamed under, liking that she had the approval of those sparkling teeth.
“Wow. She’s so pretty.” She was looking at Gracie as she said it to Evelyn. Then she looked at Evelyn. Then she looked back at Gracie. “You’re so pretty,” she added, facing the right way this time. “I can see why Evelyn likes you so much.”
It’s not that I’m pretty, Gracie thought. You’re pretty. I held Evelyn. I submitted myself to Evelyn. I figured out what she needed and got her to let me give it to her.
She wanted to shout things of that nature, but she’d only embarrass herself. This was the girlfriend. The woman Evelyn was dating. She’d done all those things and more. Otherwise, why would Evelyn be in love with her?
Evelyn sat on a rattan throne in the corner. She held a stress grip in one hand. It sounded oddly like a mouse breathing as she worked it. Her other hand was on her thigh. Whenever Gracie looked at her, she expected that hand to be on the armrest, supporting Evelyn as she pushed her way to her feet. More likely it would be under her waistband next. She’d touch herself, because that wasn’t Gracie’s job anymore—
“Gracie thinks you’re pretty too,” Evelyn said. Then: “She’s shy.”
“Aww,” Kimber said, sounding damnably sincere. “You’re new to all this, aren’t you?”
“Are you?” Gracie returned.
“Gracie, be nice,” Evelyn said. Gracie was glad she didn’t call her cheerleader. Not in front of Kimber.
“I wouldn’t say I’m an old hand at it, but it’s not my first rodeo.” Kimber smiled prettily. “Evelyn’s always had some interesting tastes. It’s how we met—”
“Gracie isn’t interested in old war stories,” Evelyn interrupted. “I think she’s anxious to get started. Kimber, why don’t you take off something of Gracie’s?”
Kimber’s hand moved down the front of Gracie’s body. Her fingernail clicked on one button of her blouse after another, authoritative as high heels on a marble floor. She was only two buttons down (Gracie had buttoned her blouse up to her throat; only now did she realize how telling that was) when Kimber’s clever fingers worked a button open, letting in a ghost of cool air—an ice cube compared to Kimber and Evelyn’s fervent gazes.
The next button went. Then the next. Opening up Gracie’s top to a lily-white bra, creamy flesh, the ribbon of untanned skin that didn’t quite line up with her jostled underwear. And Kimber kept slitting her open like she meant to climb inside.
Gracie didn’t care if Kimber saw her. She knew the tenor of Evelyn’s gaze. Was her mistress abashed that she was sharing a view that had once been hers and hers alone? Or did she like her toy better now that she could show it off?
Finally, the button at her navel went. Kimber’s hands went back up, and, almost in passing, she dismembered the buttons that still held Gracie’s blouse together. The top fell open. Gracie’s fingers trembled. She wanted to take it off, to show herself to Evelyn fully, but this wasn’t her turn; it was Kimber’s.
And Gracie told herself that there was good tension in that, tension that was leading to release, like when Mistress denied her culmination, made her beg. But right then, it simply felt irritating.
“Gracie, I want you to touch Kimber now,” Evelyn said. “Through her clothes, if you please.”
Gracie reached out, hesitating as her hand approached Kimber’s body, the silky dress top that flattered and concealed her lissome chest. Evelyn was so sensitive about being touched—Kimber wasn’t, of course, but she was here, with Evelyn, thinking Evelyn thoughts, and now this: touching. Feeling. Things that didn’t seem to go together. Gracie was so sensitive to Evelyn’s emotions that it was hard to get a read on this woman, Kimber.
Gracie pushed her hand forward. Found Kimber’s breast within a thin bra, under the satin that Evelyn would never wear. Kimber responded. A coo, a quiver through her lithe body. She was beautiful. Enthralling to look upon, to see the look of pleasured anticipation her face held. Then her eyes went to Evelyn; it was for her.
Of course it was for her. Gracie was doing this for Evelyn too. But was she? Was Kimber really liking what Gracie was doing, or was it all a show? And did Evelyn want that, or did she want something real?
When Kimber moaned, Gracie didn’t know if it was because of her touch or Evelyn watching.
“Now I want you two to kiss,” Evelyn purred, and Gracie felt a flutter go through her, despite everything…even despite seeing the same flutter mirrored in Kimber. Pupils dilated, cheeks rosy, lips damp from a surreptitious lick.
Kimber moved in. Gracie rushed to do the same, closing her eyes, thinking of Evelyn. Her lips touched Kimber’s. It shouldn’t have mattered whose lips they were, when this was for Evelyn’s benefit, but it did—maybe it was supposed to. She’d imagined Evelyn’s mouth, the shapes it made to go with each intimate word Gracie was given: This couldn’t be it. This was only a body part. An opening. And Evelyn wasn’t dominating her, not anymore. Gracie was dominating herself. It was an experience, but not one that she liked. She liked Evelyn—
Gracie pulled back. She didn’t plan on it, her lips coming away from Kimber’s, her space no longer warm with Kimber’s heat. But as soon as she did, it felt right.
Even Evelyn’s surprise. Her disappointment.
“This isn’t what I want,” Gracie told her. She glanced at Kimber and felt a flush of sympathy for her.
It wasn’t her fault. She was in love with Evelyn. Gracie couldn’t blame her for that; she just couldn’t take it.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and was out the door soon enough to breathe before she suffocated.
* * *
Could she breathe? She could. But she could also feel—every inch of her nerves crackling with electricity, like Gracie had plugged herself into a live wire. Pure anxiety. The feeling didn’t ebb when Evelyn came out of the hotel room to be with her. It shifted, turned—she hadn’t known there could be so many types of neuroses.
There was even anger in there. Inwardly, she demanded to know why Evelyn couldn’t make it easy for her. Didn’t she know how Gracie felt? Wasn’t it obvious that this was killing her? She would never treat Evelyn this way, not for any amount of money.
Tears sprung to her eyes, but Evelyn simply stood there, glaring, a statue. If she wanted to show an emotion, she’d need a new mask with it painted on.
“Evidently, I’ve made a miscalculation.”
Gracie swiped at her eyes. She hated, too, this mismatch, how she was brimming over with emotion and Evelyn was still so…Evelyn. It made Gracie feel further from her than ever.
“I thought this was what you wanted,” Evelyn continued. “Someone you could touch, someone you could kiss…”
“I wanted you.”
Evelyn stood there. Her mask seemed more capable of making an expression than she did. Her eyes were ice, her nostrils not seeming to move; was she even breathing?
“I’m glad…you enjoy the work you do for me,” Evelyn said. “It’s good to know that there’s something beyond the tolerance I pay you for…”
“You think that’s what I do? Tolerate you?”
“I try not to think about it,” Evelyn said. “I know you must want something more conventional. I’ll understand if you seek it elsewhere…”
“I’m not—that’s not—”
“But before you do, there’s no reason you can’t find this service you’re providing as enjoyable as ever. Kimber was an overreach; I see that now—”
“Stop. Stop.”
“I wasn’t trying to insult you, degrade you in any way—”
“What am I to you?” Gracie insisted.
Evelyn cracked her neck. “You know. The arrangement hasn’t changed since we agreed to it.
“The hell it hasn’t. Whatever you think went wrong in there?” Gracie faltered, biting her lip. “The only thing wrong was that she was the one kissing me and not you.”
“I can’t give you that,” Evelyn said firmly. But it was like her mouth, the mouth under the mask, was someone else’s. And the eyes belonged to someone…plaintive.
“Why not? Do you really think I’m so shallow that I’ll have a problem with how you look?”
Evelyn shook her head—not to communicate a negative to Gracie but because her body seemed to need to communicate her disagreement so vehemently that if she didn’t gesture, she’d scream the word no.
“I don’t deserve it. I barely deserve you…someone who’s only there to receive pleasure. And I still…tie you up. I hurt you.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“What was wrong with Kimber?” Evelyn returned.
Gracie resisted the urge to issue a snotty you know. “She’s not you.”
“Really? Because that’s what I’ll want. What I’ll always want. Binding you. Punishing you. Watching you with other women. Other things, things I can’t even talk about—”
“So? Everyone has things they want to do but can’t.”
“Kimber doesn’t.”
“You’re not in love with Kimber!”
Evelyn turned away, and Gracie wondered if she couldn’t take the sight of her or if Evelyn couldn’t stand the thought of Gracie looking into her eyes.
“You don’t know that,” Evelyn murmured.
“If she loves you, and you love her, then why’d you two stay away?”
“I told you why.” Evelyn spread out her arms, palms flat to either wall of the hotel hallway. “I took a life. The things I’ve done, the things I want to do… I’m an animal. Kimber deserved better than that. You deserve better than that.”
“But you’re with her now.”
Evelyn pushed against the walls so hard, Gracie could see the muscles clench under her suit. She reached out to touch that back, brimming with tension…couldn’t bear to do it. But she couldn’t withdraw her hand either. Not when Evelyn needed to be touched.
Only Gracie didn’t know how to do it.
“You don’t want her, do you? It’s just safe. It’s easy. You want me. Maybe you’re afraid of how much. The way I’m scared of how much I want you.”
Evelyn said nothing. Gracie didn’t think she could say anything. That mask was a muzzle. It kept in the things that would have to be said, if someone could see the look on her face.
Gracie felt like an idiot. How could she explain it to her? She couldn’t tell Wayne how he needed help and she’d known him forever. Evelyn, she barely knew; of course Evelyn was afraid she’d reject her.
There were no words to say that Gracie didn’t care about her darkness, her hurt—she wanted all of it anyway because it was Evelyn. Whatever had gone into her, Gracie wanted. However much it had pained or disquieted or disturbed, it was only more Evelyn. She wouldn’t lose her taste for it. It was what she’d been meant to live on.
Maybe if Evelyn could see that she didn’t care about her face, that there was no disgust or fear in here: Gracie reached out. Her fingertips landed on the buckle that strapped the mask into place.
Evelyn stiffened. Gracie wanted to assure her that there was nothing to fear, not from her, but she could see that there was no assuaging this amount of dread. It prickled on every inch of Evelyn’s skin, coiled in all of her muscles.
Gracie still wanted the mask off. She knew that if it were gone and she looked at Evelyn’s face and Evelyn saw how Gracie accepted whatever she had to hide—
But she couldn’t force Evelyn into that. She didn’t have the right.
“Evelyn, I’m not going to take your mask off. I want you to do it. I want you to show me, to trust me with what you’re hiding.”
Evelyn’s body simply…rippled with motion. Stiffening and relaxing, stiffening again, but in a different way. She put her hands on her head, but Gracie didn’t think for a second she was going to unstrap the mask.
She wanted to encourage Evelyn, not pressure her. The two urges were irreconcilable. Gracie kept seeing someone she cared for in pain, and it was like there was nothing she could do—like everything she could try was wrong. But she needed to do something.
She ran her hand through Evelyn’s hair, wanting to do more, hoping the small gesture wasn’t already too much.
“Stop touching me,” Evelyn said, and her voice kept going like a window kept shattering after a brick had crashed through it. “I’m in control here, not you. I’m the dominant. The mask doesn’t come off. You think I’m this way because I like it? I need it. I need it enough to pay for it. Kimber is willing to give it to me for free, but I was fond of you. I was willing to keep you on. But if you can’t give me what I need anymore—”
“This is not what you need. Being indulged, being enabled, that doesn’t change anything for you, it doesn’t help you…”
“And you want to help me? You have to help me? Then you never liked me at all…only what you could change me into.”
“This isn’t about me, Evelyn, this is about you. I want to help you… The world is a beautiful place. You think I want to help hide you from it, keep you all to myself?”
“I keep me all to myself. Me.” Evelyn turned around, and the look in her eyes was something Gracie could only bear for a second. “I’m not beautiful. I’m not meant to be shared with the world. Because even when I try to do something good, it ends like this. Tears and recrimination and knowing too much.”
“I don’t care about the things you’ve done, Evelyn.”
“Yes you do—Yes. You. Do. You tell yourself you don’t, but you want me to be anything but what I am because what I am is a monster. And you don’t love monsters. No one does.”
Tears jolted Gracie’s eyes. It was over. She knew it was over. The ending sounded in her heart like a bone cleanly breaking. She still cared about Evelyn, but there was no hope of helping her—or only a fool’s hope. Gracie’s hope.
“So, what? You’re going to start over with Kimber? Never tell her the truth? And I was only a test run?”
“I didn’t know it at the time. But I guess you were.”
Gracie sucked in a breath—held onto it until it was putrid. “Just remember I never said I didn’t love you. You decided that. Not me.”
“But if you could admit the truth, what would you be doing here?”
“I won’t be here for long.”



 
Chapter 21
Gracie went back into the apartment. Evelyn stayed outside. Not because she hoped to be seen by some passing hotel guest or cleaning staff but because it was easier to listen to the sounds of Gracie packing than to go in and see each slow, inscrutable step Gracie took out of her life.
The argument with Gracie drilled a hole in Evelyn that let out all her energy. She sent Kimber home—despite the woman’s entreaties that she could stay and comfort her—telling Kimber that she needed to pack. Kimber extracted a promise from Evelyn that she would cook for her soon and then left Evelyn to the relief of isolation.
It proved cold comfort. Evelyn took her mask off but didn’t feel any safety in going unseen, or any succor in being freed from the thing. Instead, there was a profound sense that nothing she did mattered. She was the last woman on earth, and she could wear whatever she want, go naked, scream obscenities, because no one saw her. No one cared enough to.
She availed herself of the minibar, showered obsessively, tried everything on the television, from loud music videos to hardcore pornography. Finally, she laid in bed, ending up staring at the curtained windows, slathered with the muted neon light that retreated from the heavy shades, and trying not to think of Gracie.
When she finally went to sleep, her dreams were of nothing but the woman, her subconscious in open rebellion. Every fantasy, every idea she’d ever had to use and abuse and pamper Gracie, twisted and turned with sickening emotion.
She saw herself bathing Gracie, massaging shampoo and conditioner into that luscious hair. Tightening her arm around Gracie’s neck and choking her to the brink of unconsciousness while using her free hand to finger her. Even simply gagging her and making her spend the day like that, enjoying time together with the woman while those beautiful lips were wrapped around a ball-gag…
Evelyn woke awash with sweat, turned on and emotional and finding blood when she reached down to her panties. Great. She was on her period too. Before she showered, she dug out her phone. Not to call Kimber, but only to look at the picture attached to her phone number. Suddenly, Evelyn was grateful she wasn’t there. Because she knew already that Kimber couldn’t cure this ache in her.
The thought of Kimber was one big ache. A doubt that throbbed under the surface of everything she did, becoming everything she felt.
Evelyn had to go through with seeing Kimber, try to force herself to recapture what they’d once had—but should she be with someone she had to make herself spend time with?
She did it anyway. And luckily, she could give into the siren song of her own private world while Kimber fed her and it seemed like she was simply being a withholding mistress.
Which only deepened the ache, when she let herself think about it. What did it mean that all Kimber needed from her was this image of Ms. Voss? She’d been fine with the threesome too; Gracie hadn’t. Gracie had wanted her. That wasn’t something Evelyn knew she could give.
She’d driven Gracie away by letting out too much of herself. Kimber would go away if she overdosed on Evelyn too. She had to wonder if there was anyone who could take all of her. Maybe she was misjudging Kimber. Maybe Kimber would be more accepting than Gracie. And if she wasn’t…could Evelyn stand to be with her? Knowing she was only a little truth away from the same cataclysm Gracie had visited on her?
“Is this how you were with Gracie?”
Actually hearing her name made Evelyn feel like she’d been bit by a snake. Her eyes widened enough for Kimber to mimic the look.
“Not putting anything out,” Kimber explained. “Do I have to draw you out now? You always had so much energy for me in the old days. This…this feels a lot like you just can’t be bothered with me.”
“I don’t want to be fake with you,” Evelyn said at length.
“What would you be faking? Don’t you want to be with me?”
“Do you?”
Kimber snorted. “Of course! What else would I be doing here?”
“Being with someone you don’t know. Do you have any idea why we didn’t work the first time?”
“We didn’t work because you ran,” Kimber said as though it were obvious.
“I ran because I couldn’t take lying to you. Having you look at me like I was one person when I wasn’t her anymore. You remember before we broke up, that bar we went to?”
“We were celebrating making associate. I remember because we usually never celebrated anything, but your dad wanted you to work at his pet firm and you told him where to stick it, so of course you wanted to drink heavily.”
Evelyn nodded. “You called it a night after those red things had more of a kick than you thought they would. I stayed. I wanted to see how much I could take. I must’ve drunk half the bar…”
“No you didn’t.”
Evelyn blinked. “Yes. I did. I got blackout drunk…”
“Evelyn, I was there. I stepped outside to have a smoke. I was thinking about going back inside to admit I wanted you to come with me. But before I could, you came out with—what was his name? Ron? That guy who worked for your dad. I assumed you called him to pick you up and give you a ride. You were pretty out of it.”
Evelyn’s vision blurred. She felt like she couldn’t bear to look at Kimber; her own vague memories pulled at her. Did she remember drinking anything more, getting into the car, actually hitting someone? She’d imagined it so many times that it felt real. But all she really remembered was Kimber leaving.
“No, I stayed. I drank myself half to death. I drove drunk, I… Kimber, I hit someone. I found the dent in my hood, the blood. If it weren’t for my dad…”
Then it hit her. She’d been so grateful. More than grateful; she’d realized that she was no better than Violado. Any attempt she’d make to get clear of his sins was pointless. She was as bad as him. Worse, because she’d fooled herself that she could be something else. And so she’d gone to work for him, knowing she dared not betray him. Even if she ever wanted to, Violado knew what she’d done. He no doubt kept proof of it, just in case. It was his nature.
His nature.
How hard would it be to slip something into her drink? After she was insensate, collect her, put someone else behind the wheel of her car. Take it somewhere remote—a bum too—ram the car into him—Evelyn didn’t even need to be there. She could be at home, in bed.
When she woke up, saw the state of her car, heard about the hit and run, of course she’d assume, she’d believe. Her father wouldn’t need any blackmail material, any proof. She’d think he had it. She would think she had no choice but to be loyal, be obedient.
I was already damned. Why not act like it? Do what comes easy, comes natural. Be your father’s daughter.
“Evelyn, are you alright? You look…”
“I look?” She couldn’t breathe. She ripped the mask away—Kimber shrank back. Funny as hell; Evelyn was good enough for her. She’d always been good enough for her. Only because she thought she wasn’t, she’d made herself unworthy: freeing hundreds of murderers, thieves, and drug dealers from the consequences of their actions.
She saw it all now: She was evil, but she’d been made that way. It was like suddenly realizing her stomach was full of bile. Evelyn had to purge it all.
“I have to go,” she told Kimber, and as she left, she already had her cell phone out.
* * *
“I know,” Violado heard the moment he answered his phone.
“Know what?”
“Don’t handle me, you son of a bitch. You thought I wouldn’t find out? You kept me living in fear for years, wondering when someone would find out, thinking I was a murderer, thinking I was like you!”
“You are like me,” Violado told her, settling into his seat. “You’ve feared, huh? I’ve feared. I’ve feared you going back to thinking you were some sort of civilian. You’re not. Civilians call the cops when they think they’ve hit someone with a car. You, you called me. But you haven’t learned anything from that, in all this time.”
“Oh, you were teaching me a lesson? Because I wouldn’t work for you? I wouldn’t get your thugs off the hook?”
“I was teaching you that you’re special. I knew it, you knew it; you wouldn’t believe it is all. But at the wet-ass hour, you admitted you’re too big for some little, teensy law. You have a destiny. You’re not meant to rot in jail, you’re meant to be in this family, helping me keep things going.”
“My father,” she sneered. “The community organizer.”
“Who else keeps the world ticking? Some politician? The police? No one wants their hand on the till, not even you. I made the tough choices. You only complain. Yes, even you, with a life you never could’ve dreamed of without me.”
Evelyn was all but speechless. “I’ve got my hand on the till now. Your turn to worry.”
After she hung up, Violado listened to the dead phone and imagined he could hear the faint hum of electricity keeping it waiting for a call that would never come.
“I never worry.”
* * *
It took hours of begging and pleading and waiting, but Gracie managed to get her ticket changed for an underbooked flight a few hours away. She would’ve killed for a squalling baby or old guy ranting about masks. In the silent, peaceful plane ride, all there was to think about was the last flight. Talking to Evelyn. Being touched by her. Simply being hers…
Gracie thought that would be enough for her, forever. She didn’t need to breathe anything but air, and she didn’t need to love anyone but Evelyn. It was so close to perfect, only Evelyn didn’t feel the same way. What could be a hotter hell than to need someone who didn’t need you?
After the first eternity she’d have to spend without Evelyn, the plane landed. She took a taxi to the Empirical. She could’ve phoned Wayne for a ride, but she wasn’t up to seeing him. She’d gotten countless calls from him, and she wasn’t even up to listening to the voicemails.
Gracie didn’t know if she could take being in the hotel room again either. Maybe a few hours to gather herself, find somewhere new to stay; she had to get out of there before Evelyn got back. Gracie knew how she would get, seeing her again. She’d convince herself there was something she could do, something she could say, that would change how Evelyn felt about her.
I’m not going to be that person again; I couldn’t stand it. Whoever I am now, I won’t look for love from someone who can’t give it to me.
There seemed a cruel irony, though she couldn’t quite define it, that she had to use the money she’d gotten for being with Evelyn to buy a suitcase for all the things she’d bought with Evelyn so she could leave Evelyn. She had the cabbie stop at a secondhand store. He took pity on her and waited while she bought some luggage, then took her the rest of the way to the Empirical.
She almost forgot to pack the money. It seemed so literal. A physical collection of her time with Evelyn. She didn’t want it—in fact, she imagined leaving it there, stacked on Evelyn’s bed to show her that what she was losing wasn’t only an employee. But she couldn’t be romantic now. Where had that gotten her? She’d be practical. She opened up her day bag, looked for the key.
It was nowhere, nowhere. A sickening feeling took her. She took the painting off the safe and saw she didn’t need a key. The door was ajar. The truth snapped into place like a bone being set. Wayne. Only he would steal tens of thousands and not close the door behind him.
She whipped out her cell phone, letting out a harsh chuckle when she saw all the notifications Wayne had left her. Texts for her to call him, voice messages: explanations for what he’d done, she knew. Excuses. She couldn’t get love from Evelyn, while her brother loved her for days and gave her only excuses.
She wasn’t even angry. Evelyn had her too depressed to care in any way except for an intellectual disgust with how far they’d all fallen short. She was a whore who’d fallen in love with her john, and the money had all gone to her gambling-addict brother. It was a joke too sick to laugh at. An event that only existed to show how unfair the world could be. This had to be rock bottom.
Maybe she could live through this by telling herself that this was the worst it could ever be. It was a little freeing to think that. She gave herself over to not caring. She’d wanted to leave the money to Evelyn. She didn’t have the satisfaction of imagining Evelyn finding it waiting for her, but she could at least know inside that it didn’t matter. She’d all but set it on fire. What did it change if she’d meant to do it or not?
Her lack of concern for herself made room to be concerned with Wayne. He’d be killing himself over what he’d done. Gracie would have to tell him it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t thank him for ridding her of one more reminder of Evelyn, but she should at least let him know he wasn’t condemned.
She called Wayne. He picked up.
“I’m not mad,” she began, which she could admit wasn’t an exact way to put how tired she was, how impossible it felt to summon up any emotion.
“I won,” Wayne said.
Annoyance flickered through Gracie like fish wire being pulled through her. “That’s a hell of an apology.”
“Sis, I won. Zeus’s Thunder at twenty-to-one odds. I put it all on him, and he won!”
“Twenty to one… Wayne, that’s…”
“Yeah, it is,” Wayne cried, and he couldn’t even summon up a laugh; he giggled. “And the stake too… You can have that back… We’ve got a million, Gracie, a whole million!”
Gracie exhaled in relief. She hadn’t had time to start worrying about money again, but now—she wouldn’t. It might really be okay. No matter how low she was, she was headed upward.
“This is… Wayne, this is investment money. This is own-a-building money. We could start a, a dentist’s office—whatever we want!”
“We can talk about this on the road. Whatever boring thing you want to do with the money is fine by me, I’ve got a car. Let’s gas up and decide this on the open road.”
“Fine by me. I’ll be happy to see the last of this city.”
“Cool, cool.” A deep breath blew out Gracie’s phone. “Whatever you’ve been doing, you don’t have to anymore. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to anymore. We’re leaving all that here.”
“Yeah. Leaving it all behind,” Gracie agreed, but she recognized her own voice from a few minutes ago. The meaninglessness was back. It would pass (it had to pass), but she was free of Evelyn. Not needing her money, not allowed to have her love—there was no point in staying in her orbit.
Gracie finished packing, gathered up her bags, and ended up in the doorway. When she closed the door behind her, it would be the last time. She’d left the key on the dresser. She had no way back in. It’d be the punctuation on the final words of this love affair.
Why prolong this suffering? Who would want to feel this way? She’d have to feel better if she left, if it ended, if all of Evelyn came out of her like it’d fallen victim to a scalpel.
And the longer she stayed, the greater chance Evelyn would return. Gracie’s heartbeat sped up. What would she say to her? There was nothing to say—but how much she thought of that nothing.
Could there come a time when she felt no more about Evelyn than she would about the description of a dead, distant star whose light no longer reached her? When it’d be like she’d never met Evelyn at all? That would have to be better than this pain—but Gracie didn’t want it.
It was like Evelyn said: She was the perfect sub. A glutton for punishment.



 
Chapter 22
Wayne had his phone in one hand, his money in a duffel bag, and his gun tucked into the back of his waistband.
It was the first time he’d been really unsettled. Even when he lost money, that was a temporary setback. But he’d had time to scry while he waited for Gracie to get back to him, and all signs pointed to something bad coming.
It wasn’t hard to see what direction it was coming in. Marchi and his thugs, the money… He didn’t dare let his winnings out of sight. They weighed a ton, but he wouldn’t even set the duffel bag down. He had to stay sharp until they were on the road, in motion. Once they got to safe ground, then he could worry about doing a few blessings, the proper ritual to find out which bank could be trusted.
He dialed Gracie’s number. She needed to hurry up. The longer she took, the more likely he’d have to use that prick landlord’s gun to defend their new life.
He didn’t want to kill anyone. He just wouldn’t let his sister be a prostitute.
The phone rang. After what seemed like a very long wait, she answered.
“Gracie, I’m downstairs, in the lobby. Get down here already.“
“I will, I am… I mean, I’m going to. I can’t now. Not yet.”
“Not yet? What’s taking… Fine! I’m coming up. We’ll talk.“
He hit the call button on the elevator. The doors opened immediately. He got into the car.
A moment after the doors had shut, Russ Marchi opened his beer.
* * *
Russ sat at the hotel bar, swilling a beer that was all but tasteless. He was eying a bottle of whiskey that would cut through his anxiety and truly settle his nerves, but that had to wait for now. Only beer to cool his hot. When the job was done, then he could drink himself into a stupor.
He was too old for this shit. Too old and too high up for a black bag job. But Violado didn’t trust anyone else with this. So here he was at the Empirical, about to be lined up for a murder charge unless he was smart enough, lucky enough—there were a hundred ways to get caught on a crime like this. You were a genius if you thought of twenty.
He finished his beer and got to his feet.
* * *
Once she’d told him everything, Wayne didn’t know how to feel about all of it, any of it. His sister was a prostitute. But she’d liked it. But it was over. Gracie didn’t know what to say once she’d recited all the facts, while Wayne felt like he’d regressed to some preverbal level. All his work to provide for Gracie, to take care of her, and some chick had done it better than he ever could with a wave of her privileged palm. Either that, or she’d broken Gracie down to the point that she didn’t know which way was up.
Or maybe it was both. He couldn’t understand these things. The cosmos seemed infinitely explicable to him compared to all the things that could transpire between two people once they started talking.
“Gracie, you quit. You can leave.”
“I don’t want to. I have to talk to her.”
“What’s there to talk about? It’s done. “
“Is it? I haven’t been able to tell. I’ve been thinking, trying to figure it out, and what I keep wishing is that she’ll want me back. So if I keep thinking about it, isn’t it what I want?”
“So you’re in love with her. Great. Does she feel that way?”
“I don’t know! I have to know!”
“She let you quit! She let you get on a plane and go!”
“And she’ll have to do better than that to get rid of me.”
The doorknob began to tick, lock clicking, handle rotating back and forth like a clock on its way from being right once a day to twice a day.
“We should go,” Wayne said.
“I’m not going,” Gracie said, not sounding very certain. “How’s my hair?”
The doorknob finally tocked, and the door opened up, letting Russ Marchi in, a big gloved hand wrapped around his end of the knob.
“Oh, sorry to intrude,” he said. “I’m a friend of Evelyn’s. She asked me to get a file she left—Wayne? What’re you doing here?”
“I ask myself the same question.” Wayne’s eyes narrowed. “Why’re you wearing gloves, Russ?”
“Why wouldn’t he be wearing gloves?” Gracie asked before she started to back up, the way she always did when Wayne’s body stiffened.
Wayne reached behind his back. He was fast.
Russ was magic. The Colt Commander appeared in his meaty hand, as gray as his steely eyes.
“Up against the wall. Both of you. Now.”
* * *
Evelyn gratefully downed the drink that the flight attendant brought her. The plane was cruising at six hundred miles an hour, but she felt intolerably like she was standing still. That was the point, of course—not many people would be comfortable at nearly supersonic speeds—but Evelyn’s need to spring forward wasn’t assuaged at all by the occasional gentle rumble that was the only sign of the plane’s velocity.
She felt alive. Not good, but alive. Like she had blood in her veins, finally, even if it was spilling out of her. She had to see Gracie, and the only place Evelyn knew she would be — before she disappeared into the ether she’d come out of — was at the Empirical. She didn’t know why she had to see her; she simply did.
To apologize? How could she? She hadn’t simply been wrong, she’d been wrong for years. So wrong that she didn’t trust herself to tell the difference between good and bad. Maybe Gracie was better off without her.
But Evelyn couldn’t bring herself to care about that. She needed something to make sense in her life, and, right now, the only option was Gracie.
She willed the plane to fly faster.
* * *
After frisking them, taking both their phones and the revolver Wayne had been carrying, Russ tied both siblings, hands behind their backs. They sat around the coffee table, phones and gun on the tabletop, the Colt slacking in Russ’s lap.
“Bad luck,” he opined. “Pushes—makes more moves than gravity.” He shook his head. Gracie’s phone dinged. Russ rotated it so he could read off the screen. “Speak of the devil.” He picked it up to show it to Gracie. “Your boss wants a word.”
Gracie lunged forward until her stomach caught on the edge of the table.
“Gracie, stop it!” Wayne said quickly. “He’s a killer, Sis, don’t—”
Russ slapped Gracie hard and shoved her back into her seat. “I’m a killer?” He chuckled, opening up Gracie’s phone. “Thank God for texting, eh? Evelyn wants to know if you can talk. I’ll just let her know…” Russ set his gun down to use both thumbs. “You’re at a concert. Can’t talk.”
Gracie drove her knee up into the underside of the table, rattling Wayne’s phone and Wayne’s gun. Her brother pressed his shoulder against hers, willing calm into her.
“Stop. You’re only making him mad.”
“Evelyn doesn’t want to do this over the phone,” Russ read. “But she has to talk to you. Well, lucky for her, you’re at her apartment. You’ll be waiting for her when she gets in. When is that?”
“I’ll kill you,” Gracie snarled under her breath. “Don’t you touch her, I swear I’ll—”
Wayne stepped on her foot, applying soft but noticeable pressure. “Please, Gracie…”
Russ made a face at the phone and held it up to Gracie again. “Twenty minutes to landing. How long do you figure to go through baggage claim and all that? Fifteen minutes? Another ten to drive to the Empirical. Traffic’s actually pretty good with all the deportations. Say an hour. I’ll tell her that you’ll be waiting up for her. That you’ll try to have your thoughts in order by the time she gets here.”
Gracie pulled at her bonds. Wayne looked worriedly at arms that seemed like they would break if they couldn’t get through the handcuffs.
“Enough.” Russ slapped her on the ear. “Think about the rest of us. You think I like hitting women? Or Wayne likes seeing his sister slapped around? Be reasonable. I’m only here for Evelyn. Three dead bodies isn’t how I wanted this day to turn out, but it is an option. Let’s call it option A.” Russ glanced at Wayne. “You want to hear option B?”
Wayne nodded.
“Wayne, we can’t let him—”
Russ straightened his gun hand. The Colt was aimed at Gracie. “Quiet.”
She shut up.
Russ’s gaze went to Wayne. “Option B is that Evelyn finds you in her apartment. You have a knife. You stab her. Then you run out of there. I’ll have Gracie over in the other apartment as insurance. I check the room after you’re gone. If she’s dead, I wait an hour. Then I walk out of here with Gracie. We go our separate ways. You’ll have a head start before someone finds the body and checks the security cameras.”
Gracie shifted forward in her seat, an awful look on her face, but her gaze kept going to the Colt still trained on her, and she held her lips shut like a wound that’d been stitched but not healed.
“How can I trust you to let Gracie go?” Wayne asked, careful not to look at his sister.
Russ tucked Gracie’s phone away in his jacket pocket. “Because I don’t want to get my hands dirty. That’s the whole idea—having a fall guy.”
“And what if I call the cops?”
“You could,” Russ said, coming up heavily to his feet. He walked to the apartment’s landline and ripped the phone out of the wall. Gracie made half a shriek as plaster dribbled to the floor, while Russ calmly went on: “But a bunch of trigger-happy pigs and me and your sister, all in the same room, doesn’t seem conducive to her long-term health. You care about Gracie, don’t you? You’d rather she be okay than some nutbag lawyer?”
“No, no,” Gracie moaned.
“Shut up,” Russ told her. “I’m sorry to do this to you, Wayne. I wish it could go some other way. But the only way to go against bad luck is to roll with the punches. What’s it gonna be: Kill a stranger or kill your sister?”
* * *
The door shut resoundingly behind Wayne, leaving him in Evelyn’s apartment, his sister back in her own. With Russ.
Wayne had no doubt he’d kill her before he went to jail. She could identify him now. Dumb, so dumb—why had he said Russ’s name? If he hadn’t, Gracie would never be able to ID him. Now she could, though. Now she could.
He was still having nightmares about the first life he’d taken, putting it down as the worst moment of his life. Felt like he’d been hit by a train. Now here he was, standing on the track again, watching the 8:45 from Bronson coming at him again.
An hour until Evelyn got there. Not even that. Maybe less, maybe more. He already knew he couldn’t take the not knowing, couldn’t stand there and wait. But what else could he do?
He started going through Evelyn’s drawers, her cabinets; anything closed in the apartment, he opened. There had to be something that could help him. Maybe if he made it look like a robbery, suspicion wouldn’t fall on Gracie. Assuming Russ didn’t kill her simply for having seen his face. She knew his name, thanks to Wayne.
And jewels, petty cash—that’d come in handy if Wayne had to go on the lam. He couldn’t assume he’d get the duffel back. Russ would probably keep it, that son of a bitch. He’d seemed like such a good guy at first, but all Wayne could count on was Gracie. Only family, and not even that all the time.
The spirits were…sparingly helpful. There seemed to always be a curse or a wrong component, something throwing off his predictions, until today. But the spirits hadn’t warned him about Russ, had they?
Wayne must’ve gotten some part of the ritual wrong, so he couldn’t rely on himself. He could only rely on Gracie, really. But he didn’t have her now. Russ did.
Wayne moaned. He wanted to lie down on the floor and let the world spin for a while, just in case it managed to throw him off, but he couldn’t spare the time. He ransacked Evelyn’s cupboards, her closet, tossing clothes across the floor, scattering books around, but whatever could help him out of this predicament, he didn’t find it. His mind kept whirling, but it was a rat in a box that’d been dropped into a lake. Nowhere to go. Too dumb to even resign himself to fate.
Gracie—he could trust Gracie; that seemed important. And Gracie had told him that Evelyn loved her, cared for her, but so what? He couldn’t very well ask Evelyn to get stabbed, even for Gracie.
Important but not meaningful. Meaningful but not important. Wayne shut his eyes and drilled his fingers into his temples. There was no relief from the throbbing inside his skull. He thought he’d check Evelyn’s medicine cabinet for some aspirin—then laughed at the thought, hating himself for getting lightheaded instead of being able to summon up anything useful. He overturned Evelyn’s mattress in a fit of rage.
And there, lying on the bed frame, was a neat little Colt Defender.
Wayne fell to his knees in relief. That would even the odds. He could just walk back into Gracie’s apartment, take Russ by surprise, empty the clip into him before he could even look at Gracie—
Then Wayne saw the cable lock running through the gun’s open slide, into its empty grip. There was no way to load the pistol with that in the way. It was funny in how maddening it was. Evelyn lived alone, but she had a lock on her gun and it was going to get her killed. By doing exactly what it was designed to do, keep an intruder like him from finding the Defender and using it.
Wayne giggled insanely. His laugh bounced off the walls like it was trying to crack through them.
* * *
Evelyn rested her head against the window of the cab. It was an effort not to bang her cranium against it until the glass gave way. She’d thought nothing could be worse than the enforced stillness of waiting in line to collect her baggage, something she’d been able to put up with only because she thought the forced pause would give her mind time to settle.
Now she didn’t want it to settle. Now seated, being driven but feeling as motionless as ever, the safety of ennui drew over her. She could go back to the contentment of life without Gracie. Untouched, lukewarm, familiar: It had its appeal. The highs would not frighten her with the thought of losing them. The lows wouldn’t threaten her. She could go back inside her bubble, and as the days became weeks, time would cure her of her addiction to Gracie.
She didn’t want a cure. Evelyn recognized the irony now. Gracie was a shot of adrenaline straight to the heart, but she cut through the stillness. It was a complete paradox, but that put Evelyn in control. Or made her not mind being out of control.
There was a kind of comfort zone that offered no comfort, and Evelyn had been there for so long that it was getting hard to remember anything else. She wouldn’t allow Gracie to fade into the detritus of a dream. Whether she could get her back or not, Evelyn would hold onto the memory of her. She might not ever feel that alive again, but she would at least know she had.
Evelyn felt like the needle on a record player holding onto a well-worn disk. Even the familiar routine of letting the Empirical’s doorman get her bags and the concierge give her her messages were a strain. She wanted to run for the elevator, take the stairs two at a time. Patience wasn’t a virtue, it was an impossibility.
But she managed somehow. Evelyn had given up on composing her thoughts, on coming up with something well-considered to say. Now she only wanted to empty herself as best she could of nerves. Not embarrass herself. Just to be able to listen to Gracie and hear her and maybe even say a thing or two that Gracie needed from her.
Her palms sweated on the elevator ride up. She swiped them on her suit, then remembered to take out her wallet, draw out a tip, hold it in waiting for the bellboy. She wanted him gone as soon as he’d let go of her bags. Evelyn’s breathing came a little easier now that she had even that much of a plan in place.
In front of her door now—it suddenly seemed to have taken no time at all. She gave the bellboy his tip, had him set the bags down right beside the doorway, and closed the door behind her. Rude of her—the man was in the process of thanking her for her generosity. But hearing anyone’s voice other than Gracie’s was, at that moment, an imposition that a torture chamber couldn’t equal.
“Gracie? Are you in here?” she called, looking around the darkened room.
Maybe Gracie was in her own apartment, giving Evelyn a moment to get settled before they talked. But Evelyn didn’t want another second of loneliness. She walked toward the connecting doorway and heard something crinkle underfoot.
Strange. She hadn’t redecorated in ages; by now, she could navigate the room’s furnishings in her sleep. Had Gracie been in here? Dropped something? Evelyn stepped back, reaching for the light switch. She hit the wrong one and heard the slight mumble of the ceiling fan lugging itself into motion. She looked at the switches, saw the right one, flicked it, and the light came on, mildly pricking her vision. Evelyn rubbed her hand over her eyes to clear them.
Something metal touched her throat.
Fear hit Evelyn like a bucket of cold water, crashing her out of the intoxication of her angst. She realized how foolish she’d been, so torn up over reconciling with Gracie or losing her forever that she’d failed to think at all about the fallout from confronting her father.
Of course. Of course she should’ve known that it would take him no time at all to make his decision. Violado was an animal that would cut off the limb caught in the trap the moment the snare was closed. Sentiment wouldn’t give him any greater pause.
“Don’t scream,” someone whispered, his voice cracking—that took Evelyn aback. Violado wouldn’t send some trembling amateur for her. It’d be a professional. In fact, it would be silent. A clean withdrawal of light from her world. So why was he talking to her?
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he continued. “But he’s listening, and we’ve got maybe a minute before he realizes something’s up. I need you to unlock this, right now, or my sister’s dead.”
He held something up in front of her face. Evelyn recognized it. Her own gun. The cable was still in place, the little lock with its tiny tumblers hanging down like a keychain.
“C’mon, c’mon,” the man urged her. “We gotta do this now!”
Evelyn almost asked aloud for time to think before remembering what he’d said about someone listening to them. Or lied. But why would he do that? To make it look like a suicide? Death by her own gun? Then why was her apartment a mess? Was he planning to straighten up after he killed her but before anyone checked out the gunshot? It didn’t make any—
She turned to look at him. He brought the knife away so she didn’t cut herself and then held it clear of her. She looked into his eyes. Gracie’s eyes. Gracie’s hair.
“My sister.”
“Is Gracie in trouble?” she asked, barely keeping her voice hushed.
“Bad trouble,” Gracie’s brother said.
Evelyn took hold of the chain lock. She turned the little tumblers, her mind easily summoning up the numbers. 9-23-13. The chain clicked its way from a loop to an unjoined length. The brother ripped it out of the innards of the gun and quickly slotted a magazine into its place, racking the slide back into position, then aiming at the wall between her apartment and Gracie’s.
“Call Gracie’s number,” he whispered.
“Why?”
“Trust me.”
Evelyn wondered if Gracie trusted him. Then she looked, really looked, at the expression of worry on his face. She recognized it. His eyes carried the same thing she felt: a feverish need to know that someone she loved was okay.
She could trust that.
Taking her cell phone from her pocket, Evelyn selected the contact and thumbed Call.
In the other room, the phone rang.
Gracie’s brother aimed at the sound and fired into the wall until the gun was empty, the slide permanently thrown back like a bestial jaw gaping to let out the echoing roar of gunpowder concussion.
Evelyn’s shock abated. She didn’t know how long it took—seconds, minutes, hours. But concern for Gracie flooded into her, and she realized she could know whether she was alright or not. She ran to the door like it was the only way out of hell.
She couldn’t even process what she saw once she’d opened the door; images attacked her in strobes: Russ Marchi lying on the floor, bleeding. Aerosolized drywall hanging in the air. And Gracie, standing over the body, holding herself in a state of shock.
It was too much. Emotions hitting her too fast to be felt, emotions like dead stars still giving light after they’d burnt out.
She’d been in fear for her life less than a minute ago. Then that terror had been dwarfed, nothinged, by her fear for Gracie. And now there was relief, a sea of it, glacial cool to a woman burning in the Sahara. It blew through her, took everything from her, left nothing but pumping lungs and beating heart trying to keep up the oxygen she’d need to produce a thought when the system kicked back into motion again.
She didn’t need thinking, though. She needed Gracie.
Evelyn didn’t perceive time, didn’t sense her own movement. All she knew was that eventually, she was wrapped up in Gracie, holding her and being held, and she could’ve lived in that feeling for an eternity.
For a lifetime, she breathed in Gracie. For another lifetime, she emptied her lungs, readying them to bring in more, another taste of the woman she loved. It was less than an infinity but more than she deserved when she felt the brother ushering her and Gracie away from the body—out of the room that was now a crime scene—and sitting them down. It was only then that Evelyn realized her legs had been about to give out.
“How did you know you wouldn’t hit me?” Gracie asked her brother.
He shrugged. “Well, what can I say? When you win a million dollars, you get to feeling like you’re on something of a streak.”



 
Epilogue
There was a courtyard inside city hall, fifteen square feet of outdoors sandwiched in by linoleum tile and florescent lighting. Room enough for one poplar and a ragged carpet of uncut, browning grass streaked through with patches of mud where the cigarette butts showed instead of nestling in the turf. Windows, misted over with closed shutters, looked out over the cramped nothing. An air conditioner unit hung out of one. Where the condensation dripped from it, a patch of cattails had formed.
It wasn’t the best place for Evelyn to talk to Gracie, but it was the best place she could manage.
After the cops had arrived, things had happened quickly: Evelyn had told the cop to radio his sergeant to call the most available ADA to get to the district attorney whenever possible. To tell him that, while attorney-client privilege protected most of her dealings with Violado, she couldn’t lie about perjury, and thus if they asked her about the Tabor case in 2023—or the Evans case in 2021, or the Laymon case in 2020—she would be obliged to inform them of any instances where her client had suborned perjury.
Yeah. Things had gotten fast after that.
Wayne was in a safe house now. Gracie would be there too, if she hadn’t insisted on accompanying Evelyn, if only to wait outside while Evelyn spent hour after hour giving her deposition. After six hours, the district attorney needed to call it a night, but Evelyn was willing to keep going, so they gave her a break while they brought in an ADA to continue the interrogation.
Evelyn had asked for some privacy to talk to Gracie. The courtyard was the safest place. The cops stayed clear of it, enough of them to make Gracie wonder who was minding the police station. Unless Violado had a stealth bomber to fly overhead, there was no way to get to them.
Evelyn knew that would change. They would probably have to go into protective custody. Wayne too. She had no idea what it all looked like—she didn’t much care. Hours away from Gracie made those few minutes they’d been in each other’s arms feel like she’d taken a vitamin pill after skipping three meals.
Finally, the chance to talk to Gracie—no danger, no lack of breath…and no idea what to say.
Of course, that was never a problem for Gracie: “So the, uh, the law guys…” Off Evelyn’s quizzical look: “The guys in charge of law?”
“The state bar?”
“Yeah, them… They’re probably not going to be too happy about you, uh, doing all…this.”
Evelyn ran a hand through her hair. “Oh, I’ll most definitely be disbarred. Not that I’d be able to practice law in witness protection…”
“Maybe you could write legal thrillers.”
“No. Who reads anymore? I was thinking of going to trade school.”
“Trade school?” Gracie repeated.
“Yeah. Become a plumber.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“No. It’s job security. The internet is all bots now, no one watches TV, no one goes to the movies, no one reads… But I’d like to see them stop shitting.”
Gracie nodded. “You could become an electrician.”
“I don’t think the power grid has enough life left in it for that to be a full-time career.”
“Yeah, but…less shit.”
Evelyn picked some grit from her eye. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”
“Don’t apologize.”
“No, that was being polite. Apologizing would be…” Evelyn interlaced her fingers behind her neck, as if strangling herself. “Gracie, you gave me everything I wanted, even the things I couldn’t ask for, and I had no idea what to do with that. That I’m sorry for. You’re a goddess, and I made you think you weren’t what I wanted. You’re all I want…”
“Evelyn, stop, stop…”
“No, you need to hear this.”
“I know, okay? I know. I feel the same way. You’re all I want too. Don’t strain yourself trying to give some big speech, I don’t need that. I need you. God, Evelyn, you saved my life, you think I need a diamond?”
Evelyn patted her pockets, the thought so compelling that she almost could convince herself that she’d gone ahead with it and simply forgotten. “I should have a diamond for you. I didn’t even get you a diamond… You deserve a diamond.”
“I think you’re going to need the money.”
“I got a law degree; I can get a loan.” Evelyn looked away. “I still don’t know if I can give you…half of what you need.”
“All I need is you. I told you that.”
“It’s hard for me to believe it.”
Gracie stepped closer. Her eyes full of daring, she put a hand on Evelyn’s cheek and turned her head until Evelyn had to look at her. “You can take as long as you need. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Then I guess…I’ll try to be here…for you to be here for. If that makes any sense.”
“It makes perfect sense.”
“Okay… I don’t know what to say now. Still. I thought it’d get easy…”
“Easy or not, it’s worth it.”
“Yes.”
Gracie took her hand away. And, childishly, she crossed her wrists behind her back. “Hey, can you do something for me?”
“Anything.”
“You don’t have to. But I want to ask, in case it makes it…okay for you.” Gracie paused. “Can you take your mask off?”
For a moment, Evelyn was very far away. Then she was back, and Gracie was with her.
She reached up to her face and unstrapped the mask. The familiar maneuver, which she’d done so many times on her own, felt unbearably complicated with Gracie watching. She carefully picked her way through every catch, every release. There was plenty of time to be self-conscious. To remember the constellation of scars around her mouth, the rough texture that greeted her when she licked her lips, even the veneers that had replaced her shattered teeth.
And yet, she wasn’t worried. It was like, with Gracie, she knew the ending. Knew, even as it was happening, that Gracie wouldn’t spare a moment to look at her damage. That she would instead throw her arms around Evelyn and hold her tight and make sure there was nowhere she could go but into the kiss that joined them.
The only thing strange about it was that it wasn’t pleasurable, exactly. That would come later, Evelyn knew. There would be plenty of time to kiss Gracie and be kissed, to taste her and be tasted.
But right then, being kissed by Gracie only felt right.
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She wanted one reckless night. She wasn't ready for what came next. When Gillian Jennings crosses paths with Samantha Freedman, the attraction is instant and undeniable. Gillian's world is all pearl necklaces and polished perfection, while Sam is paint-splattered chaos and freedom. What starts as a no-strings fling meant to scratch an itch soon grows complicated as sparks turn into something far more dangerous—feelings. Two women from completely different worlds. One temptation they can't resist. Can passion bridge the gap between them, or will reality tear them apart before they've even begun?
Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Principle Decisions
Belmont, Thea
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Start Reading Now! (Ad)
A no-strings-attached agreement with a dominatrix seems perfect for a sexually frustrated academic…until she learns the other woman's identity. A moving BDSM erotic romance. 
Icy, aloof professor Vivienne Carter is too busy working and raising her teenage niece to have time for a relationship. When she discovers a business card for mysterious Selene, a local dominatrix, Vivienne is intrigued. Why not get her itch scratched? No feelings need be involved.
But then she discovers her alluring dominatrix is actually the bossy new principal at her niece's high school.
What happens when Vivienne's called to her office because her niece just can't seem to stay out of trouble? Worse, what happens when feelings do get involved?
Start Reading Now! (Ad)
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