
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
        Wrapped In Black

      

      

      It’s the UnHoly Trinity’s first Christmas in New Orleans. Nora decides she, Søren, and Kingsley need to celebrate with a very special gift-giving game—not a boring White Elephant Exchange, but a Black & Blue Elephant Exchange where the gifts hurt as much to receive as they do to give. And Nora already knows exactly what she wants…

      

      This erotic holiday novella takes place shortly after the events of “Christmas in Suite 37A” from Michael’s Wings: An Original Sinners Collection.
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        This novella takes place during and shortly after the events of the Original Sinners short story “Christmas in Suite 37A.”

      

        

      
        This is the Unholy Trinity’s first Christmas in New Orleans.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas Eve

          

        

      

    

    
      The gifts under the Christmas tree were wrapped in black. Black paper, gold ribbons and bows. This was Juliette’s doing, an homage to the New Orleans Saints football team, though really, more of a tribute to their new life here. Kingsley was attempting to learn to love American football, but whenever he and Juliette had a game on, he spent the entire time trying to guess which of the linebackers (wasn’t that what they were called?) was one of Nora’s clients. That was new to him, not knowing the identities of her clients anymore. Then again, since moving to New Orleans, everything seemed new. New city. New house. New life. And, of course, new fears. It must be the French in him that saw the black boxes under the tree as slightly sinister, like a gift from an enemy, a gift that was also a threat. Although, now that he thought of it…Søren in his clerical attire…sometimes the best gifts come wrapped in black.

      He sipped his red wine, a Rosanella Syrah from his son Nico’s winery, as he carefully placed the rest of Céleste’s gifts under the tree. At least Juliette hadn’t wrapped their daughter’s gifts in all black. Hers were covered in playful paper—pink and white and red, printed with candy canes, snowmen, and dinosaurs.  Dinosaurs? When did dinosaurs become a Christmas symbol? Were there dinosaurs in the manger and the Bible left that part out? Childhood was very different today these days. When he was a boy, his gifts were wrapped in brown paper with twine or last week’s Le Monde.

      With the presents tucked safely under the tree, he stood up, went through the library to the French doors (all of his doors were French doors, he told Juliette who only rolled her eyes) and looked out over the back lawn. It was December 24th, six in the evening, and Céleste was wearing a sundress on her swing-set though the sun had set nearly an hour ago. Juliette was gently pushing the swing, not too high, never too high, but high enough to make their little girl laugh and squeal.

      As he watched them, he caught himself smiling. Just smiling. Simple stupid happy grinning. He couldn’t help it. When Céleste laughed, he smiled. When she squealed, he laughed. He had been wrong about many things in his life, but this he got right—he knew he wouldn’t be truly happy until he was a father. Now he had two children—Céleste and Nico, one very much wanted, and one quite a surprise. For more reasons than one.

      Ah, well, that was just how life happened, wasn’t it? You got nothing for free in this world. Nora had found his son for him—the son he didn’t know he had but had loved from the second he’d learned his name and seen his face—but Kingsley wasn’t the only one who’d fallen in love at first sight. If Nico was to be believed, he’d fallen in love with Nora the day he’d met her. “Not,” as Nico had said to his face, “that it is any of your business.” Looking back, it wasn’t terribly surprising. Young men tended to fall hard upon meeting la Maîtresse. The only surprise in the whole insane scenario was that Nora had actually tried to tell the boy no, and for months. Not that she’d succeeded, but Kingsley appreciated the attempt. Apparently her loyalty to him ran a little deeper than either of them would have believed.

      He could be philosophical about it now, even amused. He hadn’t been quite so philosophical about it at the time.

      So he got a son but at the price of what he had with Nora. C’est la vie. He could live with that trade.

      But what, then, was the price for his Céleste? Fear. Even now, as he watched her swing a little higher than he would have liked, he imagined her tumbling onto the ground, hitting her head, blood everywhere, a mad rush to the emergency room.

      Luckily, gravity was on their side today, and she came safely down to Earth and into her mother’s arms.

      He opened the doors and let Juliette inside, Céleste thrown over her shoulder like a sack of flour.

      “Hello, Papa,” she said, waving as they passed. “I have to take a bath.”

      “You do,” he said. “You’re covered in grass. How did that happen?”

      “Someone,” Juliette said with an elegant arch of her eyebrows, “decided to make grass angels since there’s no snow.”

      “Did it work?” Kingsley asked.

      “No,” Juliette said. “But she had fun trying. Anyone here yet?”

      He took Céleste off Juliette’s shoulder and lifted her over his head and back down into his arms. Any excuse to make her laugh. “Not yet. They’re on their way.”

      “I’ll be ready soon.” Juliette kissed him on the cheek. He set Céleste onto her feet and watched Juliette lead her out of the sunroom and upstairs to her bathroom.

      How had it happened so fast? Only yesterday, she was a baby in his arms, barely seven pounds. Now she was walking and talking and demanding Griffin Fiske read to her and play ballet with her and kiss her goodbye, which he’d done last night since he was flying back to New York today. It had been nice having Griffin around again, even if he was moping over the not-terribly-surprising breakup between him and his Michael. Odds were always good that the boys would break up at some point. The age difference. The class difference. Griffin’s tendency to smother. Michael’s hidden but steel-strong backbone that would bend only so far. No, he hadn’t been surprised at all to hear that Griffin had finally found Michael’s hard limits. And he certainly wouldn’t be surprised if and when he heard they were back together. The course of true—especially—young love never did run smooth. He and Søren were proof of that.

      Kingsley glanced at his watch. He really ought to change clothes. Yet he stayed by the French doors looking out at the empty swing-set. Empty now because Juliette had dragged their daughter up to her bath. But how long before it was empty because Céleste had outgrown it? Until she’d outgrown her sundress? Outgrown her little pink bed? Outgrown her Papa reading her bedtime stories every night? How long before she noticed her parents were not married? How long before she noticed the locks on the rooms in the house she wasn’t allowed inside? How long before he had to explain the gun cabinet and what Papa used to do for a living? How long before she started to notice that Papa and Uncle Søren were—

      “With that look on your face, I’m afraid to ask what you’re thinking right now.”

      Kingsley turned. Søren stood in the open doorway to the library. He looked even more distinguished than usual in his tailored three-piece suit. As his pale blond hair faded to silver with every passing year, with the waistcoat, the stern, and intelligent eyes, he looked like the world’s sexiest college professor. Made sense. Although still a Jesuit, he no longer had his own church but instead taught pastoral studies at Loyola.

      “I’m thinking you look very handsome,” Kingsley said. How many of Søren’s students were as madly in lust with the good Father Stearns as he was?

      “Thank you,” Søren said. “You’re lying.”

      “I was thinking you look very handsome. You make me wish I’d gone to college. I would have loved fucking my professors.”

      “I’m sure they would have loved that as well. Now tell me what you were really thinking about.”

      It was an order, and Kingsley knew Søren expected him to obey it. He remembered a line from that stupid Grinch cartoon he’d watched with Céleste last night—He thought up a lie, and he thought it up quick.

      “I was thinking about Nico,” Kingsley said. “That I won’t get to see him this Christmas. Maybe not any Christmas.”

      Søren gave him a look of sympathy. “Believe it or not, I know how you feel.”

      “I know you do. Your son doesn’t know you exist and probably never will. My son wishes I never existed.”

      “That is not true.”

      “Ah, he doesn’t completely despise me anymore. We’ll call that progress.”

      “Do you blame me for not getting to see him more often?” Søren asked as he stepped into the room. “I promise, I haven’t banned him from New Orleans because of his relationship with Eleanor. Though I’ve been tempted.” He smiled to show he was joking even though Kingsley knew…he probably had been tempted.

      “Non. I can go to him as easily as he can come to us. But I don’t think he’s ready to share the holidays with us yet. Us. Me.”

      Once he’d said it, Kingsley realized it was only a half-lie he’d told. He hadn’t been thinking about Nico and Christmas right then, but it was something that privately weighed on his mind and had ever since he called Nico a month ago asking him to spend Christmas with them here. His son had been very polite when he’d said, Non, merci. No excuse. No explanation. Just non.

      “I know your relationship with him is…complicated. To say the least,” Søren said.

      “Almost as complicated as yours.”

      Søren laughed ruefully. “I have no relationship with him at all. Which is a necessary evil, I suppose. To keep us both sane. It is a shame, though. When I divorce my feelings about him and Eleanor from who he is as a person…he’s an impressive young man. What he’s done with his life, his work ethic, his devotion to the family vineyard. Any father would be proud of have him for a son.”

      “Until he starts sleeping with your ex-domme.”

      “Until then, of course.” Søren raised his eyebrows.

      Kingsley walked over to him, stood facing him. All the better to see his eyes and what secrets they were keeping. “How are you doing with that?”

      “Eleanor and Nico? Fair is fair. I’m in no position to judge.”

      “That’s a non-answer.”

      “Yes, it was,” Søren said. “Either I can give you the real answer, or you can kiss me.”

      “I can’t kiss you. You’re better dressed than I am.” Kingsley had a suit upstairs waiting for him, but he was still in his jeans and white button-down. Very appropriate for a day at home with his daughter. Not nearly as appropriate for Christmas Eve dinner.

      “Doesn’t happen very often,” Søren said.

      “I’ll change, then I’ll kiss you. Ten minutes.”

      He started out of the library. Søren put his hand on the doorframe blocking Kingsley as he tried to pass by him.

      Søren said, “Kiss first.”

      There was no arguing with his tone.

      Kingsley heard the water running upstairs in the bath. Odds were low that Céleste would see them…

      With a grin—a very different one than he wore when watching his daughter on the swing set—he lifted his chin and waited. Søren brought his hands to Kingsley’s neck, the thumbs stroking his jawline… The slight but firm pressure of those hands on his neck instantly raised Kingsley’s heart rate, sent his blood pumping.

      Breathless, he waited until Søren had made him wait long enough. Their lips met in a kiss, soft, growing harder, heavier as Søren slipped his tongue into his mouth and Kingsley returned the compliment. Søren even pushed him gently against the door frame, back to the wood. This wasn’t a hello kiss between old lovers but a wet, hot kiss that belonged to the night with no clothes between them and no chance of interruption. The kiss went on, going deeper, getting hotter. Søren pushed his hips into Kingsley’s, pressing him even harder against the doorframe.

      And then it was over, just like that. Søren broke the kiss and stood back and waved his arm as if to say, You are now dismissed.

      Kingsley stared at him, then sighed. “Sadist.”

      “It’s why you love me.”

      “True, true,” Kingsley said as he walked—painfully, due to the erection—away. “It’s also why I hate you.”

      He heard Søren laughing softly as he started up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Nora would never get used to Decembers in New Orleans. Christmas Eve and the high was sixty-seven. With Griffin gone back to New York, she had her house to herself again. Not that Griffin would have complained to see her walking around the house in her bra and panties, trying to remember where she put all of her cocktail gowns.

      Finally, she found them in the back of the closet in the guest room—a row of black and red dresses she hadn’t worn in months. Oh, and a pair of Griffin’s boxer briefs somehow laying draped over the closet bar. She tossed them over her shoulder and onto the guest bed. She flipped through her dresses over and over again, trying to decide which one would be just the right amount of slutty for Christmas Eve. Briefly she entertained the fantasy of sticking Griff’s underwear in an envelope and mailing them back to him. Instead, she’d just keep them for the next time he came to visit, hopefully with Michael if they worked things out and got back together. Which they would, she hoped. Well, Griffin had promised to call her and let her know what happened with their big dinner date tonight. Funny, it was like Griffin sensed something about her and Nico’s secret relationship. He was twelve years older than Michael, and a few nights before he’d left for New York, he’d asked her if she thought there was any hope for something long-term when you were in love with a younger man.

      Or, Griffin had wondered, had it all been doomed from the start?

      She’d been very tempted then to tell him everything about Nico. She couldn’t bring herself to do it while Griffin was staying with her, though. The number of questions he would have asked about the whole thing…she would have had to gag the man just to keep her sanity. And Nico’s privacy. Privacy was not a concept Griffin Fiske had much use for. He would have put up billboards of him and Michael after they fell in love if Michael had allowed it, which he wouldn’t have.

      And someone really needed to tell Griffin about Kingsley and Søren, too. Both of them had mentioned that Griffin needed to be told before he found out some other way and was wounded for life. It would have hurt her, too, in his position. Griffin had taken over Kingsley’s place in New York, running the 8th Circle. Basically, he was the new—and much less scary—King of the Underground. He’d be crushed to discover they didn’t trust him with something as important as King and Søren’s relationship, hers and Nico’s. Well, she’d tell him later if she needed to distract him from the heartbreak of things not going as well with Michael as he’d hoped.

      After looking at every dress twelve times, Nora finally decided on a sequined black cocktail dress with a plunging neckline. Slutty, yes, but also the sequins made it sort of Christmas-y. She’d just stand by the Christmas tree lights and let them reflect off of her.

      This was a lot of effort for a simple Christmas Eve dinner among friends. But this was the one thing Juliette had asked from them for Christmas. She wanted to celebrate with a traditional, formal Réveillon de Noël with all of them. And Nora had to admit, she didn’t hate the thought of seeing Søren in his three-piece suit.

      Nora got dressed in her bathroom. She wore her hair down but with a silver barrette and matching chandelier earrings, subtle make-up but for her red, red lips, and her favorite shiny black pumps with the ankle straps. Søren had a strange predilection for those shoes. He liked to strip her naked except for the shoes and flog her senseless. Then in bed, he’d undo the ankle straps with his teeth. Whenever she wore the shoes, it was an open invitation for him to come back to her house and do just that.

      Except…with all those oysters she planned on eating…sex might not be medically advisable. Oysters might be an aphrodisiac, but not when you ate your weight in them.

      She decided to wear a different pair of heels. No ankles straps. Just in case.

      Kingsley’s house was one street over, and she could walk there via the alley that separated their backyards. But not in these shoes. She’d have to drive. As she was leaving through the back door in the kitchen, her phone started vibrating inside her clutch handbag.

      She didn’t get many phone calls. Her clients sent texts since they knew better than to call her. And on Christmas Eve? Probably spam. She dug her phone out anyway, then smiled.

      Nico.

      “Hi, Moosh,” she said when she answered.

      He replied with a laugh. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “You could hear it more if you called me more often.”

      “I like our letters.”

      Letters. He was the most old-fashioned young man she’d ever met. He wanted letters, handwritten. Calls were only for exceptional occasions.

      “I do like our letters, yes, but it’s good to hear your voice, too. Merry Christmas.”

      “Joyeux Noël.”

      “You’re up late.” It must have been one in the morning in France.

      “Christmas party. And I am a little drunk, and I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too. I love when you drunk dial me, but I’m on my way to your father’s house for our Christmas party.”

      “Is he going? Or will he be at church?”

      He. Søren. Nico preferred to refer to him obliquely. She knew how he felt.

      “He’s going. He doesn’t celebrate mass as often now that he’s teaching.” There was a priest shortage in America, Nora knew, but not in New Orleans.

      “Is he spending the night with you?”

      Nora sighed. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      “No. Yes. No.” He was quiet for a moment, then, “Yes.”

      “You are drunk, aren’t you?”

      “It’s Christmas.”

      “He’s spending the night.”

      “Bad Christmas.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I plan to eat so much food tonight that sex would be a danger to both him and me.”

      “Merci.” He sighed. “I just wish it was me spending Christmas in bed with you. Not him.”

      Nora laughed. “Nico, you know how this works. He’s the very forbearing husband I’m not actually married to, and you are my delicious concubine.”

      “Am I delicious?”

      “Nico, if you remember, I once drank your semen out of a wine glass.”

      “Oh, I remember. I remember that about ten times a day,” he said.

      “You know I love talking to you, but I really have to go or I’ll be late for dinner. Did you need me or just want me?”

      “I need you. I was looking at pictures of you on my phone.”

      “I approve of that pastime,” Nora said. “And…?”

      “And I had an idea.”

      The way he said “idea” made her feel like she felt when Søren’s teeth grazed her ankle.

      Nora was intrigued. “I like ideas. Tell me.”

      “I know this will sound crazy, but, ah, you know how I’m going to New York next week? The meeting with our new investors?”

      “You told me.”

      “I have a free night. I can fly down,” he said.

      “What? To New Orleans?”

      “I have time. There’s a direct flight. I would have to leave at ten the next morning, but I could do it. We’d have the whole night.”

      Nora smiled. She saw her smile reflected in the glass of the kitchen window. It looked like the smile the Grinch made when he had a wonderful, awful idea.

      “I can do a lot with one night,” she said. “But I have to ask You-Know-Who.”

      “Will he say yes?”

      “He’ll immediately remind me that I was just in France last month, and that I’m seeing you again in a few weeks.” She already had plans to see Nico in January in France, which was the deal she and Søren had struck. Four months a year with Nico, one month a season. The rest of the year she belonged to him and only him.

      “But your next visit is far away. Very far. Very very very very very very far. Weeks.” Oh yes, he was definitely more than a little drunk.

      “He’ll also remind me that the deal was that you two don’t encroach on each other’s time with me. That was the custody arrangement.”

      “So it’s a no?”

      “It’s a maybe.”

      “Only if you want to.”

      One in the morning. Nico would be in his bedroom. Probably naked under the covers. All young and firm and beautiful and warm and hard…

      She wanted to. Very much. Very very very very very very much.

      “Answer this question—what were you doing while you were looking at pictures of me?”

      He laughed softly. “You know.”

      “On our Lord’s birthday?”

      “He gets to celebrate. So do I.”

      She wished he could see her smile. “I love you, Moosh.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she said. “I’ll let you know what his Lordship says.”

      Nora hung up, went into the bathroom, and checked herself in the mirror. She only hoped that the red in her cheeks would be attributed to the cool evening air when she got to Kingsley's house.

      She needed that cool evening air to keep her from sweating as she walked as fast as she could in her pumps to Kingsley’s house. If she was late, Søren, Juliette, or King would ask her why.

      Oh, because Nico was drunk and masturbating in bed and decided to call me to see if I’d fuck him next week if he flew in from New York for a night.

      That would go over like a house on fire.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She made it to the gate at seven on the dot, made it to the door at 7:01, and let herself in. After hanging her coat up in, she peeked into Kingsley’s grand living room. It looked beautiful. The giant Christmas tree covered in white lights made a beautiful bright contrast to the dark, antique French furniture. They’d removed the Persian rug that usually covered the dark hardwood floors and replaced it with an enormous white fur rug that made the room appear as if had snowed inside the house. Juliette, dressed in a short shimmery off-the-shoulder gold cocktail dress, was taking Christmas pictures of Céleste, who was sitting prettily in the middle of the rug while “Petit Papa Noël” played in the background on the antique record player.

      Nora stayed in the entryway, watching, not wanting to distract Céleste while she was actually holding still for a minute or two. She could hear voices coming from the kitchen—the caterers Juliette had hired. A step squeaked behind her, and she looked up to see Søren descending the staircase.

      She put her finger to her lips to indicate that the photo session was still in progress.

      He came to her and kissed her on the cheek.

      “Your cheeks are flushed. Why is that?” he said softly into her ear.

      “It’s cold out. Your lips are a little red. Why is that?”

      “I had a sip of red wine.”

      “Are you lying, sir?”

      “Are you?”

      “Probably, knowing me.”

      “Then we’re even.”

      He kissed her to stop her laughing. When the kiss ended, Céleste was running toward them. Nora picked her up and spun her.

      “Merry Christmas, baby girl.”

      “You’re pretty, Tante Elle,” Céleste said in her little girl voice with her sweet little French accent.

      “So are you.” She put Céleste on her feet and watched her spin in circles, making her tulle skirt float around her. It must have made her dizzy because she started to fall over. Søren caught her before she hit the ground and picked her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed like an octopus.

      “Good catch,” Nora said.

      Søren quickly and efficiently peeled Céleste off of him and set her on her feet.

      Juliette came into the grand entryway with a sigh. “It’s time to go upstairs, my love.”

      This announcement did not go over well. Juliette reached for Céleste’s hand, but the little girl wasn’t having it. She dug in her heels, and her mother was forced to pick her up and carry her.

      Céleste bellowed—there was no other word for it— all the way upstairs. No amount of soothing by Juliette could calm her. Céleste’s night nanny met them at the top of the stairs and carried the still-screaming toddler to her bedroom.

      Nora shook her head, blinked. Her ears were ringing.

      “God, I’m so glad I don’t have kids,” she said without thinking. Søren’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered across his eyes. “Søren—”

      “It’s fine,” he said quickly, too quickly. Nora kicked herself quietly. Søren’s son Fionn was a tender subject. Sometimes she wondered if being around Céleste made it better or worse.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “You’re allowed to say anything you want,” he said. “Unless you’re gagged.” He bent and kissed her cheek again. “Let’s find the wine.”

      They knew exactly where to find the wine—in the living room at the wet bar. That’s also where they found King.

      “Red? White?” King asked as he poured himself a red. He was looking handsome as usual in a dark blue Armani suit, one of his favorites.

      “White,” Nora said. “White before dinner. Red during. Bourbon after. Speaking of…when do we get to eat?”

      “Soon. Hungry?”

      “I’ve been starving myself all day to make room for oysters. And turkey. And dessert. What’s for dessert?”

      “Whatever you can think of,” King said, “Jules probably ordered it.”

      “I love that woman,” Nora said.

      As King poured the wine, Nora went to fetch the gifts she’d left in the entryway. She took them to the tree and tossed them unceremoniously onto the tree skirt.

      “Socks, again?” King asked. He sat on the burgundy sofa, an arm thrown casually over the back, legs crossed and his wine glass in his hand.

      “Always,” she said, standing up. “You two are impossible to buy anything but socks for. You—” She pointed at King, “can buy yourself anything you want. And you—” She pointed at Søren, “don’t want anything.”

      “I can always use more black socks,” Søren said. He stood by the fireplace mantel where a low fire burned, more for show than warmth. This was probably the first night King and Juliette had actually used their fireplace.

      “It’s getting a little boring, just buying you two socks every year. And what did you get me?” Nora asked King.

      “I’m letting you date my son. That is your Christmas gift from now through eternity.” King stood up, walked over to the record player, and swapped out Nat King Cole’s “O Little Town of Bethlehem” for Dean Martin’s “Let it Snow!”

      “Ah, fine. What about you?” she demanded of Søren.

      “Same.” He smiled behind his wine glass.

      “Assholes,” she said, dropping into the armchair and crossing her ankles on top of the ottoman. She wanted to make sure Søren saw the shoes. No ankle straps. No sex tonight unless he thought of something better than socks for Christmas. “We should do something more fun for gift exchange than socks and first-born sons.”

      “What did you have in mind?” King turned around to face her. He was always up for a challenge. “I hope you’re not going to say White Elephant. Does it look like we’re a women’s book club?”

      “Just so you know, I’ve gone on some pretty stellar benders with women’s book clubs. Show some respect.”

      He raised his hands in surrender.

      “The white elephant gift has an interesting history,” Søren said. “Shame it’s become so… what’s the word?”

      “Bourgeois?” King offered and drank his wine.

      Nora said, “Lame.”

      “The story is that the King of Thailand,” Søren said, “would give gifts of elephants painted white to the people he wished to honor. Of course, everyone wanted the king to honor them, but…what do you do with a white elephant? Since the elephant was a gift from the king, you couldn’t put it to work in your fields. It was an expensive pet. A blessing and a curse.”

      “So it was something you wanted but also didn’t want at the same time,” Nora said.

      Søren nodded. “Exactly. I have no idea how it’s become a game where people pawn off their worst trinkets and knick-knacks on each other. I thought that was what the St. Vincent de Paul charities were for.”

      A thought occurred to Nora, one that might send her careening straight to Hell if she happened to choke to death on an oyster tonight. But it was such a good—well, terrible—idea she couldn’t resist. Especially if it meant getting Søren to allow her to see Nico next week.

      “Let’s do that then,” Nora said as an idea came to her.

      “A White Elephant Exchange?” Søren asked.

      “Better,” she said. “Cursed gifts.”

      “What?” King said. “Are you serious?”

      Søren glared at her. “Eleanor, you haven’t started practicing voodoo, have you? We talked about that before we moved here.”

      She looked at them both. Cowards. “Come on, it’ll be fun. Not actual cursed gifts. Just gifts that hurt. Hurt to give and hurt to receive, but you still want it.”

      “Ah, sadomasochistic gifts,” King said, nodding. “Intriguing.”

      “Right? We’ll give each other gifts that A—the other person wants, but B—also doesn’t want, and C—hurts the giver to give.”

      “You mean like Nico?” King said, grinning rather menacingly at her.

      She ignored the look. “Exactly. You let me date your son, which I want, but I didn’t want it. For the record, I did not go looking for him for that reason at all, I swear on a stack of Bibles and ask Zach Easton if you do not believe me. He was there.”

      “I know, I know,” King said and raised his hand in surrender. “Still.”

      “And you let me have him,” Nora said, “although it hurt. Yes?”

      King laughed softly. “Yes,” he said and took a very long drink of his wine. “I’m all for it. I’d like to see what you come up with to give me. And you, especially—” He looked at Søren.

      “I already have ideas galore,” Søren said and gave King a look that would scare most men. King was not most men, however. And the brief look they shared was so intimate and personal, Nora knew she shouldn’t have seen it.

      King wrenched his eyes from Søren, turned to her again. “Are we planning this for next year?”

      “Why not this year?” Nora said with a shrug. “We’re Catholic.”

      “Speak for yourself,” King said. “I’m a heathen.”

      “In the Catholic calendar,” Søren said to Kingsley in the tone of a teacher lecturing a particularly stupid child, “Christmastide began today and ends on the Feast of the Baptism of Our Lord. Which is January eleventh—”

      “See? There you go,” Nora said. “Want to?”

      King swirled the wine in the bottom of his glass. “If we’re doing this, I’ll need more wine.”

      “I admit I’d be curious to see what you two come up with for me,” Søren said. “By curious, I mean slightly terrified.”

      “You are not,” she said. He only smiled. “So… Are we in?”

      “You know what you’re getting me?” King asked.

      “No idea. Do you know what you’re getting him?” She pointed at Søren.

      “Not a clue. Though it will be fun to think of something.”

      Nora held up her hands. “Shall we?”

      “I’ll play,” Søren said. “If only to see what you have up your sleeve, Little One.”

      “Come on, Bad King Wenceslas,” Nora said. “Want to play?”

      He stood by the tree, wine glass in hand, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “More fun than socks,” he said. He picked up a gift from under the tree and held it. A small black box. “Cursed gifts. Wrapped in black.” He put the box back under the tree and turned to look at Søren.

      “I’m in,” King said.

      “What are you in?” Juliette demanded as she swept into the living room. “Or do I not want to know?”

      Nora quickly explained the game. Juliette listened in wide-eyed silence that might have been wide-eyed horror.

      “Only you three,” Juliette said, shaking her head. “Instead of a white elephant, it’s black and blue. Of course you three would find a way to turn Christmas gift-giving into a mind game.”

      Nora grinned fiendishly, “Want to play with us?”

      “Non, non, non, non, non,” she said, shaking her head and waving her hand. “I’m no sadist. And what I want for Christmas is what I want for every Christmas.”

      “Jewelry,” King said.

      “Exactly,” she said. King pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “You know me well.”

      “All right, just the three of us then,” Nora looked at Søren and then King.

      “I only have one question,” Søren said. “Will I still get my black socks?”
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      The dinner party ended shortly before midnight. Søren walked to St. Mary’s, a Catholic Church only a few blocks away for midnight mass. Nora might have gone with him but didn’t want anyone seeing them together. Søren knew too many of the other priests in town to take the risk. They’d all had too much to drink, so King walked her back to her house. The Garden District was safe, more or less. Still, no city was perfectly safe for a woman to walk alone after midnight, even on Christmas. Nico had actually threatened to buy her a guard dog since she insisted on walking alone in the evenings.

      King escorted her all the way to the front door, which was very gallant of him. They stood beneath the oak tree in her front yard, festooned with Mardi Gras beads. She hadn’t put the beads in there, but they always seemed to multiply. Søren thought she had a secret admirer in the neighborhood, but she guessed local drunks saw her tree and made a game of throwing their beads into the branches.

      She expected him to kiss her cheek and head home right away, but he lingered. Clearly, he had something he wanted to say to her. She waited, tense.

      “Was that my son you were texting with after dinner? You were smiling at your phone,” he said.

      No surprise King would have noticed that. He found phones at the dinner table the height of rudeness. Not that it ever stopped her.

      “No, actually. It was Griffin. He was telling me that he and Michael worked things out.” She opened her bag to get her keys, but she was ready to show him her phone if he doubted her.

      “Ah, good for him.” He looked a little suspicious. “That was a long text exchange for just that.”

      “I may have caught him up to speed on a few other things.”

      “You told him about Nico? Finally?”

      He didn’t seem angry about that, so Nora admitted to it. “Griff would have been really hurt if he’d found out from anyone but me. And since it seems like it might last a while…”

      He nodded. “True.”

      She braced herself for another confession. “And…I might have let him in on you and Søren. He kind of needs to know that, too.”

      There were secrets you could keep from your friends, but something like this—being in a serious long-term relationship with someone—wasn’t one of them.

      Kingsley glanced away, his dark brown eyes reflecting the Christmas lights hanging on her porch.

      “He knew a little already. It’s hard to talk about, you know. What I am.”

      “What you are is Griffin’s hero. And Griffin has never looked down on a switch in his life.” She poked him in the upper arm. “Except if they’re on the floor, and he’s flogging them.”

      “Fair, fair.”

      She waited. He didn’t leave. The night was cold now, but she didn’t mind it after all the food and the wine and the fireplace burning at King’s house.

      “I’m not angry about Nico, you know,” he said.

      “You aren’t?” She leaned back against the door.

      “Not anymore. I don’t know if Nico told you this, but he said he wouldn’t have agreed to have any sort of relationship with me unless you were part of the arrangement. He also paints you as the victim of his uncontrollable passions.”

      “He’s a manipulative little motherfucker sometimes. Have you noticed? “she asked.

      “I’ve noticed. Gets it from me. One of his finer qualities.”

      “Definitely. Does that mean you’ll be getting me a different cursed gift this year?”

      King shook his head from side to side as if he were shaking a Magic 8 Ball and the answer was…

      “No.”

      “Fine, fine. After all, Nico is the gift that keeps on giving. And giving—”

      “Stop. Arrêt!”

      Sometimes Nora just couldn’t help herself. “I will get you something, though. If I can think of anything mischievous enough.” She grinned.

      “I shiver at the very thought. See you at breakfast. Late breakfast. Ten.”

      “We’ll be there.”

      He kissed her goodnight, one little air kiss on each cheek. A very different kiss from how he used to say goodnight. Not even the notorious Nora Sutherlin, she told herself, was deviant enough to sleep with a father and his son in the same week. Except for that one time when she was twenty-nine. And she didn’t count that. He was technically a stepson.

      Søren slipped through the back door of her house shortly before one a.m. Nora was awake and waiting for him. She left her bed and went downstairs to greet him in the kitchen.

      “How was church?” she asked after kissing him.

      “Fine. Too much hugging. And I would have given a better homily.”

      “Of course you would. Let’s go to bed. I’m exhausted from eating literally everything in the entire world.” She started to leave the kitchen and return to bed when Søren gently gripped her by the arm and pulled her back to him.

      “What do you want for Christmas?”

      “World peace.”

      He glared at her. “You forget I know you. You came up with that game because you already have a gift in mind, don’t you?”

      “Maybe.”

      He took her chin in her hand and forced her to nod her head.

      “All right. I do.”

      “What is it? I know I don’t want to know, but that’s the game.”

      She told him about Nico’s meeting in New York next week, with the new investors in his winery, how he had a free night and could fly down to New Orleans. One night only.

      “You’re seeing him next month,” Søren said.

      “I told him you would say that.”

      “We have an arrangement.”

      “I also told him you’d say that.” She ran her fingers through his hair, cupped the back of his neck, rose on tiptoes, and put her mouth to his ear. “You forget, I also know you.”

      She stood back on her feet and looked at him, arms crossed over her chest. This was deliberate. Her black nightgown was low cut, and by crossing her arms under her breasts, she created what she hoped was some distracting cleavage. Søren was a sadist with a singular predilection for pain, but, and this was a fact, even sadists liked tits.

      “I’m not sure this gift would qualify under the terms of the game,” he said. “It hurts me to give it to you, and it’s something you want, but how is it also something you don’t want?”

      She met his eyes in the dark of the kitchen. “Because I don’t want to hurt you. And it does. I wasn’t going to tell you until after Christmas. But…” She took his hand in hers, squeezed his fingers, “you asked.”

      “I asked.” He smiled rather ruefully at himself. Clearly, he regretted asking.

      “While I’m with Nico, you can beat the shit out of King.”

      “I’m sure I will. And you, too.”

      She put her hands on his shoulders, looked up at him. “If it helps, he’s much more jealous of you than you are of him.”

      “Is that so?”

      “He never asks about us because he can’t stand hearing the details. But he was relieved when I told him I was going to eat way too much tonight for us to fuck.”

      “You did eat an impressive, almost a concerning amount of oysters.”

      “Juliette went to all that trouble. So…is it a yes? I can tell him to book his flight?”

      He took a moment before answering. She knew he already had his answer, but he was making her wait for it because he was a sadist, and because he could.

      “Yes.”

      She smiled with relief. “Thank you, sir.”

      “But—”

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “You will pay for my generosity.”

      She laughed softly. “Of course I will.”

      “Right now.”

      “What? It’s after one in the morning. And I ate too much. I’m bloated and borderline nauseous. You can’t stuff anything else into my body. There’s no room.”

      Søren looked up as if trying to remember something. Then he simply said, “I don’t care.”

      Nora winced. She wanted to get tied up and flogged right now about as much as she wanted to go running. Exhausted, stuffed, and she’d already told Nico she and Søren weren’t going to have sex tonight. Which she’d made the mistake of telling him.

      “Don’t worry,” Søren said. “I’ll be gentle and quick.”

      “I don’t believe that at all.”

      He took her by the wrist—gently, she had to admit—and pulled her into the living room. The urge to dig in her heels like Céleste was strong, but she gave in. Such was the plight of the submissive.

      “But… It’s Christmas.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “As a Catholic priest, I am very familiar with the date,” he said.

      “You’re really going to make me do kink on Christmas?”

      “Christmas used to be such a hedonistic festival of sex and drinking that the Puritans banned its celebration. Let’s say we’re having an old-fashioned Christmas.” He stood by the Christmas tree, the lights still on, and took off his suit jacket. The sight of him standing there in his elegant black vest, white shirt sleeves, tie still perfectly knotted, and a look in his eyes that said he would tolerate no argument…that helped.

      He stood her one foot in front of him and held up a finger to indicate she should wait while he did whatever evil, awful thing he was going to do. What he did was bend down to take a present out from under the tree.

      “You said too much hugging at church tonight, and now you want to fuck?”

      “You know I don’t like being touched except by you and Kingsley. And I don’t, as you say, want to fuck. I want to make you suffer. And then fuck.”

      “You can’t say fuck at Christmas.”

      “You started it.” He handed her a small box with her name on it. “Open it.”

      “If I have to.”

      “Little One.”

      “If I have to, sir.” She had to. With a long sigh, she tore the red ribbon off and then the white paper. She had no idea what was in the box. It was about the size of a necklace box but a little too heavy.

      Taking off the lid, she thought it might be a necklace after all. She saw chain links. Then she realized what she was looking at.

      “Oh, joy. Nipple clamps.”

      She hadn’t worn nipple clamps in a long time. They were more of King’s thing than Søren’s. Well, tonight they were clearly Søren’s thing. He lifted the long silver chain out of the box. At each end were two clamps, wicked-looking and heavy. Softly he wrapped the long chain around her neck so she could feel the cold metal against her throat.

      But the box wasn’t empty.

      Inside it was a silver ball—a silver bell?—small with a clip on the end.

      Søren hung the little ball onto a pine needle on her tree. He only smiled.

      Slowly he gathered the folds of her nightgown in his large hands and drew it up, up, up her body until she had to raise her arms. He pulled it over her head and tossed it lightly onto her sofa.

      Now she stood naked in front of the Christmas tree. She hoped no Puritans were outside her house watching.

      Søren went down on his knees in front of her.

      “Never should have gotten my clit hood pierced,” Nora said with a sigh. Now she knew what the little ball was. A weight.

      “Are you whining? The great Mistress Nora, the dominatrix of dominatrixes, is whining?” Søren’s voice was full of amused disdain.

      “Guess what? Dominatrixes whine. Dominatrixes do whatever they want to do. That’s why we’re dominatrixes.”

      “I’m a sadist,” he said. “We do whatever you don’t want us to do. That’s why we’re sadists.”

      Nora groaned as he lightly fingered the little loop that pierced the folds of her clitoral hood. Blood rushed to her labia. Her breathing quickened. He was making her wet already.

      There was just something wrong with being wet on Christmas.

      Søren spoke his orders softly—Spread your legs a little, tilt your hips forward, stop complaining, or I really will gag you.

      “I have recurring dreams where I’m telling the pope about the wicked shit you’ve been doing to me for the past twenty years. One of these days, I’m going to do it.”

      “Give my regards to His Holiness.” Carefully he pulled on her piercing, holding it between his index finger and thumb. She moaned as her clitoris slowly woke and began to throb. He took the tiny silver ball off the branch, and by the light of the Christmas tree—oh, they were going to Hell for this—he clipped it onto her ring. It was about the size of a marble but heavier, and as he slowly let the ring go, she felt the weight of it pulling her clit hood. It hurt. Not agony. More like sensation, tugging.

      If that wasn’t enough, Søren leaned in and flicked the ball with his tongue. For a split second it was weightless, and then it came down again, feeling even heavier. Nora groaned softly.

      Søren came up to his feet and walked in a circle around her as if inspecting her body. He seemed to like what he saw. He came to a stop behind her. She shivered as he ran his hands down both her arms until he reached her wrists. He took them in his hands and brought her arms up and behind her head. With her hands clasped behind her neck, she could only stand and wait while he stroked her body. Her sides, her hips, her stomach, and then, of course, her breasts. He cupped them, and she knew what was coming. He didn’t disappoint. He took her nipples between his fingers and pinched them. Not too hard but hard enough, the pleasure grazed against pain. As if he had all the time in the world, he toyed with her nipples, pinching and rubbing them until her breasts felt heavy and her nipples were hard as diamonds.

      Nora panted quietly as Søren brought his hands to the chain around her neck. She thought he planned to take it off, but instead, he pulled it tighter until she felt the cool links of the silver chain biting into her throat. Just for a moment, just for a breath or two or three, she felt the fear of suffocation, of choking. He let her feel it. She knew he wanted her to feel it. If that’s what he wanted, she would give it to him, gasping his name once and quietly, a warning they were at the edge of what she could take.

      And then it was over.

      Søren tenderly kissed the top of her head, whispered, “Good girl.”

      God damn him, Nora thought. He could choke her and then make it feel like a point of pride she’d endured it all. And the insane thing was…it did make her proud of herself. Proud and aroused.

      He was aroused, too. Hard. His cock pressed against her hip. He slowly, teasingly drew the silver chain off her, letting it slither over her naked skin.

      One at a time, he cupped her breasts and placed the little clamps onto her stiff and throbbing nipples. Cold metal. Hot skin. Pressure like tiny teeth biting into her flesh. Before, she hadn’t wanted this at all. Now she wanted nothing else but this.

      Søren gripped her by the back of the neck and forced her to bend over. Thank God he hadn’t ordered her to keep her hands behind her head. Nora placed her hands on the arm of the couch to steady herself for what was about to come.

      “Wider,” Søren said, and she knew he meant her legs. She spread her legs wider. His fingers found her labia, the little ball, and he toyed with it. Then he released it again, and she cried out as the weight made itself keenly felt on her clitoris.

      “How on earth does a priest buy nipple clamps?”

      “Griffin is useful sometimes,” Søren said. “Not often, but sometimes. Wider. Arch your back.”

      She spread her thighs even wider and arched her back until she gave Søren a view of her cunt rarely seen except by her OB/GYN. Søren took his cock out and  let it brush against her ass.

      And all by the light of the Christmas tree.

      The tip of Søren’s penis pushed up against her labia. He guided it through her wet and swollen folds until it kissed the entrance of her body. He’d either slam it in with a single forceful thrust or enter her so slowly it would be equally torturous. As wet as she was now, she almost wanted the first. But of course, he would go slow. She felt the tip sink inside her, thick and pushing. He went in slowly. Slowly enough that she felt every inch as it slid in and up until it grazed her cervix. He still gripped the back of her neck. The bruise she’d have there would last a week. His other arm held her around the waist, keeping her in place. Her breasts ached from the bite of the clamps and the weight of the chain. Her clitoris was swollen and throbbing.

      “God,” she breathed. “I guess oysters really are an aphrodisiac.”

      Søren kissed the back of her neck. “You are an aphrodisiac.”

      

      His entrance into her might have been slow, but the next thrust was fast, rough, and deep. No more talking now. No more teasing. Just fucking. Quiet but for her soft cries and his hoarse breaths. He drove his cock into her again and again with no consideration for her comfort or pleasure. She wasn’t comfortable at all, not bent over, spread out, and weighted down as she was. But there was pleasure. The pain gave her pleasure. The flood of sensations gave her pleasure. Her feet bare on the soft rug, her hair falling into her face, brushing her cheeks, his scent like the delicious distant smell of fireplace smoke in winter—it all gave her pleasure. And most of all, the thick cock that moved so deeply and easily into her slick hole. He worked her onto his cock with the grip on her neck. It had been a long time since he’d fucked her this roughly. The price she paid for seeing Nico. Worth it. It would have been worth it even if Søren had told her no.

      The muscles inside her tightened, began to pulse around him. Every thrust stretched her back open again, pushed back against the tensing, clenching walls of her vagina. His hand moved from her stomach to between her legs. His fingers found the weight. He cupped her vulva with his palm, and the heat of his hand on her clitoris made her moan like a whore.

      With a cry of release she couldn’t stifle, she came all around him. A stream of hot fluids filled her and filled her.

      After her orgasm, she went limp. Her head was dizzy. Her eyes couldn’t focus. Søren slowly pulled his penis from her body. All the sadism had been spent along with his come. He was kind to her now, careful, gently pulling her up and around to face him. His warm mouth sought hers and found it. His tongue went deep, and she opened her mouth to take it all.

      The kiss was drugging. She was almost ready to be fucked again when he broke it off. He cupped her again between her legs, pushed two fingers up and into her semen-slicked vagina.

      “Mine,” he said simply. “Mine to keep. Mine to give away.”

      There was only one thing to say to that.

      “Yours.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He made her wear the nipples clamps until they were in her bed together. His naked body pressed against hers. She lay on her back, hands behind her head again as he removed the clamps. He massaged her sore nipples with his fingers and then, of course, with his mouth and his tongue. He was going to make her sleep with the weight on her clit ring. As long as she was laying down, she could barely feel it. But every time his hand strayed between her legs and he touched it, she inhaled sharply and was aroused all over again.

      Using only his hand, he gave her another orgasm. Three fingers inside her body still full and dripping with his sperm. He opened her and stroked the quivering hollow above her pubic bone, working her until she lifted her hips into the air, froze in a final moment of climax before crying out and collapsing back onto the bed.

      She might have fallen asleep right then if she hadn’t heard Søren laughing quietly in her ear.

      “It’s not funny,” she said. “I really had no interest in doing that tonight.”

      “Yes, I noticed you hated every moment of it.”

      “You know, no means no.”

      “For vanilla people,” he reminded her. “With us, no means yes and your safe word means no. If you really didn’t want to, you should have safed out.”

      “Yeah, but then you would have stopped.”

      He laughed again, louder, and then drew her across his chest. “I love you, Little One.”

      “Even when I’m a big whore with no self-respect where your cock is concerned?”

      “Especially then.”

      “You’re a bit of—” She was about to call Søren a whore himself when she heard her phone buzzing on her nightstand. “God, it’s Christmas. Someone better have died and willed me a billion dollars.”

      She slapped her hand on her phone, brought it to her face. Blinking, she saw it was Griffin again.

      “Griffin says he and Mick are still laughing about you and Kingsley getting together finally.”

      Søren made a sort of groaning sound, which she translated as, Everything I’ve ever done in my life I regret if it means I have to put up with Griffin’s good-natured ribbing.

      “I’m so pleased we can provide amusement for the two of them.”

      “I’m telling him to go to sleep. Apparently, he just fucked Michael half to death.”

      “Surely an exaggeration.”

      “I’ll tell him you said that,” Nora said, quickly typing out the message.

      It was Michael who replied from his phone. “He’s not exaggerating.”

      “Why is every man I know horny out of his mind tonight?” Nora asked. A rhetorical question. “This is not what the Lord intended for his birthday. Poor Juliette. Who knows what King is doing to her right this second.”

      “I doubt she’s complaining. Bedtime, Eleanor.”

      “I’m telling him goodnight, I promise,” she said, finishing the message. Another one quickly came back to her.

      Griffin: Goodnight. Merry Christmas. Give the Big Guy another hug for me.

      She showed the message to Søren. He groaned again. “Please no more hugs. Strangers hugged at Mass tonight.”

      “Need a Silkwood shower?” Nora asked as she obediently turned her phone off and tossed it across the room into the dirty laundry basket.

      “Please.” He was joking but she knew he wasn’t really joking.

      “I noticed you did pry Céleste off of you pretty quickly tonight,” Nora said. She knew she was treading in dangerous waters here but felt like it was something that needed to be addressed. Especially after her stupid offhand remark about being glad she didn’t have kids.

      “Does Céleste make you think of Fionn?” Nora asked.

      “Every child I see makes me think of Fionn.”

      “Is that why you don’t like her hugging you?”

      He didn’t answer at first. She tensed, waited. She knew she shouldn’t push him to answer.

      “Part of it,” he began, “is simply because I’m a priest. With all the scandals, I have a knee-jerk reaction to children touching me. I try to keep my distance as much as possible.”

      “What’s the other part? I know you don’t like being touched.”

      Again, he fell quiet. Outside the house she heard wind blowing through her oak tree. A strand of Mardi Gras beads rattled against the window.

      “If I’m honest with myself,” Søren said finally, “I don’t think that’s the case really. I say it is, but it’s more that I don’t know how to be touched in a way that isn’t sexual. I suppose that’s a natural byproduct of only letting two people ever touch me, the two people I regularly have sex with.” He paused, took a breath. “It’s hard to explain. I promise I don’t feel anything sexual when Griffin tries to hug me. Or Céleste. Or anyone but you and Kingsley. It’s only that…I only understand being touched sexually, and when someone touches me for any other reason, it feels wrong. I don’t know what to feel when someone wants to hug me just because they’re pleased I’m there. I’ll do it. I’ll try. It’s part of the social contract, like returning a handshake. But I’m tense the entire time, waiting for it to end. It never feels like I think it should feel. Like I imagine it feels when Céleste runs up to you and hugs you. My brain immediately tells me to step away when I’d much rather be able to enjoy it as a simple expression of affection.” He sighed. “There’s more to it, of course. Nothing I want to go into on Christmas morning.”

      Nora said nothing, only waited.

      “I worry—”

      “What?” she asked.

      The silence after her question was long enough to scare her.

      “What happens if I see my son someday, and I can’t enjoy holding him?”

      Tears sprang to Nora’s eyes. She didn’t have an answer for that. She could only rise up over him and kiss his face—his cheek, his temple, his forehead, his lips.

      “I love you,” she said. “I will love you all my life.”

      He met her eyes and smiled tiredly in the dark. “Then that’s all I need for Christmas. Nothing else.”

      “Nice try,” she said. “But you’re getting your cursed gift whether you like it or not.”

      “Which is the point, yes?”

      “Right.”

      “Any hints?”

      She laid her head onto his chest, listened to the slow steady beating of his good strong heart.

      “I think I have an idea.”
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      The evening of the fifth of January was almost cold, down in the low fifties. Nothing like New York in December, of course, but Kingsley really didn’t miss the city or that weather. Although gray days like this made him wish for snow a little, if only to break up the monotony of the gray sky, gray streets, gray haze in the gray air. But that was fine. He was going to spend the night with Søren which meant he’d get all the winter he wanted in bed.

      He took his least impressive car, a black Escalade that Juliette had wanted. It was big enough for Céleste’s car seat and all the thousands of bags they had to take whenever they traveled with their daughter. Nora called it a “dad-mobile,” and he would have been offended if it wasn’t the truth. He didn’t need the dad-mobile tonight. He’d only taken it because it looked innocuous, and he was trying to seem like a normal person tonight. This was the first night Søren had ever invited him to the Jesuit House where he lived now.

      The Jesuit House was a large, shabby-looking white Victorian with not much to recommend itself except a prime location at the edge of Audubon Park. He and Søren had kicked a soccer ball around the park a few times, and Kingsley had walked him back to the Jesuit House, but tonight was the first time he would cross the threshold. Made him miss Søren’s old rectory at Sacred Heart. Back then, Søren had lived in the rectory alone, had privacy. Not here. He lived with a dozen other Jesuit priests in this old house. As he strode up the front steps, he was sweating a little, nervous, like the proverbial whore in church.

      He rang the bell and an older man who wasn’t dressed like a priest but most certainly was a priest opened the door.

      “Can I help you?”

      Kingsley almost said, “I’m meeting Søren,” but then remembered this priest probably didn’t know his name was Søren.

      “Is Marcus here? I’m his brother-in-law.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. He said you’d be coming by. He’s in the library.”

      The living room of the Jesuit House was cozy but looked almost as shabby as the outside of the house. The furniture might have been here since the Spanish were in charge of New Orleans. A few priests in lay clothing sat on armchairs and sofas, talking or watching the news on television. They looked up with curious eyes as Kingsley passed through the house. Kingsley had read the statistics that about half of all American priests were gay. The urge to wink at the one who stared at him the longest was almost overwhelming. But he had promised Søren to behave himself tonight.

      “In here,” the older priest said as he opened a door to the library. Kingsley stepped inside. Søren sat by a large picture window, reading by the fading light of the gray evening sky.

      “There you are,” he said, looking up from his book. “About time. We’ll be late for dinner.”

      “We’ll make it,” Kingsley said. “I changed our reservation to 7:30.”

      They were not having dinner. They did not have reservations.

      “Ah, then we have plenty of time. I’ll change.” Søren was wearing his clerical collar and black jacket.

      “Can I see your room?” Kingsley asked.

      “That’s against the rules, I’m afraid,” the older priest said.

      Søren stood up and said, “Yes.”

      “Marcus.”

      “Will you tell on me?” Søren asked the man. His tone was light as if Søren knew he was a favorite and the rules didn’t necessarily apply to him.

      “Go on,” he said, waving his hand at a door marked Private. “But quickly, please?”

      “I’m sorry,” Kingsley said as Søren led him toward the door. “I didn’t know he was such an entitled prick.”

      The older priest laughed. “We knew.”

      Søren led him through the door and into a hallway. Kingsley couldn’t say what he’d been expecting—he’d never been to the priests’ quarters at their old school in Maine—but he hadn’t imagined he’d be so disappointed.

      “It’s just a house,” Kingsley said.

      “Just a house,” Søren replied. “What did you think it was?”

      “Something, I don’t know…spooky?”

      Søren gave him a look. “We’re Jesuits, not ghosts.”

      “You could have at least hung an antique chandelier.”

      “From these ceilings?”

      They were normal ceilings, normal height. The normality of the place was almost stranger than if the place were actually strange-looking. The Jesuits had been around for centuries. He’d expected something more medieval, he supposed. But no, just a normal hallway, well-worn wood floors, scuffed green paint on the walls, and closed doors with numbers on them.

      “Which one is yours?” Kingsley asked.

      “Number eight, upstairs,” he said. They turned a corner to take a staircase up. Kingsley guessed the younger, more ambulatory priests were sent upstairs so the older Jesuits wouldn’t have to make the climb. As fit as Søren was, he was lucky they didn’t put him on the roof.

      They reached the second floor landing just as a young Black man came down the hall toward them. Young? Well, twenty-eight or nine. That was young to Kingsley these days.

      “New recruit?” the young man said, smiling. He was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt with LOYOLA across the chest. Kingsley had the same shirt, just short-sleeved.

      “This is my brother-in-law, Kingsley Boissonneault.”

      “Right, the French one.” He held out his hand and Kingsley shook it, said it was nice to meet him.

      “Kingsley,” Søren said, “this is Brother Eric, former captain, U.S. Army. Eric, this is Kingsley, former Captain, F.F.L.”

      “Really?” Eric sounded impressed. “The Foreign Legion?’

      “Long time ago,” Kingsley said.

      “Much harder to get in than the Army, I hear.”

      “You said it, not me.” Kingsley wouldn’t have said it. He would have thought it, but he wouldn’t have said it.

      “Wish I could stay and swap war stories, but I have chapel in ten minutes. Nice to meet you. Come by anytime.”

      Eric jogged down the stairs. When he was out of earshot, Kingsley said, “Cute.”

      “Stop.”

      “Sorry.”

      Søren led Kingsley to the room with the 8 on the door.

      “I’m tempted to draw a circle around it,” Kingsley said, making an imaginary circle with his finger. He said this in French in case anyone was listening. Who knew how thin the walls were here?

      “The thought occurred to me as well,” Søren replied, also in French.

      No lock on the door. No key. Must be the honor system around here. Søren opened the door and flipped on the light switch. No overhead light came on, only a simple floor lamp with a white shade.

      “Not bad,” Kingsley said, nodding. He’d braced himself for the worst, for hideous wall-to-wall shag carpeting and floral-print curtains. But no, it was a calm, clean, soothing sort of bedroom. Cool white walls and winter light coming in the large window that overlooked the park gave the room a contemplative ambiance. Oddly it felt more sacred in this plain, simple bedroom than in so many of the churches he’d visited. Kingsley took stock of the place, committing it to memory. An oak desk with a brass study lamp. A wooden cross over the bed. And the bed itself was an antique from the looks of it. Iron, sturdy, a twin but extra-long twin obviously. A simple white crocheted quilt covered the bed, one pillow, and neatly made. The only splashes of color in the room were a few red leatherbound books sitting on their sides on a floating wall shelf, and a painting hanging opposite the window.

      “No mirrors,” Kingsley noticed.

      “There’s one in the bathroom.”

      “Shared bathroom?”

      “Of course.”

      “The horror.” Kingsley shuddered in mock disgust. “What’s this?” He pointed at the painting.

      “One of my former parishioners is an amateur painter. She made this for me. Going-away gift.”

      Kingsley recognized it as a slightly impressionistic watercolor rendering of Sacred Heart, Søren’s old parish. The gray stone church surrounded by green grass and tulips brought Kingsley back to the many times he’d snuck over to Wakefield to visit Søren.

      “Do you miss it?”

      “No. I miss a few of the people but it was time to move on. Past time. I belong here with you and Eleanor.”

      Kingsley had never told Søren how much it meant that he’d given up his church to move here. No matter what he said, that he kept a painting of Sacred Heart across from his bed was proof that it was a harder choice than he ever let on.

      He turned from the painting in time to see Søren popping out his dog collar—he loved that Roman collars were called “dog collars” by priests—and unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Need help with that?”

      Søren gave him that look. Kingsley only laughed.

      “I’m really not supposed to be up here?”

      Søren took his shirt off and tossed it onto the bed. He opened the closet door. Kingsley sat in the one chair in the room, content to stare at Søren’s back and shoulders for the rest of his life. Out of curiosity, he picked up Søren’s discarded shirt from the bed and brought it to his nose, inhaled. Even his shirt smelled like winter. Kingsley—reluctantly—put it back onto the bed.

      “It’s not a hard and fast rule,” Søren said, flipping through the clothes in his closet, about one-twentieth of what Kingsley had in his. “Father Lawrence, who you met downstairs, is very cautious. I can’t blame him, but there have to be exceptions for family.” He turned around.

      “Right, right. Because I’m your brother-in-law.”

      “Of course you are.” Søren’s wicked smile disappeared as he pulled a black sweater over his head. A very nice black sweater. Too nice for a Jesuit. Obviously one Nora had bought for him.

      Since they were speaking French, Kingsley didn’t worry about asking, “I suppose Nora’s never been up here.”

      “You are much easier to explain away than Eleanor. But Claire visited when I first moved in here. Sisters are allowed. Girlfriends are frowned upon.”

      Kingsley enjoyed the view of two very long, very muscular legs as Søren took off his black trousers and put on a pair of jeans. “Did she give you her gift yet?”

      “Not yet, but I’ve given mine to her. And don’t ask because you do not want to know.”

      “Something with Nico.”

      “No comment.”

      Kingsley sighed. “I wish I could say I was surprised. Make it up to me,” he said. “Fuck me in your twin bed.”

      “Also frowned upon,” Søren said. “But don’t think I haven’t imagined it.”

      “We had some very good nights in that cot back at school, didn’t we?”

      “Some of the best nights of my life.”

      He took a black jacket from his closet and slipped his feet into his shoes.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going tonight,” Søren said. “I’ll be disappointed if we really do have dinner reservations.”

      “In the mood?”

      “Already ate.”

      He must have looked disappointed because when Søren passed him on the way to the door, he said, “And in the mood. Now tell me where we’re going.”

      Kingsley leaned back against the door, smiled.

      “You showed me your room. Now I’ll show you mine.”
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        * * *

      

      The wine in Nora’s glass was red. The time was nearly nine o’clock—Nico should be there any moment. And the song on the radio was “The House of the Rising Sun.” She’d thought this radio station would still be playing Christmas music, but no, it had gone back to its usual format. She didn’t mind. She loved this song.

      In her office at her desk, Nora sipped her wine and counted the minutes until her lover arrived. She still couldn’t quite believe he’d gotten on a plane from New York to New Orleans in the middle of complex business negotiations for the sole purpose of seeing her. If he was coming this far and for just one night, she knew she had to make it good.

      
        
        
        There is a house in New Orleans

        They call the Rising Sun

        And it’s been the ruin of many a young poor boy…

      

        

      

      Søren had made that joke when he’d entered her private dungeon upstairs for the first time, which she’d decked out in red and black and leather and steel. Ropes and whips and chains, oh my.

      “Ah,” he’d said, nodding with amused appreciation. “I’ve always wondered what the House of the Rising Sun looked like. Now I know.”

      She was looking forward to ruining Nico, her young poor boy, tonight.

      What would he want? Sex, of course. All night, of course. He wasn’t going to get it. Not until he’d earned it. In her left hand she held her wine glass. In her right hand she held a black silk blindfold.

      
        
        
        Oh, Mother, tell your children

        Not to do what I have done…

      

        

      

      Her mother had tried to talk her out of her life and the older Nora got, the more she understood those warnings. The more she’d known her mother had a point. But it was like trying to talk a leopard out of his spots. And really, once you’ve fucked your Catholic priest, everything else seems tame in comparison.

      It’s funny that she’d asked to play this game, this Black & Blue Elephant game. Give her a gift she wanted but didn’t want? She’d been playing that game since the night Nico seduced her.

      
        
        
        I got one foot on the platform

        The other foot on the train

        I’m goin’ back to New Orleans

        To wear that ball and chain.

      

        

      

      One foot on the platform, the other on the train. That was her life now. One foot in Nico’s world. One foot in Søren’s. How long could it go on? She didn’t know except that she was determined to ride the train to the end of the line.

      Or until it derailed.

      A car door slammed. Nico’s taxi.

      Nora finished her wine with a swallow and stood up. She walked slowly up the stairs to her dungeon, to her own private House of the Rising Sun. Behind her she heard the doorknob rattle. Then the door opened. Then footsteps. She’d already told him to meet her upstairs in the room at the end of the hallway.

      She went into her dungeon and waited with her back to the wall. Outside the room, she heard Nico climbing the stairs. He paused at the top. He proceeded down the hall. The ancient wood floors of her two-hundred-year-old house creaked. He stepped into her dungeon.

      Before he could turn his head and see her, Nora stepped forward and brought the black silk scarf over his eyes, blindfolding him.

      “If you say a word,” she said into his ear, “you’ll spend all night in a hotel alone.”

      Nico—bless him—stiffened, breathed in, didn’t say a word. Nora rarely made threats, but when she did, they were never idle ones. He knew that.

      “Good boy,” Nora said. “You’ll get to speak when I tell you that you can speak and only then.”

      Nothing. Nothing but his shallow breaths.

      She was in her highest high heels, which made it easier to pull the blindfold firmly around his eyes. She tied it behind his head.

      “I’m going to hurt you tonight,” she said. “This is hurting Søren so it’s only fair I hurt you, too.”

      Slowly and almost imperceptibly, Nico nodded his head in agreement. He’d been drunk when he’d asked if he could come for a night. Now he was sober and realized just what he’d been asking.

      “Hold still. I’m going to undress you. If you try to touch me, it’ll be the last time you touch me tonight.”

      She knew it took all his willpower to obey, but he did it. He stood there unmoving, not reaching for her as she came to stand in front of him.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a suit before.”

      She knew he’d gone straight from a lunch meeting in Manhattan with a potential angel investor to the airport. No time to change clothes.

      Dark suit, crisp white shirt, collar open at the neck. But even in a suit he was still Nico. His hair was dark and curly and could use a cut but she’d cut the man who dared to cut it. His hands were calloused from hard work among his vines. He looked like a man who worked his ass off wearing the suit of a man who didn’t break a sweat except at the gym.

      “The suit is nice but it’s not really your style,” she said. “Let’s fix that.”

      He stood still and quiet as she pushed the jacket off his shoulders and hung it on the hook behind her door. One by one she unbuttoned all his shirt buttons. Between each button she caressed his bare chest as it came slowly into view. His beautiful, young strong bare chest.

      She looped her finger under the collar of his shirt and tugged it off as she walked a circle around him. A very nice, high-quality shirt—it slid off him like butter on hot bread. The next part was her favorite. She unbuttoned his suit trousers and brought them down and off of him. Underwear—black boxer briefs—went last. His shoes and socks were already off because he was a good boy who’d taken them off at her door.

      She pushed him gently forward, moving him to stand in the center of her dungeon. She had a red vintage Chinese rug on the floor, a gift from a client from Hong Kong who worked in imports. In the dead center of the rug was a medallion and in the medallion was woven a lotus flower. She brought Nico to stand on top of the lotus. Then she stepped back and studied him.

      There was nothing not to love about the naked body of a twenty-five year old man who worked his ass off in the fields of his family’s vineyard. Dark olive skin, smooth and supple. Biceps she longed to sink her teeth into. Shoulders strong enough to survive her fingernails digging into them during an orgasm. Hips that knew how to move just right to bring about that orgasm. And the cock, of course, the beautiful young hard cock. She wrapped her fingers around it and stroked it just to hear Nico inhale.

      She held it in her hand, the firm warm shaft, not stroking now, just holding. Owning it.

      “I have to wonder what you’re feeling right now,” she said. “If I were you, I’d be furious. You probably thought we’d be in bed already, and this inside me. You thought we’d make love all night and it would be hot and sweet and delicious. And then I’d fall asleep in your arms and we’d make love again in the morning before you had to leave. And now here you are—blindfolded, under orders, don’t even get to touch me. And you know I’m about to hurt you, very very very very very much. If you can answer in one word, you can tell me what you’re feeling. Go on. Tell me. One word.”

      “Forgetful.”

      Nora narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Forgetful? Interesting answer. Now I have to know—what did you forget?”

      “I forgot that the woman I’m in love with is a vicious bitch.”

      Then he grinned like he knew he’d given his teacher an A+ answer.

      He had.

      “I’d forgotten something, too,” she said. “I risked my perfect life with Søren, the owner of my cunt and the master of my body… Søren, who is the most wicked, wonderful, brutal sadist God ever dared to put on this innocent Earth…to spread my legs for you, you little French brat. Now I remember why.”

      He opened his mouth to say something and then didn’t. He’d almost earned a night in a hotel if he’d said a single word out of turn.

      “Don’t go anywhere.” She flicked him on the end of his perfect nose. Quickly she found leather cuffs and a snap hook. The cuffs went on his wrists and his wrists went over his head and attached onto the sturdy hook screwed into the stud in her ceiling.

      His smooth young skin was hot to the touch and the tip of his cock was already shimmering with wetness. She dipped her head and lapped it off.

      Nico’s head rolled back and he gasped. But still, he didn’t speak.

      “I taught you so well. Let’s see how I did on those pain control lessons. I have neighbors, you know. So when I make you scream, scream quietly, s’il te plait.”

      She went to the wall where her floggers hung in a pretty row. She didn’t take one down. She didn’t want to flog him. Flogging was too easy.

      Instead, she picked up her whip.
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        * * *

      

      The Marquis Club was Kingsley’s New Orleans branch of The 8th Circle. At least that’s what Nora called it. Downstairs it was a respectable jazz club managed by a former bartender and thirty-year veteran of a famous French Quarter bar. People might come and go and never know what went on upstairs.

      Upstairs was where things got interesting.

      He hadn’t told Søren much about The Marquis Club other than the name, which Søren had rolled his eyes at before asking if Nora had put him up to it.

      It was, after all, named for Donation Alphonse François, the most infamous erotica writer in history, otherwise known as the Marquis de Sade. The Marquis Club had found a home in a grand old double gallery house, white with black iron balconies. A former brothel, it had a large open salon on the main floor and a total of ten bedrooms on the second and third floors. Bedrooms that were now converted into dungeons. And one bedroom in particular—the biggest—had been converted into Kingsley’s personal dungeon.

      That’s where he was taking Søren.

      “I hope you like the new place,” Kingsley told Søren as he pulled into the parking lot behind the courtyard.

      “Does it have a dungeon and a bed?”

      “Several of both.”

      “I like it already.”

      It wasn’t by chance that The Marquis Club had a courtyard in the back. That was the main reason Kingsley bought it—privacy. He could park his car behind the club, open the courtyard gate, and slip in the back. No one from the street would see him go in. More importantly, no one on the street would see a well-known and much-liked Jesuit priest named Father Marcus Stearns slipping in the back as well. Luckily the club wasn’t open tonight so they would have the place to themselves.

      They arrived at seven and Kingsley parked behind the private courtyard, which was still decorated for Christmas. Kingsley unlocked the club door, but Søren paused before entering, gazing around the yard.

      “I’ll never get used to Christmas lights on palm trees,” Søren said. “New Orleans is an interesting place.”

      “Tennessee Williams once said, ‘There are only three great cities in the United States—New York, San Francisco, and New Orleans. All the rest are Cleveland.’ Aren’t you glad you don’t live in Cleveland anymore?”

      “As a matter of fact, I liked living in Wakefield,” Søren said.

      “Then move back there.”

      “I didn’t like it that much.”

      Laughing, Kingsley let Søren into the club and locked the door behind them.

      The atmosphere of the club was very different from the Jesuit House. This place was anything but cozy and contemplative. The wood floors were painted black. Crystal chandeliers hung from a tin tile ceiling. Even closed and locked up, the air in the club smelled of sweat and sex, red wine and candles. They took the back staircase to the third floor. Søren paused on the landing and looked down the stairs to the main floor below.

      “Quite a change from the old place,” Søren said.

      “It’s smaller,” Kingsley admitted, “but I like that. Better food. More jazz. More intimate.”

      “Fewer bodily fluids on the stairs as well.” Søren lifted his foot to look at the sole of his shoes. “Spotless. Not a drop of blood or come to be seen. First time for everything.”

      Kingsley glared at him. “The 8th Circle wasn’t that bad.”

      “I thought about wearing a Hazmat suit on a few occasions, but I worried about overstimulating the vinyl fetishists.”

      “So it was a little gritty,” he countered with a shrug. “Part of the charm.”

      There was no 8 on Kingsley’s door. But there was a sign that said, “Kingsley Edge.” And a lock. Only Kingsley had the key. But not for long.

      “For you,” Kingsley said as he worked a key off the ring. “You get a copy of the key.”

      “I’m honored.” Søren slipped it into his pocket.

      “Hope you like the place.” He opened the door but didn’t turn on the light. This room wasn’t made for overhead lighting. Kingsley knew it well enough by now to walk into the darkness and find the fireplace mantel and the matches he left on top of it. He struck a match and lit a row of eight white candles. Then he took one of the candles around the room and lit the others. Candles on the windowsills. Candles on the bedside table. Candles on an iron stand that stood next to the black leather St. Andrew’s Cross.

      All the while, Søren stood in the doorway watching him as he brought the dungeon out of the darkness. Soon the whole room glowed like a birthday cake. And Kingsley had a present to give.

      Once all the candles were lit, he stepped into the room, closed the door behind him and locked it. Kingsley stood by the foot of the bed—not a twin but a bed big enough for two grown men. Which he hoped it would hold tonight. All night.

      Kingsley was nervous all of a sudden. That didn’t happen very often to him.

      “I was thinking of you when I put everything together. Juliette and I can play at home but you and I need our own place. Like it?”

      “Very much.” He smiled. “Much more tasteful than Eleanor’s private dungeon.”

      “You should see the dungeon she set up for her clients. It’s like Sodom and Gomorrah in there.”

      “Yes, and this is just Sodom.” Søren stared at him. “You’re nervous.”

      Kingsley ran a hand through his hair. “I have your gift,” he said. Søren raised his eyebrow.

      There was a palpable tension in the room between them. Someone watching might think they’d never done this together before.

      “It’s up there, the black box.” Kingsley nodded toward the fireplace mantel. The night was cool but not cool enough to justify a fire. But he liked it like this, the mantel covered in burning candles and the heart of the fireplace cold and dark.

      Søren picked up the box and eyed it with obvious suspicion. “Very light,” he said. He shook it gently. “No rattling. A pen?”

      “I wouldn’t be nervous about giving you a pen.”

      “A very small gun.”

      He snorted a laugh. “Just open it, you sadist.”

      With infuriating slowness bordering on psychological torture, Søren untaped the ends, pulled back the paper, revealed the box under the wrapping.

      “Let’s see,” Søren said. “What were the rules? It has to be a gift you don’t want to give me and yet you do want to give me and also a gift I don’t want and yet I do want.”

      Then he opened the box. Søren’s right eyebrow lifted. “Is this what I think it is?” he asked.

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Obsidian scalpel.”

      “With a fine bamboo handle,” Kingsley said.

      Søren set the box back onto the mantel. “You want to do blood-play with me?” he asked.

      “Yes and no. You want to do it with me?”

      “No and yes. But also yes, definitely. But also—”

      “Scared?”

      “Always. I’ve fantasized so often about slitting your throat, I’m worried one of these days, I’ll do it.”

      “This is why I was on the fence about giving it to you. I’ve had it for months.”

      “Months?”

      “I told myself we could ‘christen’ my new dungeon when it was finished.”

      “Christen it with blood?”

      Kingsley pulled back the white duvet on top of the bed, revealing the black sheets beneath.
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        * * *

      

      There, Nora thought. There’s the reason I was born like this.

      Whip in hand, she stood a few feet away from Nico. His arms were hooked over his head. His eyes were hidden behind a black silk blindfold tied at the back of his neck. His long beautiful body was taut, his cock was hard, he was silent with respect for her and fear of what was coming next.

      “And to think,” she said as she walked a circle around him. “You never did kink before me. What a waste of such a delicious canvas.” She slid the leather coil of her whip over his naked back.

      She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror on the wall as she made another circle around her favorite target. She’d dressed like she’d dress for a special client. Short tight black skirt, red corset, high heels. The only difference was she would have worn panties with a client. Not needed with Nico.

      “Another question,” she said. “Do you like it when I beat you? Or do you just like making me happy? You can answer. Be honest. Even if you say you only like it because I like it…I’ll still do it.”

      Nico said something very softly, so softly she had to move a little closer. So close she could smell the scent of that morning’s shower still on his heated skin.

      “I like it,” he said.

      She was glad he couldn’t see her smile at that. “Why?” Her voice was cold, demanding.

      “I know I deserve it,” he said.

      “You deserve beatings?”

      He nodded.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “What you said—I made you risk your ‘perfect life’ with your master for me. I should be sorry for doing that to you, but I’m not. And I should be sorry for hurting my father by sleeping with his former lover, but I’m not. I should be sorry for hurting your master, because he never did anything to hurt me.”

      “But you’re not.”

      “I’m not,” he said with total sincerity and disdain for anyone who would expect him to apologize for his desire for her. “How can I make it right if I can’t be sorry? Like this.” Even in his bonds he managed to shrug. “So beat me, Mistress Nora. I know I have it coming to me.”

      He didn’t sound sarcastic when he said that. He sounded like he meant it.

      “Only you,” she said, shaking her head, “can twist me wanting to beat you into a point of male pride.”

      Wisely, he said nothing to that.

      “Well, if you want to give up a pound of your flesh, I’m more than happy to take it.”

      She stood behind him, at the perfect distance measured many times so as not to strike too hard or too softly. She unfurled her whip, tested it a few times across the floor and into the air.

      “I’ve never whipped you before, have I?” she said, pretending she didn’t already know the answer. Nico said nothing. “You won’t like it. Don’t forget—the neighbors.”

      She let the whip go.

      Nico didn’t scream. But his body tensed and he flinched. And Nora was very happy.

      It took a long time to learn how to use a whip the right way, the good way so that the tip danced across the skin, striking it like rain on a windowpane in a storm, not breaking the skin—or sometimes, just barely breaking it. Not like a cut with a knife but a thousand bee stings. A whip shouldn’t slice but bite. Nora learned from the best how to make the whip an extension of her. Søren had taught her, begrudgingly, so she wouldn’t accidentally put someone in the hospital.

      Now she was as good, or better, than he was. Not that she ever mentioned that to him.

      She loved her whip, loved the power she felt wielding it. To know she could, if she wanted, truly hurt someone. Instead, she was magnanimous, a merciful dark goddess. She didn’t want the life of the person she was whipping. Just a little of their blood. Just a taste, a soupçon.

      Nico took his punishment beautifully. He didn’t scream but he wasn’t silent either. No one could be. But his cries were soft and stoic. A few gasps. A few full-body flinches when the whip kissed the very tip of a nerve and his entire body rang like a bell with the pain. Oh, she knew how it felt. She knew better than anyone how it felt. That’s why she showed no mercy. If she could survive it, he could.

      When he’d had enough, Nora stopped.

      She stopped and she stared. Nico hung limp from the hook. His back and shoulders and hips were dotted with a thousand red and angry wounds. A few were bleeding. But only a little.

      She walked up to Nico and touched his back, palm flat on his abraded skin. He winced, hissing through his teeth.

      She put her mouth to his ear and whispered, “You just made me very happy.” Then she kissed his earlobe.

      Nico had been in her house one full hour and he hadn’t seen her yet. She stood before him, letting the clock tick along with each of his panting breaths.

      “You have no idea how tempted I am to keep you blindfolded from now until you leave my house.  Should I? You can answer.”

      “What sin did I commit?” Nico wore a slight smile as if he were trying to play along but it was clear he was worried she might actually mean it.

      “Not your sin. Mine. Only mine. Always mine.”

      “I don’t agree.”

      Nora raised her eyebrow. “My toy thinks he has an opinion. I’m hurting Søren with you. I hurt you with Søren. How is that not a sin?”

      “Storms can hurt us, too. There’s no sin in a storm.” For good measure he added, “Mistress.”

      Nora’s heart clenched. She sighed. God, did she have good taste in lovers or what?

      “I really should be ashamed of myself for sleeping with you,” she said. “I should be. But I’m not.”

      With that, she untied his blindfold. He blinked his beautiful pale green eyes. For a moment she didn’t say anything nor did he. She let him look at her and she let herself look at him looking at her. His eyes were bright with hunger and worship. No one looked upon his mistress the way a submissive man did. Like he was afraid to look and more afraid to look away…

      “Do you think you’ve earned my cunt?”

      “If you say I have, I have,” he said.

      She smiled. “You have.”

      She raised her hands and uncuffed him. His arms fell to his sides, then reached for her.

      He was shockingly strong. She’d forgotten how strong he was. Or maybe she’d never known because he’d never used his strength on her. But when he did, she was powerless. In an instant she was on her back, on the lotus, and Nico was over her, straddling her. His knees forced her thighs apart. His hand went between her legs and stroked her pubic lips, then he pushed his fingers inside her. Her head fell back in a burst of pleasure. Her vagina was wet and open but still he opened her wider, spreading his fingers. Nora moaned at the back of her throat as he moved on top of her. His arm went around her lower back, lifting her. His hand pushed her skirt up to her hips. With a rough thrust he speared her, and she cried out. She grasped his shoulders, not caring that she was hurting him, and writhed under him as he fucked her. She lay back on the rug, her legs as wide as they’d ever been in her life, her vagina slick and open, her cunt throbbing as he worked his cock deep into her. She was overpowered, undone. Her orgasm shook her to the core.

      Spent, she laid back on the floor, eyes open, vagina making little gasps around his cock. Above them on the ceiling were the mirrored tiles and she watched herself being fucked, watched Nico’s broken back arch and bow with every thrust, saw his body shimmer with his sweat, his head come up as he worked himself deeper. His eyes were closed. His lips parted. And then she remembered who was in charge here.

      He was out of his mind fucking her. Easy enough to wrap her legs around his back, shift her weight quickly, push him down…his freshly-whipped and wounded back on the rough, rough rug.

      Nico cried out in pain and pleasure as she clenched her cunt around him. The shock of the sudden pain made him come. His head and shoulders came all the way off the ground as he released his semen into her in a final series of quick rough thrusts.

      After he came, he lay back in surrender, arms over his head. She could stay there all night straddling him, his cock soft inside her vagina, his sperm on her thighs, his mouth at her ear, his breaths tickling her neck.

      “I’m still not sorry,” he said.

      “And that’s why I love you.”

      After a few minutes, he stirred and pulled her down to him, kissed her face, her mouth, her forehead, her neck. He freed her breasts from her corset and sucked her nipples until they were sore. He grew hard and pushed her gently onto her back, started to fuck her again. Nora watched it all on the ceiling…her beautiful French brat who would rather take another whipping than stay another minute out of her cunt.

      Best show in town.
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        * * *

      

      Søren walked over to the bed, stood in front of him. Kingsley looked up at him. This was his favorite view of Søren.

      “Are you sure?” Søren asked.

      “I wouldn’t have given that to you if I wasn’t.” He was speaking French again although they were alone, and there was no chance of being overheard. It was easier to lie in French.

      Søren touched Kingsley’s face lightly. Fingertips across his cheek, then to his ear, and then his fingers—those beautiful pianist’s fingers—threaded into his hair. The grip was firm, possessive. Søren forced Kingsley’s head back. Once it was back, Søren caressed his bared throat, held it lightly with his hand until Kingsley began to relax into the large palm pressed against his Adam’s apple.

      Then Søren ran a single fingernail slowly across Kingsley’s throat as if slitting it. Every muscle in Kingsley’s body knotted up. He couldn’t help himself. It was pure instinct, like a cat’s back raising at the sight of a snake.

      He took a breath, laughed at himself.

      “Flirt,” Kingsley said.

      “I have never felt you tense so hard as you did just now. I thought you were going to jump out of your skin.”

      “I might have pissed myself.”

      “It is a fantasy of mine to terrify you enough to make you do that.”

      “You got close that time.”

      Søren released his hair, moved his hand to Kingsley’s mouth, ran his thumb across the bottom lip. “I like it when I scare you. I shouldn’t, but I do.”

      “I like that you like it.”

      Søren said nothing after that, only stroked Kingsley’s hair, his cheek, his mouth. The air was electric with waiting. He sensed a decision was being made, options considered and weighed, discarded, then reconsidered.

      “No,” Søren said.

      “What?” Kingsley wasn’t sure he’d heard right.

      “Not tonight. Maybe someday but not yet.”

      “Why not?” He couldn’t decide if he was disappointed or relieved.

      Søren held up his hand for Kingsley to see. It was shaking slightly.

      “It’s usually me doing the shaking around you,” Kingsley said.

      “When I want something too much, I can’t trust myself to have it. I think I might hurt you more than I should tonight.”

      He wasn’t joking. Kingsley knew when Søren was playing the role of the wicked sadist and when he was being himself, a very concerned and careful sadist.

      “You can, though.”

      Søren laughs softly. “Of course I can. I can do anything I want to you. But you were right about the gift—I want it, but I don’t want it.” He went to the mantel, picked up the box, and put the lid back on it. “But we’ll save it for another time. And know that one of these days…”

      He let the threat hang in the air. Kingsley knew what he wasn’t saying—one of these days, he would slice Kingsley up like a Christmas turkey.

      “What do we do then?” Kingsley asked.

      “I can think of something,” Søren said.

      “You already have, haven’t you?”

      Søren’s only reply was, “Stand up.”

      Slowly Kingsley stood up.

      “You said I made you wish you had gone to college,” Søren said. “Tonight, you can be my student.”

      “Student? I didn’t go to college for a reason.”

      Søren lifted his chin, looked down at him, and said, “Recite.”

      God. Kingsley almost groaned aloud. He was really going to do this to him? Make him play the role of the bad student?

      He’d object, but his cock was already hard, and it wasn’t easy to put up much of a fight with a painful erection.

      “Recite what?”

      “The work you memorized. It’s ten lashes with the strap if you haven’t memorized your work.”

      Kingsley’s brain raced. What did he have memorized? Bible verses? No. Except for “Jesus wept,” which he didn’t think would satisfy Søren. Any great speeches? Four score and what? No. Everything had fled his brain. Everything except for one line of one poem bubbled up along with a memory of a girl reading it to him in bed after a lonely Christmas in Paris. He was twenty and angry and heartbroken. Everything he saw and touched and tasted made him remember Søren.

      “You’ve forgotten your assignment?” Søren said. “I’ll get the strap.”

      “I crave your mouth, your voice, your hair—”

      Søren didn’t have the decency to hide his look of surprise that Kingsley might actually have memorized a work of poetry.

      “Go on,” Søren said.

      What was the next line? He remembered reciting the poem in his head as he walked through the cold and winding winter streets of the Latin Quarter, feeling hungry, feeling starved, no matter how much he ate.

      “Silent and starving, I prowl through the streets. / Bread does not nourish me, / dawn disrupts me, all day / I hunt for the liquid measure of your steps.”

      “Pablo Neruda,” Søren said. “Excellent choice. Go on.”

      Kingsley took a long breath, summoned the rest of the poem from the deep lizard part of his brain where his darkest hungers mingled with his most potent memories…twenty-one years old, the night he’d gone to bed with a tall blond man he’d met in a bar just to pretend Søren was fucking him again…how the man had put a knife to Kingsley’s throat…the look of shock on his face when Kingsley had only laughed. As if that was the first time a lover had ever put a knife to him. The man had smiled, punched him across the face, and Kingsley let him finish inside of him.

      “I hunger for your sleek laugh, your hands the color of a savage harvest, / hunger for the pale stones of your fingernails. / I want to eat your skin like a whole almond.”

      Age twenty-two, a week’s leave from the F.F.L., spent in Barcelona. In a crowd, he saw a blond head catch the morning sunlight. Kingsley followed the boy for blocks until he turned and saw the face didn’t belong to Søren, but a Spanish university student, only eighteen. He seduced him anyway. Kingsley had beaten him with his belt at the boy’s grandfather’s villa, pretending to punish Søren for not being there to punish him. The boy had loved it, loved him. Kingsley left four days later, full of promises they would meet again. They never did.

      “I want to eat the sunbeam flaring in your lovely body, / the sovereign nose of your arrogant face, I want to eat the fleeting shade of your lashes.”

      His twenty-sixth birthday was spent tied to the bed of a man twice his age because he was tall and Danish and had eyelashes like Søren’s.

      “And I pace around hungry, sniffing the twilight, / hunting for you, for your hot heart, / like a puma in the barrens of Quitratue.”

      As Kingsley recited, Søren had listened, eyes on his, his face again unreadable.

      Anything could happen now that he’d finished the poem.

      “Very nice,” Søren said. “Now again, in Spanish.”

      “I never learned it in Spanish.”

      Søren sounded almost apologetic, though Kingsley knew he wasn’t when he said, “Lazy students get the strap.”

      ‘I’m sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to Pablo Neruda. Now take off your clothes.”

      Ah, this was the part Kingsley had been waiting for. The pain. The humiliation. The baring of bodies. The baring of souls. His soul. Only his soul as Søren would keep his own modestly covered, as always. But that was fine. Kingsley wanted it that way, to be the one broken, and for Søren to do the breaking.

      Kingsley unbuttoned his shirt quickly. He wanted it too much to go slow, to tease. Shirt off. Shoes kicked off. Jeans down and off along with the socks—the ones Nora had given him for Christmas. Worn on purpose. He stood naked, hard, hot heart racing.

      “Here,” Søren said and nodded toward a leather-padded bench, tall and wide and sturdy enough to hold the weight of a grown man.

      “You want me bent over that, don’t you?”

      “You’re a quicker study than you look.”

      The bench sat near the corner of the room by the fireplace. Kingsley went to it, the floor cold on the soles of his naked feet. And as he bent over it and let his hips and stomach press against the cool, slick leather, he tensed just as hard as he had when Søren had pretended to cut his throat. There was no more vulnerable position than this. And of course, Søren would find a way to make it even worse.

      Søren knelt in front of the bench. There were leather straps that could be cuffed around the wrists at the base, and Søren used them to secure Kingsley in that defenseless position. He was trapped. He couldn’t escape. He was there until someone freed him. It really was like being back in school.

      However, he could turn his head, and he did, watching as Søren opened the closet door and pulled a red cord to turn on the light. A large walk-in closet, it was where Kingsley kept all his instruments of torture. Floggers and whips, cuffs and chains, all hanging on hooks in neat lines and rows.

      “This is,” Søren said, “the most magnificent closet I’ve ever been inside. I could sleep in here.”

      “Sometimes, when we’re eating dinner with my family, I forget you’re a madman. Thank you for reminding me.”

      “You’re the one who said he wanted to eat my eyelashes.” Søren seemed to be examining every strap and belt and flogger in the closet.

      “I didn’t say that. Neruda said that.”

      “Whoever said it, I’m sure I’ll be in your mouth before this night is over.”

      “Do you make your Little One suck your cock as much as you make me do it?”

      “No, actually, I don’t.”

      “Because I’m better at it?”

      “Because I don’t feel nearly as guilty when I make you gag.”

      Kingsley moaned and put his head down. He should learn to never ask questions.

      “Are you ever going to come out?” Kingsley heard the distinct sounds of a man inspecting the hardware from inside the closet.

      “I’m looking for your branding iron.”

      Kingsley laughed. “That I’m not one-hundred-percent certain you’re joking is half the reason I love you.”

      “That you’re not one-hundred-percent certain you want me to be joking is half the reason I love you.”

      It never got old, hearing Søren say, “I love you.” How many years had he wondered if Søren ever actually loved him? Or even remembered him? He would have sold his soul to hear those words when he was eighteen, nineteen, twenty-four, twenty-five. Sold his literal soul to the literal devil for them. And now here they were, given not just freely but free, as if they cost nothing, as if Kingsley could have them anytime he wanted.

      Who knew? Maybe he had sold his soul to the devil to hear those words.

      Maybe Søren was the devil.

      Finally, Søren chose something from the closet and brought it back to the bench where Kingsley waited breathlessly, sweating fear and want.

      Around his wrist was looped a long nasty-looking black strap. Leather, thin—the demonic love child of a paddle and a crop. Only a cane would hurt worse.

      “Are you the devil?” Kingsley asked.

      “No,” Søren said, “but I do admire his methods.” He touched Kingsley’s back lightly. It felt like a threat. Kingsley tensed again, swallowed.

      “Every muscle in your back just clenched,” Søren said. He stroked Kingsley’s spine from neck to hip and back again. “Do it again.”

      “Are you going to fuck me like this?”

      “Do you want me to fuck you like this?” Søren laid the strap on his back, along his spine as if Kingsley were a mere shelf. He took his shirt off. Kingsley saw the black fabric land on the floor by his head.

      “I haven’t decided. Mostly I just wanted to hear you say ‘fuck’ again.”

      “Kingsley?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      He picked up the strap and brought it down, hard, onto the back of Kingsley’s thigh. The sound of the slap echoed through the entire room, bouncing off the walls, loud as a gunshot in a library.

      “I like that sound,” Søren said.

      “What?” Kingsley asked. “The report, or me screaming?”

      “Both.”

      Kingsley didn’t scream. He was too good at this to scream. But he couldn’t stop himself from releasing soft cries and hard breaths. And swearing, obviously. Every hit on his back, his ass, his thighs brought forth a torrent of profanity. He even called Søren an evil bitch once. The man did not disagree.

      It went on and on, not endlessly, but it almost felt like it. Kingsley would be hearing the sound of that strap against his bare skin in his dreams. If people on the sidewalk going past the house heard it, he wouldn’t be surprised.

      A rush of pain wiped Kingsley out. He went limp, relaxing in his bonds like a dead man floating in a pool.

      Søren said quietly, “Are you all right?”

      Kingsley’s eyes were closed, his head hung down, his wrists were turning red in the leather cuffs. They would probably be bruised tomorrow. He wanted them to be bruised. He didn’t want them to be bruised.

      “I used to follow blond men through crowded streets in foreign cities,” Kingsley said between breaths. “In case they were you. Or even looked like you. Even a little like you. One almost killed me, and it was still worth it. I would have cut off my right hand to be able to touch you with my left in those days.”

      “Kingsley,” Søren said. He sounded almost wounded.

      “And now I have you,” he said. “And it’s perfect with us. Except sometimes when you’re beating me, I think…God, how will I explain this to my daughter someday? What will I tell her when she sees the bruises?” Then Kingsley said the thing he hadn’t wanted to say. “And when I think about that, I almost wish you’d never come back to me.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re vicious tonight,” Nico said. Nora smiled as she lay back against his chest. Hot water lapped around their naked bodies as they soaked themselves in her clawfoot bathtub. Christmas jazz wafted from the tiny speaker on the bathroom counter—Vince Guaraldi, Geri Allen, and Louis Armstrong. Nora had never been much of a jazz aficionado but moving to New Orleans had given her a new appreciation for it.

      She laughed softly. “I’m vicious every night.”

      “Not with me.”

      Nora lifted her head, met his eyes. “I’ve been too easy on you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She’d said it like she was joking, just making dirty threats while they lazed together in her bathtub. But the tone of his question was serious, curious…Somehow he knew she wasn’t really joking.

      “I don’t want to forget what I am with you,” she said.

      “Vicious?”

      “In charge. You really, really shouldn’t be here.”

      “You could have told me no.”

      “I could have, but I didn’t. That’s what worries me. We have to be more careful. I can’t give you everything you want when you want it. It’s for the best you don’t get the idea that I can or I will. Okay?” She elbowed him gently in the side.

      He was quiet again. She was used to him being quiet. Quiet was Nico’s default state. She let him sit in the quiet and absorb what she’d told him without telling him that in the future, they would be sticking to their scheduled visits only, that her first loyalty was to Søren. It was okay if he didn’t like that, but he did have to accept it. The song rolled through her head again…One foot on the platform…the other on the train…Had there ever been a better image ever written, ever sung of a person being torn in two directions?

      “Vicious,” Nico finally said and kissed her neck. That was all. He’d gotten the message, accepted it, and wasn’t going to start a fight about it. Not tonight anyway.

      Nora smiled. “Very vicious. You won’t be taking your shirt off in front of anyone for a few weeks. I hope you’re not in too much pain for your little business meeting tomorrow.”

      “I’d rather be whipped again than sit through that.”

      She sat up in the water and turned around awkwardly. It was never easy to spin around in a bathtub, especially if you had a guest. Facing him, she said, “It’s a little old business lunch, Moosh, not hostage negotiations.”

      “It’s…” He waved his hand in frustration. “You know, financial reports. It’s projections. It’s making promises I can’t keep about what the harvest will be like, what the market will be like…” He rubbed his temples. “I’m a farmer. This isn’t what I do. I was reading the investor’s proposal on the plane, and I almost jumped out over those mountains in West Virginia I can’t pronounce.”

      “Appalachian?”

      “Yes, those,” he said and made a hilariously bad French attempt at pronouncing them—Ahh-pahl-aah-sheen. But she didn’t mock his efforts. After all, she was still trying to figure out Tchoupitoulas Street. That first goddamn T really threw her off. They spent the next few minutes attempting to teach each other how to pronounce their shibboleths.

      Ap-ah-lay-shun…Chop-ah-too-lus…Or if Nico wanted to sound like a mountain man, he’d have to say Ap-ah-latch-un, which hurt his ears so much he put his head under the water.

      Nora pulled him back out. “You know,” she said, “about your meeting and those financials…there is someone who could help you.”

      “Please, don’t say it.” He tried to sink down into the water again. Once again, Nora fished him out.

      “I have to say it,” she said. “Kingsley is many things—most bad, some good—and one of the good things? He’s a very successful businessman. He would help you in a heartbeat with those projections if you asked him.”

      Nico started to stand up and leave the bathtub. “I’m moving to the Appalachians. Adieu, mon amour.”

      “Oh, stop moaning, you big French baby, and get back in here.”

      He sat back down in the bathtub as ordered.

      “Now turn around,” she said. “Let me see the damage.”

      Nico turned and let her see his back. The lights were low in the bathroom, but the lamp on the vanity was switched on, and she could see the red welts coming up all over him. Most of the welts weren’t that much bigger than freckles.

      “Beautiful,” she said. “I do good work.” She wet a washcloth with cold water from the tap and pressed it into the largest of the welts. “You could ask him. It wouldn’t kill you. And it would make his year if you asked him for some help, especially since you do need it.”

      “Can’t we just let your master whip me instead?”

      Nora laughed. “I think he’d much rather whip me than you.”

      “Is he really angry at us?”

      Nora thought about that before answering. “He wasn’t thrilled, but he’s not angry. You’re on his time, you know. But we worked it out. You are actually a Christmas gift to me. We’re playing the sickest, most twisted game of White Elephant ever. Of course, I thought of it.”

      She explained how the game worked and how the presents had to be blessings and curses simultaneously. Truly sadomasochistic gifts. They had to hurt to give and hurt to get. And yet…you still wanted it.

      “I’m scared to ask what you’re giving Kingsley.”

      Nora exhaled, leaned back in the bath. She and Nico were face to face now, his head resting on his arm casually draped over the side of the bath. His hair was wet with water and steam. His celadon eyes glowed in the low light. She was planning on spending half the night biting his lips, the other half sleeping in his arms. And when they woke up, they would make rough love up until the very last moment before he had to go to the airport. He’d be zipping his fly as the cab pulled up to the curb.

      “I haven’t thought of anything yet. What do you get for the man who has everything?”

      “What do you want to do with me tomorrow morning?” he asked.

      She told him the plan—rough sex and lots of it until the very last moment he had to leave to go to the airport.

      “It’s a good plan,” he said. “But there’s something else we can do.”

      Nora gave him a smile. She also gave him her foot. Reverently he took her right ankle into his palm and kissed the top of her foot, the arch, the dripping wet tips of her toes.

      Like father, like son.

      “I think you’re starting to like him,” Nora said as he traced a circle around her ankle bone with his tongue.

      “Never,” Nico said between kisses. “But I don’t hate him anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Søren uncuffed Kingsley from the bench and helped him stand. He was dizzy at first, as the blood rushed from his head, but when he stumbled a little, Søren caught him, held Kingsley’s head to his shoulder.

      “It’s what I was thinking,” Kingsley said. “When you asked me what I was thinking on Christmas Eve. That I never want to have to have that conversation with my daughter. I’ll have to, though, someday. Won’t I?”

      Søren’s mouth was on his cheek, his ear. Kissing, biting, grasping. Now his mouth was on Kingsley’s throat. Teeth on his shoulder, in his skin, grazing his collarbone. Hands on his back, digging in, holding him in place as their mouths met. Then Kingsley was on his back on the bed, and Søren was fucking his mouth with his tongue.

      At once, the kiss was broken, but only so Søren could turn him onto his stomach.

      What was happening? What had Kingsley said? What had he done to bring this sudden change in Søren from a dispassionate sadist to a passionate lover? He needed to know so he could say it again, do it again and again and again.

      Søren’s clothes came off, the rest of them, and the sound of them landing with a soft rush on the wooden floors was sweeter than any music this club ever played. There were no words. No orders. Nothing was required of him but to lay there while his strange and beautiful man prepared his body for deep penetration. Next, his knees were pushed apart. After, his hips lifted. After that, the tip positioned at the entrance of him. And after that, the slow, slow, slow opening, entering, filling of him.

      Kingsley closed his eyes tight, breathed as he was taken. It was no easier now than it was when he’d been sixteen, in this same position for the same purpose but on a much narrower, smaller bed. Never easy but always sweet, always wanted, except when it wasn’t. Tonight it was.

      Søren stretched out on top of him, his chest on Kingsley’s back. Gradually, so as not to overwhelm him, Søren let his whole weight settle onto—and into—Kingsley’s prone body.

      He never got used to this either—the sheer weight of the man. He was lean, all muscle, but tall, and though Kingsley wasn’t small or weak in the least, even his lungs struggled against two hundred pounds of man stretched out along his back. But it was bliss to gasp for each breath with each thrust into him. And when his body opened, and the penetration became an obscene and decadent pleasure, it was easier to breathe. The cock went deep, and all the nerves in his body sang, his head lifted. He took a breath like a dolphin surfacing only to sink under the water, to dive back into the warm ocean of the bed before surfacing yet again.

      Sometimes when they were making love, Kingsley would talk. He would have to. The words came out, and nothing could stem the tide but Søren’s fingers in his mouth or a gag. Usually, he cursed Søren when it hurt or sang his praises when it felt like this, felt like God Himself sent one of his own angels to fuck him into the next life. Sometimes he debased himself, saying over and over—I love you I love you I love you I love you I love you. God, I hate how much I love you.

      On those nights, Søren never gagged him but heard it all.

      Tonight Kingsley said nothing, only listened to Søren’s ragged breaths, his near-silent moans. There were two different sounds—the sound he made when he thrust his cock deep into Kingsley and the sound he made when he slowly pulled it out to the tip.

      And then, quietly, into Kingsley’s ear, Søren asked, “Does it hurt?”

      And Kingsley’s quieter reply, “It only hurts when it’s over.”

      It went on. It went on for a long time. Sometimes it was fast. Sometimes it was slow. Sometimes it was endless until the moment it ended. That was tonight. Søren was going to spend all night inside of him. He felt teeth nip at the back of his neck. Kingsley turned his head to give up more of himself. He opened his eyes for a moment and was shocked to see himself. The dungeon was new. He’d never used it before. He’d forgotten about the antique cheval mirror he’d placed near the bed, and for this reason, so he could watch Søren fucking him.

      It was dark in the room, dark but for the candles still burning. Kingsley saw his own eyes glinting, the outline of his face, his body in shadow, and the candlelight shimmering on Søren’s long pale body, turning it gold.

      This was his favorite part, when he was so open and relaxed he almost couldn’t feel the cock impaling him. It was as much a part of him now as his own. He settled into the bed, let it hold him, the black sheets caress him, as Søren gently used him like the shameless greedy whore he always had been and always would be. And Kingsley watched. He couldn’t stop watching. He couldn’t look away from the slow undulations of Søren’s hips, the dip at the small of his back, the taut muscles of his thighs as he worked himself in deeper. What was that joke Elle had made to him once, that Søren fucked like a freight train? Was it a joke or the perfect metaphor? He thought of the times he’d gotten trapped at a railroad crossing watching as the train rumbled heavily, steadily across the tracks. All that endless, unstoppable, tightly controlled power…

      “Did you laugh?” Søren said into his ear.

      Had he? He must have been thinking of the train. “Are you going to fuck me forever?”

      “Yes,” Søren said and grasped his hair hard, pushing his head into the pillow. “So settle in.”

      He settled in.

      But still, he watched.

      That face, Søren’s face…Michelangelo’s David come to life, the stone turned to flesh. His lips were parted as he breathed, his eyes were closed, and with each thrust in, the wince, the slightest wince of pleasure and need. And what was that? That look on his face as he pressed his lips to Kingsley’s hair and breathed as if trying to breathe him in? Love. It was love. Kingsley had seen it, and even in the dark, he knew it for love.

      “I love you,” Kingsley said.

      “I know you do. I know.”

      He knew he did. Despite what he’d said before, that he sometimes wished Søren had never come back to him. Not that it wasn’t true, but that two things could be true—that he wanted Søren like a man lost in the Sahara Desert wants water—and that he didn’t want Søren, like a man saved from the Sahara Desert didn’t want sand.

      It had to end sometime. It felt like he’d been lying on his stomach all night when Søren finally increased the pace of his thrusts. Kingsley’s hips ached, felt full. His cock throbbed into the sheets, dripping. Søren slid an arm under his hips, lifted him to his elbows and knees.

      Kingsley could move now, and he did, pushing back against Søren as he pushed in. His head was down. He breathed shallow breaths as he arched his back, let himself open even more. Had he ever been penetrated this deeply? He could feel Søren in his stomach.

      Every nerve in his lower body sang and every muscle tensed. In the mirror, Søren pounded him. He watched until it was too much even for him. He arched his back again, closed his eyes, gasped as Søren’s strong wet hand wrapped around his penis and stroked. That’s all it took, and Kingsley was gone. His head came up. He released with a shudder, semen spurting wildly onto the sheets, white on black.

      Silently Søren released inside him, filling him with his hot fluid.

      They broke apart like waves break apart on the beach, crashing into pieces only to recede back into the ocean and come back together. Kingsley knew this was only the beginning of a long night.

      And the scalpel was still there on the mantel.

      They lay naked side by side on the bed, breathing. Søren’s arm was flung over his eyes and forehead, the picture of a man utterly spent.

      “You don’t even have to try to humiliate me anymore,” Kingsley said. “I do it for you.”

      “Tell me the rest,” Søren said. “Tell me what you didn’t want to tell me.”

      “I think Céleste will believe I’m cheating on her mother with you, and it kills me.”

      “Juliette will tell her that’s not how it is.”

      “Will she believe her? Will she think her mother’s making excuses to keep the peace the way my mother did? How do I explain to my daughter that the best sex I have with her mother is the night after the best sex I have with you because Juliette has a fetish for playing nurse when I’m injured? What do I say? ‘Don’t worry, ma petite. Your mama is as much a freak as I am.’”

      Søren reached out, squeezed Kingsley’s thigh. “I don’t know what you should say, only that it’ll be a long time before she knows to ask.”

      “I knew. When my father and mother fought, I always knew. It’s so easy to hurt a child without even trying.” Kingsley turned his head to face Søren. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you. And you didn’t want to hear all this.”

      “You did want to tell me, though. And I did want to hear it.”

      Kingsley smiled. “So there’s your gift then. Not the scalpel, but the truth from me. Something you want but don’t want. What about you? What aren’t you telling me that you want to tell me that I don’t want to hear?”

      Søren was quiet for a long time. Kingsley knew there was something that needed to be said. He could probably guess what it was.

      “I wish you’d tried harder to put a stop to it,” Søren finally said.

      Nico and Nora, he meant. He didn’t have to say any more.

      “I tried. My son has, as we say, une tête de mule.” Literally, the head of a mule. Stubborn as hell, en anglais.

      “You didn’t tell him everything, though, did you? That she wasn’t just someone you had sex with sometimes.”

      “No. I didn’t tell my son that his new lover used to burn me, whip me, and fuck me up the ass with a strap-on. Do you think I should have told him that instead of her being a girl I fucked every now and then, that she was important to me? That she was special to me? That would have made him want her even more because it would hurt me more. And when he had her—and by that point, he’d already had her—it would have been a sweeter triumph.”

      “Probably,” Søren said, his tone conciliatory.

      He hadn’t told Søren about how Nico had stood his ground when Kingsley had tried to confront Nora, how he wouldn’t even let him speak to her. How they’d almost come to blows over it.

      You don’t talk to her, you talk to me. You don’t look at her, you don’t go near her…

      If he hadn’t wanted to strangle his son, he might have been proud of Nico for standing up to him. Not many people stood up to Kingsley. And even more, he was proud of Nico for not letting him or anyone else blame Nora. When there was an affair, the woman was always assigned the blame. Always. And Kingsley was guilty of that himself, thinking Nora had seduced Nico. But Nico had taken all the responsibility, one-hundred-percent of it. I went to her because she was feeling weak, and I knew it. I went to her to have her, and I wasn’t going to take no for an answer. And I didn’t.

      What was that saying about the apple not falling far from the tree?

      “You know you have no right to tell her she can’t have him. None. If she had a whole army of lovers, she’d still barely break even with you.”

      “Because of Fionn.”

      “Because of Fionn.”

      “She loves Fionn.”

      “She does. But having sex four months out of the year with a handsome younger man will never compare to you having a child with another woman. Even if she didn’t want children.”

      “I know,” Søren said. Then again, “I know.”

      “You took it well when it happened,” Kingsley said. “Better than I did.”

      “Marie Antoinette took it well when they led her to the guillotine.”

      Ah, the guillotine. He remembered something Nico had said that day of their fight, that Kingsley wasn’t angry because he thought Nora had seduced his son. He was jealous. She’s known you for years and me for months, and she still wants me more. You know it, and it hurts your stupid pride.

      No surprise a Frenchman had invented the guillotine. Only the French could kill a man with a single cut.

      Kingsley smiled. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

      “I never thought it would be this serious between them. When she hinted at what was happening, I thought—unfairly, I suppose—that it was payback.”

      “For Grace.”

      Søren nodded. “Believe it or not, I was relieved. I’d behaved horribly in a moment of temporary insanity. She’d behaved horribly in a moment of temporary insanity. I’d almost lost Eleanor. She’d just lost her mother. It made sense in a way. We could call it even. But no, it wasn’t that at all.”

      While they were telling each other the truth, Kingsley had one more confession.

      “You have no idea how hostile he was to the thought of me being his father. We joke now about Nico hating me, but in the beginning, he did. If not me, personally, the idea of me. If I had put a stop to it, to them, that would have been the end of my relationship with him. I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t strong enough to do it. I wanted my son too much.”

      “I know. I do, I promise.”

      “Do you? Do you know how it feels that he beat me at my own game? He made me grateful that they’re together. Grateful. My ex-domme and my son and I’m grateful. Because if it wasn’t for her, he would have nothing to do with me. Why can’t he be greedy for my money like normal children? People used to be terrified of me. Now I’m terrified that a twenty-five-year-old farmer who speaks French like a, well, a farmer will decide one day he doesn’t want to talk to me anymore. And it will kill me and he knows it and—and this is what hurts—he enjoys it. I will say this to you and only you, but I have, more than once, imagined punching my own son in the face. Nothing makes you weaker than love for your children. I hate being weak. I should have gotten a vasectomy at age fifteen.”

      He tried to sigh, to laugh, but it came out a groan of real anguish.

      “Could be worse,” Søren said. “Could be Wesley.”

      Kingsley laughed so hard he almost fell out of the bed. “Bastard,” he said and elbowed Søren in the side. “Don’t make me laugh when I’m trying to be maudlin.”

      “Admit it, her taste in boy toys has definitely improved.”

      “My son is not a boy toy,” Kingsley said. Søren turned his head toward him, arched his eyebrow. “He’s a man toy. Speaking of Wesley, is he still dating your—”

      “Safe word.”

      “Fine, I won’t bring it up.” He rolled onto his side facing Søren. “Are you angry? I know it’s been hard, but she’s content for once in her life, and you and I, we have fun together when she’s out of town, no?”

      “We do,” Søren said with a grin. “If I ever was angry, I’m not anymore. I only wanted to tell you the truth. Except I didn’t want to. And you wanted to hear it.”

      “Except I didn’t.” Kingsley laughed again. “Merry fucking Christmas.”

      “My sentiments exactly.”

      Søren turned toward him and drew him against his chest. “Can you stay all night?”

      “All night. Can you?”

      “All night. I have to leave early, though.” Søren didn’t sound happy about that.

      “Church or something?” Kingsley asked.

      “I have to pick up Eleanor’s gift for me. I think. No telling with her. She gave me an address and told me to be there by eight. Really, I don’t want to know. But that’s the game, isn’t it?”

      “That’s the game,” Kingsley said with a sigh. “Stupid game. Let’s never play it again. Until next year.”

      They lay together until they were moved on to other games. And after there were no more games to play, they spent the rest of the night tangled up in each other, wrapped in black sheets.
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      At 7:30 in the morning, Lucky arrived at work. Since her first appointment was at eight, she needed to prep the space. She turned up the heat a little, put down a new bed warmer on her table, fresh sheets and blankets, and lit a pine-scented candle on the side table. After she changed into her work uniform of black slacks and a white polo shirt—square as hell but it made the clients comfortable seeing her in the same boring uniform every time they came in. Consistency and routine were reassuring for people who didn’t have a lot of stability in their lives.

      When everything was ready, she went to the front desk and opened her book to see who was coming in that day.

      Oh yeah, now she remembered. One of her favorite clients, Nora, had bought a session as a gift. New client. She checked her notes. Lucky got out her iPad and scrolled to the name Nora had given her. One name. No last name. Søren.

      All right, what was up with Mister Søren?

      Lucky shook her head as she read the notes over. Usually, clients told her standard boring stuff like, Don’t touch my feet, sciatica, old right shoulder injury, can’t use anything scented…

      But not these notes. They were probably the weirdest notes she’d ever taken on a client’s massage needs. More warnings than notes.

      
        	He doesn’t know about this, and he’s not going to be thrilled when he turns up. Seriously. Be prepared for a big sexy bitch on wheels.

        	No, he’s never had a professional massage before, and he’ll probably hate it. If you can even get him on the table, I’ll tip you fifty bucks for every fifteen minutes.

      

      Lucky remembered asking Nora why she’d booked a two-hour massage when she only expected it to last fifteen minutes.

      
        	It’ll take him a while to agree to it. No hard feelings if he backs out.

      

      When Lucky asked why she’d be massaging a man who didn’t want a massage, Nora had given her a sad sort of smile.

      
        	He doesn’t like being touched. But he doesn’t like that he doesn’t like being touched. I thought you could work your magic.

      

      And one last warning:

      
        	Don’t take any shit from him.

      

      That wouldn’t be a problem. Lucky didn’t take shit from anyone.

      Her office was in a quiet street in the Irish Quarter, a small blue and white shotgun house converted into a massage and “healing touch” practice. She didn’t get a lot of motorcycles roaring in this neighborhood before eight in the morning, but suddenly there was one. Through the front window, she spotted a big black motorcycle. She didn’t know anything about motorcycles, except this one was pretty and sort of European-looking. A male-shaped person on the back of it. It rolled up to a stop near the front door. He turned off the engine and dismounted. (Is that what motorcycle dudes called it? Dismounting?)

      “Fuck,” Lucky said out loud. This was Nora’s friend? She’d expected your average good-looking white dude. This was not your average good-looking white dude. This was not your average anything. This was a human tree. Tall dude. Big dude. Not big like beefy but big like, well, just a big dude. Like someone crossed a soccer player with an Olympic swimmer, added twenty pounds of muscle, and put him on the back of a motorcycle. Good thing she’d bought the longer massage table.

      She watched, curious and a little nervous, as the man paused outside her door. He took off his black motorcycle helmet, and she caught her first look at his face.

      Oh, so not just a big, tall dude but a big, tall hot dude. He wasn’t Lucky’s type. Men, in general, weren’t her type, but she knew a pretty boy when she saw one. Silver-blond hair, straight nose, serious eyes, seriously handsome. It looked like he wasn’t going to come through the door when he saw the sign on the front of the building. But after a pause, he opened the door and walked inside.

      “Good morning,” Lucky said. She usually tried to sound professional with new clients—before she let her true self come out. “Are you Søren?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” he said. The man’s glare could melt the glue on the wallpaper.

      Big sexy bitch, for real.

      “Did I pronounce that right?”

      “Not even remotely, but rest assured, I’m used to it.”

      She believed that but didn’t care. “How do you pronounce it?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Good voice. Unhappy voice but a good voice.

      “It does to me.” She tilted her head to the side, waiting for his response.

      He looked at her, and she got a weird feeling his estimation of her went up a notch. A very, very small notch, but still, it was progress.

      “I’ll answer to Surr-n, Serr’n, or Sore’n, so say whichever you’ll be less likely to mangle.”

      “All three of those sounded like literally the same word to me.”

      Was that a smile she almost saw on his lips? Maybe?

      “In certain circles, I’m called Mr. S, if that makes it easier on you.”

      “I like Mr. S. That’s cute. Nice to meet you, Mr. S and/or Sore-en.”

      “I assume I’m expected.”

      “You’re expected. I’m Lucky, the therapist here.” She held out her hand to shake. He paused before shaking it. Big hands. Very big hands. But nice. Sculpted. No callouses. He didn’t do construction for a living, that was for sure.

      “You’re an infant,” he said, releasing her hand.

      “I’m twenty-two. How old are you, Mr. S?” Rude question. She was curious if he’d even answer it.

      “Fifty,” he said without hesitation though if he’d said “forty,” she would have believed him immediately. “I could be your grandfather.”

      “Maybe, I guess.” She gave it some thought, did the math out loud. “Fifty minus twenty-two divided by two…Factor in some early puberty and bad parenting… It could work. Nice to meet you, Granddad. Want to come on back?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to come back anyway?”

      “What happens in the back?”

      “We talk for a few minutes.”

      “About what?”

      “About what we’re going to do? I know you’ve never had a massage before, but have you ever, like…heard of them?” She couldn’t keep all the sarcasm out of her voice. Just most of it. He didn’t seem to mind.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “I’ve heard rumors.”

      She laughed. “Nora warned me about you.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “Come on back, and I’ll answer that question.”

      He took a long breath, almost exaggerated. Well, nice to see he had a little bit of a sense of humor about the whole thing.

      “Don’t be afraid,” Lucky said. “I know I’m super scary-looking, but I’m not dangerous, I promise.”

      “You look like a Smurf.”

      Was this rude? Well, she did have blue hair, and she wasn’t very tall. The man had a point.

      “You think that’s an insult, but I love the Smurfs.” She waved her hand, beckoning him to follow her to the back. Fifty-fifty odds on whether he’d come back or not.

      He stood stock-still in front of the desk. Her heart clenched in sympathy. This really wasn’t easy for him.

      “Hey,” she said, “Nora told me she loves you. She wouldn’t send you to me if she didn’t think I could help you. And I promise you, Søren, nothing’s going to happen that you don’t want to happen. Nothing.”

      He sighed another exaggerated sigh. She grinned.

      He said, “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Usually, she’d take a client straight into the therapy room for a quick convo before the massage started. But with him…she decided to take it easy. She led him into the recovery room, which was just a nice spa-like sitting room. Two brown leather chairs, low light, soft music, a waterfall fountain, pale green walls, cushy rugs, and filled with the soothing scent of sandalwood incense. She took one chair and beckoned for him to sit in the other.

      “So,” she began, slapping her hands on her knees. “Søren—”

      “How does someone only twenty-two have their own massage practice?”

      “Deflection. Nice,” she said. “But Nora booked me for two hours, so if you want to hear my entire life story—”

      “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “Fine. Short version. Maybe it’ll make you more comfortable with me.”

      He didn’t look comfortable. He looked stern, closed-off, ready to bolt.

      “I grew up in the middle-of-nowhere backwater hellhole Louisiana, with a roughneck dad and a half-Indian mom, which made me very popular in the swamp, as you can guess. That’s sarcasm, by the way. Oh, and then it turned out I was queer. So, guess who got bullied all the time?” She smiled broadly and pointed at her face with both thumbs. “But I’m smart, believe it or not. At sixteen, I dropped out of high school, took the G.E.D., passed with flying colors, moved here, and got a job working the front desk at a massage clinic. Fell in love with the whole thing. I’d found my calling. So I saved my money, went to massage school, got a bank loan, and here I am. This is a massage and healing touch practice.”

      “Healing touch?”

      “I use touch to help heal the body and the spirit. Also, you should know this is a queer-only practice and safe space. My clients are all gay, lesbian, bi-, non-binary, trans, kinky. If Nora sent you here, I assume you fall into one of those groups.”

      “Yes, I’m a lesbian.”

      She held out her hand for a high-five. “Right on, Granddad. Samesies.”

      He looked at her hand. She waited, waved it. Finally, he slapped it gently. “I can see why Eleanor likes you. She’s obnoxious, too.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Nora’s cool. She came to me for flogging elbow. It’s like tennis elbow, but you know, because of flogging. I don’t think she plays tennis.”

      “She does not.” He didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he said, “Kinky.”

      “You’re part of Queen Nora’s crew. No shock there.”

      “And, ah…bisexual.”

      She nodded, smiled. “That was hard for you to say.”

      He looked away, his eyes resting on the little waterfall fountain trickling quietly in the corner. “I don’t really think of myself in those terms.”

      “Big gorgeous white dude, manly as fuck on your big fuck-off motor-bicycle out there. Probably hard to see yourself as queer, yeah?”

      “Queer people are vulnerable.”

      “And you’re not.”

      He met her eyes. “No.”

      “You’re scared of getting a massage. I think there’s some vulnerability there.”

      “I’m not scared. I’m uncomfortable with the idea. Very different.”

      “You want to talk about that discomfort? Unpack it a little?” She leaned back in her chair to give him breathing room.

      “What’s to unpack? I had a difficult childhood like so many others. It leaves scars.”

      “Abuse?”

      “Yes.”

      She waited, gave him time.

      “Sexual,” he said. “And physical. And psychological.”

      “So the works, huh?” She’d learned through long practice to put people at ease by not overreacting to painful and traumatic revelations. They needed to be able to tell her anything without worrying they were upsetting her. Sometimes her clients’ stories made her sick, made her want to cry, and she did, but only after they were gone. She owed them that much. She owed them the chance to speak freely, without concern for anyone’s comfort but their own.

      He nodded.

      “And you don’t like being touched as a result?” she asked.

      “I associate touch with either sex or suffering. Even a hug from a friend feels like something I have to quietly tolerate.”

      “I could refer you to an excellent Reiki practitioner if you really don’t want to be touched. They do energy work more than touching. It would be a good place to start.”

      “As tempting as that is, I do want to overcome my aversion. And if Eleanor trusts you…I suppose I can try.” He fell silent a moment, then said, “I don’t want to be like this. I don’t want to let my past win this battle.”

      Lucky wished he liked being touched. She would have hugged him for his trust and his courage.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that happened to you, Søren. I can’t change the past, but I can help with some of the after-effects if you’re interested. But I need a little more information. When does your aversion to touch usually flare up? No offense, you give up strong ‘fuck off’ vibes. I can’t imagine many randos are coming up to you on Bourbon Street and pinching your ass.”

      “Only Eleanor,” he said.

      “I can believe that. Where does it get bad for you?”

      “At church mostly,” he said. “Are you Catholic?”

      “Come on. Look at me. Smurfs aren’t Catholic.”

      He laughed, almost. Not a real laugh, but she could tell he was warming up to her.

      “During Mass, there’s a moment called ‘Passing the Peace.’ That’s when we’re supposed to shake hands and kiss and hug each other.”

      “Sweet.”

      “It’s intolerable.”

      “That bad?” she asked, trying not to smile at his disgust at the very mention of hugging and kissing strangers.

      “Handshakes are fine. Anything else seems….” He exhaled. “Excessive. To say the least. Unfortunately, it’s unavoidable.”

      “A whole lot of people don’t like being touched by strangers, or even by friends. And a lot of them weren’t even abused. They just have strong boundaries around their bodies. There’s nothing wrong with that, and I don’t believe in trying to fix what isn’t broken.” She’d never touch anyone who didn’t really want to be touched. It went against everything she believed in as a therapist.

      “I know. However,” he surprised her then by smiling, “I have a son.”

      “You do? What’s his name?”

      “Fionn.” Then he said it again, slowly and sarcastically so she could hear how to pronounce it. “Fionn.” F’yawn.

      She smirked at him. “Thanks, Mr. S. Tell me about your Fionn.”

      “He lives in another country with his mother and her husband, but there’s a chance I may see him someday soon. I told Eleanor that it worries me that I may not feel comfortable holding him. If it weren’t for that, I’d happily go on tolerating the hugs. But—”

      “You don’t want to just tolerate being hugged by your son?”

      He was quiet, then said, “Yes. That’s it exactly.”

      She took a deep breath, slapped her knees. “All right. We can work on that. We’ll start small. On a scale of one to ten, how much would you hate it if I held your hand right now?”

      “We’re going to hold hands?” He looked like he was on the verge of laughing at her. Good. Better than tears.

      “Why not? I hold hands with a lot of my friends. It’s not romantic, not sexual. Just keeps us from getting separated in crowds.”

      “We’re not in a crowd.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want you getting separated from me anyway.”

      His eyes met hers. “It wouldn’t be terrible,” he said. “Maybe a four out of ten.”

      “Four’s not bad. Most people would feel pretty uncomfortable holding hands with a Smurf.”

      “That was rude of me. I apologize.”

      She shrugged. “You didn’t hurt my feelings. I don’t have any feelings.”

      His gray eyes brightened a little. “You are an unusual young woman.”

      “True, but I’m very good at holding hands.”

      She held out her hand, palm up and open, a peace offering. But also a test. If he couldn’t even let their hands touch for longer than the span of a handshake, he wasn’t going to be on her table today. Maybe not ever.

      “It’ll be all right, Granddad,” she said. “It’s just a little old hand.” She wiggled her fingers.

      “Since you are my granddaughter, I suppose it wouldn’t be that out of the ordinary to hold your hand.”

      He reached out and took her hand like he was going to shake it, but he didn’t shake it. He held her fingers. Lucky leaned forward in the chair and held onto his hand. His hand was so much bigger than hers, but it was still a good fit, like a child’s hand in a grown-up’s. She closed her fingers around his, and he let her. A few seconds passed. She waited for him to pull away. He didn’t.

      Lucky knew she was pushing her luck, but that’s how she got her name. Luck only came to those who pushed for it. She brought her other hand over his. Now she held his right hand with both her hands. She almost joked, A hand sandwich, but she managed to keep it on the inside.

      “I know you probably can’t feel it,” she said, “but right now, I’m sending everything good that’s in me into you. I’m sending my hopes and dreams and my kindness and my caring and my humor and my prayers for your healing into you.”

      He smiled. “You can do that?”

      He was sitting back in the chair, right arm out, right hand in hers. She could tell he was tolerating it well enough, but he didn’t seem to be getting anything out of it yet.

      “I can do that. And if you let yourself feel it, you’ll like it. It feels like a warm light shining into you.”

      She sent more into him through that sacred place where their hands met, where the healer met the one who sought healing. She sent the memory of Nora’s love and concern for him, the image of him holding a baby boy in his arms and smiling. She sent him the love she had for her work, her passion for her calling. And she sent her own little love she felt for him, for this man who teased her about her blue hair and let her call him “Granddad” without being the least insulted. Rare in any man.

      He leaned forward in his chair and brought his left hand to wrap over hers. They both leaned forward as if they were saying a prayer together, both their hands in each other’s hands. And the room glowed with the light of compassion, which she knew he probably couldn’t see, but she could.

      “You want to come back and get on my table?” she asked. “I have more light to give you.”

      He exhaled. “I’m willing to try.”

      She squeezed his hands. He squeezed hers back. Without breaking the contact, she stood up and led him by the hand back to her table.
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        * * *

      

      “Three things you need to know for your own comfort and safety,” Lucky said as she brought him into the therapy room. Only when she gestured for him to take a seat did she release his hand. “First of all—I’m going to lock the front door. The back door’s also locked. I’ll set the alarm. Nobody can get in here without us knowing. I pay for private security, and they’re good. No cops are going to raid this place and arrest you for unpaid parking tickets.”

      “You must work with victims of violent crime.”

      “A lot,” she said. “Too many. Second, I don’t care if you’re naked or if you’re fully dressed. Seriously. I can work with any variation of clothed or unclothed, and you’ll have a good experience.”

      “My mother was Danish so—”

      “Inherited that Scandinavian naked gene, huh?”

      He laughed softly. “Yes.”

      “I’ll kick up the heat a little more then. Third—you’re in charge. If I’m touching your leg, and you don’t want me to touch your leg, tell me, ‘Lucky, back off my leg,’ and I’ll back off.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “Any injuries or pain you want to tell me about?”

      “I run, which leaves my feet and ankles are always slightly tender. And a little soreness in the right shoulder from last night.”

      “Flogging? Whipping?”

      “Strap and flogger.”

      “Giving or receiving?”

      “Giving.”

      “Cool, cool.” She picked up her iPad, made her notes.

      “Are you writing ‘flogging injury’ in my file?” Søren asked her.

      “I’m a professional, Mister. I called it ‘repetitive-stress myalgia in the right shoulder.’”

      “The gentleman on the receiving end would find that amusing. He just called it a ‘good night.’”

      She smiled. This was good. He was getting more and more comfortable with her. Maybe they’d make some progress today.

      “How do you feel about George Winston?” she asked.

      “I’m not averse,” he said.

      She queued up George Winston’s album “December” on her iPhone and adjusted the volume. She asked Søren a few more housekeeping questions, gave him the usual spiel about stopping for bathroom breaks, water breaks, and then it was time. Only one question remained.

      “You want to start face up or face down?”

      He stared up at the ceiling as if it could give him the answer.

      “Both sound equally appalling.”

      “I work with a lot of dudes. If you get a boner from a foot rub, I don’t care. It happens. The body has a mind of its own. Just don’t point it in my direction, please.”

      He exhaled. “I suppose face up.”

      “All right. I’m going to step out for five minutes, let you undress, get on the table under the sheets and blankets, and I’ll be back to get started.”

      At that, she dimmed the lights to low and stepped out of the room. First, she locked the front doors. Second, she set the alarm. She turned up the heat another notch, and then it was time. She knocked softly on the door and then went inside.

      Søren lay on his back on her table under the blankets.

      “Comfortable?” she asked in a soft and careful voice. She was always gentle with her new clients.

      “I’m not completely miserable.”

      Probably as good as it was going to get from him. Lucky made sure to tell him everything she was doing as she did it. I’m going to put a bolster under your knees now. I’m going to straighten the blankets. I’m going to adjust the table height. Surprises were never good for nervous clients.

      One thing she noticed, without meaning to notice, was that he had a good body. A very good and very naked body. And definitely Scandinavian—the carpet matched the drapes.

      “You should know, Nora said she’d pay me fifty bucks extra for every fifteen minutes I keep you on the table. Don’t let that influence you. Just wanted you to know my ulterior motives.”

      Søren seemed to think about that for a moment. Then said, “Bleed her dry.”

      Lucky laughed and put her hand on his hand. They’d established that much of a comfort level with each other. He squeezed her fingers and then let his hand go lax in hers.

      “So you said hugging made you uncomfortable, but handshakes don’t, and handholding isn’t that bad either. So it sounds like your area of issue is your chest and stomach. What I’ll do is start on the outside—hands, feet, head, neck—and spiral my way in before I go near your chest, hips, and core.”

      His only response was a slight nod. She went to work thinking, Magic hands, don’t fail me now.

      Lucky got out her best massage lotion, scented like the sea, and squeezed it into her palm. As promised, she started on his hands. A lot of people told her the hand massage was their favorite part anyway. So much typing, so much wear and tear on the fingers in everyday life that everyone should get their hands massaged every now and then. And his were nice to massage, not only because he had beautiful hands, but they emanated a gently vibrating aura, vibrating almost audibly, like music.

      “You a musician?” she asked.

      “Pianist. Did Eleanor tell you?”

      “No. But sometimes I can feel music in people.”

      “You can feel music in my hands?”

      “I can sometimes sense stuff about people through touch. Don’t let that freak you out.”

      “I’m skeptical, but I am not ‘freaked out.’”

      She worked on both hands, felt the vibration grow louder and lovelier the more his hands relaxed into hers. She was almost sad to let them go when it was time to move on. The next stop was his feet. He’d warned her he was a runner. His feet showed it.

      “You beat the hell out of your feet,” she said as she worked her fingers up and down the top of his right foot, to the ankle, and back to the toes. “How much do you run a day? A thousand miles?”

      “Seven miles three to five days a week.”

      “Damn. Please tell me you eat an entire sleeve of Oreos sometimes.”

      “Never.”

      “Shit.”

      He was silent for a moment and then said, “However—”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thin Mints,” he said. Lucky laughed. “Don’t tell Eleanor.”

      “What happens on the table stays on the table.” Sometimes she talked the whole time during a session. Sometimes she said nothing at all. The talking seemed to distract him from what was happening, but that might not be a good thing if they were trying for comfort. Comfortable and distracted weren’t the same thing. She shut her mouth and went to work on the soles of his feet. She concentrated on imparting white healing light through her fingers and into his well-used feet. Feet were important. They carried the body on its journeys. She sensed that he was at the beginning of a journey. A journey to a crossroads and that choice of paths would be the most difficult choice of his life. She didn’t say anything to him about that. There was no stopping it, no warning him off of whatever the universe was bringing to him. But she could help him be stronger for his quest, steadier on his feet. She pictured a white ball of pure healing light in her hand, and she pushed it through the tender arch of his right foot.

      Søren flinched. It was so sudden she almost gasped. Only years of training kept her from reacting. She never ever let herself react. Only a client was allowed to react.

      “Did I hit a sore spot?” she asked, keeping her voice calm.

      “No, it…It felt good.”

      “Good,” she said brightly as if she had been expecting that reaction all along. She kept working at the sole of his right foot and then moved to the ankle. She gave the tendon extra attention. He released a little breath.

      “Bad or good?”

      “Good,” he said.

      She smiled to herself.

      “I saw that,” Søren said.

      “I’m allowed to be happy that you’re enjoying this.”

      “I’m enjoying….parts of this. Not all of it.”

      “Would you like a warm compress for your eyes?”

      “Are you trying to get me to stop watching what you’re doing and commenting?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I wouldn’t say no.”

      Not quite “enthusiastic consent,” but that was probably as enthusiastic as he was going to get today. She took a compress out of the towel warmer and laid it over his forehead and eyes.

      “Isn’t that nice?”

      “It’s…tolerable.”

      “Such a flatterer. I’m imagining the Yelp review right now—‘Not the worst thing I’ve ever experienced. I would rather have been shot in the eye, but since that wasn’t an option, this was an acceptable substitute. Five stars.’”

      “Four stars,” Søren said. “You called me Granddad.”

      “Relax, Granddad. You might actually like this part.” She grabbed one ankle at a time and pulled gently, shaking the leg, which was her go-to technique for stubborn clients. It felt impossibly good, at least to her. She had no idea what sort of magic that worked, but on runners especially, it was almost—

      “God,” Søren said.

      “Better than sex, right?”

      “Close.”

      “All my drag queens love that one. Those insane high heels they wear fuck their lumbar spine up.”

      “Always delighted to be in the company of drag queens.”

      Feeling ludicrously triumphant after that victory with Søren, Lucky went all-in on him, giving him everything she had to offer. All her best techniques, all her concentration, all her strength, and all her compassion. She worked on his shoulder, giving more attention to the right than the left as that was the one experiencing pain. It was her favorite part of the job, feeling a knot of tension dissipating under her fingers.

      Slowly she worked her way in from the outskirts of his body to the center of his being. To his chest where he kept his lungs and his heart. To his pelvic area where he kept his power, his sexuality, and the suffering he carried from whatever happened to him as a kid. His thighs were like steel—from the tension, not the running. She was in dangerous territory here, and she tread lightly, carefully. Every time she moved closer to his hips, she let him know.

      “Since you’re a runner, I want to work on your hip flexors. You okay with that?”

      “I’m fine with it.”

      He sounded tense, and she felt the tightness in his body, but he’d agreed to it, probably because he knew he needed it, even if he didn’t want it. She went in carefully, uncovering first his right hip and massaging the tendons before going to his left. It had a bruise on it.

      “Don’t ask,” he said.

      “I’ve seen bite marks in stranger places.”

      She worked around the bruise, massaging until the tightness in his hip turned supple and soft.

      And that was it.

      “Ready to turn over?” Lucky asked softly. This was a big moment.

      “No.”

      “We can stop now if you want. I know prone isn’t really the most comfortable position for a lot of people.”

      He took a long breath. “We can try.”

      She held the blankets as he turned over and laid his arms down the length of his body. She pulled the sheets back to his hips. He had the most beautiful sculpted, muscular, sinewy, strong back of any man, woman, or non-binary person she’d ever seen on her table. Angels blew their trumpets when he took his shirt off. She’d heard of marble statutes that looked like human flesh, but his human flesh looked like a marble statue. She was almost surprised it was so warm and supple under her hands. But she didn’t let his physical beauty intimidate her. Everyone was equal on her table, young and old, ugly and beautiful, sinners and saints.

      Slowly she worked her way from his shoulders to his mid-back to his lower back where she felt so much tension she was shocked he wasn’t in active pain. It was like his midsection was wrapped in a band of black iron. This was where he carried the weight of his secrets and his suffering, right here in the very core of him. She gathered all her empathy, all her strength again, so much she knew she would be drained for the rest of the day…gathered it into a golden ball and worked it into the small of his back with the heels of her hands. The pain was darkness. She shone the light onto it. The darkness feared the light and fled from it.

      A soft sound came out of Søren’s throat, and she knew the pain was gone.

      At least for now. The pain never stayed away for long. But that’s what she was here for. She’d fight it as long as it needed fighting because everyone who knew what chronic pain was like knew that even one day without it was a gift.

      When the massage was over, she lifted her hands off his body like a pianist lifting their hands off the keys after a final note.

      “We’re done,” she said quietly.

      He turned over onto his back, stared up at the ceiling, exhaled. “Thank God.”

      “I’m almost hurt.” Not almost. That did hurt. But she smiled anyway, for his sake.

      “No,” he said. “That’s not what I meant. I meant, thank God it was…not unpleasant.”

      Her heart danced. “You liked that?”

      “Parts of it. Parts were difficult, but some of it was pleasant. And a few moments were…sublime.”

      “The leg-pull thing?”

      “That should not feel as good as it does. Thank you for that new experience.”

      She smiled, put her hand on his. He immediately squeezed her fingers. She felt the joy of a parent feeding their child waking from a coma, clutching the hand like a signal, a message that said, I’m alive, I’m alive, I’m still alive…

      She squeezed his hand back, said, “I’ll let you get dressed. Sit up slowly. You might feel dizzy. When you’re ready, you can meet me in the recovery room. Would you like water, hot tea, or coffee? I make a mean masala chai.”

      “Masala chai would be very nice.”

      As she started to leave the room, he sat up and ran his hand through his hair. Knees up, head down, and breathing…he looked drained, like he’d just run a marathon or endured a powerful test.

      “I’m proud of you, Søren,” Lucky said. “I know that was hard for you.”

      He turned his head, smiled at her. She could tell he was trying not to laugh. He probably didn’t have Smurfs telling him, “I’m proud of you,” very often.

      And he was very handsome when he smiled. In fact, he looked nothing like a granddad, especially not hers.

      “Thank you, Lucky.”

      Ten minutes later, she had his masala chai ready. One for him and one for her. He came into the room, took the cup from her hand, and took a long sip.

      “Very good.” He took another sip, then another, then set the cup down. “I should be going.”

      “Let me get the door for you.” The after-party was always a little awkward with a new client. She smiled and led him to the front door, unlocked it for him.

      “It was nice to meet you. I hope I see you on my table again someday.”

      “My life doesn’t allow me these sorts of luxuries. Please don’t be offended if you don’t see me again. It’s nothing personal.”

      She was touched by his concern for her feelings.

      “What do you do for a living? Or should I not ask?”

      “I wouldn’t ask. But suffice it to say, it doesn’t pay well. Don’t let my ‘motor-bicycle,’ as you called it, fool you. It was a gift.” He pulled on his black leather motorcycle jacket and zipped it.

      “I’ll tell Nora to pony up for your birthday next time she’s here.”

      “Then I’ll see you in December.”

      “I’d give you a hug goodbye until then, but I know—”

      He stepped forward and took her in his arms. She was so surprised by the hug she almost forgot what to do. Then she remembered, and she wrapped her arms around his back and patted it like she was the grandfather and he the grandchild.

      It was a short hug but sweet. He turned, walked out, and got on his motorcycle.

      She stood in the doorway. “You’re a good hugger, Granddad.”

      “And you’re an excellent therapist. Five stars.”

      With that, he put on his helmet, turned the key to the engine, kicked up the kickstand, and rode away.

      She had a feeling she’d never see him again.

      Too bad. Mr. S really did give good hugs.
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        * * *

      

      In the old days, Kingsley couldn’t have told anyone what eight-thirty in the morning looked like. He thought of that time as B.C.—Before Céleste. Now he’d been up for an hour, and Juliette even longer. Breakfast was over, and he and Céleste were in the back yard. Although it was a cool sixty degrees that morning, she’d wanted to swing. So he’d bundled her into her shoes and her coat, and here he was, pushing his daughter on her swing set, laughing as she squealed every time she went a little higher, a little higher.

      Even in these happiest moments, melancholy threatened. He’d never gotten to do this with Nico. Did Nico even have a swing set growing up? They probably had a tire swing or a thick rope tied to a sturdy tree branch. His son had a good childhood, Kingsley reminded himself. Even if he wasn’t a part of it. And though it hurt to admit it, even if only to himself, that if he’d been a part of it, it probably wouldn’t have been so good.

      “Higher?” he asked Céleste when he caught her in the swing and held her suspended in his arms. She loved when he did that—grabbing her on the upswing and letting her feel the gravity before he let her go again.

      “Can we do water balloons?”

      The non-sequiturs that came out of his child’s mouth never ceased to surprise, amuse, and confuse him.

      “Water balloons are for summer, not for January.”

      She was about to argue when Kingsley heard a voice behind him.

      “Can I push?”

      Kingsley pulled Céleste off the seat of the swing immediately and turned around, twisting her away from danger, if there was danger. His old instincts always lurked under the surface, no matter how relaxed he might seem.

      He stared across the yard to the gate in the back fence, the one Nora always used when she came and went from the house.

      Nico was standing there. Only fifteen feet away. Nico. Standing there. Nico was in jeans, a dark jacket, a black weekender bag over his shoulder. He looked healthy but tired. He looked like a man who’d had a long but very good night.

      Nico. And Nora, too. She stepped in after him, looking sheepish in her tan wool coat and black boots. So this was Søren’s “gift” to Nora—a visit from Nico.

      He was too shocked to say anything but, “What are you doing here?”

      “I was in town. I have to go to the airport soon, but I had time to stop in for a few minutes. Bonjour, Céleste,” he said, smiling. “You remember me?”

      Shyly she shook her head. She didn’t have much long-term memory for faces at her age.

      He swallowed. “That’s Nico,” Kingsley said. His heart was lodged like a rock in his throat. “That’s your brother. Can you say hello?”

      She gave the tiniest little wave.

      Nico started forward. Juliette came out onto the back patio. She gasped, smiled.

      “It’s good to see you,” Juliette said. “What a surprise.”

      “Nice to see you, always,” Nico said, unfailingly polite to Juliette. Not nearly as polite to Kingsley.

      “I have a client who needs me this morning,” Nora said. “Can you take Nico to the airport?”

      “Can I go?” Céleste said.

      “We’ll all go,” Juliette said. She came to Kingsley and took Céleste out of his arms. “Come in and have some breakfast if you have time, Nico. I’ll pour some coffee.” She left them alone. Alone but for Nora. This was a good gift for their game. He knew giving up even an hour with Nico had to have hurt her. And it certainly hurt Kingsley to know Nico had been one street away all night, and his son hadn’t told him. But no regrets. He would take what he could get, including the pain.

      Kingsley looked at Nora. “Thank you.”

      She smiled. “Merry Christmas, King.” She took Nico’s arm and kissed him on the cheek. “See you soon.” She said something in his ear, some private whisper. Nico smiled and nodded.

      Then she turned and was gone.

      “You didn’t have to give up your time with her for me,” Kingsley said to his son.

      Nico walked slowly toward him, shrugged. “I wanted to see Céleste.”

      “She’ll remember you when she gets older. You can spend a little time with her before we go.”

      Nico looked past him at the house. He seemed to be working up the courage to say something. Probably, This is the last time we are going to meet. I’ve decided I don’t need or want you in my life at all. Stop trying to replace my real father…

      “I have a meeting in New York with some investors today. Would you go over their prospectus with me, so I know what I’m getting into?”

      Kingsley couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He would have given Nico an arm, a leg, and a kidney if he’d asked for it.

      “Of course. Come inside.”

      Nico walked up to him, and together they went to the French doors that led to Kingsley’s office. Kingsley opened them for Nico. Nico paused, studied the floor before finally meeting his eyes.

      “I’m sorry I forgot to call on Christmas.”

      “It’s fine. You’re busy at home. We know that.”

      “Joyeux Noël, a little late,” Nico said.

      “Better late than never.”

      He followed Nico inside.

      Next year, they were definitely playing the game again.
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        * * *

      

      Nora heard the tell-tale purr of a classic Ducati engine outside her kitchen in the alley behind her house. She had just finished cleaning up the mess she and Nico had made. Good timing.

      She went out and met Søren in her back garden.

      “So, how did it go?” she asked with a nervous smile. “Did you absolutely hate it?”

      “You owe Lucky two-hundred dollars.”

      Nora’s eyes widened. “You made it a whole hour?” She was so happy she threw her arms around him and kissed him on the mouth.

      “One of the longest hours of my life,” he said after she stepped back, but he did seem relaxed. Or as relaxed as Søren ever got with his clothes on. “But not universally awful.”

      “Did she do the leg pull and shake?“

      “Why does that feel so good?” he asked, his voice hushed with awe and wonder.

      “I have no idea. Probably Voodoo. Are you mad at me?”

      “For forcing me into an uncomfortable situation that I did not ask for? I should be.”

      She crossed her arms, met his eyes. “Seriously, are you pissed at me?”

      He touched her cheek. “No. It was…nice. Enough.”

      He pointed at her nose. “Never do it again.”

      “Yes, sir.” She rose up on her toes and kissed him again. “Come in. I’ll make you breakfast. A good massage always makes me hungry.” Nora wasn’t the world’s greatest cook, but she’d learned how to make kick-ass French toast from Nico. She’d joked that they probably just called it “toast” in France. No, he told her, it was called pain perdu—lost bread. Only the French, she’d said, could make French toast sound bleak.

      He glanced at the back door. Nora knew what that look meant.

      “He’s gone. He’s at King’s house.”

      “Really? That’s…surprising. Isn’t it? Your orders?”

      She raised her hands. “Nico’s idea, believe it or not.”

      “Even more surprising. Kingsley will be thrilled.”

      “As they say—Christmas comes but once a year. Luckily, I’m not Christmas.”

      No, she came at least three times last night alone.

      “Breakfast sounds very nice.”

      They went into her kitchen. Both of them had slept with someone else the night before, and yet as soon as she and Søren were together again, back in her kitchen again—he made the coffee, she started breakfast—it was like they were an old married couple once more. Contented. Happy. Comfortable.

      “You think we should play the game again next year?” Nora asked as she took the plates from the cabinet. Søren poured two cups of coffee.

      “I prefer our traditional Christmas celebration, actually,” he said, leaning back against the counter, cup of coffee in his hand.

      “Right, right,” she said. “Sodomy under the Christmas tree. Noted.”

      He lifted his cup in a salute. “Yes, and a priest can never have too many pairs of black socks.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE END.

      

        

      
        MERRY CHRISTMAS!
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