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   For Charles: giver of a thousand belly laughs; 
 
   my best friend, confidant and better half. 
 
   I’m glad you decided to keep me. 
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   “Just a Girl”
 
   No Doubt, Tragic Kingdom
 
   




 
   Dusty Kennon slipped into my room for the first time when I was thirteen. He is husband number two to my mom; younger and handsome. I’d followed my mom from D.C. to Oklahoma the previous summer for their wedding; leaving behind my dad and everything I knew. 
 
   There’s something about Dusty that makes me want to stay out of his way, and I’ve kept a low profile since our move. He has short, medium brown hair and vivid blue eyes. His cattle ranch outside of Norman is huge, and employs a lot of men, but he’s always the boss. He’s the boss of my mom, too; she’s not anything like she was with my dad. I find myself resenting him. How can he make my mother so…shadowy? I didn't find out about his taste for innocence until later. 
 
   And later just happens to be tonight. 
 
   I’m sound asleep on my double bed when he appears, as soundless as the night air. It’s the middle of May, and already hot outside. I always sleep on my right side, and he positions himself behind me before I can react. I don’t even have the presence of mind to know I should. He lies down, cuddles my back, and strokes my shoulders and rib cage with a tenderness that wakes me up, unalarmed. “Wha?” I ask, barely out of dream state. “Shhhh”, he says softly. “Just relax. I’m going to rub your back.”  
 
   I almost fall back asleep, but there’s something in my subconscious that knows my stepdad shouldn’t be in my room at two in the morning. Dusty’s fingers rub my shoulders, and slowly he drags my baby tee from my hips to my armpits. With that move, his body language goes from in control and relaxed to radiating pure excitement. I can feel him tense behind me, in more ways than one. He flexes his hips forward, and I feel his erection surge against my backside. I have never been this close to a grown man, and surely I’ve never been this close to Dusty. 
 
   I shift, even in my sleepy state knowing…something is wrong. Dusty pushes my tee shirt deep into my armpits and rolls me toward him. His face is right on level with my pubescent nipples, all baby pink and soft swell. He moans softly, and shifts my body to his lips, taking my right nipple in his mouth greedily. He sucks it, rolling the tip with his tongue, springing it to life. I open my eyes, confused. I can see the delight on his face from the glow of the bedside clock. “Oh, wait”, I whisper, scared all at once. 
 
   But it’s like he never even hears me. His thick fingers find my left nipple, rolling it between this thumb and index finger, a quarter-turn at a time, while sucking my other breast. I’m immediately coated in a sheen of light sweat. 
 
   This is wrong. Why is it happening? I move to get away, but he subdues me. 
 
   He holds me down, covering my legs with his own. He’s wearing only boxers, and I feel the hair of his legs against me, the warmth of his crotch against my leg. He’s sucking my nipple deep into his mouth, moving to the second one, and letting his hand dip to my stomach and below. He stops, pulling away from me to stare into my face. 
 
   “If you tell your mother I was here, I’m going to tell her how much you like this. And, you’re going to love it, Sadie. In a week, you’re going to be begging me for it.” He smiles, wags his eyebrows, and rubs his stubbly face gently down my torso. He moves back up, pushes my breasts together, wraps his tongue around both nipples in turn, and heads south. I struggle with him; he’s moved his hands down by now to grip both my wrists. He’s strong. 
 
   He stops, irritated and angry. 
 
   “Sadie.” He hisses. “Do. Not. Fight. Me.” and I pause – knowing how cruel he can be to the horses, to the help, and to my mother. I’m afraid. I’ve never trusted him, and now he’s on top of me in my remote bedroom. I’m fully awake now. 
 
   “In fact, baby, I’m about to show you something wonderful” he sighs. “No one’s going to know I’ve touched you. I’ll never leave a mark. But I’m going to enjoy you. Oh, shit. I sure am.” He moves between my legs, and pushes my flimsy underwear down to my thighs. When they are near my knees, he positions himself between my legs and pushes them up, so my lower body is wholly exposed to him. The tops of my thighs are resting on my torso, my feet slung over Dusty’s shoulders. “Mmmm. Sweetheart. Your pussy is sooo sweet. I’ve been thinking about it.” His eyes halfway closed, he looks at the petals of my sex, emerging from between my labia. And then he presses forward, his tongue exploring between the folds. 
 
   I can sense his triumph. He licks and sucks, soft sounds emanating from his throat. I squirm, now sweating with fear. He gains ground, pushing my thighs further apart. He is patient, oh my God; he doesn’t stop for long minutes. He’s tuned to my breathing, and in no time I’m panting.
 
   Finally, he finds that spot between my legs that’s nothing but nerves. He makes an audible noise; almost as if he knows he has me now. I get very still. He lets go of my hands, and busies his fingers between my legs. I can barely breathe. He pushes one finger into me and rubs, but relentlessly licks and sucks that spot. His rough tongue teases, sucking me deep into his mouth three, four, five times. He stops, only to command. “Pinch your nipples. I want to watch you.”
 
   As much as I hate him at this moment, I feel a wet rush of heat between my legs. Moaning softly, I obey, swallowing thickly. His mouth and fingers…oh. 
 
   Dusty’s saliva has trailed down my backside, and he rubs a knowing finger against the pucker of my anus. I tense under his tongue, fingers and body – loathing him to the core of my soul. He sucks my clit relentlessly. I look at him, disembodied, as he skillfully builds me to pleasure. I realize I’m whining softly. My body jerks with an orgasm that’s long and deep. He extends it with slow licks and pulls, never releasing my clit from his lips. 
 
   Finally he stops, and pushes himself toward me – his penis fully erect and ready. 
 
   “There’s no way I’m doing time for you, Sadie. Don’t you make a sound, now. I mean it. I know you liked that, baby – now it’s time for you to please me.” He gets up on his knees, yanking down his boxers. I close my eyes. I feel sick. I open them to see him rub his erection and spit in his hand. He eases me forward on the bed toward him, pressing my legs further apart. And then he pushes his erection up vertically against me, without entering me. He pulls on my labia, wrapping the lips of my sex partially around his erection. He uses his fingers to hold them in place. He rubs, and in the dim light of the clock I see the head of his arousal surge, cresting again and again against my little patch of pubic hair. He presses his shaft up and down until he is close to release. He never opens his eyes. 
 
   It doesn’t take long. 
 
   He holds his penis out, rigid, and a long rope of semen squirts out of its end, onto my belly and breasts. His eyes roll back into his head, and he strokes himself with abandon. 
 
   A minute later, he shoves a box of tissues towards me and tells me to clean myself up and flush them when I’m done. There’s an unspoken threat; I’m not to tell anyone he’s been here. He expects me to be dead quiet. He leaves silently, like he came. 
 
   And that’s when I have a sickening realization; he’s going to be coming back to my room over and over. Forever. 
 
   And he does. Of course, he does. 
 
   




 
   Seven months later, I board the plane to D.C. for the Christmas holidays. After two tearful phone calls, my dad has insisted. He can’t quite figure out my upset, but he says he can’t wait to see me. I have a small checked bag and a carry on backpack. I sit down in my window seat and lean into the plastic of the plane’s interior. Two silent tears leak down my cheeks, but no one looks at me. I’m never, in a million years, getting on the scheduled return flight to Oklahoma. 
 
   I figure we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.  
 
   I make a silent promise to myself; that I’ll never let another man touch me like that – like I don’t matter at all. That I’ll wipe my memory clean of what’s happened, and that I won’t ever discuss it. I wonder if I can pretend that I’m the same, to everyone. He’s shown me every dirty thing that can be done without intercourse. I’m spoiled now. 
 
   Spoiled forever. Sure, I escaped with my virginity. Isn’t that what matters? 
 
   Honestly, I’m not so sure. 
 
   The plane speeds up and my stomach drops; we’re airborne. We lift away from Oklahoma, miles of flat land visible from the plane’s small window. I’m hurtling toward safety, and away from the one person who can hurt me.  
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   “I Will Not Be Broken”
 
   Bonnie Raitt, Souls Alike
 
   




 
   Tuesday dawns cold and sunny, and I’m not ready to wake up – as usual. But Tuesday is ‘trash day’ in my neighborhood, and the backup warning on the waste truck jars me out of a pretty sound sleep.  My bedroom is on the third floor, but it’s unreal how the sound carries upward. I might as well be standing on the sidewalk. That’s New York for you.  
 
   I figure I’d better get moving, and the first thing on my mind is the promise of a big glass of iced tea. I like mine with extra ice, a quarter of a lemon, and three Splendas. I wish I liked coffee, like the rest of America. But I guess all taste buds aren’t created equal, right?  My morning routine is pretty simple, since I’m single and childless. Boy, am I ever. 
 
   Get ready. Take the subway to work. Have a little fun with customers. Lather, rinse and repeat. That’s my life in a nutshell. 
 
   I’m Sadie Graves, fashion designer. 
 
   Well, actually right now I’m fabric expert, errand girl, advice-giver and tailoring guru at the house of Anna Rosenstein. It’s the job of my dreams, if you want to know the truth. I’ve worked my way up from “flunky”, and it’s taken me three years. 
 
   I guess Anna thinks I do a good enough job, and I love the clothes, the challenges and even the demanding clientele. Her atelier is on Fifth Avenue in Midtown Manhattan, sandwiched between boutiques with names over the door like Jean Paul Gautier and Stella McCartney. It’s a long, narrow building with whitewashed brick walls and old wooden floors, high ceilings and pendant lighting. Oh, and there are racks and racks of couture and ready-to-wear ensembles, just waiting for the right woman to slither into them.
 
   The walls are dotted with warm wood cabinets full of sweaters, scarves, belts and other accessories, and there’s one whole section of lingerie that would make any woman look at her undies and grimace. In my second year of employment, Anna agreed to review – and eventually to produce – about fifteen of my lingerie designs. They have their own section, but we haven’t made the leap of advertising them yet. Our ready-to-wear line is the biggest income producer, so it gets the lion’s share of our attention. With good reason, I know. But I’m absurdly proud of my bras and panties, and just looking at them hanging up on those little hangers makes me smile. 
 
   Every wall is covered with fashion week posters and enlargements of Anna’s original designs, things that might as well be splashed with the disclaimer: ‘Anna Rosenstein has arrived’. Insert exclamation point here. 
 
   Anna, the lady herself, is in her late fifties, tall, leggy and well-preserved. Lottie, the other designer/helper, says all those good looks are due to a certain plastic surgeon on Broadway, but I don’t begrudge our boss whatever it takes to keep looking the way she does. Fashion is a harsh business. And keeping current is part of the trade-off for success. Anna wears her hair in a polished chignon, and favors leggings, boots and flowing tunics. But her designs are far from flowing, and they specialize in showing off a woman’s “finer points”, shall we say. I’m lucky to work for her, and I know it. Handing out my business card is one of the most fun things I do. People are instantly impressed, and imagine that I lead a glamorous life…which could not be further from the truth. Fashion designers make a decent wage, but the cost of living in New York is huge, and I live very modestly.   
 
   I share an apartment with another fashion victim. You might call us ‘industry professionals’, but we know what we call ourselves! Her name is Jenny Whitson, and she’s OCD on cleanliness. Which is a good thing; our apartment always looks picked-up. Jenny’s out of town on business until Thursday night, and I find myself looking forward to her return. Days are long without her companionship, and I love her easy, happy personality. I mentally jog myself: I need to pick up breakfast items and milk for her return. She’ll get back into the airport late.  
 
   I hustle into the bathroom and shower. When I’m clean and wrapped in a towel, I take a good hard look at myself in the mirror. My stats are simple. Sadie Graves, aged twenty-four and three-quarters. Five foot eight in my stocking feet, I weigh about ten pounds too much (twenty, if you count the models zipping in and out of Anna’s shop) and I look so Irish I could be on a tourist postcard. I have curly, unruly hair that’s a cross between red and blondish brown. Right now, it’s wet and wrapped up in a thin towel. I have the requisite Irish green eyes and pale skin. And I have a little mole on my cheekbone, what the French ladies like to call a grain de beaute. I’m the only person in my family with one. That’s kind of strange. Yup. That’s still me – same as yesterday. 
 
   My body is short, but my legs are long. I did okay in the chest department, and my hips are slim. That’s heredity, because I’m not doing anything to make it happen, or to prolong slimness. But I‘m grateful, anyway. It’s easy to find clothes that fit. 
 
   Overall, I guess I’m reasonably happy with what I see. My biggest issue is the fact that I’m terminally pale, and this pains me. I’m white in the winter, spring, summer and fall. Anna keeps telling me that my avoidance of the sun will pay off later, and I believe she’s a woman of her word. So I’m fair, and resigned to it. 
 
   I spent my high school years at Duke Ellington School of the Arts in D.C., and ended up at the New York School of Design. I graduated with an assistant fashion designer certificate, but my greatest learning achievement was being taught how to make patterns; I can whip up an outfit in two hours to any event in the world. Hey. I never do, because no one would invite me to anything that over the top, but I consider this to be a powerful skill. (One I wouldn’t know without some excellent teachers, and certainly not without financial help from my dad.) 
 
   Just the thought of my dad brings a smile to my face.  
 
   Patrick Graves is close to fifty, with red hair and blue eyes. He works out every day of his life and that’s a good thing, because his diner, Patrick’s on M, is open 24/7/365. Undoubtedly, he needs all the energy he can get. He is, first and foremost, a stellar cook. His home-style recipes keep the diner jumping at all hours. 
 
   On most days, he’s there twelve hours – noshing with his regulars (who are now friends), and making new customers feel welcome. He oversees every single plate that comes out of the kitchen and cooks on Sundays, to give his staff a day of rest. He’s very driven, but it all revolves around relationship: introducing people to his food is his life. I’m glad I’ve been a peripheral part of it, so I can formulate my own successful business strategy. I get it: relationship is glue. 
 
   After he and my mom broke up, he never remarried. But I’d be blind deaf and dumb if I didn't realize how many women think he’s hot. Ooh, did I just say that? He’d be a catch, if he felt like being caught, I suppose. 
 
   Thinking about my dad makes me homesick. I visualize our two bedroom flat in Georgetown, and his unwavering commitment to give me a ‘normal’ life. In hindsight, I think he did a fabulous job. We try to get together every few weekends. I help out on Sundays at the grill, or wash dishes. It’s the best way I know to give back to the man who made my current life possible. I love him, without reservation. 
 
   And, though I’ll never tell him, it’s my way of thanking him for taking a chance on bringing me back to D.C. 
 
   When I got back home, I was a mess. I was in therapy for two years – not easy when you’ve promised yourself to never speak about what happened. I had to swear my school psychologist to secrecy to feel any sense of confidence.  I dealt with two things: my fear of Dusty and how he took advantage of me, and how his domination of me made me sexually defenseless. Being subjugated gave me conflicting emotions. Yes, I felt guilty. My mother didn't know. She wasn’t coming to rescue me, something Dusty loved to remind me when he was in the middle of touching me. But after a few nights, when he’d figured out how to make me orgasm – and multiple-orgasm – my hatred of him became mixed with a combination of dread and sexual excitement. My therapist said the classic symptoms of abuse – nausea, nervous stomach, sexual dysfunction, lack of self-care – were normal. It would take time to get past them. Being intimate against my will was all I knew; and my teacher was both harsh and inventive. 
 
   The psychologist also helped me get past my inability to sleep and my memories of forced orgasm and being held down. Dusty was deviously brilliant, really. He made sure I could never say I didn’t enjoy what he did to me. I still struggle with the memory of his touch, and how he controlled me. But I’m working on it. 
 
   My mother found out two years after I left that Dusty was molesting the ten-year-old daughter of one of his ranch hands. She called the police. The victim testified against him; she was so brave. Dusty was tried and sentenced to 10 years in prison. The day he was transported to Oklahoma’s Department of Corrections, I felt free. My mother sold her half of the ranch back to Dusty’s parents and moved to Napa.
 
   She met and married husband number three the next year. I declined to attend. Don’t get me wrong; I love my mother. But I just couldn’t bring myself to go across country after what I’d experienced.  Being home meant being with my dad, even if it was painful all around. 
 
   I look back into the mirror, at my reflection. I put my hair into an updo with loose tendrils, and clip a pair of dangling pearl earring into my ears. I smooth powder onto my face, add lip gloss, blush and a little mascara.  
 
   




 
   Looking smart at work is a must, so today I shrug on my “uniform” – a black matte jersey wrap dress with long sleeves and a hemline just above the knee. The dress ties with a grosgrain ribbon, making me look long (thank God) but not wide. Anna would notice and change me into something else in a heartbeat if I don’t look brand-worthy enough. I pair it with opaque black tights and short black booties. They have a tallish heel but I find them more comfortable to stand in for long hours than flat shoes. I look up. Ack! When did it get to be so late? I whisk into the kitchen, concoct my tea, pour it into a Tervis tumbler, and prepare to leave. I grab my handbag, work portfolio and smartphone, and beat it out the door. 
 
   



Chapter Two
 
   “What a Difference a Day Made”
 
    Jamie Cullum, Twentysomething
 
   




 
   Travel from Queens into Manhattan isn’t really all that bad, and I’m actually the first one in the building this morning. I unlock the door, let myself in and quickly lock it back behind me. I walk around, flick on all the lights, and turn up the ambient temperature. I hear Lottie calling out gaily at a few minutes before nine, as she drops a big pile of fabric samples onto her desk. “Sadie!” 
 
   “Yes, Lottie?” 
 
   Can you handle that late appointment we have with Violet Emery today? I know I said I’d fit her myself, but something came up with my mom and I’d like to scoot out early…if I could?” Lottie’s mom is ill, and has been going through cancer treatment for the past few months. 
 
   “Of course I will Lottie. Happy to help” I say confidently. Who wouldn’t want to the experience of fitting the hottest model on the scene right now? I’ve always said; most of the models we work with are lovely, humble girls who work very hard to be noticed and get magazine covers or ad work. Violet’s appointment is a fitting for a Cosmopolitan Magazine cover shoot, and Anna told me privately she’s looking forward to her design being featured. I don’t blame her. The chosen dress is a humdinger.  
 
   A lot of things have to be done before the four o’clock session, and the day gets off to a busy start. Anna arrives around ten thirty, and there are designs to discuss, a new line of fragrance to test (something I dread, frankly) and customers to assist. There isn’t time for lunch, so I grab an apple from the tiny kitchen and keep going. At three forty-five, Anna calls me from her office, upset over a fabric shipment that doesn’t look as if it will come through. Held up in customs, we’re missing bolts and bolts of a suiting fabric that we simply must have. We’ve already dropped pictorials in the major trade magazines, showcasing the pieces we’ll have for sale. Our line depends on the right fabric.  I make a phone call to Salvatore Fekkai, one of my dearest friends from design school, and leave a message on his cell. 
 
   “Sally, I need your help. I need a boatload of suiting material, and mine is in customs, sitting still. Anna is in a state. Can you please call me back before you leave the office today? I’m desperate.” I ring off and Lottie steps into my office, looking slightly queasy. 
 
   “They’re here.” Something in her face says she wants to tell me something and can’t. Obviously, whatever needs to be said can’t be overheard. “Can you come to the reception area and pick them up?” she asks, meeting my eyes. “Of course, Lottie. You may leave as soon as you’re ready. I’ll take it from here.” Lottie clears her throat, her wide blue eyes swinging back out toward reception. She jerks her head toward the door and mouths OH MY GOD. 
 
   When I enter reception, I see what’s gotten her in such a tizzy. It’s not Violet Emery that she’s having a fit over; it’s her companion. Don’t get me wrong; Violet is gorgeous. She has long, tawny blonde hair and she’s easily six feet tall. If you can get past her dusky skin, full lips and deep blue eyes, you’ll notice right away; she has a body that simply will not quit. Dressing her is going to be a treat. I guess most of us in New York have gotten used to seeing and dressing models, so feminine beauty is expected and a part of our daily lives. We’ve steeled ourselves, somehow, against the loveliness of our human clothes-hangers; so we can stay attentive to the fit and design of the clothes themselves.  I can overlook Violet, but not him. 
 
   Lottie is reacting to Violet’s…boyfriend? Lover? Husband? I have no idea. He’s taller than Violet and probably the best looking man either of us have ever seen. Geez. He ought to be on a coin. His face is perfect, his nose aquiline; his lips full and chiseled. He has copper-colored hair that’s a little long, and unsmiling brown eyes. Who am I kidding? A guy like this doesn’t have to smile. He can just stand there and wait for every woman in a fifty-mile radius to swoon; the net has already been cast. He’s looking around the space, his eyes checking out the lighting and walls, so I get to observe him for the span of about three seconds. His upper body is defined in muscle underneath a shirt that’s obviously expensive; the collar is open a few inches to show the hollow of his throat. His shoulders are wide; contrasted against a trim waist and hips. He has a leather coat slung over his arm, like he doesn’t intend to stay long. I scan his hands for a wedding ring, but don’t see one. Everything about him looks well controlled, well exercised and wealthy. He looks bored. And he’s sexy as homemade sin. 
 
   Ugh! Sadie. Did you really think that? Get a grip on yourself.  Focus! 
 
   And so, I do. “Good afternoon. I’m Sadie Graves.” I acknowledge my colleague. “This is Lottie Perkins. We’re both Anna’s assistants, but I’ll be supporting you in your fitting today, Miss Emery. Ms. Rosenstein will be along in just a moment. Will you please follow me to the fitting area?” 
 
   “Oh, hullo”, Violet says without emotion. “This is Lucas Sutton. He’ll be approving my outfit today.” 
 
   “Okay, great”, I manage to get out. Since when does your boyfriend approve your outfits, I think uncharitably. Doesn’t your agent just tell you what to wear? Both of them begin to follow me to the back of the building, where most of the couture is created and fitted on live models. 
 
   On the way back, I lead them past row after row of seductive lingerie in every color of the rainbow. Anna gave my designs their own area of the atelier, after the first order sold out completely in two weeks. Lucas says something low under his breath to Violet that I can’t hear. That’s too bad, because I’m listening for all I’m worth. We keep moving forward, though, intent on reaching Anna’s inner sanctum.  
 
   Lottie fades back toward the staff offices, and I wave a hand at her, letting her know it’s okay – I’ve got this. I hear the couple behind me sniggering slightly. “Did you have a question?” I ask, turning around to look at Violet Emery. “No, I was just laughing because Lucas has a dog named Sadie”, she says with a saccharin smile. “I was thinking…how fitting…” she trails off, smirking at her own joke. 
 
   I whip my head forward without responding, flushing bright red. Of course; of course. I would do anything to be able to control my body language right now, but turning crimson is one of my signature moves. I’m mortified. The most beautiful man and woman in America are comparing me to a dog. Ugh. I want to crawl under a piece of furniture. I know I’m no beauty queen, but it hurts to be made fun of by someone you were just thinking you’d like to impress. I immediately try to disconnect my feelings; hoping tears don’t spring to my eyes and embarrass me any more than I already am. 
 
   I continue walking straight ahead and keep my head held high. Lucas Sutton clears his throat uncomfortably. Shit. I hope I don’t look too flustered when Anna sweeps in – which she does right when we enter the back of the house. She takes one look at my face, and hers becomes super-composed. 
 
   She’s worked with me long enough, and we’re close enough; she knows I’m rattled, and she steps in, socially adept as ever, to pick up my slack. While she’s meeting Violet and her escort, I step over to the side to get a wrist pincushion and a tape measure, and drape it around my neck. I retrieve the dress to be used in the shoot, and look it over with an appraising eye. It’s going to be a slam-dunk, even if this girl is a complete bitch. And I get it now; sure I do. She’s out to make every other woman look like crap in front of her man, even a woman as inferior as me. Ha! Me; miss nobody fashion assistant. I feel a headache coming on, but I roll my shoulders in an attempt to move on, and take her the dress. I show her to the dressing room, and tell her where to stand when she’s changed. I approach the dais and mirror, drop to my knees, and prepare to adjust Violet’s hem when she comes out. 
 
    “You must be Bain Sutton’s son; you look a lot like him” Anna says directly to Lucas, her eyes appraising. She is tempted to put on her cheaters, I know, which hang from a beaded chain around her neck. But she doesn’t. 
 
   “Why yes, I am. Do you know my father well?” he asks, one eyebrow raised. “No, but we’ve met socially several times. I’m impressed by the luxury brands your family purveys, and by the auction house. It’s nice to meet you. Do you work for Sutton Shield, as well?” 
 
   “I do. I’m overseeing all the art auctions now, but we’ve gotten into luxury property these last few years and that’s certainly kept us busy in New York and Paris. Have you ever been repped by our company, Anna?”
 
   “No”, she says kindly, but I can tell there’s a bit of hope in her voice. “I haven’t. Maybe after this shoot is over, we could meet to discuss it.” “I’d like that” he replies. “I’m especially interested in your lingerie line. It’s magnificent.”  Anna looks pleased, and I wonder idly what his company could do for her that she can’t do for herself. “If you think it’s good, I should tell you – the designs are all Sadie’s.” Anna’s gaze sweeps toward me, on my knees. “She’s spent an amazing amount of time on the fit, fabric and underpinnings.” 
 
   “Do you always allow your staff to design for you?” Lucas asks, with something close to amusement on his face. “No”, Anna says honestly. “But if I don’t listen to my staff or my models, I lose whatever credibility I’ve earned. Sadie’s instincts about the lingerie line were spot-on. I’m learning as I evolve as an artist that the voices of my young contacts are the truest.” 
 
   I wish I could hug her. Hard. But I look at the floor instead.  
 
   Anna leaves the room to talk to Violet over the dressing-room curtain, and I’m left alone for a moment with Lucas. I keep my eyes on the floorboards, not wanting to make eye contact. He makes a sound in his throat, and says softly, “I apologize for Violet. She’s a complete pill sometimes.” I look up at him, coloring again, and wish the floor would swallow me up. He looks at me without any recognizable expression on his face. I reply, softly. “You would know Miss Emery’s shortcomings better than I. Hopefully, you’ll be able to remember my name when you need something fetched.”
 
   His eyes open wide. He looks amused, again.  
 
   Oh great, Sadie. You couldn’t just accept the apology? I know Anna would be disappointed in my response, and I feel a little sheepish.  I swallow and look down, and he says nothing else until Violet and Anna come back in. She’s wearing Anna’s sexiest gown – an amethyst halter with a plunging neckline that goes almost to her navel. The skirt is coated in feathers, and seems to float around her slim hips and long legs. She has on five-inch Christian Leboutins, and the hem is still a bit too long. She comes to stand by me on the raised platform, and I pin the hem all around to perfection. There’s a small gap at her waist that also needs to be tightened, and I mark that for alteration, as well. The shoulders and bust are perfect, and require no further adjustment. 
 
   She steps back to admire herself in the mirror, and her eyes go to Lucas’ when she does. He says nothing, and she smiles a seductive little smile at him, batting her eyelashes. She pronounces Anna a genius; twirls around once and heads back to the dressing room to remove the dress. Anna follows her, preparing to bag the gown and seal it for transport. All this has taken no more than twelve minutes, but it feels like forever to me. 
 
   I rise from my place on the floor and take the pincushion and tape measure back to their storage compartments. I feel a warm presence behind me, and turn around to be close enough to touch Lucas Sutton’s chest without reaching. He’s literally inches from me, crossing the room without making a sound. 
 
   “What do you do when you’re not working, beautiful Sadie?” he whispers, his eyes searching mine. The track all over my face – eyes, nose, and finally my lips. They linger there. 
 
   He reaches out to touch me, one long finger trailing down my cheek and over my lips. He actually pulls my lower lip down slightly, and leaves his finger there, the wet skin of my inner lip exposed. Everything south of my navel clenches, and I draw in a sharp breath. I almost trip over myself stepping backward. God. He’s beautiful. He’s also making fun of me; this will be a good story to tell Violet on the limo ride back to their place. I tense up immediately. I take one more step backward. I probably look like an idiot. 
 
   “All I do is work here, Mr. Sutton. I’m sure you and Violet are busy and have lots of other things to take care of this afternoon. I’ll be certain her alterations are completed by Monday afternoon, well before the shoot. We’ll have the dress delivered to the photographer’s desired location, and pick it up afterward. I think that about covers everything for the House of Rosenstein. If you’ll excuse me, I have a phone call to make.”   
 
   He doesn’t meet my eyes. His face registers nothing, not even the possibility of what a great joke this will be later. Odd. He nods his head, dismissing me. 
 
   I can’t believe he just touched me. Dear Lord. Am I really that unattractive, that he would play a trick like that? He probably thought I would jump at the chance to kiss him, just to be able to say I had. What a prick! 
 
   My face colors again. I’d pay good money to talk to my best friend Emma right now. She knows exactly what to say or do when someone is snide, so you come out on top. Somehow, I missed out on that ability, and I’m forever wishing I had it. This reminds me; I’m seeing Emma later this week, but I probably won’t get to tell her about this. We’ll be in mixed company. 
 
   I march out of the couture salon and back to my office. As I approach, one of the sales clerks calls my name. “Sadie! Salvatore Fekkai is on line two. He says it’s important, and he wants to talk to you now, if possible!” I know her voice carries back to the deeper recesses of the space, and I’m glad to be seen as important in front of our two visitors. I step into my office and leave the door open, trying to seem more essential than I actually am. I’m ridiculous, right?  
 
   “Salvatore. I am so glad to hear from you” I say with familiarity. He laughs on the other end of the line. “Sadie! What’s happening, baby?” he laughs, then quiets when I explain my concern. “This fabric issue is unexpected, and I need to figure out what to do next. Our line depends on the first two deliveries of ready-to-wear. I know you’ve seen the ads in Women’s Wear Daily. Do you think you have something similar, that we can use instead? I can’t miss the deadline on this shipment, not by even a day. My customers will kill me.”  
 
   “Hmm; I think I do. It’s close in coloration and pattern to what you bought overseas. Sadie baby, you’re killing me. I sell fabric - that’s what I do. Why are you buying this Chinese shit? It’s not better than what I have, and every one of my clients has dealt with these customs problems. I want you to consider buying all of your fabric from me. You know I’ll give you the best price, and you can claim you’re keeping Americans at work. Hear me out? Come by in twenty minutes and look at what I have?”
 
   I agree. “Sal, you know I believe in what you’re selling. I think Anna thought she’d get a little margin on these pieces if she could save money on suiting. But, hey – you can’t save money on something you can’t get through customs. Right? Okay. Give me thirty minutes, not twenty, and I’ll be at your office. And hey…I owe you.” 
 
   I grab my purse, throw my wrap over my arm, and head to tell Anna where I’m going. She’s just seeing Lucas and Violet to the front door of the atelier. He has a small package in his hand; he must have bought Violet a piece of lingerie on their way out. I wonder idly which piece caught his fancy. Trying to resurrect my professionalism, I nod to them; indicating as much respect for them as I can muster. In truth, I hope I never see either of them again. But, with Violet’s popularity, I doubt that. I whisper to Anna that I’m off to inspect some suiting fabric, and she lights up with satisfaction. “Good work, Sadie. Call me when you know more. I’ll have my cell with me.” 
 
   “Yes, Anna”, I whisper, and I head back to the rear of the building to take the back door exit.  
 
   



Chapter Three
 
   “Fingers of Love”
 
   Crowded House, Together Alone
 
   




 
   In minutes, I’m at Salvatore’s warehouse and he’s giving me a sweet bear hug in the dingy front office.  
 
   I loved Sal on sight on my very first day at design school. He’s a big guy, like a teddy bear. His family has been in the fabric business for over fifty years, and he’s their great hope; a smart, college educated man to take over their business and lead it through the changes presented by the new global economy. And they’ve dealt with changes galore. 
 
   Between overseas competition and factory closings, Sal is working overtime to keep the business relevant. It’s times like these that I realize what a valuable resource he is, not just for fabric but as a friend. He’s easy, funny and loving. Sal’s wife Natalia runs the front office, and she rises to hug me, too. Their baby Rocco is eight months old, chubby and precious. He’s imprisoned in a pack-n-play in the office, behind Natalia’s desk. I laugh at his sweet baby fat and loopy smile. Sal drags me into the warehouse, to show me the suiting material he mentioned. 
 
   “Sal”, I say, my voice hushed and full of guilt, “this material smokes what we ordered from overseas.” I feel sick. “The hand and feel of it is far superior. What’s the bottom line price per yard?” He tells me, and I order everything he has in stock. I pull out one of Anna’s business checks, intending to pay him in full for the whole lot. Becoming a “signer” was a huge deal for me. I know she trusts me, and that means everything. 
 
   We wander back into the office, and I give the check to Natalia, whose eyes involuntarily tear up. I know they need the business. And I, for one, am delighted to give it to them. The price is fair, and the fabric is a dream. I shake hands with Sal and hug Natalia, and we talk and play with the baby for a while. He’s getting to that crazy cute stage, and he’s so funny.  Sal looks relaxed and comfortable with his life. I envy them, and I say so. But of course they tut-tut me and ask me what I’m doing tonight. 
 
   “I’m having dinner with Emma and Teddy on Thursday!” I exclaim. “They invited me to some trendy place; but I care more about seeing them than the food. Do you want me to say anything to them for you?” 
 
   Sal belly laughs. “You tell Teddy it’s time he played racquetball with me again; I totally enjoyed kicking his ass three weeks ago!” I laugh, and promise to pass on the message. Natalia follows me to the door, and sweetly whispers – “We needed that, Sadie. Will you tell other houses that we’re looking for business? I don’t want to beg…but…”  
 
   “Oh, Natalia, you know I will. In fact, I have someone I want to introduce to you and Sal. She works for Chanel, and I met her at a trade luncheon a few weeks ago.  Her name’s Susan Aaronson. She manages a lot of their couture, and ready-to-wear suits. I think you guys might be a good fit, and I know having a supplier she can trust would be appealing.”  Natalia nods, and clasps my hand before I leave. “Sal and I are so lucky to have you as a friend. Thank you, Sadie. I hope Anna will be pleased.” 
 
    
 
   Ooh. Anna. I need to call her, so I pause on the way to the subway and lean against a building, out of the December breeze. I pull out my smartphone and locate her cell in my contacts. I push the dial button, and wait for a connection. After four or five rings, she answers. I can tell she’s relieved to hear from me. “How did it go?” she rasps, the beginning of her annual winter cold apparent. 
 
   “Anna, I could kick myself right now. We should have been buying our suiting – hell- probably everything in our whole ready-to-wear line – from Sal from the beginning. He met the price we got from China, and the material looks and feels so much better. You’re going to freak when you see how wonderful it is. I know you had your heart set on that Chinese stuff, but we’re going to look better, fit better and have built-in profit after all with what he already has in stock. He suggested we tout “American Made” in our advertising, and I know he’s probably right. I just need to get everything to the sewing team no later than Tuesday of next week, and we’re good to go. Can we refuse the Chinese shipment now, and just move on?” 
 
   Anna sighs, and for just a moment I know she closes her eyes. “Sadie, you really saved the day on this one. Yes, we’ll kill the Chinese deal. And of course, we can move forward with Salvatore – you know I like and trust him – I just had no idea he would meet those prices. This is a huge win for us today.  I’m so pleased with how it turned out, and extra pleased that you have such a good connection. Thank you.”
 
   Praise from Anna Rosenstein is better than any other thing in my life. I love this smart and lively woman. I literally bask in her approval, and she closes with one last sentence. “Sadie, one last thing. That Lucas Sutton? Who was in the atelier today? He asked me for your cell phone number.” 
 
   A small huff of air leaves my lips. I feel bewildered, completely out of sorts. 
 
   “Violet Emery’s boyfriend? Anna, why would he want my number? And, did you give it to him? Surely not?” My lips feel dry, and my heart starts beating like I’ve just run three miles. 
 
   “Sadie, I think Violet overstated their relationship. He pulled me aside and asked me very pointedly if I would be willing to share your number. I don’t like to withhold information from clients, or their associates, and I think he might benefit the company. So, I did give it to him. Is that a problem?” 
 
   “Um, no, Anna. She said something derogatory toward me when they were headed back into the couture bay, and I think it embarrassed him. I’m sure he just wants to distance himself from what she said; that’s all.” Anna is silent for a few seconds. I can tell she is processing this information. “What did she say? I’d like to know. Verbatim, please.”
 
   Ugh. Sharing this makes me want to sink into the pavement.  My voice gets small. “She said that Mr. Sutton has a dog named Sadie, and it made her laugh. She apparently thinks we look alike. ”  
 
   Anna is quiet for a long pause, and then she speaks. “I don’t think Mr. Sutton was embarrassed by Miss Emery, Sadie. I think he wants to replace her!” She laughs now, and tells me she must go; family obligations are pressing. I smile at her tone, and we hang up after a quick goodbye. 
 
    
 
   I’m satisfied now. The House of Rosenstein is back on track; its spring ready-to-wear collection secured. Sal and Natalia have more business prospects. Anna will be featured on the cover of a major magazine. Lottie got to spend this afternoon with her mother. Jenny will be back on Thursday, and I have Emma and Teddy’s dinner to look forward to. It’s all good. 
 
   But the fact that Lucas Sutton has my private cell number? That’s a little disconcerting. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464354]Chapter Four
 
   “You’re Getting to Be a Habit With Me”
 
   Diana Krall, Love Scenes
 
   




 
   Work on Wednesday is daunting. I have meetings with the lingerie fabric reps, who seem pretty excited about the way the line is going. There’s a problem with one item; the snaps on a teddy are too stiff, and can’t be undone. Customers are complaining. 
 
   I have to laugh a little on this one. But we soldier on, trying to find a snap that will be ideal for both our wearer and her victim. By lunch, we have a winner. I trudge a few blocks over to Ess-a Bagel for a curried chicken salad bagel (with tomato), and chips. Lord. I love New York! I’m coming back to Anna’s studio when I see Lucas Sutton ahead of me, entering the front door. It’s close to one in the afternoon. He has on black pants and a deep blue woven shirt. His back is unmistakable.  I wonder what he’s doing at the atelier again, and where is his coat? But I keep moving until I’m inside. I resolve to go directly to my office and avoid him, at all costs. 
 
   I move down the main hall and to my office and close the door, but not before I notice the huge arrangement on my desk. Every white flower is represented – roses, daisies, lilies, hollyhocks, even orchids. Sprays of greenery spew out both sides of the vase. It’s gorgeous, and must have cost a fortune. A sound escapes my throat. No one sends me flowers. Ever.  
 
   I approach my desk gingerly and open the attached card, which is wired to a stick inserted in the flowers.  The seal is glued shut, so I have to pry the paper apart to read the message. The card inside says:
 
   HELLO, BEAUTIFUL SADIE.
 
   YOU REMIND ME OF A WHITE FLOWER.
 
   THINKING OF YOU, NOW, ALWAYS.          LUCAS
 
   Oh shit. Thinking of me how? 
 
   He’s inside the building. I feel disembodied, almost. I’m flushed with embarrassment. I’m confused, incredulous. But mostly, I’m doubtful. This has got to be another joke. Ugh. I wonder if I’ll be able to keep my bagel down. 
 
     There’s a small sound at my door, and a knock. I panic. There’s a back door that leads to a storage closet behind my office; it’s shared by several workplaces on this floor. I duck into it, leaving my space unattended. I hold my breath, and scoot into the hallway. I hear someone enter my room. “Sadie?” It’s Lucas. I recognize his voice. He sounds hesitant; unsure. 
 
   I don’t answer. 
 
   He stays there for several minutes. I can hear him pick up the card I’ve opened. He knows I’ve seen it. He walks around in the space, looking at whatever’s tacked on the walls and left on my desktop. I hear him on the far side of the room, where my family photos are, and pictures of dear friends. He exclaims over something. I finally hear him mutter and walk out, hesitating when he passes the flowers. 
 
   His footfalls echo until they reach the front door and a bell tinkles when he exits. 
 
   I sag against the storage room wall, breathing softly. I’m not sure, suddenly, why I’m hiding. I just know that Lucas Sutton is too much for me. He’ll blow me over. He’ll make fun of me, most likely to some model or other fashion designer.  And that’s just for starters. 
 
   I can’t face that. The best thing to do is just to ignore this nonsense. 
 
   But, the flowers? They’re lovely. Really lovely. 
 
   I smile when I look at them, and take them out into the atelier for everyone to enjoy. I hide the card in my handbag. It’s my secret; no one has to know. 
 
   Walking back in my office, I go over to the wall where my photos are hanging. There’s a picture of me and my dad at the beach, jumping in the surf at sunset.  There’s Teddy and Emma and me, hugging en masse at their wedding. There’s Jenny and me at Bleeker Street Pizza, and Anna is with us, waving a piece of pie and a domestic beer. I laugh when I look at it. There’s a picture of me with all the dishwashers at my dad’s diner. One of me with Emma’s brother, Jason, who let me use him as a model for several school projects. He was a peach.  And one of me by myself, holding my graduation certificate from design school. I’m beaming.   
 
   I look at these short stories of my life and I’m filled with calm. This is who I am. I can’t get away from it. 
 
   Anna comes in later in the afternoon to talk about the ready-to-wear line. She’s been by Sal’s warehouse and seen the material I chose on her behalf. Like me, she’s impressed. 
 
   “Sadie, I want you to see if Salvatore can help us prep the next series of designs by providing fabric samples.  I want the exclusive on his best materials, but he clearly needs help moving his inventory. Let’s help him by calling a few other houses. I think it’s good business to spread his name around.”
 
   I smile. “Yes, Anna. I’m glad he’s proved valuable. I was thinking about calling that lady at Chanel? Who else did you have in mind?” She wracks her brain for a few minutes and then pulls out a battered paper rolodex. Anna has never embraced technology. I grin at her, and offer to move all her contacts to her email software. She laughs, and agrees that might be a good idea. 
 
   We go back to the kitchen, get a cup of tea, and plot who would benefit most from an introduction to Salvatore Fekkai…and who isn’t yet worthy of one. I import Anna’s contacts into Outlook, to her glee. We laugh, and the afternoon whiles away into evening. 
 
   On my way back to Queens, I get a text on my cell phone. 
 
   SADIE, DID YOU GET THE FLOWERS? I CAME BY YOUR OFFICE TO SEE YOU. SORRY I MISSED YOU.   LUCAS
 
   I sit quietly on the subway, wondering what to say in response. My father taught me to have manners. And so, I reply. 
 
   LUCAS, THE FLOWERS WERE BEAUTIFUL. THANK YOU. BUT IF I’M NOT MISTAKEN, YOU ARE ALREADY IN A RELATIONSHIP. PLEASE, DON’T CONTINUE TO CONTACT ME.   SADIE
 
   I hit “send”, and put the phone away. Feeling desired was really nice, if only for a moment. Hell, even if it was a joke. 
 
   I go back to my apartment, eat a plate of leftover spaghetti that I made on Sunday, and wind down the day getting ready for bed. I check my messages one last time before I turn in, thinking I’ll hear from either Jenny or Emma. Instead, there’s a parting shot from the Greek God. 
 
   SADIE, I’M NOT IN A RELATIONSHIP RIGHT NOW. BUT SEEING YOU ON YOUR KNEES MADE ME WANT TO BE IN ONE. I’D LIKE TO TAKE YOU OUT TOMORROW.  SAY YES.               LUCAS
 
   I look at the screen for a long time, but I don’t respond. Sexual innuendo. That’s new to me. Probably his idea of being funny. I think about the last time I was on my knees in front of a man, and I fall into a fitful sleep. 
 
   I don’t dream about Lucas Sutton. I wish I did. But I do dream. 
 
   



Chapter Five
 
   “Secrets and Lies”
 
   Johnatha Brooke, Ten Cent Wings
 
   




 
   I spend most of my workday on Thursday waiting on customers. The Christmas rush is on, and there are shoppers all over the place. Most of them are coming in because of the write-ups we’ve received on the lingerie line. 
 
   A little after three, an extremely handsome man comes through the door, and makes his way confidently toward me. He’s blonde, and probably between twenty-eight and thirty. His clothes are effortlessly worn, like a model. He looks at everything we have on offer, and then sidles toward me. “You’re Sadie Graves, are you not?” has asks, with a decidedly arch tone in his voice. “I am”, I reply. I smile. “And you are…?” 
 
   He smiles. “I’m Peter Emery. My sister is modeling your boss’ work in the next Cosmo magazine. Don’t say anything – I know you’ve already met. Ugh. Sorry.” He grimaces comically, then laughs. 
 
   That makes me laugh, too. “So I see you’ve heard about me!” I make a sound like a bark, wondering if he’ll get it. He literally roars with laughter.  “Oh, my God. You have a sublime sense of humor, Sadie. You’ve literally made my day.” He calms his laughter and asks me quietly, “Could we speak alone; with no interruptions?” I acquiesce, and take him in the direction of my private office. 
 
   We enter my doors, and the afternoon light is soft. I stop to light two little candles, to give the room heat (something it’s lacking) and some ambiance. Peter sits down in front of my desk, in a knockoff Eames plywood chair. He looks pensive. 
 
   “Tell me, Mr. Emery, what brings you here?” I ask seriously.
 
   He looks at me, lovely in the soft light. “I have a proposition for you. I know a certain group of people who are looking for highly specialized lingerie designs. They don’t want to be singled out or known, But they want certain…um…features that they will pay highly for.” 
 
   “Features like…?” I raise my eyebrows. 
 
   “Um. Features like completely bound arms, for example. Or sheer items with open crotches or breast areas. I could get you a list…” he trails off. I’m not sure if I want to take him seriously. But I press forward. “Are you saying you’d deliver measurements for custom lingerie? Or you’d like us to create a line of fetish items? I just want to be sure I understand.” 
 
   He pauses, embarrassed. I don’t think I’m handling this well. But he gets right back on track. 
 
   “Sadie, there’s a whole segment of the New York population that engages in fetish and bondage play. And domination, of course. I don’t expect you to know a lot about it, but I think if you had a privately accessible line of lingerie to accommodate their needs, you’d go far.”   
 
   “Do you know much about the potential market?” I ask, really trying to gauge his seriousness.  I try to not seem over-curious. But I’m intrigued, and a little turned on. Damn. I scare myself. 
 
   “More than I should, Miss Graves”, he laughs. I infer right away that he’s up to his balls in the group, and that he’s their spokesman. I wonder if Violet, or anyone else I’ve met, is part of it. What about Lucas? Is he a sexual freak, too? Does he sense my past, just from a random meeting? Does he know I’m damaged goods? Has he been tying Violet up, and fucking her? Jesus. There are too many weird questions. 
 
   I try to keep my face neutral. 
 
   “I appreciate your coming here, Peter. If you’ll give me a concrete list of ‘wants’, I could design a small line for your friends. They will have to give me true measurements, place their orders and pay prior to anything being sewn. I hope you understand? These designs will be too specialized to be sold to the general public.” 
 
   He sighs heavily, relieved. “Sadie, they’ll be thrilled. Would you consider meeting some of them for dinner one night? So everyone can chime in on their wish lists? I know they’re an unconventional bunch, but you’ll be a celebrity to them.” He smiles, handsome to the core.  
 
   “I would. But can I ask you one question first, Peter?” I tilt my head to one side. He nods. “How did you know to approach me, and not Anna?” I wait silently for his response. 
 
   “Oh, that’s easy, Sadie. Lucas Sutton told me about your line. I Googled it right away, and then sent links to several associates. Collectively, they asked me to approach you.”
 
   So, Lucas didn’t ask you to come here?” I ask softly. 
 
   “No”, he replies with gravity. “But he does know about our group, and has ties to it. Our network includes many powerful people. Lucas and I have been friends our entire lives. He does manage Violet, of course, but more as a favor to our family than any other reason. I know she’s got her cap set for him, but Lucas has never felt that way about her. He’s a good friend, Sadie. A great friend. He is so impressed with your work. The laces, the trimmings – everything is literally perfect.” 
 
   “Okay, thanks for explaining. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but this group is not something I’m interested in joining. I want you to understand that from the get-go. Are we clear?” 
 
   He nods. “I understand, Sadie. It’s not for everybody. But you’re going to meet these people in other venues. Selling them something this personal is going to guarantee your future financial success. And your lingerie…” He trails off. I take it that he likes the designs. He must, to have such a potentially embarrassing conversation. 
 
   “I guess you think I can satisfy their demands? Okay, Peter. Let’s do dinner on Monday of next week, if you can work it out with your friends? I’ll bring sketch pads and they should bring ideas. I can help them learn to take their own measurements, accurately. ” 
 
   He agrees, takes one of my cards, and shakes my hand with an almost religious fervor. I give him my cell phone number as an aside. We decide to set the venue on the day of the dinner, and he moves to leave. 
 
   Before Peter walks out, his cell phone rings. He checks it, mouths, “Violet”, and smiles ruefully as he exits the building. I can hear her harridan-like voice emanate from his cell. She’s loud. Really loud. 
 
   Ugh. How can a brother and sister be so different? I marvel at how he got involved in bondage and domination. I want to know little to nothing about that.  And who knows, maybe she’s part of that ‘powerful crowd’ too. I always thought that women have no power at all in those situations. That’s certainly my experience. But I know so little, I decide to reserve judgment. 
 
   I don’t hear from Lucas at all, which I consider strange. He did ask to take me out tonight. 
 
   I take this as a sign that he was only joking, and carry on. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464356]Chapter Six
 
   “Miss Independent”
 
   Kelly Clarkson, Breakaway
 
   




 
   Thursday night arrives. Going to have dinner with my friends is a pleasant diversion. We’re meeting at Beauty and Essex on the lower East Side. I take the subway to East Houston, and walk the rest of the way. In addition to my wrap, I have a small bag of clothes to change into along the way. I dip into a public restroom and emerge in a black pencil skirt, black opaque tights and a turquoise angora wrap sweater. Suede peep-toe booties adorn my feet. They’re comfortable, which has become more important than image, these days. I let my hair down, feeling my scalp relax from the pull of a day-long updo.  It settles around my shoulders, still curly but not wild or out of control. I brush my teeth in the sink, slick on a little lip gloss, and pronounce myself ‘as good as it gets.’
 
   By the time I arrive at the restaurant there’s a long line. There are models waiting with super-handsome guys, and businessmen and their dates queued up for tables. The two hostesses are trying to make everyone feel important, without being overtly preferential. Everyone is dressed to the nines, and it’s barely six in the evening. Music leaks out of the doors, enticing everyone to inch forward. Because of the strict no-reservations policy, customers are milking their contacts like crazy for the chance to be seated first. I tell the hostess Emma’s last name, and the seas part for me like a biblical passage. I should have known they would. 
 
   Leave it to Emma to be connected. When we were design school roommates, the paparazzi would go through our trash and post hilarious stories (mostly untrue) about our exploits. Emma took every opportunity to create a space where her celebrity would not affect me, but she couldn’t protect me from the daily hazards of her own life – reporters, rumors, famous connections, unreasonable expectations – you name it. Emma’s dad is the lead singer of an iconic rock band. He and her mom have long since split, but her dad is still in the spotlight and it spills over, uncomfortably, to her as well.  Before she met Teddy, I wondered who could possibly withstand the scrutiny of living with her, but Teddy turned out to be a perfect match. He’s a release valve for tension, and so precious.  
 
   I round the corner and see him first. Teddy’s blonde, bearded and a little chubby, and the nicest person I’ve ever known. He met Emma at a fundraiser and pursued her with a determination that defied logic. Her long legs, dark hair and black eyes captivated him. Within weeks, they announced their engagement and were planning a wedding. The Thomas clan wasn’t so sure they wanted a rock goddess in their midst. The family specializes in imported diamonds and they were honestly worried that their reputation would be tarnished with Emma’s addition. But time (and Teddy’s protestations of undying love) secured her position in the family. They’ve been married for two years now, and I’m inspired how well they’ve meshed celebrity and their own deep affection. I admire their courage. 
 
   I follow the hostess dutifully, mesmerized at the beauty of the restaurant. It’s all cozy booths and air-kissing socialites. I revel in my good fortune to be invited to such a gorgeous place. As I approach the table, I watch them together – so matched and loving. Teddy’s arm is around Emma as they sit, waiting for me. Her whole body leans toward him, in silent deference to his wishes. His face is turned toward hers. He’s looking into her eyes, asking for her opinion about something they’re discussing. Both of them nurse martinis. They don’t look up as I approach, and I’m grateful for the chance to look at them unobserved. They look happy; truly comfortable with each other. But mostly, they look attached. Without taking anything away from them, I’m reminded of my own solitude – of how lonely and bare New York can make a person feel.  Can make me feel. Sure, I have work and my friends; even a good roommate. But love has eluded me, and I see it in them. 
 
   You can’t have love if you’re celibate, Sadie. Don’t you know that? Damn, sister! You’ve never even kissed a guy. I try not to listen to my inner voice. She’s so…honest. Crappy. But, honest. 
 
   The hostess draws me to the table, and I plunk myself down across from them in the curved banquette. It’s delightful to see their happy reaction. “Sadie!” Emma cries, halfway jumping out of her chair. She looks lovely in a golden sheath dress, chunky metallic jewelry and tall, spike-heeled natural colored boots. Her hair hangs to her lower back, tucked sweetly behind each ear. Her face is perfectly made-up, and it’s beaming. 
 
   “Where in the hell have you been?” Teddy exclaims, looking slightly irritable. He knows that Emma is her most calm and amenable when we’re together. We haven’t seen each other in weeks because of the aftermath of Fashion Week. That single week in September has kept me under lock and key at work; the busyness has lasted months. Look, here it is – weeks from Christmas – and I’ve been completely overwhelmed with fittings and couture meetings. I realize I’ve put Emma off at least four times, unable to break away from the pressure of orders and alterations. She chimes in immediately. “Now Teddy, you give Sadie a break. She’s been working like a mad thing. We’re together now, so let’s kick back and enjoy tonight.” 
 
   I revel in her easy generosity. Just being with my two friends puts me in the happiest of moods. We all relax, peruse the menu, and order an embarrassing number of small plates. Teddy asks the waitress to bring me a glass of Syrah. I feel the stress of long weeks slipping away, and I’m so happy to be in their company. Emma leans forward and clasps her hand around my wrist, after we’ve eaten the first course and Teddy has wandered to the bar for a moment. “Have you met anyone?” she asks expectantly, her mouth curved into a smile. “Ugh! Emma, you know I haven’t. The last thing on my mind is meeting a man. We both agreed work came first. What gives?”  “Nothing”, she says softly. “I just want you to be as happy as I am with Teddy.” I relax, and try to lower my shoulders. “I know, Em. But meeting your soul mate takes time, right? I just… need time.” My mind wanders, unbidden, to Lucas Sutton. No one has come that close to kissing me in years. I haven’t let myself even consider a romantic relationship, so determined to make it here in New York that I haven’t thought of anything else. What in the hell was that all about? Is it even possible that he wasn’t making a joke at my expense? 
 
   I just don’t see how it could be. Jesus. I need to stop thinking about that, *right now*. 
 
   




 
   I watch my two gifted, self-assured friends enjoy the rest of their dinner, and I’m proud and happy for how everything turned out for them. I’m out of my element, but blissful after two (or is it three?) glasses of excellent wine. Not having to worry about the tab is a luxury I’m unused to, but I’m grateful in spades. 
 
   And that’s when something in my peripheral makes me swing my head to the right. I suck in a long breath, unable to believe what I’m seeing.
 
   The hostess approaches the table next to Teddy, Emma and me, bringing a couple to be seated. I can’t believe it. It’s Lucas Sutton, and another blonde - obviously not Violet. I’m reminded of her certainty when she introduced him; she seemed convinced he was hers. Which one of them is unclear about the seriousness of their relationship? I turn my body away from them as quickly as I can, hoping they will be too busy to look anywhere but at each other. Lucas is in mid-conversation with his date, which makes me think his interest in her is solid. 
 
   They both survey the booth and move to claim a spot. He’s wearing jeans and a grey woven shirt, and some kind of slip-on shoes. His date is willowy and gorgeous in a cream sweater dress, black leggings and stiletto heels. I move to angle my face away from them. Hopefully, since my hair is down, he can’t see that I’m nearby. I exhale, knowing he won’t see me. 
 
   Sure. The same guy who told me he wanted to take me out tonight. I didn't respond, and he’s now out with the cover of next years’ Sports Illustrated bikini issue. I realize, sickeningly, that not responding was the greatest thing I’ve ever done. I give myself a mental high-five. 
 
   He arranges himself in the banquette so that his back is to me. I can smell him from my seat; it’s some sort of cologne or body wash that smells clean and masculine. His hair glints in the low light of the restaurant, and I eye it from the side. Despite my musings, he is one lovely man. A man who never got back to me today. White flower, my ass. 
 
   I turn back to Teddy and Emma, and ignore my lovely neighbors with renewed vigor. I think about Peter’s visit, and wonder if Lucas is part of the New York underground sex scene. Geez. I need to wash my mind out with soap. 
 
   We sink back into our seats, replete. Emma is relaxed and her eyes keep going back and forth to Teddy, laughing and winking at his comments as he expounds on the diamond market. Emma shares a little about her venture, a jewelry company called Lily. While she isn’t in the diamond business; she does know a thing or two about how much women like their bling. I divulge a magazine photo shoot story that makes both of them giggle. We’re sharing, no doubt, but we try to be discreet. Somehow, we all ended up in the image business, and those reputations have to be protected. 
 
   As Teddy orders a brandy for both of them and a Bailey’s for me; our evening draws to a close. It’s been a relief to see them and to reconnect. I’m comfortable in my seat, and relaxed, when a hand comes over the banquette and softly inserts itself into my hair. Long fingers clasp, and pull gently on my curls. Of course, Lucas’ date has gone to the ladies’ room. I turn my chin toward him. 
 
   “Hello, beautiful Sadie” he says without a smile. “Fancy seeing you here?” his eyes, so serious, pierce me across the booth. “You didn’t text me back?” he whispers. 
 
   I don’t respond. 
 
   “Oh, hello Lucas!” Teddy cries. “I was so engrossed in my companions, I didn’t even see you! How are you, man?” he asks, earnestly. I can see he values Lucas Sutton, though I can’t for the life of me imagine why. 
 
   “I’m well, Teddy. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure…won’t you introduce me?” Lucas asks, with sincerity in his voice. His fingers run absently up and down my neck. They’re warm.
 
    I don’t move. 
 
   Teddy responds immediately. “Oh! How remiss of me. Lucas Sutton, meet my wife Emma Tyler Thomas. And this is her best friend, Sadie Graves.” Everyone nods and smiles and I’m wishing I could crawl under the table.  I already have this guy’s number. 
 
   Oh. Ha. Actually, he has mine. 
 
   “We came here tonight to catch up with Sadie; she works for Anna Rosenstein. It’s a pity, too – Sadie is a great designer on her own terms. Won all the design awards at school! But we’re just finishing up. Maybe we could get together sometime for cocktails – maybe have you come to our place? Is that possible?”
 
   Lucas looks amenable. 
 
   Teddy looks at Emma and says candidly, “Lucas and I went to prep school together. He was quite a lifesaver to me as a new student. He saved my ass on so many occasions; I don’t quite know how to pay him back.”  I look down, uncomfortable that Lucas still has his fingers on the nape of my neck. His hand is hidden by my hair. He tells Teddy he’d love nothing better, and they exchange cards before his date comes careening back up the aisle, obviously upset. Her white-blonde hair hangs in sheets to her shoulders and her face is so beautiful it doesn’t seem real. Something has happened while she’s been in the ladies’ room. She’s crying. Really crying; her eyes almost shut with pain. I want to look anywhere but at her. Lucas gently removes his hand from my skin and turns away. 
 
   She drops clumsily into the booth beside him. “Lucas! I thought we were exclusive!” she says, a gasp catching in her throat. She looks both hurt and shocked; like someone just told her a terrible secret. I wonder if she’s gotten an email or FaceBook message about “her” man, that he supposedly belongs to another woman. 
 
   “Gabriella, I’d rather not discuss this here.”
 
   She glares at him, face blotchy. There’s no way she’s not scolding him.
 
   Right. This. Second. 
 
   It’s plain on her face. The whole restaurant is now clued in that there’s about to be drama on our side of the room. It’s as if everyone leans in, and the dining room is suddenly quiet. 
 
   “All right then. Have it your way, Gabby. I’ve been nothing but honest with you. I enjoy your company, and I look forward to our time together. But, I’m away from New York too often to commit to a long term relationship. You know this. I am not settled down. I don’t enjoy this sort of public spectacle, and I’m asking you to end it now. Or, we’ll leave. You choose. But, choose now.” 
 
   “Have you really been seeing Violet Emery and me at the same time? I plainly can’t stand her, Lucas. I can’t believe you’d do that to me. I mean, I thought I meant something to you!” Gabriella sobs. Her mascara is now running down her face. Lucas summons the waiter, demands the check and hands over a black Amex card in the same breath. He insists the server come back within minutes and orders a taxi to be brought to the restaurant’s entrance. Gabriella continues to cry and hiccup loudly. She blows her nose in her linen napkin. He looks uncomfortable, angry and unused to scrutiny. When the check comes, he uses his body to push her hastily from the banquette. The other diners continue to stare. 
 
   Easing out of the booth, he’s within inches of my reddened face. I look right into his sherry colored eyes for one second, and then drop my gaze immediately, stunned by the ferocity of his expression. “What are you looking at!” he hisses at me, irritated by my eye contact. 
 
   “Not much”, I counter back, emboldened by wine. My eyes pop back over the top of the banquette to look at his and I watch transfixed as his furious look is replaced in one second by the slightest of smiles, which disappears in an instant. “Come on Gabriella; show’s over.” He drags the vision in cream to the entrance, looks back over his shoulder at me one last time, and disappears. I think: What in the hell was that about? He must be sleeping with every woman in town, as long as they’re blonde. That poor girl. She must have been crazy to get mixed up with a guy like that. 
 
   Everyone in our part of the restaurant breathes a collective sigh of relief when his rippling back retreats. One thing is sure; Lucas Sutton is…imposing when he’s pissed off. But what a face. I’ll probably be dreaming of it tonight. Just like every other woman in the place. Whew. He’s hot. 
 
   Hot enough to burn. 
 
   With the departure of our most interesting neighbors, Teddy asks for our check as well, and we head toward the exit. Emma and I stop at the ladies’ room to have a few last minutes of togetherness, put on lip gloss and our coats. By now, it’s bitter outside, and I have a long trek back to my Kew Gardens apartment. I can look forward to one thing; Jenny’s arrival after midnight tonight. She’s flying back into LaGuardia, weather permitting. I kiss Emma and Teddy goodbye at the curb; they’ve already hailed a cab. I’m hugging Emma when Teddy says, almost absently, “I have to take this, ladies”, and he dips into their cab to catch a phone call. I’m almost teary when I break away from Emma, but we commit to getting together on Christmas, or possibly before. She disappears into the cab, and it roars away from the restaurant. I’m alone on the sidewalk. 
 
   I straighten my shoulders and head back toward the subway station, several blocks over. I’ve gone about two blocks, past storefronts decorated with white twinkling lights, when a shiny car pulls alongside me and I hear a window electronically ease down. I’ve heard about women walking alone being approached by men late at night, and my defenses go on red alert. And that’s when his voice calls out to me. Rather commandingly. 
 
   “Look, its nineteen degrees outside. I just checked. I made a terrible first impression, and I apologize for it. I tried to correct it with flowers, but I don’t think that worked, and asking you out obviously fell flat. Sadie, please. I’d like to take you home.” 
 
   It’s been a long day, I’m tired and the man speaking to me is Lucas Sutton - he of the multiple blonde girlfriends. I can see his face clearly through the limo’s open window. He appears to be alone in the backseat. 
 
   You have got to be kidding me. 
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   I walk for a few feet, considering my options. Hey, I’ve had a few drinks, so maybe I’m not at my most commanding.  One thing is certain; I don’t want to be in close quarters with Lucas Sutton. No way, no how. So I make the best move I can, in the circumstances. 
 
   “I really don’t feel comfortable being in closed spaces with people I don’t know well”, I say, haltingly. “I’d rather walk and take the subway home. And there’s no reason for us to be talking.” 
 
   He sighs audibly from the interior of the car, and says something to someone inside that I can’t make out. The car stops and he alights from its interior, all long legs and masculine beauty. He shuts the door, walks to the driver’s side window, has a short discussion with his driver, and moves toward me. He is putting his coat on while he walks, inserting his arms into the leather jacket I saw him holding earlier in the week. I stand on the sidewalk, waiting despite my misgivings. He joins me, moving close, and we begin to walk in unison. 
 
   “There’s actually every reason for us to be talking”, he says with a smile. “Once I saw your lingerie designs I knew you were a perfect fit for our purveyor list. Look, Anna admits your involvement. If she won’t brand the line with your name, I have two options. Either I hire you away from her and fund your line myself, or she agrees to have you design under her label, and acquiesces to all the hoopla that goes with it. She’s not going to like it. But I know a success when I see it.”  
 
   I keep walking, dumbfounded. 
 
   We’re getting close to the subway station, and I can see the lower staircase to the platform ahead. 
 
   I stop, bringing Lucas to heel, and speak to him frankly. Every word is true, and I look in his eyes while I’m talking. 
 
   “Look. I think you need to know something. I talked Anna into that line, and she took a huge chance on me. It doesn’t work for me that you’d strong-arm her into a future agreement based on anything I designed. If she says no, it’s her decision. I think she’s a really wonderful designer. I’ve learned a huge amount under her. If you put her in an uncomfortable situation, I won’t work for either of you. And I’ll change employers, or change industries, before I let you marginalize her. End of story.” 
 
   I head straight for the stairs, and away from Lucas Sutton. 
 
   His long legs make him faster than me. 
 
   “Stop.” he says, and I do. “Don’t go down to the subway. Let me take you home; I’ll be happier if I know you’re safe. And we can discuss this further tonight or tomorrow; I could care less.”  He skips a beat. “Please, Sadie. Please. I want to discuss this rationally.”
 
   I pause, suddenly realizing how tired I am. “You’ll take me home and we can discuss this issue later? Seriously?” I wonder how that’s possible. 
 
   “Yes, I promise. No more for tonight.” 
 
   I breathe a long sigh. “Okay. Then let’s get going. I just realized how tired I am.” 
 
   Lucas signals his limo driver (how, I’m not sure) and his car waits for us at the top of the subway entrance. Gentlemanly, he opens the back door and I slide in first, across the wide bench seat. Lucas slips in after me and closes the door with finality. He moves across the seat and is closer to me than I anticipated. His long thigh touches mine. I’m inordinately close to the opposite door, and I’m trying to keep my equilibrium, being in such close proximity to a Greek God. I’ve never felt so self-conscious.  
 
   He takes my hand in his, and pulls me toward him. “You’re freezing” he says with concern. He rubs my fingers between his until there’s feeling in both my hands, and I’m watching his face closely. “We have to discuss your perception of me, Miss Graves” he says earnestly. “I know my personal habits look a little loose to you”, he says without looking at me. He swings his deep eyes to me now, and waits a few beats before he speaks again. “I can assure you that my intentions toward you are honorable. And I don’t play around.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I look dubious, because he frowns at me in response. 
 
   “Tell me your address”, he insists, and I peel it off quickly so he can tell his limo driver where to go. He repeats it back into the limo’s intercom system, and then raises the privacy screen between the driver and the two of us. 
 
   “Now, for my real question. I called Teddy earlier. He says you haven’t had a boyfriend since he’s known you. Is that true?”
 
   “Why would you dig into my private business?” I’m shocked that anyone would ask me such a personal question. And embarrassed that Teddy would out me so completely. Couldn’t he have been more flattering? While Lucas Sutton has been banging every blonde in New York County, I’ve been alone. Yep. Not dating. He accepts this as truth, and I look out the window, trying to think how I can possibly correct his assumptions. But of course I can’t.  
 
   “If you’re going to be associated with my company, your personal life is every bit my business. Wild reputations are hard to erase” he says kindly.  He looks at me now with a hard-to-discern expression. I open my mouth to speak, dreading what comes out. “I’ll admit; I’ve been focused on work and my career. I haven’t dated much. And the last year’s work – the lingerie line, the couture – it’s been overwhelming. I haven’t had much time for socializing.” I keep my eyes down, hoping he won’t make fun of my lack of experience. 
 
   He doesn’t. 
 
   “Sadie, your work is lovely. Your ideas are unique. Tell me about the lingerie line?”
 
   I relax, and do. There are four bra designs: a back hook, a front hook, a halter style and a demi bra. Panties are mostly small – bikinis, thongs, and one boy short that has sold fairly well.  I designed a corset, two different garter belts, and three teddies. Anna let me choose all the fabric, the stays, the lace and the underpinnings. I explain the choices, the options, and why I opted for certain selections over others. He listens without interrupting.
 
   The whole idea was an experiment, but the customers were thrilled. Past thrilled; jubilant, even. The first person to buy one of everything was a starlet going through a public and painful divorce. The paparazzi waited on our doorstep until her fit session was over. She came out, wagged our bags in their camera viewfinders, and hopped in her limo. Within minutes reporters were digging through our lingerie cabinets, their eyes wide with excitement. Four articles were out within minutes, bragging on the sexiness of our line. Anna laughed nonstop until the next day. And of course I was proud, though I couldn’t say anything publicly about my involvement in the lingerie line. As far as the media was concerned, Anna invented the whole thing.  
 
   I describe that day to Lucas, and he listens silently. He still has my hand in his. By now, it’s warm next to his skin. He skims his thumb over my palm, his nail rubbing smartly against my lifelines. It feels amazingly personal. Too close for comfort. And so I draw my hand back, away from his grasp. 
 
   He allows me my freedom, but presses his body in closer. “Thank you, that’s exactly the type of story I had hoped to hear. And now, I have one for you.” He shifts his body slightly, and sweeps his arm out to bring me closer to him in the confines of the limo. He pulls me immediately next to him, close enough to smell his scent, to feel his hard leg and waist muscles, to know our hips are touching.  He looks into my face. 
 
   “I’ve been looking for something to catch my imagination for quite some time, Miss Graves. I apologize that you’ve seen me with different ladies; I know I look ridiculous. You may think that’s how I operate. I assure you it’s not. But the minute I saw you, I had to know more about you. I’m drawn to you. I want to protect you; to know you better. And I’m really interested in your art.”
 
   He takes a deep breath, and he’s about to say something when we reach my apartment building. The limo pulls to a stop, and his driver comes over the intercom to announce our arrival. He rolls his eyes. Our time is over. 
 
   “Well, I appreciate your interest” I say noncommittally. I’m trying to bear in mind; this is a guy who bought another woman a piece of my lingerie. On Tuesday.  I gather my belongings, and shift toward the door. Lucas makes a small sound, grabs me by the waist and pulls me back toward him. He positions my chin so my face is on level with his. He moves in close. So close. I can feel his breath. You know I have to ask. I can’t kiss some man-whore. I just can’t. 
 
   “Can I ask you something, Lucas?” I look down, away from his brown eyes. “What did Violet think about the item you bought her?” He pauses, imperceptibly. “I bought Violet something?” he says softly. 
 
   “Yes, my lingerie, I think?” I raise my eyes toward his. He barks out a laugh, and reaches into his coat. “You mean this”; he passes me the small bag with ‘Rosenstein’ blazed across the front.
 
   “I’m not sure what’s in it, but yes. You haven’t given it to her?” He is within inches of my mouth now. “No, Sadie. Baby…it’s in your size. I had to ask Anna privately what you wore.” 
 
   He moves forward, letting his lips touch mine. I pull back, surprised, and gasp. He takes the opportunity to open my lips and move his tongue inside my mouth. 
 
   Jesus. 
 
   He moans, and begins to stroke my tongue with his own. It’s soft, exploring, and tentative. His full lips are so sensual. They’re softer than mine. I melt to him, licking back into his mouth with curiosity.  He pulls me from his side onto his lap, pushing my skirt up and my legs on either side of his. I put my arms around his neck, and kiss him with a solemnity that comes from knowing I’m never doing this again. 
 
   He’ll never know this is my first kiss. Never. 
 
   Pinkie swear. 
 
   I meet his questing tongue with my own, matching his sweet caresses. He tastes delicious, like mint.
 
   Between my legs, I can feel him. He’s aroused, and growing in size. His hips flex up to meet my body, and he makes a noise that’s somewhere between a prayer and a demand. His eyes are closed. I pull back away from him so I can remember what he looks like later. Dear God, he’s so lovely. He bought me underwear. Lord, have mercy. What in the hell? 
 
   His eyes pop open, his lips parted with desire. He has his hands on my hips, and then he’s rubbing all over me, hands sliding over the angora of my sweater, down my sides and to my thighs. His eyes go from my face to my breasts and back again, torn between the two. He settles his hands back lower, and begins to move me over him, grinding my crotch into his. I feel his cock against the seam of my tights, and already I’m wet. He rubs between my legs, through my tights. He rolls two fingers over the bud of my sex, letting me know he’s prepared to please me. I groan involuntarily. 
 
   He pulls me closer, licking into my mouth again without stopping. He raises one hand to my left breast, slips it inside my sweater, and finds my nipple with his fingers. He squeezes gently, making a low sound in his throat. Then he pushes that side of my sweater back, pushes my bra cup out of the way, and takes me in his mouth. He sucks, and moans. 
 
   Oh. He wants me. I feel it in every way. 
 
   And that’s when I have a panic attack. 
 
   




 
   My heart lurches and I feel my windpipe close. I have to get out of the limo immediately. I pull back away from Lucas, awkwardly trying to extricate myself from his arms. He looks dumbfounded. I’m already having trouble inhaling and I start to wheeze painfully, one hand held to my chest. I feel for the door mechanism and pull it open, almost falling from the limo onto the sidewalk in my haste. I grab my stuff clumsily, aware that my zipcard is attached to the outside of my handbag. Without saying a word, I dash from the limo doors to my building’s entrance, slide the card and buzz myself in.
 
   Within seconds, I’m inside, where I go into full panic mode. I can’t inhale. Once I’m past the vestibule, I drop to the smooth floor near the elevators, unable to help myself. The tiles are cool. I try to relax, willing myself to control my breathing. I lay there, out of sight of the front door, for about fifteen minutes – hoping I can manage my emotions.  Eventually, I’m able to sit back up; even to go upstairs. I rise, trembling, and push the lift button to the third floor. 
 
   I wonder how long the limo sat there. Not that it matters. 
 
   Shit. And people wonder why I don’t date. 
 
   Later, after midnight, I check my phone. There’s one lone text. 
 
   SADIE, I’M SO SORRY. I LOST CONTROL. IT WON’T HAPPEN AGAIN.  LUCAS 
 
   A solitary tear slips down my face. Of course it won’t, I think. I realize the bag with the underwear is still on the limo’s bench seat. It will fit some other girl, I’m sure. The thought makes my chest hurt. 
 
   I go to my room, shut the door and pretend I don’t hear Jenny when she gets home. And for the first time in a long time; I cry myself to sleep. 
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   My cell phone chirps early in the morning. It’s an email from Lucas. 
 
    
 
   Sadie:
 
   I’m coming by Anna’s store today to take you to lunch. Please, be there. 
 
   Lucas Sutton, 
 
   CEO 
 
   Sutton Shield, Art and Property Division
 
    
 
    
 
   I respond. 
 
    
 
   Lucas: I’ll be working. Do you want to talk to me about Peter Emery? 
 
   Sadie Graves, Designer 
 
   Anna Rosenstein LTD, International 
 
    
 
   I get ready for work and head for the subway line, my coat and scarf making the bitter cold less noticeable. When I enter the train, I feel my phone vibrate. 
 
    
 
   Sadie: What do you mean by that comment? I was unaware that you knew Peter. How, exactly, do you know him? 
 
   Lucas Sutton, 
 
   CEO 
 
   Sutton Shield, Art and Property Division
 
    
 
   Aha. Interesting. I don’t respond immediately. I have to assume that Lucas thinks I have met Peter through his, um, extracurricular contacts. I’m suddenly irritated that he doubts me. Extremely irritated. 
 
    
 
   I wait until nine-thirty to respond. By then, I see I have a missed call from Lucas. 
 
    
 
   Lucas:
 
   I met Peter last night. He dropped by the shop to ask me for a favor. 
 
   I thought you might be interested in, or perhaps behind, his request. 
 
   Sadie Graves, Designer 
 
   Anna Rosenstein LTD, International 
 
    
 
   My phone rings. It’s Lucas. Again. 
 
   I pick up. “Hello?”
 
   “Sadie, listen to me. I love Peter like a brother, but I want you to stay away from him. He runs with a crowd that’s way too fast for you. Hell, they’re too fast for me. Do you understand? You are to stay away from Peter. And, from Violet.” He pauses to take a breath. 
 
   “Lucas, I’m having dinner with Peter next week. It’s work related. Please, don’t tell me what to do or who to see. You don’t have that much leverage in my life.” 
 
   He’s silent for a minute; so quiet that I pull the phone away from my ear to be sure he’s still there.   But he is. He’s just at a loss for words, so used to ordering people around. He sighs. “Listen, I’ll be there shortly. We can discuss this later. I simply know my friend and his proclivities. I’d like to keep you far away from that.” I make an “uh-huh” sound. “Is that all you wanted to talk to me about?” I ask. 
 
   He makes an irritated sound in his throat. “No. But we can discuss the rest in person.” 
 
   He hangs up without saying goodbye. In my opinion, that’s the height of narcissism. I really, really hate people who do that. 
 
   I sit there staring at my phone for a few seconds, and decide that when Lucas Sutton drops by today…I’ll be long gone. 
 
   Lesson number one: never treat a red-headed girl with anything but respect, buster. 
 
   Lesson number two? 
 
   Easy. 
 
   See lesson number one. 
 
   




 
   Around noon I tell Anna I’m stepping out to run a few errands. She waves distractedly at me, and tells me she’ll see me when I get back. Her eyes never leave what she’s working on. That’s so Anna. I love how engrossed she can get in a project. Her cheaters are on the tip of her nose, and a shaft of light bounces a multi-colored prism from them – red, purple, violet and pink. She’s bathed in light. I memorize the way she looks, leaned over her drawing table, and grab my coat and scarf.  
 
   I walk up and away from the atelier, and wander around Midtown East. I decide to eat something, and walk until I see the Pret a Manger at Lexington and 47th Street. I walk inside and order a chicken and avocado salad, and a tea. I eye the desserts, but abstain. My phone starts to buzz at 12:38PM. Guess who? It’s Mister Social Calendar. He seems upset that I’m not waiting for him with baited breath at the studio. All the other women he knows, I’m sure, would be. That makes me jut my chin out with irritation. I ignore my phone, finish my salad, and walk a few streets over to the Body Shop to get some moisturizer. I struggle with dry skin in the winter, and applying this stuff makes my whole body relax. I pick up a flat round container of Aloe Body Butter and head back toward work. 
 
   I’m almost to Madison Avenue when I see him. He’s getting into a town car with the blonde I saw him with at dinner last night. That’s right – Lucas Sutton, with a gorgeous blonde. Shocking, I laugh to myself.  They’re on the same side of the street as me, about one block up. I keep walking. They’ll be so engrossed in each other he’ll never notice me when they pass. 
 
   I get about 50 yards ahead when the town car comes barreling up to the sidewalk, and stops next to me. Taxis and other cars immediately start to honk. Lucas rolls down the window. His face is a mask, but his voice is dripping with contempt. 
 
   “I came by to see you, Sadie Graves. And I’m pissed now, because you deliberately left to avoid seeing me. Tell me you didn't.” His eyes narrow. 
 
   “You’re very astute for a mogul, Mister Sutton” I say acidly. “Luckily you have lots of other interests to keep you busy on this beautiful Friday.” I incline my head toward the interior of the car, where his companion is seated. I walk quickly away, angry that he can make me this mad, without even really trying. He’s just doing his thing. I wish now, desperately, that I had never laid eyes on his face. I keep walking quickly, my face flushed. 
 
   I’m shocked when he grabs my arm and pivots me toward him. He got out of the car soundlessly, and fast. His hand grips my elbow with a fiery hold. I look back and the rear passenger door of the vehicle is still open. It’s idling. Lucas pulls me very close to him and whispers, “You can’t hide from me, Sadie. Stop running. I want you, and I know you want me. Just…stop it.” 
 
   “You’re probably the most egotistical man I’ve ever met, Lucas. If you want something to do with Anna’s business, go for it. But leave me alone. We have nothing in common, and I don’t want your lifestyle, or your personal life, to blow back on me. I mean it.” I shrug out of his hold and walk away. 
 
   He stands on the sidewalk, behind me, until I turn the corner to cut over to 5th Avenue. He crosses his arms over his chest. He looks mad, and resigned, and maybe something else. I’m not sure about the something else.  
 
   I only know because I looked back. 
 
   Once. 
 
   But that was all. 
 
   I work the rest of the day, pick up pan of lasagna and a big jug of red wine on the way back to my apartment, and hang out with Jenny for the night. I help her unpack and wash her clothes, even ironing a few of her favorite pieces. She needs an alteration on one thing, and I turn on my sewing machine and whip it out. She’s tired. 
 
   I feel confused, fatigued and sad, so we’re good company. 
 
   I wonder if I had stayed, would I have had a romantic lunch with Lucas? Would he have kissed me again? Would he have held me close? Held my hand? 
 
   Is hand-holding what I’m after? Really? 
 
   Sometimes I wonder about myself. I have a hot guy who obviously just wants to have sex with me – no strings attached – and he’s beautiful and distant enough to be worth considering. And I go and blow it by getting mad because he’s controlling. And egotistical. And a smart-ass. 
 
   And…
 
   Yeah. Good going, Sadie. Bullet dodged, babe. Bullet dodged. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464359]Chapter Nine
 
   “Already In”
 
   Jon McLaughlin, Indiana 




 
   I wake up early on Saturday and resolve that today is going to be Jenny’s day. I pull on yoga pants, a fleece jacket, fleece gloves and a scarf and head down to the corner bodega to see Mr. Alvarez. He’s almost adopted Jenny and me since we moved here three years ago. Within months, he started to carry our favorite brands, so we could avoid other stores. When we began to bring him baked goods and plates of savory food, he became even more accommodating. This morning, he sells me a package of nitrate-free bacon, some sour cream, four quarters of salted butter, a carton of eggs, and some whole-grain bread. I grab a copy of the New York Times and head back to the apartment, after a big hug from Mr. A. He’s like another father. I’m so happy he’s nearby. 
 
   I halt on the sidewalk when I realize there’s a limo outside the building. It looks familiar.
 
   Ooh. It is familiar. My heart does a somersault inside my chest. 
 
   Its eight fifteen, and Lucas opens the rear door and gets out, looking bemused. He’s wearing workout pants, running shoes, a t-shirt and a zip-front jacket. He looks good. Really good. I realize my hair is wildly curly and I don’t have on one scrap of make-up. There’s no artifice to fall back on. I slow up, and approach him with caution, my hands full of grocery bags. 
 
   “Good morning Miss Graves”, he says formally, with a small smile on his face. “I was hoping you could have breakfast today, since our last few conversations were cut short – or didn’t happen. I was just about to call you.” 
 
   “Um, no, Mr. Sutton. I can’t have breakfast out today, because I’m making something for my roommate, Miss Whitson. You’re welcome to join us, but only after I’ve let her know that you’ll be present, if you don’t mind? She’s been travelling, and I don’t want to railroad her into company if she’d rather just unwind.” 
 
   He smiles, and nods his head. “Do you need help with your bags?” 
 
   I decline, and ask him how he’d like for me to let him know what her decision is. “Text me”, he says. I agree, and head inside with my groceries.  I’m not sure what to think about this development. 
 
    
 
   Jenny squeals with excitement and insists that I invite Lucas Sutton inside. The apartment is (as usual) sparkling clean, and we have enough food for a hearty breakfast for everybody, even the neighbors. She lights the fireplace and squints at me, alarmed. “CALL HIM, now!! What is wrong with you, Sadie! You are completely daft!” 
 
   I text him to ring the buzzer, and he does within a minute or so. He knocks, and I move to let him in. Jenny is in the kitchen, breaking eggs, and she stills when she sees him come through the front door. Lucas Sutton can’t escape from his own face. She says nothing, but I see a slight frown cross her forehead. She’s immediately worried for my future. Can I possibly survive a man this pretty? I feel certain that he’s only interested in me for my designs, but Jenny reads romance into every situation.   
 
   She comes out of the galley kitchen to meet Lucas, and he asks her all about her job with Michael Kors. He sprawls on our sofa, looking like a model himself, in rapt attention to Jenny’s explanations and funny stories. Within minutes, he admits his company had an opportunity to rep her boss years ago, and they failed to recognize his appeal. “Ha! What a blast that you should admit that, Mr. Sutton”, she laughs. “He’s still mad as hell about it; did you know? We make a lot of corporate decisions based on whether or not Sutton Shield would move on an idea or not. If he thinks you’re too weak on something, he goes for it!” Her eyes light up. “I’m glad I’m finally meeting the nemesis of Mr. Kors. But I do hope your intentions with my roommate are honorable? She’s a true talent, Mr. Sutton. Not just a flunky to another designer.” Jenny smiles, warmly. He returns the smile. “No, Jenny, I freely admit the situation with Michael could have gone better. My father was determined to come out on top on that one, and he made a major mistake. We lost tremendously as a company, because of a silly pissing match over royalties. Mr. Kors deserved more, he knew it, and my father denied him. It was, at best, a learning experience for my dad.” 
 
   Jenny’s face softens. “I’m sorry it happened. Artists are so emotional over their work. I can see how misunderstandings might make repping different clients a challenge.”  
 
   “It’s true. I think people discount the importance of talent and artistry, Jenny. The day I met Sadie; the model I was escorting insulted her. She had no idea that the person pinning her gown also designed a line of exquisite lingerie. Our company is fighting that sort of ignorance, by recruiting amazing talent.” 
 
   He keeps silent on his intentions toward me, a fact not lost on either of us. 
 
   I watch Lucas and Jenny now; they appear to be equals, despite his advanced age. In their workout clothes, they discuss other designers, recent events and the outcome of Fashion Week for different ateliers. I cook breakfast, and listen quietly while they talk. When everything is ready, I bring it to the table, home-style. 
 
   I’ve heated plates in the oven. Lucas and Jenny spoon warm eggs, cheese grits, crispy bacon and browned toast onto their dishes. There’s soft butter, honey and jelly to accompany the meal. I pour coffee, juice and tea into carafes, and leave them on the table. While they talk, I make my own plate, and eat in silence. I like their conversation, and not being part of it gives me a sense of calm I don’t normally feel with Lucas. I realize a few things about him, now. He’s smart. Really smart. Not just about appearances or concepts, but about people and their passions. He carries on a great conversation and has deft, realistic opinions. He’s humble. I never would have thought that. And, his face is probably his enemy. I see that now, because his opinions might not carry as much weight because of his beauty. Like a woman! I laugh inwardly at the thought. 
 
   They both pause in conversation and look at me. “Sadie!” Jenny says, “I feel terrible. Here we are, prattling away, and you’ve made this fabulous meal.” 
 
   “I loved doing it, Jenny. I really missed you this week. Even Mr. Alvarez missed you!”  I laugh. She does too. “Mr. Alvarez owns the bodega on the corner, Mr. Sutton. He loves Sadie and me.” Lucas replies, wiping some honey from the side of his mouth, “Who can blame him?” We all chuckle, and I rise to put away breakfast. Lucas laughs at my retreating back, “And Sadie can really cook. This day has been a revelation already!”
 
   When all the dishes are in the dishwasher and Jenny is ready to take a shower, Lucas asks if I will speak with him privately. There’s really no place besides my room for that, but I offer tentatively. I know that he will not approach me sexually again – those moments in the limo were simply a mistake. He nods his head. And so he says goodbye to Jenny and follows me into my room, to talk about something obviously important to him. 
 
   



Chapter Ten
 
   You Do Something to Me”
 
   Paul Weller, Stanley Road
 
   




 
   My bedroom is painted the color of the western Caribbean. It’s turquoise on one day, and teal the next. The paint has a magical quality.  It’s a medium-sized room, with a large walk-in closet - one of the reasons we chose this apartment. Both bedrooms have tremendous storage. My bed has a huge brightly-colored bird painting I did as a project in design school over it. It’s mounded with pillows. The headboard is a door from an African cupboard, featuring carvings of women carrying water and working in the fields. I fell in love with it, because it reminded me how far women have come. There’s soft lighting scattered around and a reading lamp over my side of the bed – the left side. 
 
   There aren’t any chairs, and so we sit on the mattress.  
 
   Lucas clears his throat. “Um, listen, Sadie. I behaved badly yesterday. In fact, I’ve behaved badly since the minute I met you. I’d like to start out with asking for your forgiveness?” 
 
   I sit quietly. I have a flashback for just one second of his tongue stroking mine and his hands on me, and my belly flips over lazily. Oy. I have to forget that. I’d better start now. 
 
   “It’s okay, Lucas. I’m sorry, too. I know you’re not interested in me like that. I forgive you. Now, what do you want to talk to me about?” 
 
   He gets a funny look on his face, but then shifts in a millisecond to looking controlled. And so he begins. “It’s about your line. I know you gave your designs to Anna, and at this point she owns them. I’m going to offer to rep them next week. But I’m only offering if she gives you creative listing, and control of future artistic choices. If she won’t, I’m going to offer you a different position, like we talked about on Thursday night, with my company. I just want you to understand one thing. I believe in your talent, and I trust that you have what it takes to be a household name. That’s what I wanted to discuss with you. Do you understand?”
 
   I’m not sure I do. I thought we already talked about this. 
 
   “Are you saying you’re going to promote the lingerie line, but only if Anna recognizes me as the designer? Lucas! She’ll be livid. Her reputation is her most important asset. I don’t want to belittle her like that. She’s given me a chance, given me everything. You can’t seriously think I would betray her?” 
 
   His eyes narrow. “Sadie, listen to me. My job is recognizing and selling talent. And you are a rare find. Let me handle the details, and trust me. I need you to trust me. Say you do?”
 
   I pause. Trust isn’t my favorite currency. 
 
   “Lucas, I’ve known you for five minutes. I’ve known Anna for years. I can’t be sure I can do what you’re asking of me. You’re suggesting she defer to me, and that won’t do. I mean it.” I’m scowling without realizing it. 
 
   He sits quietly for a few moments. 
 
   “I’ll work out the details, Sadie. With you present, preferably, but I can do it without you there too. She’ll get a sweetheart deal, and you’ll get your chance. But in the meantime, I need something else.” I look at him, all pale face and bed head. It’s hard to have leverage with a man when you can’t even hide behind lip gloss. I feel unprotected. 
 
   He inches closer to me. “I need you to kiss me again. Need it. Seriously.” His face is grave. He is now so close I can smell his hair, his skin. My heart picks up, tripping a beat. My stomach rolls, and my mouth goes dry. 
 
   “I know you think the other night was a fluke, but I feel differently.” He leans over, and puts his soft lips against mine. Oh Jesus. When he pushes back slightly, I breathe in and my mouth opens; he takes the advantage to French kiss me. We’re right back where we were before, except this time we’re in the confines of my own room.
 
    I feel safe. 
 
   He leans into me and lays me back onto the bed, hands softly brushing my arms and back. He’s licking my tongue with his, sighing audibly. Desire blooms between my legs, and I moan and kiss him back. 
 
   He takes his time. He has my jacket unzipped in minutes, and pulls my camisole down to expose my breasts. He pauses, stopping all motion, and looks into my eyes. “Jesus, fuck. You’re so beautiful, Sadie. From the minute you came out of your office; I can’t get you out of my mind. Your breasts – Christ. They’re perfect. I want to kiss them; want to please you. Let me touch you? I don’t want you to run away again.” 
 
   I nod, unable to speak. I know he’ll probably have me once and move on. I’ve waited long enough. All this time, I’ve never let anyone get close to me. I decide to just let go. It won’t last, and I mentally prepare myself for the worst. But the good news is…the worst won’t happen today.  I exhale, and pull my jacket and camisole off over my head. 
 
   He stills, and then smiles at me. Crap. He’s the most beautiful man on the planet. Lucas lowers his face to my left breast, pulling my nipple into his mouth. He traps it between his lower and upper lip, and tugs it with teeth and tongue. My back lifts off the bed in response. His eyebrows go up, acknowledging something that’s pleased me. He moves to my right breast, then returns to kiss me deeply. “Hmmm. Sadie. I want you. Are you going to make me wait?” 
 
    I sigh. “No, Lucas. Just be gentle, okay?” I look down when I ask, so afraid he’ll ask me questions or stop. Am I really going through with this? 
 
   “Oh, baby. I promise. I can tell you’re shy. I can’t tell you how much that turns me on. Are you on birth control?” I nod. I’m on the pill that lets you have four periods a year. Oh, the miracles of modern science. 
 
   He sits me up, removes my shoes and socks, and then my yoga pants and underwear. I’m naked. I haven’t had a shower. My hair is everywhere. Then he takes his own clothes off, except for his underwear. I pause to look at him. He’s smooth all over – there’s not any hair on his chest. His muscles ripple. There’s a path of dark hair from his navel trailing into his briefs. He has a cut line between his abdomen and his groin…he’s literally mouthwatering. He lays me back on the bed, gently, and moves his face between my legs. He rubs his nose between them and breathes in deeply. “Sadie, you smell delicious. I can’t wait to taste you.” 
 
   He drags himself back up my body, and my breath catches in my throat in anticipation of his touch. He touches my face, my neck, and kisses me. He plants a trail of kisses to my breasts, and then sticks out his tongue to rub it over one nipple. I watch his eyes literally roll back in his head as it disappears deep into his mouth. His erection is raging against my leg, peeking over the top of his underwear. I thought he was well-endowed, but I wasn’t expecting this. I’m nervous for just a minute, but then I breathe deeply and look back at his face.  
 
   Meeting my eyes, he kisses his way down my belly, licking my navel and rubbing his chin over my pubic mound. He stops to look carefully at my sex. His expression gets soft. My inner lips are like butterfly wings, exposed outside of the outer ones. They’re wet with desire. He pushes my legs apart and strokes them with his tongue, now making serious sounds of pleasure.  He moves his cock rhythmically against my bed covers, almost involuntarily. He tongues my clit, slides one long finger against my opening and slips it inside. Within seconds, I have a powerful, shuddering orgasm. I don’t make much noise, but my body is wracked with tremors. 
 
   Lucas looks at my face, wonder and lust on his. He moves up to kiss me, and I taste the tang of myself on his tongue. He shucks his underwear, positions himself between my legs and rises up on his hands, preparing to enter me. His skin is like velvet, but he’s one lean mass of muscle. I’m soaking wet, drenched with slipperiness. He bends down to my ear, whispers my name, and starts working his thick cock deep into me. The first full, intense stroke makes my eyes open wide. I feel something pinch inside me, and there’s a sharp pain for an instant. His eyes open wide, too. “Fuck, Sadie. You’re so tight. Jesus, you’re wet.” We look at each other for just a moment without moving, and then his eyes close with pleasure. He starts to push in me, now, with something close to mindlessness. He has both hands on my hips, and his fingers dig into my flesh. His lips go back to my nipples, when he isn’t focused on his own ride. His mouth forms an “ahh”. I watch him start to peak, his orgasm close, but he chases it, slowing down. He twists his hips, stroking places inside me that haven’t been exposed to friction.  Time stretches out. I feel myself start to build. He senses my change in breath and picks up speed, suddenly watching me closely as I tense up. “I want to come with you, Sadie.” 
 
   “Come, baby.” With those words I blow apart, and he does too. He shudders and moans, his hips quaking with release. He exhales sharply. And we both still, naked and wrapped up in each other. 
 
   Embarrassingly, I fall asleep for a few minutes. Maybe longer. When I wake up I realize Lucas is awake too. There’s something wrong. I raise my eyes to his and he looks angry. I rake my eyes down him; the whole beautiful expanse. And then I see why he’s upset. There’s blood, quite a lot of blood, on both the bed coverlet and him. It’s bright red.  I sit there quietly for several beats, embarrassed. 
 
   He opens his mouth to speak and then snaps it shut again, at a loss for words. Okay then. Finally, he heaves a giant sigh and moves closer into me, hugging his body against mine. “Sadie. Why didn’t you tell me? I could have been gentler. Or at least more prepared?” 
 
   I laugh softly, trying to manage my feelings. “I wasn’t really thinking about it, Lucas. I hope I haven’t offended you. I just haven’t let anyone close to me for a long time, and I keep my private life close to the vest. Don’t think I have unreasonable expectations of you. I know that this is a one-time event, and that’s okay; really.” I turn my face away, not wanting to put undue pressure on him. Yeah, and the thought of not seeing him again makes me queasy. 
 
   He moves, putting one arm around my shoulders. He grabs my hand, and places it between his legs. I can feel the stickiness of my blood there, along with fluids and semen. Lucas forces me to look at him, deep in his eyes. “As far as I’m concerned, Sadie, you’re bonded to me now. You’re mine. I love that no other man has touched you. I cherish it. I’d like to end all my other entanglements, if you’ll say you’re mine.” 
 
   I blink, surprised at his candor. “I’m not sure. We may not have enough in common, Lucas. You come from such a different world. I’m not sure I have the skills to navigate it.” He laughs cynically. “You would be a breath of fresh air in my world, Sadie. Why do you think I’m so mad for you, after three days? No one I’ve met in years has your talent or your sweetness. Why don’t we just try to make this work? I’ll do whatever it takes?” 
 
   I pause, considering his offer.  
 
   “Let’s take a shower. We can figure everything out later. I love being with you. I mean it, Lucas. I just don’t see how we can keep seeing each other long term.” Yeah, and you’re going to wake up in about five minutes and realize I’m not a model. That I’m normal. Well, mostly normal. I kiss him, reveling in the feel of his lips against mine. My brain almost feels like it’s short-circuited. Touching him has that effect on me.  
 
   I pull him to the en suite, turn on the hot water full blast, and laugh as he joins me under the stream.  I can’t keep him interested. I know it. So I love him the best way I know how, on this overcast Saturday afternoon.  We talk and laugh for a few hours, asking questions about each other’s likes and past experiences. He stays until the day goes into early dark, caressing me on the bed until his driver signals him with a text that it’s time to leave. He kisses me so hard on his way out that I almost swoon. Geez. He’s sex personified. 
 
   When he’s gone I lie on the bed, thinking about today. I’ve just had sex with the most beautiful man alive. Yep! Me. Sadie Graves. Jenny has disappeared for the evening. She’ll probably read me the riot act when I see her, and I know she probably heard some giggling or something coming from my room. How embarrassing. She knows how celibate I am. Ugh! Almost as well as I do. I wonder idly how big of a mistake I’ve made. Can I recover from this one? 
 
   Do I even want to? 
 
   I don’t even realize I’m skipping dinner. I hug my pillow, breathe in Lucas’ scent, and fall
 
   asleep.                                                                                    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

[bookmark: _Toc346464361]Chapter Eleven
 
   “She Runs Away”
 
   Duncan Sheik, Duncan Sheik
 
   




 
   I wake up at 2:00 A.M., disoriented. 
 
   Oh, yeah. I fell asleep at a weird time. It isn’t morning yet. 
 
   I realize something must have woken me, and after a couple of beats I realize my phone is on vibrate. It’s shimmying across the floor, lit up with an inbound call. Who could possibly be calling me at this hour, I wonder, my eyebrows knitting together. Lucas’ number flashes across the screen. I pick the phone up, accept the call and bring the handset to my face. “Hello?” Crap. I sound breathy. I hate that about myself. 
 
   No one responds. It takes me to the count of seven before I realize his phone has called me inadvertently. I’ve been butt dialed. Nice. And I wouldn’t have a care in the world, except I can tell from the background noise on his phone…Lucas Sutton is not alone. There’s some soft music playing. The phone must be either under something or in his jacket pocket. The sound is muffled, but I can make out the unmistakable timbre of his voice. He’s talking to a woman. I listen closely until I realize its Violet Emery. I’m not forgetting her voice anytime soon. For about one split second, I wonder if I’m being ethical by listening. But then I see a mental image of his face, telling me he ‘wants me to be his’. Well, C’mon baby. Let’s hear this.  I’m ready for him to disappoint me. And something tells me I’m going to get exactly what I expect. 
 
   I breathe softly, and the next thing I hear is Lucas telling Violet that she’s being ridiculous. She should want to model something he recommends. It will help her career. She complains. I can only hear the tone but not the words. He laughs at her attitude and then she laughs, too. She’s baiting him, flirting. He asks her if she wants more champagne. His tone doesn’t sound tired at all. He’s his competent self. He says something else, and then there’s silence. And then, a soft sound. My brain makes the connection immediately. They’re kissing. The sound is her, appreciating his kiss. Fuck. I probably made a sound like that earlier today. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. 
 
   Wasn’t I just saying the worst wouldn’t happen today? Wow. Was I ever wrong. I’m being replaced within hours of being intimate with someone; with a famous model. I feel the most crushing hurt descend on me, like being buried under tons of bricks. 
 
   I sit there, with the phone held to my ear, for another 10 seconds. There’s more audible appreciation in the background, from both of them. And then I disconnect. I sit on the bed, processing for a few minutes. My face feels hot. I feel a surge of nausea, followed by an immediate and powerful chill. My teeth are suddenly chattering. 
 
   I walk gingerly into the bathroom, take off my nightgown, and sink down on my knees by the lavatory.
 
    And then I gloriously, unceremoniously throw up. 
 
   



At 7:00 A.M., I take a hot shower. I choose a black tank top and leggings, my cowboy boots, a charcoal grey hooded tunic, and a long sweater coat for my outfit. I blow my hair dry so it hangs down around my shoulder blades to keep me warm. I apply make-up, feeling better with a little color on my face. After packing my black rolling duffel and stuffing my handbag full of all sorts of necessities; I strip my bed and leave it unmade. And at a little after eight, I head toward the subway. 
 
   I make a quick stop by Mr. Alvarez’ store, grinning at him over racks of snack crackers and potato chips. He laughs when he sees me. “Sadie! What are you doing about at this hour on a Sunday?” He comes around the counter to check me out; looking disconcerted somehow. “Mr. A, you know I’m okay. I’m taking a little trip. I’ll be back quickly. Will you look after Jenny for me?” He smiles, relieved. I must look out of sorts. He promises he will. I buy a banana and a bottle of water, hug him, and he waves me out the door. 
 
   I hit the Orange Line to Columbus Circle, and then the Red Line to 34th Street. I buy an Amtrak Ticket to D.C. at Penn Station, and I’m boarding in no time. It’s eighty-two dollars, one way. I call my dad’s cell and leave him a message that it looks like I’ll be seeing him today. 
 
   I stow my duffel in the overhead bin, and put my purse under my seat. I don’t feel like sleeping. I don’t know what I feel like anymore. I’m knocked off course, and I desperately need something to get me back to myself. There’s no better answer than my dad. 
 
   The train pulls away from the gate, and begins to speed up. 
 
   Distance. That sounds perfect. Right now I don’t care about work, or the future. I don’t even care about wasting myself on some damned playboy. I disconnect and just let my mind wander. 
 
   And then I’m gone, moving so fast the scenery is whipping past me and everything is a blur.  
 
   




 
   After about thirty minutes a guy who could easily bench-press three hundred pounds moves into the train’s cabin and elects to sit by me. His shoulders take up the entire two-seat area, but he’s compressing himself somehow so his body doesn’t touch mine. 
 
   I look at him sideways. He’s shaved his head. He has on a black suit, very well-cut, and a skinny black silk tie. His shoes are Ferragamo, if I’m not mistaken. I’m no shoe maven, but I appreciate a good pair when I see one. He settles in next to me, without making eye contact. 
 
   I scrunch myself into my seat and pull out my IPod. I’ve contentiously kept myself from being close to men for a long time. Right now, I feel like I’m in overwhelm. Being this close to a virile man (again) makes me relive yesterday. 
 
   I’m daydreaming, when my seat companion clears his throat. He reaches over, and softly touches the IPod earbuds in my hands. “Ma’am”, he says quietly, turning his face towards mine, “I work for Lucas Sutton. My name’s Calvin Eads. He’s asked me to accompany you wherever you go. I followed you today, and I know you weren’t expecting that. I don’t want to upset you, or make you feel afraid. Mr. Sutton will meet us in D.C.” 
 
   My eyes open up wide. Then they narrow. 
 
   “You have got to be kidding me. Seriously? Is this legal?” In one second, I’m so pissed off I can barely see. The same guy who can fuck or kiss any woman he likes can send a security detail after me, like I’m property. Since when can I not do as I please?  
 
   “Miss Graves, I’m here to take care of you and ensure your safety. Mr. Sutton posted me at your door on Saturday. I’m simply here to be sure you’re protected and not bothered by anyone.”
 
   Jesus. And to be sure I don’t follow your boss to his next assignation. I swallow hard. “And what if I say I don’t want to be followed?” I whisper, irritated. He pauses, dips his head, and replies. “Ma’am, Mr. Sutton is very clear to his staff. We’re to protect whomever he feels needs our services. We defend against security threats and corporate espionage, commonly. Mr. Sutton has put you on high alert, Miss Graves. I’m assigned to you ‘round the clock.”
 
   I let this sink in, wondering at Lucas’ overwhelming God complex. It’s not this guy’s fault, obviously – he’s only following orders.  I look at him, memorizing his earnest face. And then I turn away. We still have a two-hour Amtrak ride to reach our destination. I pull up the Ipod earbuds and place them in my ears. The rest of the train ride, I’m silent. 
 
   




 
   We reach Union Station without incident. When we pull to a stop, I grab my bag and head toward the exit. If Calvin’s going to keep up with me, he had better move. He looks startled, as if everyone else he’s guarded has been compliant and sweet – ready to mind. I feel anything but obedient. 
 
   I wait until the doors open and move quickly out of them when the signal sounds. I probably run over someone trying to get on the train, but what the hell. I’m a New Yorker now, right? I make the gate and head toward the outside exit, trying to beat Calvin at his own game. I don’t see him as I walk purposefully ahead of other travelers. I move past the baggage area and toward the taxi stands and DC Circulator bus line. I’m at the pickup lane when a long black limo swoops in front of me and stops on a dime. 
 
   The back window rolls down, and Lucas Sutton’s face appears. He looks at me with distinct irritation on his face. He opens the rear door, steps lithely out of the back seat, grabs my duffle out of my hand, and grips my elbow, once again, in his iron grip. He swivels me, and I’m pushed into the limo and across the bench seat ahead of him; his chest, hips and long legs behind me.  
 
   I’m livid. 
 
   Seriously livid. My face is red, I can feel it. My heart is tripping in my chest. I’m so mad I can’t even care if he’s betrayed me. What the fuck is this? Do other women actually like this behavior?  
 
   He shuts the door and picks up his cell phone for an instant. “I have it, Calvin.” He says irritably. “We’ll wait here until you’re in the limo.” 
 
   Oh. Shit. I’m going to explode. I’m an ‘it’ now. 
 
   I compose my face, looking directly at Lucas. 
 
   My eyes narrow. I scoot imperceptibly closer to him, demanding truth from him with my expression. “Lucas Sutton, you’d better answer my next two questions. Pronto.” 
 
   He clenches his jaw, angry at something I don’t understand.  “Okay, Sadie. What do you want to know?”
 
   “You called me this morning at 2:00AM from your cell. I know it was an accident. You were with Violet; I heard her voice. I know you’re seeing other people, so what gives you the freedom to have me followed?” 
 
   Lucas sits quietly for several beats. 
 
   “You’re going to have to trust me in my business dealings, Sadie.” He has a serious, unsmiling expression. “I had to attend an awards banquet last night and I’d already asked Violet to accompany me. I couldn’t renege on it. And I look out after what’s mine.”  I look at him, also unsmiling. This is the fucker you gave your virginity to, I tell myself. My blood pressure is now at stroke level. I’ve made a serious tactical error. Critical, even. This guy is with a different woman every night. I feel like weeping, which is normally what I do when I’m mad or hurt. And in this case, I’m both. “Lucas, I don’t want this. Take me to Georgetown and let me out. I’m here to see my dad.”
 
   His face is set, hard. “Ask me the second question, Sadie” Lucas says, softly. His jaw clenches and unclenches. 
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I whisper. “I don’t appreciate it. At all.” 
 
   His face gets angrier. He moves closer to me.  He closes the privacy window of the limo as it lurches forward, Calvin presumably in tow. “I have a place here in town. When Calvin called me and told me you were leaving your apartment with a packed bag, I knew it had everything to do with last night. I checked my phone logs; I knew what happened. I decided to head you off, once I knew where you were headed, and change your mind about what you thought you heard. Because I know; you jumped to conclusions about me, Sadie.” He’s pressed against me on the backseat with such force that I’m almost reclined. My breathing is shallow. 
 
   And I’m mad. I sure am. 
 
   He pushes me back, all the way, till my shoulders touch the armrest on the opposing door. “Do you really think I’d hurt you, Sadie?” Of course I do, I think. You already have. And I barely know you. I keep my face neutral. 
 
   “I told you; I’m captivated by you. Mesmerized. I want you all the time. I think about you constantly.” Lucas moves his face over my breasts, rubbing his cheeks over them. He bites softly through my tank. My nipples elongate; damnation my body is a complete traitor. Before I can push him back or away, he grabs my wrists with one hand and holds them to the right of my thighs, using his other hand to pull down my leggings. They’re around my knees in seconds, and he urges me backward - kissing my neck, pushing my sweater back to have access to my breasts, pressing me back and down with his weight. “Put your hands behind your head” he says. He pushes my clothes out of the way, so I’m naked from my breasts to my hips. 
 
   “Jesus, Sadie. Fuck.” He pulls his shirt off over his head and undoes his pants in seconds; I can see his underwear bulging through the opening of his zip and fly. He’s so serious, even I’m taken back somehow. He drops his face to my nipple, tonguing it with long strokes. I stop breathing. He drags my knees closer to the edge of the seat, pulls my boots off one at a time and rips off my leggings. He inserts one finger inside me, stroking the front wall of my sex. He watches my face for long seconds, no doubt watching the conflicting emotions traveling over it – anger, hurt, dawning realization, arousal – and then whispers in my ear. “I know you might be sore, but I want you. Now, Sadie. Turn over, and open your legs to me.” 
 
   I don’t even feel like myself. I’m taking orders from a guy who had me followed today. I feel so vulnerable. But I turn around and put my knees on the bench seat. I move without questioning anything. By now, the rest of my clothes are off. He positions himself behind me, and uses his knees to show me that mine are too close together. When he’s situated me like he wants me; my knees are three feet apart and my sex and backside are wholly exposed to him.  Lucas whispers, “Holy shit, Sadie. You are so beautiful. Like a wet dream.” His hands hold my hips, but move to caress my breasts, stomach and lower back. 
 
   Lucas groans, and slowly enters me from behind. God, it feels full. It’s different from yesterday. More intimate, almost. I feel him push into me until he’s buried inside my sex. He murmurs something obscene and starts to move in me, starting slow, but increasing in tempo. He makes noises with every thrust and his fingers grip my hips tightly. He moves out of me, and in me, faster and faster. Both of us get damp with sweat. I’m suddenly very wet, and sensitive. I cry out too. Oh God. He reaches around, and rubs one moistened forefinger circularly on my clit. He pulls my torso back, and my right nipple is between his middle and ring finger. He squeezes. 
 
   Between the wet slap of flesh, his fingers, the fullness of his cock, his slick skin against mine and the sounds of his panting and cursing: I’m lost. I come, groaning and shuddering. He cries out in triumph and does the same. He stills in me, and eases me toward him so we’re face to face. He sits back, pulls me in his lap, wraps me in his arms and kisses my lips, opening them with his tongue. He tastes me tentatively, for a man who’s just had me so completely. And then, he gives me a warm hug and softly kisses my forehead. How could someone be so angry, so hot and so sweet in the same minute? I don’t understand. 
 
   You’ve just had unprotected sex again, I chide myself. Ugh. I’m going to regret this for a long time; I know it. Plus, there are other people in this car. They probably heard the whole thing. Or saw it. Mother Mary. I scramble for my clothes, shivering, and put them on in haste. He watches me, no expression on his face. 
 
   “Lucas, let’s stop this. Take me to my father’s townhouse, and drop me there. I’ll be safe; I promise.”
 
   “I have plans, Sadie. Text your dad and tell him you’ll have to take a raincheck on seeing him today. Tell him you’re with me. We’ll make a special trip here the week of Christmas to stay several days, so you can spend plenty of time together.”  
 
   He glares at me until I do. 
 
   Something tells me; his plans are going to give me heartburn. 
 
                                                           
 
   




 
   I look out the film-covered window of the limo and wonder how I got into this situation. Let’s see: I’ve been with Lucas Sutton twice, and I’ve only known him since Tuesday. It’s Sunday, for goodness sake. I’ve never done anything so rash – or so obviously dangerous. I’m treading on shaky ground; inexperienced, shy, and hey let’s admit it, average. That’s me. I have no business being with a guy like him: rich, powerful, socially connected, desired by many women. I’m going to get clobbered emotionally, if I’m not careful. I don’t have the wherewithal to withstand his lifestyle, his demands or his…strange tendencies. Having me followed? Intercepting me at the station? That’s just weird. Isn’t it? No romance novel I’ve ever read involved stalking. No, honey, my brain reminds me…those were the true crime novels. 
 
   And even if we’ve only been intimate twice, I realize that sex with Lucas is addicting. I’m in serious trouble.  
 
   We’re driving down M street and I look at the shops, lit up during the day for Christmas. Everything looks festive and shoppers are everywhere. I feel anything but festive. I feel tired, and raw. I don’t know how to manage my feelings. I’m sexually satisfied and emotionally empty. I realize. I have feelings for Lucas, of course, but his attraction to me seems based on nothing but getting into my panties. Sitting right by him, in silence, I have the most profound sense of loneliness that I’ve ever felt. He’s got other women; that much seems true. I only have me. I’m adrift, even with this lovely man clutching my hand. I think about him, kissing Violet, and the hair on my arms stands on end. I feel slightly nauseated again. God, I’m an idiot. 
 
   He says he cares about me; wants to be with me. He doesn’t mean it. 
 
   I know he doesn’t. 
 
   I suddenly realize the scenery is blurred because my eyes are swimming with tears. And then I wonder how I’m going to be able to pretend for the rest of the time we’re together. 
 
   Everything isn’t okay. 
 
   It’s not. 
 
   And whatever is happening between us now - it’s going to be over lightning-quick. 
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   Chapter Twelve
 
   “Love To Be Loved”
 
   Peter Gabriel, So
 
    
 
    
 
   




 
   The limo pulls onto a side street near Georgetown University and glides up to a four-story brownstone. We turn into a driveway and ease into its garage, on the first floor. The huge overhead door closes and we’re in relative darkness. Lucas still has my hand in his. He smiles at me, and squeezes. “I’ve looked forward to this. Come inside.”
 
   His staff lets us exit first, and he opens the garage entrance to let both of us in. We step into the kitchen. It’s big, with cherry cabinets and granite countertops. The floors are eighteen inch tile, in a light color. There’s a huge wine rack to one side, and stainless steel appliances gleam. Lucas switches on the light, and a wild sound of running and yips comes from the right. 
 
   That’s when I see her. My namesake. 
 
   A little white and brown dog comes careening around the corner, ears flying. I see right away; she’s a Cavalier King Charles spaniel. Her mouth is open. She is overjoyed at seeing her owner. She runs straight to Lucas and leaps against his leg, begging for attention. “Sadie, baby!” he laughs. He picks her up and hugs her to him. 
 
   “Sadie Graves, meet Sadie Sutton”, he says with a laugh. The little dog is licking at his jaw and neck, so excited to see her master. She’s adorable, and I light up to see her. “Oh! What a cutie!” I say, stroking her head. “Does she like people, other than you?”
 
   “Not really – at least, not usually” he replies. He turns her toward me and she looks at me with a thoughtful gaze. I love her brown eyes and soft chocolate nose. She’s gorgeous. I pet her head and stroke her ears and shoulders, telling her she’s a pretty baby. She looks at me for a few seconds, and then tentatively licks my hand. I smile, looking right in her eyes. She opens her mouth and smiles right back at me. I know immediately why he thinks she’s special, and I laugh out loud. He laughs too, exclaiming “Well, Sadie has another convert!” 
 
   We laugh together and walk out of the kitchen, Sadie still in Lucas’ arms. 
 
   Staff has lined up in the drawing room for a meeting with Lucas. He sets the dog down sweetly, patting her when he does. 
 
   He looks at all of them, and puts one arm protectively around me. “Everyone, this is Sadie Graves – my girlfriend.” Girlfriend? Please, I think. “Sadie, this is my cook and housekeeper, Marisol; my driver, Edgar; and of course, you’ve already met Curtis. He provides security, along with a few other men.” Edgar is a huge black man, close to seven feet tall. His jacket looks too tight. Next to him, Curtis looks tough and dangerous with his shaved head and crisp suit.
 
   Marisol is about forty, with shoulder-length black hair and huge brown eyes. She’s pretty, and is wearing modest street clothes; black pants and a soft blue sweater. She smiles kindly at me. “Miss Graves, are you hungry? I have lunch prepared, if so.” I’m starving. I haven’t even thought about eating; I’ve been so absorbed by today’s activities. My stomach is growling.
 
   “I would love to eat, actually. Thank you for offering.” She leads Lucas and me back to the kitchen, to two plates and silverware laid out on the breakfast bar.  There’s a votive candle glowing between them. For some reason, I find that odd. 
 
   He looks at her wordlessly and she pours two glasses of red wine into Reidel glasses. He tells her to serve when she’s ready, and she gets two shallow bowls warm from the oven and fills them with homemade chicken and dumplings. There’s crispy cornbread, slathered in butter, on the side. She grates fresh pepper over each bowl and smiles at both of us. “Miss Graves, I’m so pleased to cook for you. Mr. Sutton rarely brings guests here. I hope you enjoy! Mr. Sutton, help yourself to seconds. I’ll be back when I’m sure you’ve left the room.” 
 
   Marisol closes a pocket door behind herself, and Lucas relaxes in his chair, sipping the wine. His dog is lounging nearby, probably hoping for someone’s leftovers. It’s peaceful in the kitchen, for a moment. I look at the clock – it’s after 1:30PM. No wonder I’m hungry. I look at him tentatively. 
 
   “Thank you for lunch. I didn't realize how hungry I was.” 
 
   He nods. “Me, too. I didn't get much sleep after Violet made a scene last night, and then I was off, after you. Let’s eat. Do you think you could take a nap afterward? I think we’d both feel better.” 
 
   I close my eyes. I’m tired. I nod. Yes, I could sleep.  
 
   He looks relieved and smiles softly, his brown eyes kind. “Good.” 
 
   We both eat a bowlful of dumplings (hand rolled – wow), with big chunks of chicken and a deep, deliciously fatty broth. The cornbread is to die for. The pepper is perfect, giving an edge to a simple, peasant meal. When I push away from the breakfast bar, my eyes are heavy. The wine has made me sleepy, on top of my hurt and upset from last night. Somehow, all that seems far away. 
 
   Lucas reaches for my hand. “Are you finished?” He stands. “I am; it was delicious. Thank you.”
 
   He envelops my hand with his and says, “Let’s go lie down.” 
 
   We take a short staircase to Lucas’ room on the third floor. There are original artworks everywhere, and a king-sized bed layered in cream linens and blankets. Ornate Persian rugs line the chocolate hardwood floors. There are bookshelves along two walls, and modern furniture is mixed with antiques. It’s lovely. Just what I would have expected from him. I wonder what his New York apartment looks like, in comparison. 
 
   He pulls me to the bed, and pushes me to sit on the edge. He deftly removes all the clothes he’s taken off me once already. I look down at myself, naked in no time under his fingers. I sigh, too tired to care anymore. 
 
   Lucas removes all of his clothes too, and gets under the covers. He reaches for me, and pulls me across the expanse of the mattress. I’m faced away from him, on my side.  He snuggles behind me, one arm over my waist and hip. He’s warm. He kisses my shoulder, hugs me to him hard, relaxes, and pulls in tight. 
 
   I feel the little dog jump onto the bed, and she lies down comfortably at its foot. She lets out a sweet little sigh of satisfaction. I smile when she does. 
 
   Within seconds, I’m asleep. 
 
   

Chapter Thirteen
 
   “Push”
 
   MatchBox Twenty, Yourself or Someone Like You
 
   




 
   I wake up to a space shrouded in early winter darkness. I’m disoriented, not sure where I am. Oh. I’m in Lucas’ room. He’s still asleep. God, he’s hot. His body is against mine, inch for inch, and his temperature is about ten degrees hotter than mine. Both of us have a slight sheen of sweat coating our skin where we’re touching. I turn to look at him, knowing I can do so without being observed. 
 
   In the glow of a bookcase light, I admire him. His face is relaxed in sleep; his hair tousled; his face otherworldly. I scrutinize his warm brown skin, eyelashes long and dusky against his cheeks. His nose is so straight. His lips are full, perfect. Everything about his face, neck and shoulders is beautiful. He’s like a living sculpture. 
 
   He stirs, and his eyes open for an instant. He groans, flexing his hips forward. His eyes roll back in his head. Oh. My sex god has arisen. Hands snake forward to grab my hips and pull me backward; into his erection. I swallow, hard – my mouth goes dry. 
 
   “Mmmm. Sadie. I dreamed about you.” He doesn’t open his eyes. 
 
   I roll over to face him. What the hell. Why can’t I enjoy myself too? “I’ll be right back.”
 
   I get out of bed, figure out where the bathroom is, use the restroom and brush my teeth with one of the toothbrushes in the holder. It’s probably Violet’s. I smile wickedly, and head back to Lucas.
 
   I drop on his side of the bed. He’s not fully awake. Oh, good. I work my way under the covers and run my hands over his frame – his arms, shoulders, pectoral muscles, flat stomach; his thighs. I bend down to kiss him, and work my fingers into his hair. He responds with a moan and pivots to give me more access to his face and chest. I kiss him softly on the lips, and he makes a soft sound of enjoyment, of comfort. 
 
   I pause. That wasn’t the sound he made with Violet. He was protesting. I realize it now. That’s’ what I heard – his protests against her mouth. Oh. That makes me want to be sweet to him. 
 
   And so, I do. 
 
   I move, kissing my way down Lucas’ body, past his ripped chest and lean stomach. I nuzzle his trail of pubic hair, moving toward his groin. He immediately wakes, sensing my direction. “Sadie”, he warns, whispering. “Be careful, baby.” 
 
   “Be grateful, baby.” I laugh.  I rub one cheek gently against his stomach, his hips. His skin is the softest thing I’ve ever felt. 
 
   I move my face between Lucas’ legs, and lick him gently. His manhood jumps in appreciation. I take the tip of his penis in my mouth and blood surges into it. He moans audibly. I make my lips soft and wrap my tongue around his throbbing crown, pushing him deep into my throat.  I pull him back out again, dragging the head of his cock against the roof of my mouth, keeping my lips slack so he can feel the friction. Sucking him back in again, I apply deep force to his head while teasing it with my tongue, never stopping the delicious contact. He tastes wonderful. I pull him in and out, back and forth, across my mouth, palate, lips and tongue: over and over. Within seconds, he’s keening inside his throat. I feel sexy, powerful. His hips lurch forward, moving in rhythm to my mouth. 
 
   He’s close to coming. I can feel it. 
 
   He stops me with one hand, and his cock leaves my mouth with a sound that’s something like a ‘pop’. He clears his throat, trying to gather his wits. “Sadie. I don’t want to come. Stop, okay?” I giggle, hug his hips and dip my mouth toward him again. He stills and grabs me forcefully. “I said, no.” 
 
   I pause, the smile leaving my face. He pushes me away from him and down onto the bed, covering my body with his own. He isn’t smiling at all, but instead looks confused – or is it angry? He positions himself over me, pushes my legs far apart and drives his rigid length deep into my body. God, he’s huge. I could never tell him how raw I am down there; he might feel guilty. Or stop doing what he’s doing. So I’m quiet, not making a sound. He moves slowly, forcefully between my legs, propping his weight on his arms. He looks at me full in the face, tension on his. Well, admittedly, a combination of pleasure and tension. He can’t hide the passion on his face, the intensity of his enjoyment. His eyes flutter open and closed with each lunge. He moves in me faster, grunting as he increases the pressure on my sex. Lucas closes his eyes, a bead of perspiration dripping off his nose and onto my breasts. He’s close to orgasm; I can see it on his beautiful face. He pounds into me for six or seven last thrusts and then his cock swells and empties into me. He gasps, eyes closed; his mouth open. Then he lowers his face to mine and rubs his cheek against my neck, my face. He’s panting, sweating. 
 
   “Sadie, baby”, he gasps. He rolls away from me, unsticking the two of us. He lies on his back, staring at the ceiling. 
 
   He pauses for a minute, ready to speak but hesitating. “Look, I know you’re innocent – but that wasn’t your first blowjob, babe. Far from it. So, someone’s taught you everything about pleasing a man with your mouth. Am I the only one you’re involved with right now? Don’t lie to me.” He looks at me, both skeptical and disappointed.  
 
   I flinch. 
 
   Oh, I get it. I’ve only been able to keep my virginity up to this point by giving head to every man I see. I clear my throat, tears close to the surface. I’m sure I have a horrified look on my face, and I have a two-second memory of Dusty Kennon, locking me in a small room at the ranch until I’ve learned how to suck his cock just right. My jaws ached afterward, to say nothing of my heart. I shudder involuntarily. I suddenly feel spent, exhausted – as if I never slept at all. The security and acceptance of our nap is long gone, replaced with mistrust and hurt. 
 
   “Lucas, you obviously know nothing about me. I’m leaving now, as soon as I’m dressed.” 
 
   I get out of bed, retrace my steps and gather my clothes. He sits up in bed, now fully aware of my upset. Cream sheets puddle around his naked hips. I take my wadded outfit into the bathroom, locking the door. 
 
   My hands are shaking. 
 
   I wash myself off, rinsing the traces of Lucas from my lower body. I brush my teeth again, splash water on my face, and get redressed. There’s a hair tie in my tunic, and I put my disheveled mane into a quick updo in an attempt to look more polished. I look at myself in the mirror. I’m paler than usual. I wish I knew where my duffle bag went, so I could put on makeup. I find a tube of lip gloss in my sweater pocket, and gratefully apply it. Anything to give me more leverage. I need to cry, need to cry with all my might.
 
   But I’m not going to. It’s after dark. I’m either headed to the train station and back to New York, or to my dad’s place. Either one of them will be a blessed relief from all this. I step out of the bathroom, prepared go toe-to-toe with Mr. Unpredictable. 
 
   He’s leaned up against the wall facing the bathroom door, dressed again. He has a closed look on his face, and he swallows with difficulty.  “Listen, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m sorry, Sadie. I hurt your feelings, and I didn't mean to. Please, forgive me?” He moves toward me. “I get confused by you; I think that’s what it is. I know you’re inexperienced, but there are things about you that aren’t …like how you touched me just now. I don’t think I’ve ever been so close to coming, so fast, in my life. You’re so unbelievably sexy to me, baby. I want you, all the time. I’m not a jealous person. And, I just got jealous. For no reason. You’re bringing out feelings in me that I don’t like, along with the ones that I do. ” 
 
   Tears push wetly out of the corners of my eyes. How can I explain to him how messed up I am? I just…can’t. If he knows, it will be the end of anything between us. Who would sign up to get involved with me? 
 
   I know the answer. No one. 
 
   



Chapter Fourteen
 
   “This Life”
 
   Mandalay, Empathy
 
   




 
   I’m about to make up an excuse for leaving when I hear a booming voice call Lucas’ name from downstairs. It’s loud, and one hundred percent male. 
 
   “Lucas Sutton! Get your ass down here!”
 
   We both pause. 
 
   He looks at me with a smile. “My dad”, he says. “I have no idea what he’s doing here. Come downstairs, Sadie. I want you to meet him, and he definitely needs to meet you.” Lucas moves closer, in my personal space. “We’ll figure all this out, baby. I want to. Really want to.” He leans in and brushes my glossed lips with his. I pull back, slightly. Oh, you can hurt me. I can’t do this and survive, I think. 
 
   I decide to go downstairs, make nice with Mr. Sutton senior, and get out of this place as quickly as possible afterward. Hopefully with both my pride and my baggage, intact. This is it. I’m done. 
 
   




 
   Bain Sutton is at the bottom of the stairs. He’s wearing a navy blue suit, and he looks expensive and in charge. Everything about him is perfect, from his gleaming shoes to his haircut. Wow. Runs in the family, I muse. Lucas precedes me down the stairs and I see his father react to my presence very subtly. He’s surprised to see a woman coming from Lucas’ private floor. I file this away mentally for future consideration. 
 
   Lucas lopes elegantly down both risers of steps, and shakes his father’s hand when he’s reached the floor below. I follow him, hesitating. Both of them look up to me as I hit the top of the last riser. I’m not sure who to look toward, so I look down - better to be sure I don’t trip and fall. I take the last ten stairs. When I look up they’re just looking away from each other, and something has passed between them. I have no idea what it means.
 
   The older man clears his throat and says, “It looks like there are introductions that need to be made.” 
 
   Lucas smiles. “Dad, this is Sadie Graves. She’s the lingerie designer I told you about on Friday, working with Anna Rosenstein. Funny enough, she’s also close with Teddy Thomas’ wife, Emma. Small world.”
 
   He inclines his head toward me. “Sadie, this is my father, Bain Sutton. He’ll be working with Anna to secure the lingerie line for Sutton Shield. I’ve told him about your designs, but not about us.”   
 
   My eyes widen. There is no us, my brain says softly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Sutton. I’ve heard Anna speak of you before.” I don’t acknowledge Lucas’ last comment. I look into Bain’s black eyes, and smile. He relaxes and takes my hand. “Lucas is impressed with your talent, Sadie. I’m glad to meet you in person. I have an appointment with Anna on Tuesday, to discuss working together. Will you be sitting in?”
 
   Oh, I doubt that. I’ll probably be fired by then. “Probably not, Mr. Sutton. I have a huge shipment to get to our sewers that day, for the ready-to-wear collection. I hope it goes well for Sutton Shield. It would really help Anna to get additional exposure. Working for her is probably the best thing I’ve ever done; she has a unique sensibility and she’s very shrewd.” I pause, but can’t seem to stop myself. “I don’t want to get caught in a tug-of-war over this lingerie line, and Anna’s success is very important to me. I trust you’ll be respectful of her?” 
 
   Bain smiles, but he looks thoughtful. “I’ll do my best, Miss Graves. Anna’s been around a long time, and her best work is…being done by you now. I can’t sugarcoat that. Nevertheless, I have plenty of carrots to get her on board with Sutton Shield.” He pauses. 
 
   “The only thing that might obscure her success is her ego – something I notice you haven’t cultivated.” He smiles. “I’m sure that quality is impressive to my son.” He looks at Lucas, raising his eyebrows. 
 
   Lucas throws his head back in a laugh. “You nailed it, Dad.” He grabs my hand, and kisses my open palm before closing it and letting go. “Are you hungry? Marisol made chicken and dumplings, and I know how much you love her cooking.”    
 
   “I’d love nothing better, but I’m having dinner with the ambassador to China tonight, to talk about imports and tariffs. It just got scheduled, or I would have invited you, son. It looks like you’re otherwise engaged, though.” He grins, moving toward Lucas. They pat each other on the back and discuss meetings scheduled for the next few days. As they move toward the front door, I hang back, letting them talk in privacy. Lucas mentions something to Bain about Violet Emery, and he shakes his head. Both of them look pensive, but Lucas has an arch expression on his face and Bain nods with acceptance. There are more quiet discussions, and then Bain stalks back to my side. I look at him; so much like his son it’s uncanny. I know exactly what Lucas will look like when he’s older. He tilts his head and looks at me with artless curiosity. “Sadie, I have the feeling we’ll meet again very soon. Be kind to my son, hmm?” He chuckles, and presses my hand with his. I look at him, confused, but he’s headed toward the exit. 
 
   Lucas walks back to me as his father closes the front door behind him. Through the window, I see two huge bodyguards walking the CEO of Sutton Shield back to his car. Geez. Is that a Bentley? I almost laugh; the thought is so over the top.  The all fold into the silver car and ease into the darkness. Lucas and I stand there for a few seconds. “So, that was your dad” I manage to blurt out. 
 
   “Yes. And he was very impressed with you”, Lucas says mildly. 
 
   “How in the world can you tell?” I ask with real interest. 
 
   “He never once looked at your chest”, Lucas smiles. 
 
   And for the first time since I’ve met him, I know with absolute certainty that Lucas Sutton is telling me the truth. 
 
   




 
   “So, you said you were leaving”, Lucas says softly. “Is that true?” 
 
   I nod. “We both have things to do tomorrow. I’ve let my father down by not keeping my word, and I’ll have to deal with that later. I’m going back to the station now. I just need my duffel and my handbag. I’ll call a taxi to take me there.” I pull out my cell, and press the button for the internet, to find a reliable taxi service. 
 
   “So you’re saying the reason you let your father down was me?” Lucas asks. 
 
   “Um, yes. You asked me to text him and put him off, saying you had plans for us. I didn’t realize at the time what your plans were, but I do now. Look, I realize you don’t have any respect for me – it’s even more apparent after this afternoon – so today is the last time I’m ever going to see you. Get me my things, and let me get back to New York.” My face is set. I’m trying to exude confidence. I hope it’s working.  
 
   “Sadie. I made you angry. Shit. I’m sorry. Please forgive me? What can I do to make this right?”
 
   “Nothing, Lucas. Stop trying to claim me. I was ruined years before I ever got to New York. Just give me my things, and let me leave. I’d hate to call 911 and say you’re holding me here”, I say with intensity. I’m bluffing, but he doesn’t need to know that. 
 
   His face falls. The last thing his family needs is negative publicity. He steps to the next room and I hear him bark out orders. Within a few seconds, Edgar brings in my bags and stands at attention. Lucas explains softly: “Edgar, Miss Graves would like to return to her apartment in New York. Please accompany her home.” 
 
   Edgar moves forward to hold my elbow, and he leads me to the door to the garage. I walk past the drawing room, the kitchen, and past little Sadie, who’s camped out at her food bowl. I stop to scratch her ears. She’s amazingly sweet. I like her. It makes me wish I had a dog.  
 
   I stand up from my crouched position, and get ready to walk through the garage entrance. Lucas is behind me, suddenly, big in the door frame. “Wait”, he says softly. “Are you saying to me that what we’ve shared doesn’t mean anything? That you can walk away right now with no second thoughts?”
 
   I pause, turning toward him. I really could care less what Edgar hears, and he’s about to get an earful. 
 
   “Lucas, in the past 24 hours you’ve taken my virginity, been out with at least one other woman, and questioned my sexual integrity. I think you were also intimate with me in front of your staff, in the car. So yes - I think I’m done here.” I turn away, but not before I see his eyes burning at me. He’s angry, and I sense he’s also feeling a slight bit guilty. Ugh. I wish I were anywhere else. I hate being me right now. 
 
   Edgar holds the door open and I slide soundlessly into the limo. He tells me they’re taking me the fastest way home possible, and shuts the door without slamming it. Available staff gets into the limo’s front seats, and we’re off. 
 
   We pull out of the brownstone’s garage, out onto the darkened street, and head off into the night. 
 
   I manage to stifle a sob, and I don’t cry. 
 
   But the minute I’m alone, I know I will. I hope I can hold back until then. 
 
   



Chapter Fifteen
 
   “Somersault”
 
   Zero 7, When It Falls
 
    
 
   




 
   Twenty minutes later, we’re at the private airport hangar of Sutton Shield. Edgar opens the limo door and waits for me to get out of the car. He propels me up the staircase into the plane, and directs me to sit in one of the comfortable saddle leather seats.  He stows my handbag and duffel, and suggests I buckle my seatbelt. I comply. We wait a few minutes, while the airplane engines get up to speed and the pilot does all his checks.
 
   Before the exterior door closes, Lucas tops the staircase. I look down, not wanting to make eye contact with him. I’m too upset, and if I meet his eyes I may crack.  
 
   He moves right past me, and into an interior room further back in the plane. There’s a leather duffel in his hand, but no sign of the little dog. He never acknowledges me, and I’m oddly glad. 
 
   We have one less reason to argue. 
 
   The aviation staff closes the door, and prepares to take off. Edgar moves to a seat behind me. The plane taxis for several minutes and lifts with ease. In a little over an hour, I’ll be back in my own town. I’m relieved somehow. Sad? Yes. Of course. I never dreamed I’d be so physically close with someone, only to have it go south with such melodrama. Hey, let’s be honest: I knew from the first minute I saw Lucas Sutton that he was seriously out of my league. He was only playing. And I’m a world-class idiot. 
 
   I think of his soft skin, stroking against mine. Oh, he’s lovely. Yes, and he’s probably got a date later tonight with some model or heiress, I think. That makes me feel even worse. I sit quietly in my seat until we land in New York. When we do, Edgar helps me with my two bags and arranges for transport to my apartment. There’s a car waiting for me almost immediately. I look around, wondering if Lucas will appear and say something. He doesn’t . It reinforces what I already know – all that talk was meaningless. He was just amusing himself with me. 
 
   I’m tired, almost to the point where I feel like I’m coming down with something.  
 
   I slide into the backseat of the town car, and Edgar instructs me that all fees have been paid for my trip home. He looks menacingly at the driver, and mentions a tip has been included as well. I laugh. “Thanks, Edgar. I really appreciate what you’ve done for me today.” He nods, and says softly, “Miss Graves, you’re the first lady Mr. Sutton has ever brought to his R Street address – besides family. It’s not my place to say anything, but he’s a really good man, miss. I hope we meet again.” 
 
   I sit there for a few seconds. “I appreciate that Edgar, mostly because I know you care for Mr. Sutton and want him to be happy. But the fact remains: I’m not the right person for him.” I pause, feeling a little teary. “Thank you for getting me home. I hope you have a wonderful Christmas.” He shuts the town car door, and I watch his face retreat; he’s resigned; almost sad-looking. 
 
   In one second, he disappears behind me. 
 
   The town car drops me in Kew Gardens, and I zip myself into my building with a combination of relief and regret. I take the elevator to the third floor, and unlock my door. 
 
   It’s 7:35PM, and I suddenly realize I’m starved. All the lights are on. 
 
   “Jenny! Are you here?” I yell, coming through the vestibule and into the living area. 
 
   She pokes her head out of her bedroom. “You are SO dead!” she laughs. “Where have you been? You scared the shit out of me. And why haven’t you answered my texts? My God, Sadie. What in the hell has gotten into you? 
 
   I could answer that question with something really perverse, but I refrain. 
 
   I smile, placate Jenny with apologies, eat something quickly and go to my room. Once inside, I open my duffel bag and put away its contents. I wash my face, brush my teeth and put on a soft nightgown. Fishing around in a drawer, I find some cotton socks and put them on, too. I feel chilled. 
 
   I go straight to my bed and put a fresh set of sheets on, and two clean blankets. I change the pillowcases. When everything is spotless and fresh, I pull the blankets back and ease between them. My eyelids are heavy. Sleep tonight is going to be dreamless – I can feel it. I figure I’ll lie down, cry a little and drift off. 
 
   And that’s when the front door buzzer rings sharply. 
 
   




 
   I pad to the video display in my sock feet, and look into the screen.
 
   Lucas is leaned to one side in the apartment building’s entry, out of the wind. He looks tired; his shoulders bowed. The duffel bag is in his left hand. He isn’t looking at the camera; his face is in profile.  
 
   I depress the intercom. “Lucas, it’s late. What do you want?” My voice sounds tinny, even to me. 
 
   He looks down, still not at the camera. “I’m tired, and I wanted to sleep beside you tonight. I can’t explain it. I know you’re mad at me, and you’re right to be. I just…” he lifts his head, looking straight into the lens “want to be with you, even if it’s only for tonight. Please, Sadie. Let me in?” 
 
   I look at him, so obviously weary. That goes for both of us. I feel like I’ve been beaten. Thanks to you, Lucas, I think. He’s obviously exhausted by me, from the looks of things. Well, the feeling is mutual. 
 
   I depress the buzzer, giving him access to upstairs. He opens the exterior door, and I wait for him to knock when he reaches my door on the third floor. 
 
   He does.
 
   I open the door tentatively. He looks at me, in my nightgown and socks, and moves inside with his bag. 
 
   “Can I get cleaned up?” he asks. 
 
   “Sure” I say, and show him again to my en suite. He goes inside. I go to the bed and plop down on it, past the point of caring anymore. I slip under the blankets, and fluff two pillows under my head. He emerges, in briefs and nothing else. I try not to look at him. If he’s really as tired as he appeared earlier, I have no worries. Lucas comes to the side of the bed opposite me, pulls back blankets, and slips between the sheets. 
 
   “Are you hungry?” I ask, in an attempt to be polite. “No, thanks. I ate on the way here. Thank you for letting me in.” He gets a knowing look on his face. Oh. He’s proud that I caved to him. Did he know that I would? 
 
   He’s close to me, but not demanding. He reaches one hand out to my shoulder. I turn, looking right into his face. “Come closer” he whispers. We both move slightly toward each other, but that concession apparently isn’t enough. He reaches out and spoons me into him. Not what I had in mind. I protest mildly, but he whispers to me, “It’s just for tonight, Sadie.” 
 
   And so, we lay quietly by each other, hips touching, in a silent truce. He falls asleep before I do. But not by much. I remind myself that this is the last time I’ll ever be against him, and I flip over to nuzzle his face and neck, knowing he won’t be aware that I have. It’s my secret. He smells wonderful. Is it possible that he’s more beautiful than he was earlier today? I cringe when I think about how he perceives me. In one vain attempt to please him, I’ve given him the key to my undoing. I have to be more careful in the future. With…whoever. I know there’s no future in this man, my gorgeous lost cause. I memorize his face in the half-light, and say a prayer that he’ll find the right person. He’ll be good to someone. I want that for him. Even when he’s being insufferable and proud. That’s ironic, isn’t it? 
 
   When I spoon back into him, I don’t dream at all. But I have the deepest, most restful sleep I’ve had in a long time.  
 
   



Chapter Sixteen
 
   “Baby I Can’t Please You”
 
   Sam Phillips, Martinis and Bikinis
 
   




 
   I wake up and look at the clock at 4:43AM, when Lucas’ movements rouse me from sleep. He’s unbuttoned my nightgown and pulled off his briefs, so both of us are naked. His soft skin is pressed against my inner thighs, pushing them apart. He’s groaning softly, hands deftly moving my legs so he can access my sex. The only true light is coming mutedly from the bathroom, but it’s enough to show his perfect form, his earnest face. I can see, even in the dim light, that his eyes are half-open. He’s looking down between my legs, and he’s using his hand to push his length inside me, slightly. His face doesn’t show any emotion, just need. He wants to fuck. Oh, he’s a fucking machine, isn’t he? 
 
   Okay then, I think. That’s all you want, anyhow. 
 
   I relax under him, knowing it’s for the last time. I try to disconnect, mentally. He enters me with a shudder, a gasp escaping his lips. He rolls his head back, eyes shut. Does he even realize he’s with me, not someone else? He sighs toward me, but doesn’t stop rocking his hips into mine. He looks down; eyes open now, watching himself slide in and out of me with excitement. He’s actually sweating. “Sadie, dear God. You. Are. So.Tight.” He punctuates each word with a thrust. He puts his hands under my knees and pulls me toward him, and then pushes my knees outward, opening the way to freely pounding my sex with his. He pauses to lean forward and slip his tongue over one puckered nipple, taking it in his mouth. 
 
   But it’s only a pause; he moves my legs down, and together. He puts his thighs on either side of mine, without breaking contact. He enters me now from above, the length of his cock sliding past my vulva, lips pressed together, back and forth across my clit. The friction feels incredible; I’m close to the edge. “Oh. Your pussy feels so good.” My heart stops. I’ve heard that phrase before. He’s sweating now, really sweating. He keeps after it, until he climaxes. He calls out my name when he does. I feel like I’m 13 again. He doesn’t care about me. 
 
   We both lie there for a few minutes afterward. 
 
   I disengage from Lucas, and go the bathroom. I turn on warm water and wash my lower body. I check to be sure I’ve take taken all my birth control pills in order - and I have. Whew. I look at my face in the mirror, so pale, so serious. I have to end this thing, before anything else happens that reminds me of…
 
   I walk out and look at Lucas, who –instead of going back to sleep – has the mental acuity to realize something just happened that had nothing to do with sex. He’s wide awake.
 
   “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” he asks. 
 
   I want to say something, but it dries up on my lips. 
 
   “What happened?” he says softly. “It’s a long story”, I say, “But it has everything to do with why you find me confusing.”  Lucas looks puzzled. “What does that mean?” 
 
   “Nevermind. Look, I don’t think we should see each other anymore. I don’t want to be with you, competing with your other - what do you call them? Entanglements? I just want to be with someone who appreciates me. Someone who just needs one…” I trail off. I’m not doing a good job at this. 
 
   “Ugh. I don’t even know what I’m saying. I don’t expect you to understand. Just, let’s stop. Now. Today.” 
 
   I pause, trying to be quiet. 
 
   He clears his throat. His eyes look worried. He’s upset, but trying to manage it. “Sadie”, his voice breaks a little. “I know I haven’t explained my feelings very well.” He takes a deep breath. “I want you, tremendously. Want to be with you every day, take you places, and show you things. I want to eat breakfast, lunch and dinner with you. I want to give you a bath at the end of every day. I want to sleep by you at night. Want you to grace my bed. I just…want you to be mine.” 
 
   A lone tear squeezes out of my left eye. “That’s not going to happen”, I say softly. “You have other relationships that can’t withstand what you’re asking of me. Do you really want to stop seeing Violet – or Gabrielle?” 
 
   He nods. I laugh, dubiously. “Then your work commitments will make our relationship impossible. Do you think Violet is going to peacefully let you go, so you can be with me? Can you eat dinner with me and then leave, with no worry, to spend the rest of the night out with four or five models, schmoozing clients? Can we be apart for weeks while you’re overseas? Could I trust you? I don’t think so, at least not now. That’s not how real life works, Lucas. You’re asking me to bend to your life, with no regard to mine.” 
 
   His eyes get wide. “You don’t think you can trust me?” He says it with just a hint of irony.  “But I’m asking you to accompany me everywhere, Sadie, as my girlfriend. You’ll move in with me, travel with me. I’ll change everything for you.” 
 
   “Lucas, I think you just like fucking me. It’s new. It’ll wear off, just like your relationship with Gabrielle. You like her, but you’re not settled down. End quote. Remember?  So you’re going to cool off, but I’ll just be heating up. I can’t take that in my life right now. I don’t have the energy.” Or the self-confidence. 
 
   “Sadie, I love fucking you. I can’t dispute that. And fucking you feels different than anything else – than any other woman. But you aren’t even giving this a chance.” he whispers.  He closes his eyes. He looks hurt. 
 
   I pull away. 
 
   “Look, let’s just part amicably. I’ll help you get your things. Come on, Lucas. Get dressed.”
 
   It’s 6:35AM when he gets into the lift, looking slightly dazed. He looks dead into my eyes. “I think you’re taking the easy way out. Sadie, look at me. Don’t you see how I feel about you? Tell me you don’t feel it, too.”
 
   “Lucas, I see that you like a woman who’s outside of your circle of friends. I’m sure there’s a reason for that. I’ll probably see you at the atelier on Tuesday, if you come with your father.” 
 
   I step back from the elevator. 
 
   The doors move to shut. “Sadie, I think I…” They close with finality. 
 
   I walk back to the apartment, every muscle protesting. 
 
   I sniffle for an hour, and then pull myself together. I have to get ready for work. The dinner with Peter’s group is tonight. I get under the showerhead, turn the water on scalding hot, and try to give myself ten reasons to go to the house of Rosenstein. They aren’t good ones, but work has never let me down. Not even one time. So I get ready, like it’s any other day. 
 
   I make up a kick-ass outfit, and an even better one for tonight, and head off into the day, a vial of eye drops in my purse. They get the red out, right?  God, I hope so. 
 
   I realize its December 10th, just two weeks until Christmas Eve. 
 
   Christmas without Lucas. The thought itself is depressing. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464367]Chapter Seventeen 
 
   “What Were We Thinking”
 
   Joss Stone, Introducing Joss Stone




 
   Work goes by quickly today. It’s weird; somehow being back with my colleagues makes me forget all the craziness of the past week. I can just compartmentalize it, lock it away for later. I stay busy helping customers, and rack up several five hundred dollar-plus sales in the lingerie gallery. Our male customers are so funny.  They want to know exactly what to call everything, and ask us with no guile whatsoever what we’d like, if we were getting lingerie. I find myself feeling much more confident, more womanly even, giving answers. 
 
   Yeah, now that you’ve had sex, my brain says. Whoo. All of what, three times?
 
    What exactly is sexy? I guess it’s different things to different people. But I heap on some realistic advice, and the customers seem relieved and grateful. I pass by a mirror and look to see if I look any different, after being had so completely by Lucas. 
 
   I don’t. But my brain is different. I know things, now. Know what it feels like to be filled up by a man, to meet each other in ecstasy at the same time. I know how beautiful two people can look, enjoined; how gorgeous those body parts are together. Now you know why cavemen did all those drawings. Sex, if done right, is exquisite. Not dirty or shameful at all, the way I used to think about it. Not mean or spiteful. Just…wonderful. Necessary; I can see that now. 
 
   Maybe more necessary to some people than others; but, yes, compelling. The men want the visual part, the nakedness, the power and the fucking. The women want the connection part, the caring, and the touching. If you do it right, I guess both sides get what they want. And that’s a revelation to me. 
 
   I’m musing on all this when my cell phone vibrates in my apron. I pull it out away from customer view. It’s a local number. I accept the call. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Sadie! It’s Peter Emery.” I can tell he’s smiling; really smiling. 
 
   “Oh, hi Peter. I forgot to program your number in my phone; I wasn’t sure who this was. Are we still on for tonight?”
 
   “You bet”, he says with a laugh. “We’re meeting at six-thirty tonight at the home of one of our members. May I pick you up?”
 
   “That sounds good. I’ll have quite a few fabric samples with me, and printed instructions on how to take accurate lingerie measurements. I could use a hand carrying everything.” 
 
   “All right, I’ll pick you up at the shop at six on the dot. Not everyone knows you’re coming yet, so they’re going to be pleasantly surprised. I really appreciate this, Sadie.” 
 
   We ring off. I like Peter, I do. I don’t feel any weird vibes emanating from him at all. I’m curious who he’s dating or if he’s married, but I figure I’ll find that out later tonight. 
 
   I set Peter’s number in my phone with his name, and continue working. Before I know it, it’s five-thirty and Anna, Lottie and the crew are packing it in for the day. I explain to Anna what I’m doing tonight, just so someone will know where I am. I’m not worried that something will happen to me; I just like insurance that at least one person knows my whereabouts. Of course, I can’t tell her exactly where I’m going, since I don’t know myself. But telling her does feel comforting. 
 
   “Hmmm” Anna mutters. “Sadie, are you sure you know enough about these people to get involved with them?”
 
   “I’m not sure, Anna. I mean, Violet’s brother is the one who asked me about the meeting. He seems normal enough. I didn’t think he was going to tie me up and take me away or anything like that. He was more excited than sinister.”  
 
   “Okay. But call me if anything goes south. I mean it. Oh, and take some order forms!” She laughs out loud, and I do too. 
 
   




 
   Peter knocks on the locked door of the atelier at exactly six o’clock. I like that he’s punctual. He has on a grey blazer with black wool pants, and there’s an orange scarf around his neck. He looks so handsome through the window that I almost stare, but I look down and smile instead, and open the door to let him in. 
 
   He steps inside and immediately asks how he can help me. I point to a pile of items on the cash wrap; two heavy books of fabric samples and lots of paper items I’ve prepared.  There’s a bag of lingerie samples, also. He picks up the heaviest of the items, and I grab the rest after pulling on my coat. I’m wearing a black crepe pantsuit, with heavy frills down the lapel made of satin. I have on a sheer lace camisole underneath, just peeping out of the neckline. I wore my tallest suede boots, to give myself a little more height. My hair is up, with plenty of tendrils escaping, and I just re-applied my makeup. I feel confident. Ready. Pretty, even. 
 
   We step outside and Peter loads up the fabric books and papers while I set the alarm and lock up. The street is busy for early evening – people rushing to get to family dinners, or to the grocery or to pick up a few presents before heading home. I love the way the city looks, in its early darkness. It always seems happy and bustling to me. I love that. The town car waits for us and we both get inside, out of the brisk wind. 
 
   “Brr!” I laugh. “The temperature is dropping.” I rub my hands together, wishing I had thought to bring along a pair of gloves. 
 
   “Not where we’re going” Peter laughs.  He turns sideways in the car to look at me. “Tell me more about you, Sadie. I realized just now the only thing I really know about you is where you work.” 
 
   I explain about moving to New York from D.C., about my father’s diner and how I still work there occasionally, and about scoring a job with Anna after fashion school graduation. He has to ask. “So, you aren’t in a relationship?  I’m surprised.” 
 
   “Well, I got so busy trying to make my work dreams happen; I sort of let my personal life go to the dogs. It wasn’t intentional, Peter. And I was seeing someone a little, but we ended it. Not enough in common. So, I’m just trying to get through the holidays, and then I can figure out what I’m doing next.”
 
   “Don’t you ever, um, need a little companionship, Sadie? I mean, you’re really lovely. You remind me of someone. You may even get to meet her tonight; Sidney Poole. You two favor very closely. But anyway – you’re too pretty to just sit on the sidelines.” 
 
   I blush. “Thanks, Peter. I really value your opinion. But that last person I was seeing…I’m still working through everything.” 
 
   “You may meet someone tonight that you’ll like. There are a lot of available men. I know some of them might be a little, how shall we say, specialized in their bedroom interests; but almost all of them are financially comfortable. And many of them are single, and looking.”
 
   “Are you married, Peter? Or in a relationship?”
 
   “No, I’ve never married. I think I like my freedom too much. I just love women, Sadie. I like everything about them, and unfortunately I can’t seem to stop meeting them. So women who want to settle down with me eventually get disappointed. And, bitter.” He laughs at his last sentence. “Plus, I have my own personal needs, specialized ones, again. And that part of me doesn’t attract women who want to have kids and a mortgage.” 
 
   “I understand. How do you find people to date?”
 
   “I mostly meet them at these dinners. And Sadie, we’re not exactly dating, if you get what I mean. Sex is easy to come by in this group. We all want the same thing, or a close version of it. I don’t lack for company.”    
 
   Hmmm. I bet you don’t, my brain whispers. 
 
   “That reminds me” he says. “I have to ask you to sign this.” He hands me a document printed on legal-sized paper, and clicks on the dome light so I can look it over. It’s a waiver. 
 
   There are several paragraphs, but the gist is that I agree to not disclose the club’s meeting locations, member’s names, or anything that happens at the gatherings. Upon penalty of litigation, I promise to uphold the secrecy of the group. And in the small print, I see there’s a six-digit fine for snitching to the paparazzi or alerting them to anything involving the club, and a disclaimer that I’m free of all venereal diseases, both curable and incurable. 
 
   I smile, thinking about my limited sexual history. This one’s a piece of cake. Peter hands me a pen, and I quickly scrawl my signature on the bottom of the page. He thanks me, and pockets the document. 
 
   “I promise you, I don’t make it a habit of compromising my customers’ private information. You can trust me, Peter.” He nods, and looks understanding. 
 
   “Look, we’re here” Peter exclaims, and we pull up to the curb. We’re on the Upper East Side, in front of a four-story building. There’s a doorman outside, waiting to help us in. We retrieve the fabric samples and other items, and are buzzed to the uppermost floor. I try to not gape at the original oil paintings in the elevator, focusing instead on the soft chamber music playing over the sound system. 
 
   The elevator opens out directly into a gorgeous space, all low light, antiques and Persian rugs. It must be all of 10,000 square feet, and that’s just what I can see. There are a lot of people here already. Most are dressed like they’re attending a very nice cocktail party. Women have on short and long dressy dresses. I’m the only female I see wearing pants, which is perfectly okay with me; I’m here to work. The men are all mostly in suits or sport coats; like they came directly from their jobs. There are a few male artistic types, with longer hair or beards, but most of the men have short hair. They look cultured. 
 
   After I’ve had a minute to set everything down at a long table on the far end of the room, I take a closer look at the women. Every one of them is classically pretty, or striking. I don’t really see any average-looking women here at all. That must be part of the mystique of these clubs: there are an inordinate amount of pretty women who want sex. Probably weird, fetish-y, hot sex. Yikes. And there are men here, attractive men, who want to have it with them. I wonder if any money changes hands, but then think better of it. These people have too much money to pay for cheap sex. They can barter for it, with trips and clothes and jewels and apartments. Sure they can. Or maybe everyone’s just getting it on with no strings. 
 
   Peter glides over the carpet with a lovely redhead on his arm. “Sadie! I told you I would introduce you to Sidney tonight!” He stops short, bringing me face to face with a woman about three years older than me. She’s prettier than I am, and thinner. But she smiles into my eyes and I smile back at her. “I’m Sadie Graves”, I say, extending my hand. “I’m Sidney Poole. I’ve read about you, in the magazines.” 
 
   That makes me laugh. “I daresay, you’ve read about Anna’s lingerie. And I owe her a lot for letting me bring out the designs. Are you going to be a customer?”
 
   She grins. “For your specialized line, I certainly am.” She looks at me closely. “Peter thinks we look alike, and then he said Lucas Sutton discovered your line. That intrigued me.”
 
   “How so? Lucas actually just walked into the shop and discovered the line by accident. Violet Emery is modeling one of Anna’s dresses on the cover of Cosmo next month. He was with her for the fitting.” 
 
   Peter looks sideways at Sidney. “Now, don’t go stirring anything up, Sid. Our Lucas isn’t all that cruel or weird, is he?” He laughs, a little uncomfortably. 
 
   “No, he isn’t. Just a creature of habit. Listen Sadie, don’t mind me. I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance, and I hope to see a lot more of you. With your clothes on, of course.” Her laugh sounds like a little bell. She pats my hand, turns and drifts off. The black seams of her stockings are visible as she walks away. 
 
   “Now there’s a lioness for you, darling.” Peter whistles low under his breath. 
 
   “What was all that about?” I ask. He looks pensive. “Lucas and she were married, for less than a year. They were back and forth with each other for six years or more, through the tail end of prep school and through college. After they married, she discovered this club. It ended their marriage, and sent her on what I like to think of as a personal quest. She is the most highly sought out woman in the city, and very likely the world, for her, um, preferences. She unmanned him, Sadie. Lucas has never been the same since.”
 
   I listen without interrupting. So, that was it. I feel vindicated, almost. I understand now what it was Lucas was after.  
 
   He just wanted Sidney the whole time. I was like…a surrogate. A virginal one –that must have been a power trip for him. Great. But now that I know, I can really let the whole thing go. I did the right thing, this morning. I did. My heart stings a little, and my stomach flips over when I remember him with my nipple in his mouth, sucking and groaning, thrusting into me. Oh. Nobody unmanned that one. He’s doing just fine without his redhead.  Take it from me. 
 
   I turn my attention back to Peter. “Interesting...but, none of my business whatsoever. Let me get everything laid out, and then you can tell me what to do next, okay?” He nods, and I start unpacking swatches of lace and satin, strips of durable synthetic material and batches of completely sheer gauze. There are braids and ribbon samples, too. And I brought a bag full of every design currently in production, so anyone can see how things are made and I can point out features and benefits. 
 
   There’s a large crowd at the manned bar, and the volume in the place has gone up somewhat. I estimate the crowd has swelled to over one hundred people, but I don’t have time to do a hard count. There’s a buffet against one wall that smells fabulous, and prospective couples are talking in line. There are five or six round tables for eight set up, and some of the seats are filled with people eating. It’s festive, and the Christmas lights around the room make it beautiful. I’m glad I came. No one is acting weird or suggestive. 
 
   Peter walks to the middle of the space and rings a bell. Its chimes go on for several seconds, and then quiet descends on the room. They’ve obviously used the bell before, I think. 
 
   “Good evening! And welcome. I’d like to start the evening by thanking our host, Lucas Sutton, for a lovely party.” 
 
   My mouth goes dry. This is Lucas’ apartment? I suddenly feel sick. I’m not ready to see him yet. And here I am, at a party in his home. I eye scores of pretty women, and realize he may have been with every one of them. Oh. My breath hitches in my throat. I think back to the waiver, and hope the venereal disease clause holds true. 
 
   There’s a little cheer from the crowd, and Peter resumes his speech. “As a surprise, I invited the lovely and talented Miss Sadie Graves to join us this evening. You may have seen her lingerie designs lately from the house of Anna Rosenstein.” There’s an ooh sound from the ladies, and a collective groan from the men. A happy groan. I smile, involuntarily. 
 
   “Sadie has agreed to design customized pieces for our group, provided those of you who are interested give her specific details about what you’d like, and provide measurements. She will be here for a while, talking with you and getting ideas. You’ll have to prepay for anything she designs for you. But…” he laughs, and then continues, “You scoundrels will get exactly what you want. So be nice to lovely Sadie, don’t shock her with any stories that will scare her away, and place your orders quickly. I can’t guarantee you that she’ll be back!” 
 
   He steps down, the crowd applauds laughingly, and I prepare to meet partygoers. 
 
   They come in waves, with questions and requests that sound almost preposterous to me. Hands bound behind the back, in something almost like a corset, so the breasts jut out. Breast and crotch cut-outs, and soft materials that won’t rub harshly against the man’s private parts if the lingerie stays on during sex. Sheer crotches. Soft straps to restrain hands, feet, or knees for long periods of time, in relative comfort. Sheer things that can be worn underwater. And latex. Oh, Lord. Do they ever want latex. And nurse and schoolgirl outfits – something I can’t promise right now, but I agree to get back with individuals about. 
 
   I’ve been talking for about three hours when a hand slips to the small of my back. It’s Lucas, of course. He is followed by a server, bringing me a glass of red wine, and a tall glass of ice water. “Forgive my staff for not being perceptive enough to bring you something to drink.” He addresses me without looking at my face. 
 
   “That’s okay, I was busy talking. Thank you.” I turn my head away, and back toward the man I’m speaking with, who wants a latex spanking skirt for someone who wears a size medium. He’s trying to explain to me what it should look like, and I have him engrossed in drawing one. Lucas looks down at the drawing and his eyes get so angry I’m afraid to acknowledge it. He clenches his fists and walks away, calling Peter’s name out. 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I see the two of them walk into an adjoining room. Lucas radiates anger. Peter looks confused. They’re gone for about 2 minutes, and Lucas stomps out before Peter does. I see Violet come out of the elevator, right at the same time.  Even out of the corner of my eye I see her body respond to him. She pushes her breasts out, wags her hips and catwalks closer to him, not bothering to look at anyone else.  She’s a member here. Lucas is a member here. Everyone is into something way past freaky – and they’re all here. 
 
   I’m the only person who isn’t into this shit. 
 
   And I look back at the man in front of me; his eyes glazed with sexual desire over…a skirt? Really? He’s got a light sheen of perspiration on his face, probably from embarrassment, but I don’t know. Right then, a middle-aged lady approaches him. “Saul, it’s time to go.” Wow. She’s no size medium. Ugh. But someone is. Is she here, his spanking partner? Or do they both want to spank her, whoever she is? My mind tries to wrap around this, while I’m thanking Saul and smiling at his wife. And she is his wife; ring and all. 
 
   Wow-wee. I wish I could call Emma right now. 
 
   But of course I can’t. I signed a waiver. Three other people approach and ask for my business card, explaining that they would like to talk to me in private, away from other party-goers. All are men. All are handsome. I hand it out, without hesitating, hoping none of them is a stalker. 
 
   I look around again, as the room gets less populated. I’ve lost track of Lucas, and of Violet. He’s probably tied her up and is fucking her in his bedroom right now, just to show me that he can. I see Peter in a corner with a gorgeous brunette. He’s stroking her bare arm, whispering something in her ear. She laughs, closing her eyes. He’s moved in, touching her with his body from knee to chest. I suddenly realize it’s after ten o’clock and tomorrow is D-Day with the seamstress team making the ready-to-wear line. 
 
   I have to jet. 
 
   Now. 
 
   



Chapter Eighteen
 
   “Sailed On”
 
   Landon Pigg, This Is a Pigg, EP
 
   




 
   I find a server and ask if I can have the fabric samples delivered back to the atelier tomorrow, if I send someone by. She tells me she’ll be happy to help, and we find an out-of-the-way location to store them in the meantime. I put all the measurement forms and orders into my portfolio, and ask for the best number to call to arrange the fabric pickup. She gives me the number to the head housekeeper. Oh. It’s Marisol. I smile. I find myself looking forward to calling her; she was so nice. 
 
   I glance over my shoulder at Peter, engrossed in his conversation. The lady’s long black hair shines from across the room. I don’t blame him – I’d be over there too, if I were him. I walk to the elevator, and press the down button. It opens immediately. I step inside, push the button for the first floor, and look at the paintings on the descent. They’re beautiful, pastoral. Soothing. 
 
   When I get to the bottom floor, I ask the doorman if it’s possible to get a cab. “What’s your name, miss?” I tell him. He smiles, and asks me to wait just a minute. 
 
   Calvin Eads and Edgar come around the corner within seconds, and open the exterior door. “Miss Sadie!” Calvin exclaims. “Hello, Calvin; Edgar. I’m surprised to see you.” I smile, despite myself. They both beam at me. 
 
   “We’re to take you home, Miss.” They take my portfolio, and escort me to the sidewalk to the Sutton Shield limo. I look back, waving a thank you to the doorman. He waves back. 
 
   Calvin helps me into the limo, closes the door and gets in the front passenger seat – and we’re off. I look back at Lucas’ building, trying to orient myself. It’s on 66th street. 
 
   I suddenly realize; I’m starving. I never ate; I got so busy with potential clients. I call out to Calvin and Edgar, asking if they’re hungry too. They both laugh. “We’re always hungry, Miss Sadie.” Edgar explains how much they eat to keep their strength, and I marvel at how many calories they can consume. I use my cell phone to order a pizza, and ask if they’ll drop me in my neighborhood to pick it up. They seem happy to detour. We get there quickly enough. I run inside to get a Margarita while they circle the block. When I get back in the car, we all share it, and they drop me at my door shortly thereafter. 
 
   I actually feel pretty good. I tell them goodbye at the curb and they wait until I get inside to drive away. 
 
   In the elevator, I think about tonight. 
 
   I survived seeing Lucas and Violet together, knowing that they’re hooked up right now, this very minute. I know he doesn’t care about me; I only look like someone else. This was vital information that I might have missed, without being present at tonight’s event. I’m grateful to Providence for enlightening me, and to Peter for the revelation. I owe him. In my opinion, I don’t look that much like Sidney Poole. But I guess if you squint, you can make any two women with similar hair color interchangeable. I imagine Lucas and Sidney on their wedding day; how lovely they must have looked. I realize I’m a little sad on his behalf. He doesn’t strike me as a person who would make that serious of a commitment lightly. It must have killed him that she wanted other men. I feel sad for myself, too. All I really want is someone to love me, heart and soul. 
 
   I mentally change gears. 
 
   I think I impressed the club members with my ideas and designs, and I have about seven thousand dollars in orders, at a 120% plus markup. I learned a whole different interpretation of sexiness, from those people tonight. They all seemed harmless; nice, even. 
 
   I take the elevator up, and get out on my floor. When I get to Jenny’s and my apartment, the door is open. The lights are on. I look at my watch. It’s 11:21PM. 
 
   Nothing seems disturbed. But I get rattled. 
 
   I back away, and call 911. 
 
   And then I call Jenny, in the elevator headed downstairs. 
 
   She answers right away, pumping music in the background. “Sadie!! It’s about time you called me!” She laughs. I hear talking behind her. 
 
   “Jenny! Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at a bar down by work. We stopped off afterward, and now I’m pretty much soused!” She barks a laugh into her phone. “Where are you?” 
 
   My tone stops her cold. “Listen, stay where you are. When I got home, our door was wide open. I’m waiting on the police. It doesn’t look like anything’s wrong, but it scared the shit out of me.” 
 
   She sobers up instantly. “There’s no way I’m leaving you there alone. I’ll take a cab right now. Stay safe, Sadie. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
   She disconnects. I worry about her moving across the city alone, but know she’s a big girl. She can get home safely. 
 
   And so I wait for the police, any Jenny. And wonder at the complexity of this night. 
 
   




 
   The Queens police (two officers, in uniform) assess the situation quickly and determine everything is okay. Nothing appears to be missing. All our computer equipment, electronics, and the like are still present. They encourage us to have the locks changed, just in case, and look through all the cabinets and closets to be sure no one is hiding inside. They give the all-clear; reassure us that we’re two of the lucky ones, and hand over their cards in case we need to call them back personally. 
 
   We come back inside, hug each other, and flop onto the couch in gratitude. 
 
   My phone rings. The screen display says LUCAS SUTTON. 
 
   I think about not answering, it, but he did make arrangements to get me home. I don’t lack the gratitude gene. 
 
   I pick up. “Hey, Lucas. It’s late. What do you need?”
 
   “Your address just got visited by the police. I was worried. I’m across town. Are you okay?”
 
   “We’re fine. Thank you for letting Calvin and Edgar bring me home. When I got here, the door was wide open. Jenny was out with her friends from work. So I called the police, just as a precaution. Nothing is missing. Everything’s okay.” 
 
   He pauses, quiet on the line. “Do I need to come over there?” 
 
   “No, Lucas. How did you know about the police visit?” That just kills me. How could he know that? 
 
   “I just do, Sadie. You were wonderful tonight. I’m sorry; I felt that Peter exploited you to get you to that meeting.” 
 
   “I don’t feel the same. Everyone I met was very kind. I’m not sorry I went. And, I have to say, I learned a whole different side of people. What they think is sexy is past me. But I liked how simple, straightforward and honest they were. And Lucas? I met Sidney.”    
 
   He’s silent for a minute. “And…?” He doesn’t say anything else. 
 
   “I get it. I really do. I’m sorry you two didn't work out. Peter implied that you were probably not over what happened between you, and that I look too much like her for comfort. She even called you ‘a creature of habit’. But, I’m not her. I’m sorry.”  I’m quiet. 
 
   “Sadie, you only heard half of the story. Why don’t you let me tell you the other half? I’d rather tell it to you in person.”
 
   “I think it’s past the point of discussion. I don’t want to be just another woman in your harem, Lucas. I know you might be tempted to sleep with me – especially now that I’ve met Sidney. Can you cut that out of our relationship?”  
 
   He sighs. “Sadie, I acted like an idiot with you yesterday. I assumed something about you that wasn’t fair. Now, you’re acting in a way that doesn’t appreciate me. I see where you were coming from, now. You’ve dealt with my assumptions, and now I’m left with yours.” 
 
   I listen, and laugh. “Okay. Maybe I’m being unfair. But where did you go tonight? Be honest with me.”
 
   He pauses. “I took Violet back to her apartment; she’d been drinking to excess. Peter was too engrossed in a conquest to notice. By the time I got her inside her place and back to my own; you were gone. I saw you left the fabric samples, so I thought maybe I could lure you back here to pick them up. And then I have a watch on your address, and it pinged me when you came up on a 911 call. It scared me. Seriously.”  
 
   I laugh. “You’re weird, Lucas. You have a lock on my house? Really?” 
 
   “I do. And Calvin and Edgar will be there in a few minutes to stand watch over you. You’re mine, Sadie. Remember what I said about taking care of my own.” 
 
   “I have more questions” I say, bolder now. “Do you tie up all your women, eventually? Do you want to hurt them – hurt me?” I feel brave; I’m tired now. 
 
   “Sadie, at one time I thought I’d lost everything to the lure of aberrant sex. Now I know; I didn’t lose anything I wasn’t supposed to. When I saw you for the first time, I felt like I found myself again. I can’t believe it’s only been a week. It’s not about how you look, though you do look fine. It’s about what you project: femininity, and confidence and humility – all those things. There’s something about you that’s just…good. That’s why I’m starved for you. Not for your design skills, or your potential. I want you because you’re made for me. Mine. No one else’s. If anyone else tries to sleep with you, I pity them. I’ll go insane. I’ll never stop caring about you. Never stop protecting you. I’d like you to get used to it.” 
 
   I mull this over. 
 
   “You didn't answer my question.” 
 
   “Yes, Sadie. I’ve seen some sexual things that probably pushed me to the edge of what you might call ‘normal’. Sure, I want to tie you up, so I can touch you however I like. I want carte blanche; anything I want, whenever I want it.” He takes a deep breath. “But I can’t do that if you keep running away from me. And that’s where we are right now. I know it’s soon. We just met. But you trusted me enough to give yourself to me for the first time. And now, I want more.” 
 
   “But Lucas…what happens when it ends? When you meet another woman? There were so many at that party tonight – all of them gorgeous. You’ll meet someone else, more in tune with your wants. And then…what?” I feel like crying. How did we get into this conversation? 
 
   “Sadie, stop now. Once you’re mine, I won’t be able to give you up. Shit, I already can’t give you up, and you’ve never consented to anything close to being mine. Not in that sense. I want you to think about it. After tomorrow’s meeting, I want you to consider moving in with me. Bring a change of clothes and all your toiletries to work tomorrow; I have plans for you.” 
 
   I’m quiet for just a minute. 
 
   “I have to hang up now, Lucas. I’m tired.”
 
   “I understand Sadie. It’s late. I’ll see you tomorrow, at your work. Goodnight, baby.”
 
   I sit there, gaping at an empty line.   
 
   A minute later, there’s a knock on the door. It’s Edgar. I introduce him to Jenny, and he agrees to stay inside the apartment on the couch for the night. We both relax a little in his presence.  He explains that Calvin is doing street duty, keeping watch on the first floor of the building. They will both stay in place until further notice, per Mr. Sutton. 
 
   Jenny gets a sly look on her face, and heads to her own bedroom to turn in. But not before she turns to me and mouths, silently. HE LOVES YOU. 
 
   She smiles, and whips around before I can throw something at her. 
 
   Yeah. Right. 
 
   I’m still smiling when I get to my own room, until I turn off the light. What an incredibly weird day. 
 
   



Chapter Nineteen
 
   “Dreams”
 
   Brandi Carlisle, Give Up the Ghost




 
   The alarm goes off early, and I realize today is going to be a landmark day for me. Either I’m about to become a Sutton Shield devotee, or at five o’clock I’ll be spectacularly unemployed. 
 
   Both options feel surreal. 
 
   I get out of bed, shower, get ready and eat the last piece of cold pizza I shoved into the fridge last night. Edgar is already up and gone, leaving a note for Jenny and me. He and Calvin will be taking both of us to work, and will be here to pick us up at eight fifteen sharp. 
 
   I pick my outfit out carefully. Black crepe pants, tall suede boots, a charcoal grey tank, and a deep grey ribbed open cardigan. I have a fuzzy scarf in shades of medium and dark grey that I wind around my neck. I put my hair up, loosely, and apply a little makeup. 
 
   I obey Lucas and pack a bag of work clothes and other necessities, as if we will spend tonight at his place. I add a pair of high-heeled pumps, a skirt and some stockings, in case we decide to have dinner somewhere. I’m just going on what he said. We’ll see. 
 
   I call my dad while I wait on Edgar and Calvin to meet us downstairs. He answers, and I hear the sounds of dishes clanking, pots rattling in the background. “Sadie! I’m glad you called. Sorry we missed each other on Sunday?” Ugh. I cringe over how that day turned out. 
 
   “Hey, daddy. Everything is really crazy right now. Something’s happening today, and I don’t know how it will affect me at work. But there are going to be some changes.”
 
   His tone gets serious. “Are you about to lose your job, babe? You know if anything happens, you can come back here until you find something else. I mean it.” 
 
   I laugh a little. “I appreciate that. I have no idea what will happen today, but there’s a big meeting of higher-ups going on at the studio. As soon as I know, I’ll call you, okay?” 
 
   He sighs. “I hate that your job hinges on someone else’s decisions, Sadie. But everything happens like it’s supposed to. Call me when you hear, all right? I’ll be thinking about you until then.” 
 
   “I love you, dad.”
 
   “You too, babe.” He hangs up, but not before I hear the clatter of plates of eggs, sausage, bacon and biscuits flying over the counter as we disconnect. Patrick Graves in in his element. That makes me happy. 
 
   Jenny comes out of her room, ready for work, and we both take the elevator to the ground floor after locking up. Edgar and Calvin are waiting for us outside; Calvin standing at attention outside the limousine. 
 
   We both slide in. 
 
   I think, just for a second, that after today my life will either be drastically different, or totally worse. And then we pull away from the curb, and speed through traffic to Manhattan. 
 
   




 
   We drop Jenny off first, and then pull up to the sidewalk outside the House of Rosenstein. I thank both men, grab my duffel and head inside. 
 
   The first thing I notice is that there’s a meeting already taking place, even though it isn’t yet nine o’clock. Anna’s office door is closed, and I can hear her voice and at least two others inside. Hers is raised, at the moment. 
 
   Not a good sign. 
 
   I can’t hear exactly what’s being said, but I can hear the tone. She’s irritated, but trying to control it. The men’s voices are calm in rebuttal. There’s some back and forth. I catch, “You have got to be kidding me!” and a few expletives. That’s Anna. 
 
   Bain’s voice booms, but his words are muffled. They go back and forth for a minute or so, and I decide to get out of the line of fire. I head back to my own office, and call Salvatore’s cell. Today is fabric shipment day. I’m both excited and nervous. 
 
   Sal answers and his voice instantly calms me. “Sadie! Good morning, my friend. Are you ready to meet me at the factory today? I have the truck loaded and everything is ready for you.” 
 
   “Oh, Sal. You’re a lifesaver. Something is going down at the atelier today, and I’d love nothing better than to bail out of here. What are your travel plans?” The factory is in New Jersey, no too far outside the city limits. 
 
   “I’m about to head that way now. Can you meet me there in, say, an hour?”
 
   “I can. The owners already have the patterns and everything. So I’m just showing up to give them a partial payment, in advance. They’ve only sewn for us two times before, so they’ve asked us to show due diligence.” 
 
   “Okay.” He laughs over the phone. “I think you’re good for it! I’ll see you later.” Sal hangs up, and I start to gather my portfolio and handbag. 
 
   Anna’s voice comes over the intercom system. “Sadie? Are you in your office?”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am” I reply, wondering what I’m about to get into. 
 
   “Come to mine, please” she orders. 
 
   Uh oh. My stomach does a half gainer. I’ve dreaded this moment since Lucas stopped me outside the subway last week. Fuck. Please, let this work, I think. Let it be a good move for everyone. 
 
   I walk down the back hallway of the atelier to Anna’s private office. The door is closed, and I knock before entering. When she calls out to me to come in, I open the door cautiously. 
 
   There are six people in the office, not including Anna. Everyone on the other team has on suits. There’s Lucas, of course, and Bain Sutton; but there are also two other men and two women. I look around, shocked at the sheer magnitude of humanity shoved into Anna’s small studio. Anna is standing, wearing a cream, floaty diaphanous tunic and brown leggings. She has on brown stiletto boots. Ah, she wanted height. If she’s upset, there’s no sign of it on her face at the moment. I close the door behind me. 
 
   “Good morning.” I say to the assembled party. 
 
   “Hello, Sadie”, Bain says softly. Lucas looks at me with burning eyes, but is quiet. The people I don’t know step forward quickly to introduce themselves. There’s Ron, the comptroller; Stanley, the accountant; Rebecca, the marketing executive, and Karen, the product stylist. They all either smile at me or shake my hand. After everyone settles down, I look back to Anna. “You wanted to see me?”
 
   “Yes, Sadie. I have some wonderful news for you. Sutton Shield has agreed to represent our products for the next five years. The thing they most want to develop is the lingerie line. Lucas had mentioned his intention last week, and I’m delighted about it for both our sakes. For the next two years, I’ll receive royalties from the lingerie line. After that, it will become its own entity, and you’ll be free to pursue your own agreement with their organization. They’ve asked that your office be moved to Sutton Shield, and that you be allowed to choose your own team to work there with you. We’ll market our products together for a while. It’s a huge win for me, because Sutton Shield will spend millions on my brand. And it’s a win for you, because you will become a brand on your own.”
 
   She moves forward to hug me. 
 
   “Step outside?” I say. 
 
   “Sure.” She smiles. 
 
   We walk outside the office door and close it behind us.  
 
   “Jesus. Anna.” I blow a huge gust of air out of my lungs, and shake my shoulders to release the tension. 
 
   She laughs, hard. “Sadie, I acted out a little in there this morning, but this is a dream come true for me. We both get a sign-on bonus. I’ll be totally out of debt after today. And ‘Anna Rosenstein’ just became ten feet tall and bulletproof. I’ve fantasized about something like this, and literally I might never have had it without your little bras and panties. I could kiss you!”  She hugs me to her. 
 
   I pull back. “Are you sure you aren’t upset with me? I promise; I wasn’t jockeying to get something you wanted.” I look in her eyes, and she looks back at me with the strongest expression on her face I’ve ever seen. “Sadie, you are a wonderful young woman. We’re going to be working together for years to come, though you’re going to be able to do the things you want to, now. Let’s enjoy this. Come, let’s go back inside.”
 
   We turn, and step back into the room. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” Bain asks, looking from Anna’s face to mine. 
 
   “It is.” I say. Anna nods her head and smiles. 
 
   “Good” he says, and everyone starts talking at once. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464370]Chapter Twenty
 
   “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow”
 
   Amy Winehouse, Lioness; Hidden Treasures




 
   I’m late to meet Sal, and I slip out after another fifteen minutes to make my way to the factory. Lucas asks me to meet him later this afternoon at Sutton Shield’s offices on Fifth Avenue. Aha. So that’s why I saw him near there. I agree, and take my leave from everyone in Anna’s office. They all shake my hand; every last person. Lucas holds my hand instead, and walks me out to the street, his left hand pressed against my lower back. He kisses me softly at the curb, and I wonder again at the softness of his lips. He whispers how proud he is of me, right before we part. 
 
   Edgar picks me up and drives me across the river, so I don’t have to take the subway. That’s Lucas’ doing, and it makes me smile. In the car, I wonder at my good fortune. 
 
   Here I am. Last week I was looking at my face in the mirror – lonely, but joyful in my life in New York. Today, I became a designer for the world’s most famous luxury retailer. My name is going to be on advertisements in every woman’s magazine in the world. I’m spending the night with the most handsome, interesting man I’ve ever known. I have great friends. I’m in a limo. Holy cat. I need to pinch myself. 
 
   We go through the Holland Tunnel and head toward Jersey City, and I light up when I see Sal’s truck parked next to the small factory building off Montgomery Street. He and two other burly guys are unloading fabric into the cargo bay, and they’re being helped by the factory’s warehouse foreman. 
 
   I walk to the office, with Edgar by my side. He’s following me like a shadow, after last night, and I can’t say I’m bothered by it. In fact, I feel safe. Comforted, even. 
 
   I step into the business office and greet the owner, Mr. Sui, with a wave. He’s excited to see me and I write him a check right away. We agree on delivery dates, specs and the order itself, and everything is confirmed before I leave. I’m relieved to get this deal put to bed. 
 
   Sal calls out to me from the cab of his truck when Edgar and I step out of the front door of the building. “Sadie!” he yells. 
 
   I laugh. “Yes!”
 
   “Natalia says she wants you to come over for spaghetti next week, if you can get away before Christmas, okay?” 
 
   “That sounds great! I’ll call you?”
 
   “Super.”
 
   The big diesel engine roars and he pulls off into light traffic. 
 
   Edgar and I get back into the limo and head back to Manhattan, to Sutton Shield. It’s getting close to lunchtime by now, and my stomach is getting a little growly. I text Lucas. 
 
   DO YOU THINK YOU COULD GET AWAY FOR LUNCH? Sadie
 
   I wait only a few seconds before he responds. 
 
   CAN YOU BRING SOMETHING BACK FOR BOTH OF US? WE HAVE WORK TO DO THIS AFTERNOON. IT WOULD SAVE TIME. LUCAS
 
   Hmm. Okay. There’s a deli near his building, so I decide I’ll skip over there and grab a couple of sandwiches, and maybe some soup. I have Edgar drop me directly at the front door of the sandwich shop, and I walk back with a paper bag in my arms. 
 
   When I get to Sutton Shield’s offices, I survey the building for the first time. It’s pretty tall; fifteen or twenty stories, I guess. The first two stories of the façade are marble, and they glisten in the sun. The glass on the windows and doors is spotlessly clean. I step inside, to polished granite floors, tailored modern furniture, and a huge spray of beautiful flowers atop a sculptured wood concierge desk. I tell the receptionist my name, and that I’m here to see Lucas. She says I’m expected, and helps me to the elevator. I take it to the nineteenth floor, and check the marquee to see which direction I’m supposed to go next. 
 
   Aha. I turn right, and come down a hall to an open, glass fronted bay. Lucas’ name is etched in the glass, right at eye level.  There’s very pretty brunette at a desk near me, and I step toward her. She looks up and a big smile spreads across her face. “You must be Sadie Graves. I’m Louella, Mr. Sutton’s personal assistant. I’ve been waiting for you.”  
 
   She presses a button on her desk phone. “Mr. Sutton, Miss Graves is here.” She stands and comes around to help me with the bag of food. Lucas throws open the door of his office, and walks out quickly to greet me. “Hi there” he says, his eyes crinkling a little around the edges. “Are you starving?”
 
   “It’s been a trying day, already. Yes!” I suddenly wish I’d brought an extra sandwich for Louella. And maybe there are other staffers I could’ve considered. But she pipes up quickly, “Now that Miss Graves is here, I think I’ll pop out for lunch, so you two can talk. Is that okay, Mr. Sutton?” 
 
   Lucas nods. “That’s fine, Lou. I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
   He looks at me conspiratorially, and winks. “Alone at last!” 
 
   We walk into his office, which is furnished in all black cabinetry with green glass accents. There’s artwork everywhere, most of it modern. Once the door is closed it’s completely private; only the PA’s area is open. I like the masculinity of his space. It’s so different from mine, at the atelier. I look around, lost in thought, until he brings me back to reality by touching my arm. “Hey.”
 
   I shake my head, focusing my eyes on him. 
 
   “Let’s eat something, and then let’s take a tour of the building. Sound good?”
 
   “Sure” I smile. 
 
   We open up the bag, and he decides on the turkey sandwich while I have the chicken salad. There are two small containers of tomato soup, and they’re still hot. I brought plain potato ships, too. The whole thing isn’t all that healthy, but what the heck. We sit in the two chairs facing his desk, and eat in companionable silence. 
 
   “So” he sighs when he’s finished eating, “how does it feel to be Sutton Shield’s hot new designer?” I laugh at the thought. “I’m not really sure, I guess. How should I be reacting right now?”
 
   “You should be sitting on my lap, telling me how much you can’t wait to work in the same building as me every day.” He laughs, and pulls me out of my chair and onto his lap. I don’t resist. I throw my legs over the side of the chair, and cuddle into his chest. 
 
   “I’m a little overwhelmed, I admit.” I look up into his eyes. Being this close to him makes me involuntarily lick my lips. His eyes drop to my mouth, and he lunges forward to kiss me so quickly my eyes pop open wide. My heart literally goes from resting to pounding. God. He has such an effect on me. 
 
   Sitting on his lap, I feel that I’m having a similar effect on him. 
 
   “Mmmm. Sadie. I don’t know if I can wait until tonight to have you. Let me up. I’m going to lock the door.” I stand up, and he’s back next to me within seconds. He kisses me again, and moves me backward, across the room, to a low leather sofa; never breaking contact. He’s unbuttoning my pants while we’re moving, and touching me all over. When the backs of my knees touch the couch, he pushes me back and I sit down hard. But it doesn’t hurt. He pulls my pants down, and off, leaving my suede boots on. And then he removes my panties. He rubs one finger over my sex, and I moan softly, wanting more. He smiles, undoes his own pants, and sits down beside me. 
 
   “Come here, baby” he says softly, swinging one of my legs over him. Now I’m naked from the waist down, and he’s still dressed – except his pants are open, his underwear pushed out of the way. I look down. He has his cock in his hand, and he’s getting ready to enter me from below.  “Wait” he whispers. He uses his free hand to push down the neckline of my tank top under my breasts, so they are naked and pushed up. My nipples are sticking straight out, right on level with his mouth. He groans. “Fuck, you’re sexy.” He grabs my hips, impales my sex with his cock, and takes one elongated nipple into his mouth; all at the same time. I feel like I’m going to combust. He moves me with both hands, up and down on his shaft. 
 
   Once we have a rhythm, he uses his fingers to rub my clit, and his mouth is busy, sucking and pulling at each nipple in turn. He takes an index finger and wets it with my own lubrication, and then softly inserts it into my backside. I stiffen. “Just relax Sadie. Just feel it.” I exhale, and he pushes that finger in and out of me in time with the thrusts of his cock. My nipple disappears deep into his mouth. His thrusts start to pick up speed and the pressure of his finger is now tied, somehow, to both my nipples and my sex. It’s like they are all one thing. I’m moaning loudly now and I could care less. Lucas is keening, his face reddening. I feel a wave of the most intense pleasure I’ve ever felt. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod; I come with a shout and he keeps pounding into me, prolonging my orgasm. He stops, repositions me and enters me from behind. His penis is so big I’m shuddering with the aftershocks of satisfaction, my sex dripping wet. He slides in and out of me, whispering how beautiful I look between my legs, and how much he loves my body, and how he thinks about this all the time. He murmurs in my ear until he cries out with his own climax. 
 
   When we emerge from his office an hour later, Louella is absent from her desk. Whew. Thank goodness. I’ve put myself back together well enough that you might not know I spent part of the afternoon on Lucas Sutton’s sofa. And of course, he looks relaxed. Happier. We visit all the floors of the building, and Lucas chooses a bay for me on the tenth floor. There’s a bright, airy workspace there that will hold several drafting tables, desks and storage pieces. There’s even room for sewing machines or other equipment. He suggests I start thinking about hiring my own team, and that I should try to have people in place by the middle of January. I ask him if he knows anyone who might be an ideal candidate, and he suggests that I talk to Jenny, and a few other people working in the industry. 
 
   Then he takes me around to all the business offices, announces the deal with Anna’s studio, and introduces me. I meet so many people I’m confused; it will take me forever to remember them all. But everyone is nice, and genuinely congratulatory. We stop by Bain’s office late in the afternoon, but he isn’t in. Lucas asks his PA to tell him we stopped by, and she promises she will. 
 
   We take the elevator back to Lucas’ office, bid Louella goodbye, and head downstairs to the limo, and Lucas’ apartment. When we are both safely in the car, he pulls me close to him and holds me, breathing deep into my hair. 
 
   “Oh, wait. Sadie, I forgot to give you something” he says, suddenly remembering. He reaches into his coat and pulls out an envelope. “This is for you. It’s a sign-on bonus for joining Sutton Shield. I know you haven’t signed a contract yet, but my father had this check cut for you yesterday, before we ever had a meeting with Anna. It’s yours.” 
 
   I take the envelope and smile. “Was I that foregone a conclusion?” I laugh, and he grins back at me. “Thank you, Lucas. That was so thoughtful. I appreciate this opportunity, and I can’t wait to see how everything turns out.” I tuck the packet into my handbag and turn back to him. 
 
   “Um, I think you should open it.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows, and turn back to retrieve the paper. When I open it and look at the dollar amount, I almost faint. 
 
   “Lucas! I can’t accept this! That’s three, almost four years of salary, combined into one check. I mean, seriously.” The printed check amount is $175,000.00. 
 
   “Baby, it’s a bonus. You’re going to make a tremendous amount of money for Anna, and for the company. You’ll also earn a good salary and a commission on orders. That’s my dad’s way of saying, ‘Welcome aboard’.”
 
   I look at the check, and visualize my current checking account balance - $632.19. I always know what it is; down to the penny. That’s another one of my idiosyncrasies. I look at the check, and then back at Lucas, wide-eyed. 
 
   “I think we need to celebrate. Really.” 
 
   And so we go to the apartment on 66th street, order sushi delivery and share a bottle of really good red wine. And then we build a fire in the fireplace, and make love in front of it. Neither one of us is in any hurry. It’s the most intimate experience of my life, and for me (hey, if for no one else) it’s full of meaning. Sometime during all that, when his head is turned, I whisper to Lucas that he’s the most important person in my life. But no sound leaves my lips. I can’t be that vulnerable yet. It’s too soon. 
 
   We get into his bed around midnight, and the last thing I remember is his arm coming across my waist; the front of his knees grazing the backs of mine. 
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   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   “Wonderful”
 
   Annie Lennox, Bare
 
   




 
   The next day is almost a blur. I wake up, a little disoriented at being in a bed other than my own. Lucas is already up and he groans a little and pulls me softly to him. He’s warm. Really warm. I look at him out of the corner of my eye, appreciatively. God, he’s beautiful in the morning. He sleeps naked, so his golden skin is in contrast to the pale sheets. His hair’s messed up, a little. He’s just…pretty. I wonder what my dad will think about him. Will they get along? 
 
   My dad. 
 
   Jiminy cricket. 
 
   I mentally kick myself. I promised to call him and let him know what happened yesterday, and then with the meeting and the fabric delivery, and the you know what…good Lord. I flat forgot. I promise myself I’ll call him as soon as Lucas is out of earshot, and tell him everything. 
 
   Well, almost everything. 
 
   I hustle to the bathroom, which is nothing short of ginormous. It must be sort of lonely, living in a place this large alone, I think. But then I mentally correct myself on that count, too. Lucas has plenty of female company. He was married for a while, too. My chest hurts a little when I imagine him and Sidney picking this apartment out together. I can see them walking through it, ticking off their likes and dislikes. He kisses her when they decide to take it. I have a Hollywood image of them, and it may not be fair. But he must have loved her deeply, to have married her. It must have stung to lose her. I think back to meeting her, and being compared to her in looks. 
 
   I have to stop thinking about that, or I’ll get depressed.  
 
   And so I do. Mostly. 
 
   Lucas joins me in the shower with a huge grin on his face. He starts by acting lascivious, rubbing me with his privates and touching me all over, but he’s so playful and laughing I know he’s only joking. He shampoos my hair and I wash his back, the jets of water keeping both of us warm in the walk-in shower.  When my hair is rinsed out and he’s shaved and clean, he pauses and pulls me against his hard frame. Water courses over us. He leans over to my mouth and kisses me solemnly, suddenly serious. “I like waking up with you, Sadie Graves.”
 
   I smile, wondering if he knows how low my confidence is in the two of us together. I’m so afraid of being hurt. “I like waking up with you, too, Lucas Sutton. A lot.”
 
   He hugs me to him, then releases me and turns off the water. We both towel dry, and get ready. I wander into the kitchen to make some tea, and start the coffee pot for him. It’s eight o’clock, and I know Edgar will be picking us both up shortly. Time just seems to fly whenever I’m with Lucas.
 
   When we arrive at Sutton Shield, I spend the morning picking out furniture for the office (all cream, with simple lines) and a sunny yellow paint for the walls. I want my work space to be happy; vibrant. I call my dad and explain exactly what happened with the meeting yesterday, and that I’m now officially employed by Sutton Shield. He’s overjoyed at my news, and tells me he’s going to come to New York to celebrate with me, but it may be a few days. I get excited, and tell him I so.  We say goodbye, and I call Emma.  
 
   She’s in a meeting, so I leave a message asking her to call me back on my cell as soon as she can. While I’m waiting for her to call back, I call Jenny. She answers brightly. “Sadie! I’m glad you called! What’s up?”
 
   “Listen, Jenny, something major has happened. It’s too much to tell in a phone call. I was hoping you could have lunch?”
 
   She says she can. We agree to meet at a little Japanese place by her office in thirty minutes. I text Lucas, to see if he wants to go along. 
 
   CAN YOU GET AWAY FOR LUNCH? I’M MEETING JENNY.  Sadie
 
   My phone chimes in response quickly. 
 
   I’LL HAVE TO MEET YOU. WHERE ARE YOU GOING? LUCAS
 
   TO A LITTLE JAPANESE PLACE BY HER OFFICE. IT’S CALLED AJISAI, ON 9TH IN BETWEEN 43RD AND 44TH. Sadie
 
   I’LL BE THERE IN AN HOUR.  LUCAS
 
   K. Sadie
 
   I wrap up everything I’m doing, and head for the building’s entrance. In the elevator, I run into Bain Sutton. I light up with a smile when I see him. 
 
   “Mr. Sutton! I’m glad to see you today.” He steps into the elevator and stands by me. 
 
   “How’s it going, Sadie?” he smiles a little, too. “Well. I’m getting my design bay set up today, and ordering furniture. I owe you a huge debt of gratitude. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with the…envelope Lucas gave me yesterday, but I appreciate the thought very much.” 
 
   “Oh, Sadie…that’s customary here at Sutton Shield. Your line is going to be a huge success.”
 
   “Listen, do you think you and Anna could meet with me later this week? I have something to discuss with both of you. It’s about some orders that came in on Monday.” 
 
   “I’m sure that can be arranged. Why don’t you call Sandra, my PA, and get something scheduled?”
 
   “I’ll do that. Thanks.” 
 
   The elevator dings its descent, and we part company. 
 
   I decide to walk the few blocks to meet Jenny, even though it’s cold outside. It’s sunny, and I can use the ‘think time’. 
 
   I realize; I’ll have to move my personal belongings out of Anna’s atelier. I wonder why I feel so sad about it. It’s like home, that little space. I’ll miss Lottie and the rest of the staff. Of course, there’ll be future events where I can return as part of the group, and I secretly look forward to them. 
 
   My dad is coming. That means, I won’t get to spend the night with Lucas during his visit. I wonder why that thought makes me feel lonely already. I probably need to be careful, and cultivate my own interests, in case this whole thing doesn’t work out. 
 
   It’s not going to work out, Sadie. What does ‘working out’ mean anyway, short of marriage? I’m nowhere near that kind of commitment, and neither is he. But I do love making him laugh, seeing his face in sleep, touching him. It’s like he was custom made for me; a perfect fit. In every way. 
 
   I keep walking, and in a few minutes I’m at Ajisai. Jenny is already there, sitting at a little booth in the back of the restaurant. I plop down opposite her and grin, an excited look on my face. 
 
   “Okay, Miss Cryptic. Spill the beans. You’re killing me.” She looks stern. 
 
   I laugh, and start from the beginning. Meeting Lucas at Violet’s fitting. His interest in the lingerie line; the flowers, the chance meeting at Beauty and Essex.  Finally, the events of Friday, Saturday…and Sunday. As quickly as I can, I take her to Tuesday’s meeting, and my current circumstance. I’m a Sutton Shield designer. I have to say it in hushed tones; it doesn’t seem real. She follows along until I get to the part about being an employee of Lucas’ company, and then her eyes get as big as saucers. 
 
   “Sadie, my God! This is, like, epic. I’ve never known anyone who leapfrogged into the big time like this. You might as well have won the lottery. What are your plans? “
 
   “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Jenny, I don’t want to seem presumptuous.  But Lucas asked me to put together a team of my own, and the first person he suggested was you. I need a partner to help me manage all this. I know you’ve enjoyed working with Mr. Kors, and I think you like your job. But would you consider joining me at Sutton Shield? I know the stress of living and working together would be overwhelming, so we can both get different addresses. But I think the Suttons would bring you on board at a generous rate, and you’d have a long career there.” 
 
   She looks dumbfounded. 
 
   “Sadie…I don’t know what to say.” She swallows hard. 
 
   “Oh, Jenny! I’ve offended you. I’m so sorry. That’s the last thing I wanted to do.” I feel my eyes fill with tears. Jenny has been a good and loyal friend, and she’s special to me. 
 
   She pauses just long enough to blow out a deep breath. 
 
   “Are you CRAZY? Work with you? At Sutton fucking Shield?” She leans forward, whispering. “That would be a dream come true!” She reaches across the booth and hugs my neck. “Where do I sign? What do I do?”
 
   I laugh out loud, and grab a paper napkin to wipe my eyes. When I’ve gotten the tears off my cheeks, Lucas walks through the front door of the restaurant, sees us, and heads toward our booth. “Aha.” I say. “Here’s the boss now.” 
 
   He walks right to our seats and looks at Jenny, expectantly. “She’s told you?” he asks, quietly. 
 
   “Yes, she has.” Jenny says with sincerity. 
 
   “Did she discuss job opportunities with you yet?” he queries. 
 
   “She did, but we haven’t talked specifics. How would you like me to proceed?” she looks at Lucas’ handsome face, respect on her own. 
 
   He smiles. “I happened to bring a contract with me. I hope you both don’t mind. That’s why I needed a few extra moments before I could meet you.” He looks sideways at me, and his eyes search mine. “Have you ordered yet?” I shake my head. 
 
   He hands the contract across the table to Jenny and picks up a menu. 
 
   She opens the envelope, pulls out the piece of paper inside, and looks at it carefully from top to bottom. Her mouth opens involuntarily at one point, but she keeps going. When her eyes reach the bottom of the page, she looks at Lucas with one eyebrow raised. 
 
   “May I sign this now?” 
 
   He barks out a laugh. “Most certainly, Miss Whitson.” His eyes crinkle with amusement. 
 
   She fishes in her purse for a pen, finds one, signs the piece of paper and hands it back to him. “May I please have a copy of that? For my own records?” 
 
   “Of course.” He thinks for a second. “Why don’t you give me your email, and I’ll have Louella zip you a copy later today?” 
 
   “Louella is Lucas’s personal assistant, Jenny”, I whisper. 
 
   She smiles and palms her business card to him. 
 
   “I’ll put my notice in this afternoon, Lucas. It will be an honor to work for you, and to be on Sadie’s team. I can’t thank you enough for considering me.” She looks like she’s going to cry, a little. 
 
   He chuckles. “You’ll earn that, Jenny. And more. This is going to be big.”
 
   The waiter approaches and we all order lunch. When he walks away, Lucas turns his attention back to Jenny. “I need to speak to you about something else, Jenny, and it’s kind of personal.” 
 
   She looks at him earnestly. “Shoot” she says. 
 
   “I want Sadie to move in with me, permanently. I know this is awkward, because I’m not sure she’s fully ready to do so. But I don’t want to spend any nights away from her. So if I have to pay her half of the rent, or if you need financial support getting a new roommate or moving to a new apartment, I’ll foot the bill.”
 
   I look at him, incredulously. “Lucas, please. I’m sitting right here. Can’t we agree on this before you discuss this with Jenny?” I’m mortified. And, oddly I’m delighted – but I try to keep it off my face. It’s real. He really wants this. 
 
   Wants me.   
 
   Jenny smiles softly. “I would never have suggested this before, but since I’ll be more financially secure; I might want to buy an apartment of my own. Just a little one. And I’d like to get a dog. Maybe something in Manhattan, if I can afford it?” She looks at both of us, waiting on a response. 
 
   Lucas brightens. “You know Sutton Shield has its own property division, right? Jenny, why don’t I have our sales team get to work finding properties for you? And, of course, you can use your contract as proof of income. I think you’ll be surprised how many suitable places there are out there for young professionals.” He pauses while the waiter brings our food to the table and serves each of us.  
 
   Jenny nods. “I think that’s a great idea, Lucas. When were you going to move Sadie’s things?”
 
   I feel like they have everything decided, and I’m just here for decoration. 
 
   “As soon as she’ll allow me to arrange everything. Today, if I could.” He puts his hand on my thigh and squeezes, and everything south of my navel responds. Whoa. Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Lucas is asking my roommate to let me move in with him. I almost laugh at the thought. 
 
   Instead, I eat my salmon teriyaki and thank my lucky stars…grateful for everything that’s transpired over the past two days. 
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   When we’re finished, we both hug Jenny goodbye outside the eatery, and wish her luck giving notice. Then Lucas and I get into the limo, which has appeared from out of nowhere to pick us up. Lucas asks me, when we’re inside, where I do my banking. I tell him I’ve been using a Chase Bank location near the atelier, and he asks Edgar to drop us there.  
 
   On the way, he explains that I need to deposit my bonus, and also he’d like for me to sign an employment contract. We’ll get it notarized at the bank. I agree, and we talk about his morning on the way. He’s got a new art deal in the works, auctioning a group of small drawings attributed to Leonardo Da Vinci. They’ve been in a private collection since World War II, and the owner has recently died. Lucas is a little worried that they were stolen from a Jewish collector during the holocaust, and he’s spent two weeks authenticating their ownership over the years. He has pictures of the sketches on his phone, and they’re lovely. I can see why people commit crimes and do weird things to get their hands on such rare pieces. He uses a reverential tone when showing me the photos, and tells me about their history. 
 
   I love hearing him talk about his work. He gets so excited about being a part of the transfer of beautiful things. He tells me a few anecdotal stories about collectors, and says he can’t wait to introduce me to some of them. I feel a sense of happiness for the first time, thinking, I might actually be the girl on his arm. At parties and dinners, I’ll be with him. It doesn’t seem possible. 
 
   We get to the bank, hop out of the car, and go inside. Lucas moves me toward a string of remote offices on one side of the bank’s lobby, instead of the teller line. 
 
   “May I help you?” a middle-aged lady says, eyeing Lucas’s face and physique. She has on a bank nametag; it says LORNA SYKES, in bold black letters. “Yes, Ms. Sykes” he says pleasantly. “Miss Graves has a large deposit to make, and we need to get a document notarized. Can you help us?” 
 
   She springs into action, taking us into her private office. I’m reaching for my wallet, and a deposit slip, when Lucas touches my arm and makes a little ‘it’s us against them’ facial expression. I almost laugh out loud. I compose my own expression, and we sit down. 
 
   “First, let’s take care of your deposit” she says officiously. I open my wallet, extract a deposit slip, fill it out, and hand her the check from Sutton Shield along with it. She looks at the check and makes a little face. “May I see some identification, as well?” she asks. I hand my driver’s license to her. For just a second, I’m glad that my photo turned out decent at renewal. I actually have some color. We went to the beach the weekend before I had it made. And the DMV officer let me smile naturally in the picture. I feel pretty certain Lucas can see it. Or will see it.  
 
   Lorna looks hard at my photo, and back to my face. When everything appears to be in order she processes the check into my account. Her lips are turned downward. Lucas looks at me sideways and I can tell he feels like laughing. It’s a lot like being in the principal’s office. 
 
   Then Lucas produces an envelope from the inside of his coat. “Your contract, Miss Graves” he intones. He pulls out a short sheath of legal-sized paper, and unfolds it. “You can notarize this, Ms. Sykes? Our company prefers that these items are officially validated.” She nods. 
 
   He hands the paper to me.
 
   I look down the page. There are limits to the length of the contract; it’s set for twenty-four months.  My duties? I’m to design, produce, perfect, and market a full line of lingerie for Sutton Shield, under the auspices of the house of Anna Rosenstein. I’m responsible for fit, quality, fabric and customer satisfaction. I am given my own staff (with a budget of up to $300,000 per year for employees), my own studio (now listed as a space on the 10th floor of the Sutton Shield corporate offices), and my own brand name (listed as Sexy Sadie, LTD). My mouth opens involuntarily, just like Jenny’s did, on that note.  Oh my God. Sexy Sadie. That has to be Lucas’ invention. I’m not sure whether to laugh, or roll my eyes. So I just keep reading. 
 
   My salary is $335,000 per year. 
 
   Jesus. That’s a fortune. 
 
   I’m to be given bonuses on sales exceeding 2.5 Million USD, and those bonuses increase exponentially with each million USD sold. I keep reading. From my understanding of the document, the overall bonus is roughly equal to 15% of sales, once the breakeven of 2.5 Million USD is reached. The verbiage seems concise enough. 
 
   I’m responsible for my own financial brokerage or management, my own 401K and retirement benefits, and my own transportation…unless I’m traveling on company business. In such case, the company jet or other transportation will be requisitioned for my use. I may have to share travel time with other staff or employees of Sutton Shield. 
 
   I may use the corporate offices for promotion of the Sexy Sadie LTD brand. Budgets for events must be approved by management. I will be called upon to promote the brand on television, in interviews and other media. 
 
   I’m expected to behave in a way befitting Sutton Shield’s reputation. Misdemeanor or felony arrests may void my contract. I smile at this. At all times, I am representing Sutton Shield, and I’m to be mindful of their brand and status. 
 
   Okay, then. 
 
   I produce a pen and sign on the dotted line. Lucas signs on behalf of Sutton Shield. 
 
   Ms. Sykes reviews the document and impresses it with her notary seal. Lucas sighs, loudly. I put my pen away, and shift in my chair to look at my new boss. Boyfriend. 
 
   Lover. 
 
   Whatever. 
 
   Geez. This could get complicated. 
 
   “Sadie” he says with a smile, “you’ve just made my day, month and year.” 
 
   We rise, shake her hand, pay Ms. Sykes for her services, and head for the exit. Lucas uses the push-to-talk function on his cell to call Edgar, and he picks us up in front of the bank’s entrance. 
 
   On the way back to corporate headquarters, Lucas raises the privacy screen in the limo and proceeds to kiss off every last bit of my lip gloss. 
 
   So far, this is the second-best day of my life. 
 
   




 
   I spend the afternoon drawing and cutting patterns for my friends at the “Secret Society of Sex.” 
 
   Well, that’s what I’m calling it. I suppress a little smile. I want to meet and discuss the viability of a line geared toward them, but first I have to have something to show Anna and Bain. I plan on bringing my sewing machine to work tomorrow, which means I have to slip out to Kew Gardens to pick it up.  
 
   I have patterns made for the top five items within a few hours. I text Lucas that I need to run an errand, and I head out to get a change of clothes or two, and my power tool. Did you know that a sewing machine is a power tool? I think people don’t give much credit to clothes, but they do make civilized society possible. 
 
   Calvin drives me out to my apartment in a town car. I get the aforementioned gadget and a week’s worth of work and play clothes. It’s barely 3:30PM, and I suddenly realize I haven’t heard from Emma yet. I try her cell again, while I’m rummaging through my closet. 
 
   It’s my lucky day. She picks up. “Angel girl!” she cries. 
 
   “Oh my heavenly days. Are you really available?” I laugh into the phone. She laughs back. I can hear a lot of noise in the background. “I am, but literally only for a minute, precious. I’m on this Cosmo photo shoot, and it’s a madhouse.” 
 
   I’m immediately on alert. 
 
   You have jewelry in the shoot, Em? You know its Anna’s dress that Violet Emery is wearing.” 
 
   “Well, she looks like two million bucks. Yes, my silver bell necklace is in the shot. Don’t ask me how that happened!” she giggles. 
 
   “Tell me what’s going on?” I ask, wondering how Anna’s brand is being portrayed. 
 
   “”Well, Lucas Sutton is here, kissing on the model like there’s no tomorrow, and Steve Madden is here doing the shoes, and there’s enough hair and makeup talent here to choke a mule. The first of the major shots have been taken, but they’re waiting for the sun to start setting for the last ones. Everyone’s drinking champagne. I hope I make it out of here alive!” Emma re-positions the phone, so she can hear me better. 
 
   I catch the first sentence and immediately stop packing. My stomach plummets and my scalp prickles.
 
   “Oh, Lucas Sutton, huh? Teddy’s friend from school?” I know I can fish with Emma; she doesn’t have any inkling about Lucas and me. 
 
   She laughs. “That’s the one!” Now what are you doing?” 
 
   “Oh, keeping busy, babe. Listen, I know it might seem weird, but will you take your phone and send me a picture of Lucas and Violet? You know, I worked so hard on that placement. I have a huge investment in her wearing Anna’s dress. None of the Rosenstein staff were invited to the shoot. Will you do that for me, now?” 
 
   Emma is quiet. “Sadie! Are you saying they didn't ask your team to come here? That’s just wrong. I’m so sorry. You should be celebrating right now, with the rest of us. I feel terrible.” 
 
   I hear her moving. 
 
   “Listen, I just took five pictures. I’m sending them to your phone. I love you so much. I’m sorry you aren’t with me right now.”
 
   Jesus. You’d better be glad I’m not there. Because if I were, I’d kill that two-timing bastard this minute. She whispers into the phone. “Look, Sadie, we’re all about to move out onto a rooftop for the sunset photos. Can I call you back? “
 
   “Em, I appreciate it. You can call me later. I saw Sal yesterday and he wants us all to meet up - Natalia is making spaghetti early next week. I was hoping we could all get together. Can you and Teddy swing it?” 
 
   “You bet we can. Give me a call over the weekend, okay?” 
 
   I promise, and we ring off with a chorus of “I love you”. I’m once again indebted to my best friend. I regret not being 100% honest with her, but later, when I tell her everything, she will understand why. 
 
   I open my SMS screen. 
 
   There they are.  Each shot might as well be an arrow to my heart. 
 
   Lucas, holding Violet from behind, his eyes closed. His hands are splayed across her waist. 
 
   Violet kissing Lucas’ lips, her blue eyes open, her full lips smiling. Her hair is flying in the breeze. 
 
   Lucas touching Violet’s hair. His expression is serious. There are little violas stuck in her locks, on blonde bobby pins. She looks magical. 
 
   Lucas and Violet, looking at each other, laughing. 
 
   In the last frame, Lucas is sitting in Violet’s makeup chair. He’s looking at his phone, a thoughtful expression on his face. She’s in the background, moving off camera with an entourage. I can see the feathers on Anna’s skirt, floating in the breeze. 
 
   He’s probably reading my text. Fucker. 
 
   I’m filled with the most powerful disgust I’ve ever felt. I literally feel murderous. And hurt. And intensely stupid. You did it again Sadie. But hey, fool me once; shame on you, Fool me twice; shame on me. I get that old adage. I do. 
 
   It’s after four o’clock. I unpack my clothes, and put them away. I’m going nowhere. 
 
   I call a local locksmith, and ask how quickly the locks in our apartment can be changed, and how much it will cost. The guy on the phone tells me he can be out in twenty minutes, and gives me a reasonable estimate, so I ask him to proceed. 
 
   I call Calvin on his cell, and tell him I’ve had a change of plans. I thank him for bringing me out to Queens, and tell him I’ll see him at work, tomorrow. He thanks me for the update, and tells me he hopes I have a good night. 
 
   A few minutes later, the locksmith arrives and sets to work. He changes out both the deadbolt and the doorknob locks. I pay him in cash when he gives me the bill, and he gives me three sets of keys: one for me, one for Jenny, and one for our landlord. All of them work perfectly. I feel better already.  I text Jenny that I’m leaving her key in the locked mailbox down in the lobby – and I trot down to secure it for her. 
 
   With that done, I lock the main door and go to my room.  
 
   In private, I pull my phone out. I look at each photo in turn, and I cry as if my heart is breaking. When I’m done, my face is literally swollen. I believed him. Oh, I did. I’m a classic fool. And now Lucas Sutton has been proven a liar. Even worse, if he enjoys Violet’s company, he has to be secretly mean. I’ve seen her in action. I know how she operates.
 
   I visualize Peter Emery’s face, saying: “Our Lucas isn’t all that cruel or weird, is he?” to Sidney Poole. Oh. Yes. Apparently, he’s both. 
 
   My wonderful day now in shambles, I SMS the first picture Emma took to Lucas’ phone. 
 
   And then I block him from my inbound call and text list. 
 
   My skin is blotchy, and my eyes are pink from weeping. I turn off my phone, lock my bedroom door, wash my face and fall onto my bed. I’ll deal with all this tomorrow.  
 
   I fall asleep with a pillow between my arms. At least I’m holding something.  
 
    
 
   




 
   Thursday morning comes with a torrent of rain. Water beats against the side of our building, and it’s unnaturally dark. I call Anna around 7:30AM, and leave her a message saying I’m going to stop by the atelier today around ten o’clock. I want to run something by her. 
 
   She must have been in the shower or something, because within minutes she texts me that she received my message and can’t wait to see me. I smile. 
 
   The one person I can count on. 
 
   Anna.
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464373]Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   “Love the Way You Lie”
 
   Eminem, featuring Rhianna; Recovery




 
   The next person I call is Bain’s personal assistant, Sandra. She tells me he can arrange to see me at noon today. I thank her, and ask her to reserve the time. We ring off, a smile in both our voices. 
 
   Smiling is coming easy to me today. I know exactly what I have to do. And nothing in this world is going to stop me. 
 
   I get ready, and dress warmly. It looks cold out there. I grab my umbrella, and a raincoat. I take the stairs, avoiding any post Lucas may have on my door. I know how much he hates to lose. I have a distinct feeling that’s what all this was about anyway. 
 
   I look both ways when I get to the stairwell entrance on the first floor, and take the alley exit. I merge into a stream of human beings headed to the subway station, all dressed in black, grey and other somber colors. New Yorkers are such a predictable bunch! I laugh at how similar everyone looks. 
 
   I take the Blue line to midtown, and walk the rest of the way to Anna’s studio. I detour a few blocks and stop by the bank, have a cashier’s check made out to Bain Sutton, and I drop it into my portfolio. Then I walk back, and breeze through the front door, looking for my old boss. 
 
   She’s waiting for me in her office. 
 
   Anna takes one look at me and does a double take. She frowns. “Sadie. Something’s wrong. What’s going on?” 
 
   I realize I look tired and my eyes are still red, but there’s nothing I can do about it. “Oh, Anna. Everything’s completely fucked up. I was an idiot. I slept with Lucas Sutton, and he asked me to move in with him…just, a lot has happened. Yesterday Emma had a piece of jewelry in the Cosmo shoot and she sent me five incriminating photos of Lucas and Violet Emery. I’m pretty devastated. I just need to figure out what I’m going to do now. Everything I thought was important…suddenly just isn’t.”
 
   “Sadie, could you have possibly misinterpreted the photos? I’m just being the devil’s advocate.” 
 
   I hand her my phone, wordlessly. She puts on her cheaters. 
 
   She uses her finger to swipe through the pictures, pauses, and hands the phone back to me. 
 
   “Well, that settles that” she says with finality. “Exactly” I say. We both sigh.
 
   “Okay, so now what?” she looks at me; open to whatever I say next. 
 
   “I’m going to fulfill my contract to Sutton Shield, but I’m doing it in an unconventional way. I can’t work in the same building as Lucas. I’m going to Bain to tell him that I’m going to do something different. And, I’m returning my bonus so he can use it to pay for another space for Sexy Sadie. I feel like I have a little bargaining chip.” 
 
   She nods. “Okay, that sounds fair. Then what?”
 
   “Then I’ll design like crazy, and churn this line out with a vengeance. I have a huge packet of orders for fetish lingerie from Monday night. I’d like to develop a line of specialized items that are…um…sanitized for the general public. Could you get behind that?”
 
   She laughs out loud. “I can. Let me see the designs before you show them to Bain. I don’t want him to fall over unconscious, or anything.” She hoots with laughter. “Honestly, Sadie. You get yourself into some scrapes, don’t you? For such an innocent.” She smiles, and her eyes do too. 
 
   “I don’t know, Anna. I seriously don’t know what to think anymore. I came into all of this completely naïve. I wish I could go back there, now.” I drop my head. She comes over to hug me, and I leave my head on her shoulder for a minute. 
 
   “Sadie, everything’s going to work out for you. You’ll see.”
 
   A couple of tears squeeze between my lashes, but I wipe them away. I look at the time, and realize I’d better get cracking if I’m going to meet Bain Sutton at noon. I thank her for giving me license on the fetish items, hug her one last time, and head down Fifth Avenue. 
 
   



I arrive at Sutton Shield a few minutes before noon. I smile at the receptionist, and head to the top floor of the building. I exit the elevator, and Sandra greets me warmly when I come around the corner to the entrance to Bain’s office. She looks at the clock, and inclines her head toward the door to his private study. “They’ll see you now, Miss Graves.” 
 
   They. 
 
   Not good. 
 
   I take a deep breath, knock on Bain’s door and enter quietly. 
 
   This is going to be hard, but I’m ready. 
 
   Lucas and Bain are sitting at a round table, to my left. Lucas rises quickly, acknowledging my presence. Bain gets up, too, and looks genuinely happy to see me. Lucas is wearing his poker face. Fine. I can play that too. 
 
   “Sadie! I’m glad you arranged this meeting. Lucas asked to join us; I hope that’s okay with you?” He knows. He’s asking permission. That’s new. I nod, acquiescing. 
 
   “It’s your company, Mr. Sutton; I just work here. I won’t say anything to one of you that I won’t say to the other.” My voice sounds strong. Whew. That’s good, because I feel like turning around and running through the door. 
 
   Bain’s eyebrows shoot up. “Very good. What’s on your mind, Sadie?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about two things, Mr. Sutton. The first is a big order for fetish lingerie that I was given on Monday night. I talked to Anna, and we both think it can be developed for mainstream consumption, provided it gets sanitized a little. I’m working on the prototypes now – in fact, I got five of them done yesterday afternoon. I wanted to clear it with you; pursuing this direction as a sideline. I’m sure you’ll want to talk to Anna about it, but she told me this morning she likes the idea.”
 
   “Interesting. What do you need to move forward with everything, Sadie?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Just time to create the patterns and test fits, I think. I can sandwich that in between working on the regular line. I’m not afraid of hard work, and I can get both done on deadline.” 
 
   He smiles. “I have no doubt.” He looks at Lucas, who hasn’t said one word. “Do you object, Lucas?”
 
   “I don’t. Though right now, I think if I did object Sadie would probably tell me to go fuck myself.” He looks directly at me. He looks terrible – sleep deprived and probably dehydrated. There are dark circles under his eyes. I was avoiding looking at him, but now I’m glad he looks like shit. 
 
   Terrific.  Poetic justice. 
 
   Bain looks a little uncomfortable. “Well, that sounds like a no-brainer, Sadie. If you think there will be a market for something, I think we should take a chance on it.”
 
   “Okay, I’m glad that’s settled. Now, for my second request.” I reach into my portfolio, and pull out the envelope with the $175,000 cashier’s check in it. I hand it to Bain, casually.  He pops open the envelope and looks inside; his eyebrows immediately knit together. “In light of recent events, I don’t think I’ll be able to work effectively on the 10th floor.  I’d like to return this to you, so I can use it to secure a different design space, away from this building. Jenny Whitson will be starting in a few weeks, so I need to move quickly to find something suitable. I’m not asking for this, actually. I’m telling you. I won’t be working here in this building, but I’m committed to fulfilling my contract. I wish I hadn’t signed it now, but it’s too late, so I’ll make the best of it.”
 
   Lucas swallows hard, and looks slightly ill. Bain’s eyes open wide for a minute, but he resumes his composure quickly. “You regret this? Really?”
 
   I exhale. “No, Bain. I regret this.” I gesture to Lucas, and back to myself.    
 
   I get up from my chair. “I appreciate your time today. Thank you for the meeting.” Both men stand, and I get my portfolio and my raincoat. 
 
   Lucas moves toward the door, as if he’ll walk out with me. I get closer to the door and then turn and raise my hand, palm out, to him. “Stop. I work for you, and that’s it.”  He looks stricken. “Sadie, please. I know what you think you saw. I…” 
 
   I cut him off. “I have multiple pictures, Lucas. There’s no mistaking what I saw. If you need something from me as my boss, I’ll be happy to discuss it. Otherwise…” 
 
   I go through the door, and walk to push the down button on the elevator. He follows me. He’s irritated now, and he starts to shout. I feel like shushing him. 
 
   “Do you know that Violet is like my sister? I’ve never slept with her. I haven’t. I know she’s crazy about me, and I should have done a better job of pushing her away. I had to tell her on Monday that I can’t oversee her career anymore, and she was devastated. That’s why she showed up at my apartment on Monday night totally inebriated. I can’t spend time with her anymore, Sadie.  Because I want to spend my time with you. I only went to that fucking shoot because it was such a big moment for Violet. She called me fifty times, begging me to come. And when I got there she kissed me right away, and everyone was acting like we were a couple. But Sadie, I don’t want her. I want you.” He’s followed me into the elevator, and we’re alone. It would be easy to be convinced by his sincerity. Yeah. If I were a complete dumbass. 
 
   He pushes me into a corner, and starts kissing my neck. He groans, whispering, “Oh, baby. Please.” His hands reach behind me and cup my backside. Then he pulls me forward, toward him. My arms go out, pushing him away. He pulls my arms down to my sides, gripping my wrists. “Shh. Sadie, don’t fight me” he says.  He pushes me against the wall, and keeps kissing my neck, moving up to insert his tongue in my ear. Every hair on my body stands on end. I’m pinned, and he starts to rub against me. 
 
   He has an erection. 
 
   I’m immobilized. 
 
   Sadie, don’t fight me. I want you.  
 
   Oh, God. 
 
   I feel panic start to paralyze me. My windpipe closes, and my chest feels like it’s going to burst. I start to fight Lucas, hard, now. He pulls back, confused, and looks at me full in the face. My chest. Oh. I need air. 
 
   I pull in one deep breath but it goes nowhere. My mouth is open, alarm on my face.  
 
   I croak, “No, no, Dust…”
 
   He isn’t fast enough to catch me before I hit the carpeted floor of the elevator. On the way down, I feel my head bounce hard against the brass handrail. After that, everything’s dark. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464374]Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   “The Chain”
 
   Fleetwood Mac, Rumours




 
   I wake up to a blurry scene. My head feels like it’s on fire. I’m on the couch in Lucas’ office, legs hanging over the edge. Louella, Bain and Sandra are all nearby, and I’m being ministered to by paramedics. Lucas is on his knees beside the sofa, his hand clasping mine. 
 
   I try to keep my eyes open, but it feels like work. So I lie quietly.  
 
   The paramedic in charge is explaining to Lucas that I’ve most likely incurred a concussion. He suggests that they don’t leave me unattended for any length of time. I can eat, if I like. But if I have any of a host of symptoms, I’m to be transported to a hospital. Lucas has obviously put himself in charge of my care. He is speaking to the EMT as if we’re in a long-term relationship, promising to look after me. Ugh. What a bastard. He runs his fingers across my temples and to the back of my head. There’s a goose egg back there, and it’s throbbing.  
 
   The paramedics pack up to leave. 
 
   Louella offers to move a meeting both men are scheduled to attend this afternoon, and both Lucas and Bain think it’s a good idea. She leaves the room to take care of it. 
 
   Bain comes to stand at the end of the sofa, and speaks to Lucas and me, with a low voice. “Look, you two. I’m not really clear what’s going on here between you, but in no way am I okay with your relationship getting in the way of business. Lucas, leave Sadie alone for now. She very pointedly asked you to; I don’t know if your hearing is off, or what.” He turns to me. “Sadie, I’m sorry about your head. Rest until you feel good enough to go home. Calvin will take you, when you’re ready.” I nod. 
 
   “Dad, I’m trying to convince Sadie that there’s nothing going on between Violet and me” Lucas says, not dropping the point. 
 
   “If you’re a one-woman man, Lucas, it will show itself eventually. Until it does; stop making an ass out of yourself in front of my star designer, hmm?” He turns and leaves the room. 
 
   Louella appears at the door. “There’s a man downstairs looking for Miss Graves, Mr. Sutton.” 
 
   He looks surprised. “Who is it?”
 
   She looks at a Post-It note stuck to her hand. “Jonathan Tierce is the message I got from the desk. The owner of the nightclub Latex? ” 
 
   Lucas looks up, and his face hardens instantly. “Get him on the house phone.” 
 
   My head is burning, but I notice Lucas’ quick change of demeanor. “Who’s that?” I drawl, softly. 
 
   “Someone I literally can’t stand. I’ll handle this.” 
 
   Louella brings Lucas a cordless phone, and he switches it on. “Tierce. It’s Lucas Sutton. How can I help you?” He doesn’t sound helpful at all. He sounds positively glacial. “Yes, Sadie Graves works here now.” He pauses. “I see. Yes, it’s understandable that Anna would direct you here. But no, Sadie isn’t available to meet with you today. If you’ll leave your card with the concierge, I’ll have my personal assistant get back with you. And, Tierce?” He sounds odd, confrontational. “I’m in a relationship with Sadie. I don’t want you anywhere near her; something you can plainly understand. ” 
 
   He listens for a few seconds, and scowls. “I wish Peter had never brought her to that meeting. I sincerely doubt your ability to stick to business, but if you can; you can meet with Sadie. Just know, I’ll be present every time you’re in the same room together. Do you understand?”
 
   Another pause. “Good.” He hangs up without saying goodbye. 
 
   What was that all about? 
 
   My eyes are still shut, and Lucas comes back over to the sofa and crouches beside it. 
 
   “I’m so sorry about today, Sadie. I don’t know what I do that triggers those attacks, but if you’ll just tell me…” I shift and roll slightly away, not able or willing to talk about it. I think, are you sorry about yesterday, too? 
 
   “Do you feel well enough to stand? Let me take you back to my place. You’re not supposed to fall asleep, and I want to be with you until you’re past your period of observation.”
 
   I groan, and sit up. Hmm. That wasn’t so bad. I pass my hand over the back of my head. Ow. That smarts. 
 
   In the end, I figure I’m not dead yet and I’m going to survive. I sit until I can stand, and when I get to that point Louella pokes her head into Lucas’ office to smile at me. “Can I get you something, Miss Graves? A drink? Or something to eat?” I realize I haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday. Salmon teriyaki. It’s been a long twenty-four hours. I’m starved. 
 
   I tell her so and she steps out to her desk to arrange for something to be brought up. 
 
   “So, how about it? What do you want to do?” Lucas looks at me, tilting his head. 
 
   “I want to do what I was going to do before I got in the elevator, Lucas. Look for a design space, hire my second team member, and get on with work. I don’t want to go to your place.” 
 
   His face falls. “Okay. I deserve that. And I understand. My dad’s right; I just need to give you some space.” He sighs. He still looks tired and drawn. 
 
   When the door rocks open on its hinges, I’m still too caught up in my own pain (and misery) to even look up. It kicks back, hitting the wall behind it, and a shower of sheetrock particles fly forward on impact. 
 
   Violet Emery struts into the room, and she looks furious. She has on a tight black dress that shows off her every curve, and onyx knee-high heeled boots. Her hair is up in a loose clip, and she’s perfectly made up. 
 
   I’m barely able to stand; fabulously inglorious in wool pants and a soft rayon scoop-neck sweater. I feel a black eye, or possibly two, coming on. And I’m so tired I can barely think. Talk about comparing apples to oranges. 
 
   “Marc Lucas Sutton, get your ass over here and settle things with me once and for all!” she announces, without bothering to notice anyone else present. It’s not even two in the afternoon, and I sense right away that she’s been drinking. Her words are off, somehow. She’s listing hard, to the left. 
 
   Lucas stiffens, and rises from the sofa to move toward her. “I’m glad you’re here, Violet. I’d like nothing better than to get our differences ironed out.” 
 
   “Well that’s good” she says with a smirk on her face. “Oh, look!” She sees me, and moves closer to look me over. “You’ve brought the dog in.” My head is throbbing. I’m not sure I want to watch this spectacle, and I’d love to get up and leave. 
 
   Lucas puts one hand on my arm, insisting that I stay seated. 
 
   Violet rakes her eyes over me, in disbelief that I’m in Lucas’ office and she’s an intruder here. 
 
   Lucas inserts his body between her and me. “Violet, you’re acting like a complete bitch. I want you to stop, now. I know you thought we might have a future, but when I met Sadie I knew she was the right person for me. You know I love you, like family. Can’t you just be happy for me; that I’ve found my match?” he looks at her, serious but unwavering. 
 
   Her eyes track all over his face – his eyes, so brown and deep; his nose, lips, chin. Her eyebrows lower; she goes from angry to accusing. “You were…kissing me yesterday. Touching me. You hold my hand and cup my waist like we’re a couple. You want me. I know you do. So tell this…person…the truth so she’ll at least know you’re incapable of being with only one woman.” Her eyes fill with tears, and I recognize her angry words for what they are: deep, searing hurt. 
 
   He starts to say something and I interject. 
 
   “Violet, may I ask you something?” I say, almost conversationally.  Her eyes swing toward me, and I can tell by her expression that she can’t – for the life of her – see how I could possibly be competition. She takes a breath and says, “Yes.” 
 
   “Have you and Lucas been intimate? I’m not asking for details, just an honest answer.” 
 
   She looks at me square in the face, and exhales sharply. “Of course we have. Why do you think I’m such a mess? If I’d never slept with him, I might be able to deal with everything that’s happening. When he and Sidney divorced, we were together every night, for months. I just assumed he would, you know, make me the next Mrs. Sutton. I love him.” She closes her eyes, and her beautiful face looks defeated. 
 
   I swing my eyes to Lucas. His face is closed, nervous. “So earlier, when you told me you hadn’t been with Violet; you were lying. Correct?”
 
   He sits down on the couch, though Violet and I are both standing. He looks drained.  “Sadie, I’m sorry. I did lie. I knew you were innocent; you wouldn’t understand what I had with her.” Violet flinches, an involuntary shudder wracking her body. “But the truth is; I haven’t been with her since I met you, on the day she came to Anna’s for her fitting. Tell her, Violet.”
 
   She narrows her eyes at him. “No, you haven’t.” “She looks back toward me. 
 
   “He told me on Saturday night he’d met someone. That we were through. I can’t believe it’s you, though.” Funny, she almost looks offended. 
 
   I’m still trying to keep up. My brain feels sluggish. 
 
   Lucas turns to look into Violet’s face. “Vi, I wish I could tell you that I love you and we can spend the rest of our lives together. But I’m in love with Sadie. After a fucking week, for God’s sake. I’d do anything if I could make this right with both of you. But I can’t. I think I’ll leave you both alone, and get out of this office. Sadie, do you think you’ll be okay enough to get home without help?”
 
   I nod. “I will.” 
 
   He grabs a blazer from the back of a chair, and retreats from the office. Coward. 
 
   I look at her, understanding on my face. “Violet, I was a virgin a week ago. That, and the fact that I look somewhat like Sidney Poole, are the only reasons why I attracted Lucas’ attention. I’m now contracted to Sutton Shield, so I have a legal responsibility to this company. But it only lasts for two years, so I’ll be out and on my own in no time. I’m going to withdraw from this building, so you can move forward with him.”
 
   She looks at me, somewhat bewildered. “Are you saying you don’t care about Lucas?”
 
   “I’m saying I can handle a lot of things, but I hate a liar.” I smile at her softly. 
 
   “Why are you up here, anyway” she asks, softly. 
 
   “Oh, I fell down and hit my head. I’m nursing a concussion.” I sigh. “I need to get out of here, though. I wish you a lot of luck. You, um, may need it.” 
 
   I grab my raincoat and portfolio from the table, rub my head gingerly, and head toward the door. She calls after me, when I’m close to the exit. “Hey Sadie?” I turn around. 
 
   “Yes?” I say, tired beyond belief. 
 
   She looks genuinely sorry. “I apologize for what I said about the way you look. The minute that I saw you, I might as well have been face to face with Sidney Poole. I wasn’t fair. I was just…reacting. Anyway, I’m truly sorry. “ 
 
   “Okay, Violet. Thanks; I accept your apology. See you around.” 
 
   I duck my head and ease past Louella’s work station. 
 
   Food forgotten; I walk to the elevator, out the front door of Sutton Shield, and to the subway station. 
 
   It’s a while before I lay eyes on Lucas Sutton again.
 
   And it’s lucky for him. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464375]Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   I’m Moving On”
 
   Rascal Flatts, Rascal Flatts




 
   I spend the end of December finding a suitable space for rent. With Bain’s support, I choose a fifteen hundred square foot space in Queens, near my apartment. Jenny agrees that we should live and work together for six months before she buys a place of her own, so she can save up enough money for the down payment on a condo. 
 
   We interview several promising design assistants, and settle on Brandon Hayes. He’s bleach-bottle blonde, wears no other color but black and is better than fabulous. It’s like he completes our little clique. He has a wicked sense of humor and is so smart about fit and function, he’s astounding. I love him on sight, so handing him a Sutton Shield contract is like having Christmas early. He flushes with pleasure, and accepts immediately. The three of us go out for Pho and beers, and laugh away the afternoon. I almost feel like myself again, these days. 
 
   Brandon and Jenny help me update and decorate the space before the Christmas holidays. The cream-colored furniture arrives and it’s unseasonably warm, so we paint and organize everything in the entire space. I order half of the lingerie fabric from Sal, and the other half from the lingerie suppliers I used before, when I was in Anna’s building. The order is so huge that Sal is overjoyed, and so is everyone else. God, that feels wonderful. 
 
   Christmas is low-key and meaningful. I take the train to spend a few days with my dad, and we drink wine and cook great food. All the diner employees cycle in and out of his house, and a bunch of my old friends from high school drop by. I get a text on Christmas Eve, unbidden, from Lucas. I’m not sure why, but I’ve unblocked him. 
 
   SADIE, I HOPE YOU HAVE A WONDERFUL CHRISTMAS.  LUCAS
 
   I look at my phone, one glass of wine too many in my system. Then, I wisely decide to ignore it. Just thinking about Lucas makes my chest hurt. There’s such a sense of loss attached to him. I think about how he played me, and I’m reminded how naïve I am. But, sadly, I’m getting smarter. 
 
   On Boxing Day, I head back to New York with a low-grade feeling of excitement. It’s time to get to work on the Sexy Sadie line, and I’m ready. 
 
   I work on the expanded lingerie collection, including the fetish items, and have test prototypes ready the day before New Year’s Eve. I get an impromptu phone call from Peter Emery the same day, and he laughs when he hears my voice. “Sadie! My God! Where have you been?” I laugh back, and explain to him how busy I’ve been. He flatters me with an invitation: will I meet him tomorrow to celebrate the New Year?
 
   I pause. “Peter, I have no interest in going to Times Square with millions of other people. Surely you can’t find fun in all that humanity?”
 
   He groans, and then laughs. “Sadie, there is no way I would take a lady into that throng. I’m actually asking you to go with me to a nightclub. Jonathan Tierce has invited me to Latex for the evening, on one condition: that I bring you as my guest.”    
 
   Jonathan Tierce. Lucas’ enemy. 
 
   My interest is piqued. 
 
   “Me? Are you sure, Peter?”
 
   “Oh, yes – very. He wants you to design his female staff’s work uniforms, and he got a lot of pushback from Lucas. So he’s asked me to help smooth the introduction.” 
 
   “Hmm. I’m sure you know more about my relationship with Lucas than I want you to, but I guess I would enjoy New Year’s at a nightclub. Thank you for the invitation, Peter. I’d like to go.” 
 
   He’s happy to hear it, I can tell. 
 
   “I’m curious” I say. “What is the dress code?” 
 
   Peter only has one comment. “It’s upscale, Sadie. Whatever you wear, come sexy. That’s what Latex is all about. I don’t want you to worry; I’ll be with you the whole time. But it’s a sex club, plain and simple.”  Ooh. Interesting. I get a tiny bit turned on just thinking about it.  
 
   “Okay. I wouldn’t go if anyone else invited me. Thanks, Peter. I’ll see you tomorrow. What time?”
 
   “I’ll pick you up at five o’clock. We’ll grab a bite to eat and a drink, and then head that way. Be sure and text me your address.” 
 
   I promise to do that, and we hang up. 
 
   




 
   The next day, I spend a longer time than usual getting ready. I start by trotting down into the neighborhood for a manicure and pedicure. That accomplished, I come back and have a leisurely lunch. I call Emma and tell her what I’m doing tonight. 
 
   “Jesus, Sadie. That place might be dangerous, okay? How did you end up going there?”
 
   I explain about Peter’s invitation, and about Jonathan Tierce’s proposed uniforms. 
 
   “Oh, okay; that sounds much more benign.” Emma signs with relief. “Will you call me at five minutes after midnight? I want to kiss Teddy, and then confirm that my best friend is A-OK.” I laugh, tell her I love her and promise I will. 
 
   Of course, I have no idea that I won’t be calling Emma. 
 
   I’m going to be otherwise engaged. 
 
   I read for a little while and then get up to get ready. 
 
   I shower, carefully put my hair up, and apply makeup suitable for a dark nightclub. Then I dress. I choose a white silk shirt with loose, longish sleeves, a short black skirt, and I tie a thick hank of black ribbon tightly around my neck, in a bow. I unbutton the shirt by three buttons. I’m a present, I think to myself. Maybe I’m ready for someone to unwrap me. I should choose the right underwear, because my nipples tend to jut out when I wear thin shirts, or white. Tonight I wear my own demi-bra, with lace cups. I don’t think it hides anything, but I really don’t care. It just feels pretty to wear my own design. I cap the ensemble off with thigh-high stockings and crushed velvet, beribboned platform heels. They’re so girly I almost blush, and they have five inch heels, but I love them. My last actions are to slide a pair of jeweled earrings in my ears, and dab on some watermelon-colored lip gloss. I look at myself in the floor-length mirror. 
 
   Hmm. I look good. 
 
   If I feel it, it must be true. 
 
   I’m just thinking I’m ready for anything, when the buzzer sounds and I know Peter is waiting for me downstairs. I grab my wool cape, and head to the elevator to meet him. 
 
   Peter has a town car waiting at the curb. It’s already full dark. I never can get used to these short days, I think.  He tells me I look wonderful, and hugs me like an old friend. I’m glad to see him. He looks nice, too, in a beautiful tailored suit. His bow tie is untied, so we almost match with bows at our necks. We crack up at the similarity.  
 
   He helps me into the car, and we head to a small eatery near the club. I’m a little nervous. I never even go to clubs, much less a sex club. Right? I really don’t know what to expect, so I try to keep an open mind, and I ask very few questions so I don’t look stupid. 
 
   Once seated, Peter orders a Bellini for me and a Dewars neat for himself. We have three plates of hors d’oeuvres, and they’re delicious, but I can’t seem to concentrate on food. 
 
   Before long, it’s time to go. We hop back into the car and it drops us at the curb in front of Latex. There’s a long line, and I wait at the end of it while Peter steps to the front to discuss our arrival with the three bouncers. I hear them calling my name within seconds. “Sadie Graves! Miss Graves!” I step forward, and they all gesture toward me to step to the front of the line. People crane around to see if I’m a celebrity or someone they know. Ooh. They might think I’m some kind of sex star, I think. Ugh. I would probably not want my dad to know I was here, it suddenly occurs to me. Well, he won’t. It’s all good. 
 
   Right when we step inside, Jonathan Tierce comes to greet us. I recognize him from the party. He’s tall, and extremely handsome. I guess I was so overwhelmed with Lucas’ good looks that I failed to notice his, but he’s beautiful in a completely different way. He has black hair and ice blue eyes, and a five o’clock shadow that’s really sexy. He’s dressed in black jeans and a black satin blazer; his baby blue shirt is open at the collar. He’s in cowboy boots. I notice women tracking him with their eyes when he steps to greet us, and I can understand why. 
 
   “Miss Graves” he says; his tone so courtly that I’m taken aback. He has a clipped British accent, and it isn’t contrived. I must have not noticed his accent, either. I was on autopilot. “I’m honored that you’ve come here tonight. If you’d give me one moment, I’d like to take you on a tour of the facility. Can you wait here for me?” I nod, wide-eyed at the crush of people streaming into the building around me. 
 
   Peter leans over and whispers “Listen, if you two are going to talk shop, do you mind if I scout around? Maybe get another drink?” 
 
   “Not at all, Peter. I’ll catch up with you later?” He nods; the music and ambient noise make it hard to hear conversation. He disappears into the crowd, and I tuck myself against an exterior wall, waiting on Jonathan’s return. I look around. The place is large, but sectioned off in such a way that it almost seems intimate. Music is pulsing, but not booming. There must be a dance floor on this level. The clientele is mixed – every age seems represented, but the majority of people I see look slightly older than me. 
 
   I watch the ebb and flow of patrons, most dressed up in their finest for New Year’s Eve, Coming through the front door. People-watching engrosses me, and the next thing I know Jonathan Tierce is beside me, his hand cupped at my lower back. “Miss Graves, won’t you follow me?” he whispers into my ear. I smile and go with him; in places the crowd is so thick that he holds my hand to keep me with him. He has strong, elegant fingers. We make our way past several waiting lines and finally make it to a back corridor, which I assume leads to his office. “My God!” he laughs. “Don’t get me wrong, I love that the club is this busy. But wrangling all these people is a trial.” I laugh, realizing he has a whole different set of problems than most business owners. 
 
   “Come, my office is here.” 
 
   He enters a door, and opens it for me. The room is a good size, and comfortably furnished. There are a few bookcases, mostly filled with awards and other memorabilia; not very many books. 
 
   His desk is large, and covered with papers and invoices. I step inside, and sit down in a chair facing it. He starts to go behind the desk, but thinks better of it and leans across the front instead, his flat stomach and muscular build obvious in fitted clothes. I’m suddenly aware that my face is right on level with his crotch, and I wonder if he planned it that way. 
 
   “Sadie…may I call you Sadie? Or shall I call you Miss Graves?” he asks, his manners intact. 
 
   “You may certainly call me Sadie. You wanted to see me, and I’m here. How can I help you?”
 
   He smiles, and looks a little wry. “I know Lucas hates me, Sadie, and I’m sure he’s said nothing but unkind things about me and this operation, but…” I pause him. 
 
   “Now wait; that isn’t fair. I don’t know what happened between you and Lucas, and its none of my business. I’m here to talk about staff uniforms, if that’s what you want. But I’m not here to talk about Lucas, and we aren’t a couple. So get to it, Jonathan, or I’ll be on my way. I’m not a big night-clubber.” He tries to hide his surprise. “Lucas told he himself that he was in a relationship with you.” 
 
   “I understand that. But what he neglected to tell me is that he is also in a relationship with Violet Emery. I’m not into sharing.” I sigh. 
 
   He looks at me thoughtfully. “Can I ask you a question, Sadie? Without offending you?”
 
   “You can try” I smile wistfully. 
 
   “Have you been with many men?”
 
   Ah. The loaded question. “I’m sure it’s obvious. I haven’t. In fact, I’ve only been with Lucas.” 
 
   His eyes widen slightly. “I see.” He takes a deep breath. 
 
   “Okay, let’s stick to business here” he says, briskly changing the subject. “I want latex uniforms for all my female staffers. They have to be covered enough to do their jobs without being exposed – bending, lifting, getting things that require stretching. But they need to look sexy. The only color I’m interested in is black, and they need one for every day of the week that we’re open. That means five days; five outfits. There are fifty-two women who work here, bartending, serving cocktails and waitressing. That means I need two hundred and sixty uniforms, cut to fit. I’d also like latex bow ties for the male employees. There are twenty-six of them. They need at least three apiece, so that’s seventy-eight ties. I’d like you to walk around with me to see what other suggestions you might make on dress, if you’re willing.” 
 
   “All right” I say, standing up. He pauses, just for a second. 
 
   “Sadie, you’re going to see some things in the lower level that might disturb you. And you might get incredibly turned on. I don’t want to minimize what you might see. I sensed that you were inexperienced, and in this place that quality is like blood in shark-infested water. Hell, even I want to pull your skirt up right now and bury my face between your legs.” I color immediately. 
 
   “But you won’t” I say, levelly.
 
   “Not unless you change your mind. But if you do, I’m bringing you back in here, and I’m going to slide you back onto my desk and eat your pussy until you beg me to fuck you.”  My belly does a high, hard cartwheel. He reaches out, and touches the bow at my throat, his eyes never leaving mine. “Lucas Sutton isn’t very smart, is he?” He looks thoughtful, and releases my ribbon.
 
   I don’t say anything, and I try to control the low level of sexual excitement I feel toward Jonathan. This guy is animal. Whew. 
 
   Sadie, you’re just lonely. Deep breath, sister.  
 
   He opens the door, waiting for me to follow him into the club. And so, I do. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464376]Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   “Locked Out of Heaven”
 
   Bruno Mars, Unorthodox Jukebox




 
   Latex is located in an old bank building, and has something different on each of its six floors. The uppermost floors are private, for VIPs and other regular patrons. The next three floors are limited to straight drinking and dancing. The basement floor originally housed twelve bank vaults, which are used now for live sex shows. They feature both amateur and professional sex performers, in straight, BDSM and gay scenes. There’s a steep cover charge to access the lowest level, not to mention a required metal detector and full bag and body search of patrons.  Jonathan isn’t taking any chances on the safety of his performers, and the bouncers are armed and dangerous. 
 
   We take an elevator to the lowest level and he checks in with the bouncers to let them know he’s bringing me along. They nod curtly to me as we walk past. Jonathan and I walk slowly past the first vignette. The room is small, and its audience is full. There’s a wooden stage at the end of the narrow room. The lighting is perfectly balanced so you can see every body part, yet it’s flattering to the performers.  There’s a naked man tied to an inverted triangle, and he’s gagged. His eyes are wide open. I realize he’s moving his sex in and out of a rubber vaginal replica, in time. There’s a whirring sound emanating from it. Ah, vibration. I’m repulsed but unable to look away. Over him, holding a long, thin cane in one hand is a redheaded dominatrix. She’s wearing a teal-colored corset and matching thigh-high boots, her breasts exposed. She doesn’t have anything on from the waist down. 
 
   She’s holding a remote control in her other hand. Turning the vibration on and off, I guess. 
 
   My breath catches in my throat. I recognize her, of course. 
 
   It’s Sidney Poole. 
 
   




 
   Since she’s otherwise engaged, I know Sidney can’t – or won’t - see me. I press Jonathan’s hand to let him know I’m ready to move along. There’s a crack of cane against flesh as we walk out, and I’m glad I’m not looking. The remaining vignettes are full of naked people in various positions, having sex. Jesus. I feel flushed, guilty for seeing what’s in front of me. And I’m wet. Really wet. I can see why people are down here. No one seems like they’re bothering anyone else, though the clientele is mostly men. Every lone man around me has a slightly dazed look, like he needs sexual release, and soon. Couples aren’t sure whether to watch what’s happening in front of them, or to touch their companion all over. 
 
   Jonathan leans over to me. “Do you feel it, now? The excitement?” He moves me in the crowd until I’m in front of him, and then he reaches around and slips his hand into my shirt. He pulls my demi bra cup down and fills his hand with my breast. He squeezes one long nipple between his thumb and index finger. My sex clenches, but he’s the wrong man. There’s only one man I want to touch me there. The thought saddens me. The man I want is with someone else tonight, and he’ll be kissing her at midnight. I’m in a sex dungeon on the Lower East Side, getting felt up by this moron. 
 
   Damnation. 
 
   I move expertly away from him and close my shirt. I turn around, look at him seriously in the eyes, and shake my head. No. 
 
   He leans forward. “I had to try, Sadie. You’re special. Lovely, really. I apologize; it’s easy to get out of line down here.” I nod, and tilt my head toward the elevator indicating that I’m ready to go. He acknowledges me and we start moving. 
 
   We’re almost past the last vignette when I look up. This live sex stuff is like a train wreck; it’s like I can’t not look. Why is that? I think about Lucas losing Sidney Poole, to this lifestyle. What a shitty trade. A life of love and intimacy, for…nothing. 
 
   The last vault has a black contraption in it, made out of ropes or webbing. There’s a woman tangled up in it. It’s holding her up, though, and that’s a good thing, because her sex partner is fucking her hard, and she’s gasping out little cries of pleasure mixed with something close to anxiety. The room is full to bursting with onlookers. The man’s thick penis is sliding in and out of her with a smacking sound; his balls are slapping her rhythmically. He’s built, and he’s grunting with satisfaction. He pauses to flip her over, and she’s facedown, his cock banging into her sex, her ass jiggling with each thrust. He reaches around her rib cage to pinch her nipples, and whispers to her, loud enough for everyone to hear, “You like that, don’t you baby? Tell me that feels good. I want you to say it.” She groans, between gasps. When she doesn’t speak right away, he rams her with his cock faster and faster. 
 
   My brain makes the connection before my conscious mind does. 
 
   I start to run, out of the vault space and toward the elevator.  No wait, there are stairs. 
 
   Jonathan can’t keep up with me. No one can. 
 
   It’s him. 
 
   It’s Dusty Kennon. 
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464377]Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   “Last Request”
 
   Paolo Nutini, These Streets
 
   




 
   I spill out onto the sidewalk, and my mind starts racing. 
 
   I still have my purse clutched in my hands, and inside of it is my cell phone. I pull it out and call Peter, but his number goes straight to voicemail. Figures. 
 
   I’ve left my coat inside, and it’s freezing. I’m suddenly aware that I didn't have a panic attack, and I just saw my abuser. I’m oddly pleased. And I thank my stars that he didn’t see me. I have to process this. I’m not sure what it means, but it all means something.   
 
   I look at my texts. There’s one from Emma, telling me: 
 
   U B CAREFUL! <3 U! 
 
   And only one more. My heart almost stops. It’s from Lucas. 
 
   SADIE, I HOPE YOU’RE SAFE WHEREVER YOU ARE TONIGHT. I MISS YOU EVERY DAY. HAPPY NEW YEAR. LUCAS
 
   His text is only a few minutes old. I feel desperate, and I miss him so deeply right now that I’m probably not thinking straight. I text him back. 
 
   LUCAS, I NEED HELP. CAN YOU PLEASE SEND EDGAR TO GET ME? I WENT OUT WITH PETER AND NOW I CAN’T FIND HIM. I’M TWO BLOCKS OVER FROM LATEX, BUT I’M GOING TO KEEP WALKING. PLEASE.  Sadie
 
   My phone rings within one second. I don’t even get to say hello. 
 
   “Jesus Christ, Sadie! What in the hell? You’re in danger. Are there any restaurants nearby?’
 
   I sigh, irritated. “Yes, I see a pizza place ahead.” I tell him the name and he tells me the car will come to get me within minutes. He hangs up without saying goodbye. That’s a nasty habit, Lucas. Really. 
 
   I buy a coke from the 24-hour pizza shop and sit down at a table to wait for Edgar. It’s sticky, I notice idly. Imagine that. I put my forehead into my hand, and mentally check out for a few seconds. One of the pizza guys asks if I’m okay, and I smile wanly at him and say yes, I’m fine. I’m cold, I think. But fine. 
 
   The door to the restaurant flies open and Lucas comes inside. Oh. He’s still the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. I think he’s gotten more beautiful, if that’s possible. Or maybe I’ve just missed seeing him so much that he’s gotten more attractive. Who knows? He’s wearing jeans, sneakers and a sweatshirt. My sex clenches so hard that I have to take a deep breath. 
 
   He’s not dressed up. 
 
   I stand in my skirt and tall heels, and he looks me up and down, letting out a low whistle. “Hi, Sadie. You look delicious.” My panties are still wet, and just looking at him gives me the most intense feeling of sexual longing I’ve ever had. I have all these mental images of fucking and sucking in my mind, and it’s been weeks since we’ve been together. I can barely speak.  
 
   I clear my throat and lick my lips. “Um, hi, Lucas. I, ah…wasn’t expecting you to come here. I figured you’d be busy tonight.” 
 
   “No, I’ve been hanging out with Sadie Sutton.” He moves closer to me, and takes my hand in his. I feel like I’m vibrating when he touches me. He looks at me, and his eyes open wide. “Mmm. I felt that.” 
 
   I try desperately not to make an improper response. I’m going to do something dumb, I just feel it. 
 
   “Come on, I’m taking you home.” He turns around, my hand in his, and heads toward the car. 
 
   Inside, he doesn’t sit too close to me, which is a blessing. Because I’m a sexual landmine right now. One false move and KABOOM. I suppress a smile. What in the hell is wrong with me? 
 
   I shake my head. Maybe that will clear out those thoughts. 
 
   We ride in silence and I realize soon enough that we’re headed to 66th street. “Lucas, I thought you were taking me home?” 
 
   He looks serious. “Sadie, it’s New Year’s Eve. There’s no way I’m risking getting into traffic with a bunch of drunks tonight, and it’s already ten o’clock. You can stay with me, and I’ll take you back tomorrow. Do you need to let Jenny know where you are?” 
 
   “No, she’s with her parents on Long Island this weekend. She won’t be back for two more days.”
 
   “Hmm. Okay.”
 
   “Will Violet be upset that I called you? I’m not trying to create problems. And, I’m really grateful for you, Lucas. This is something a real friend would do. I won’t forget it.” 
 
   He looks over at me, an incredulous look on his face. “Sadie, baby. You just don’t get it. I haven’t seen Violet since the last day I saw you. I’m trying to prove a point.” 
 
   He slides close to me and pulls me to him. 
 
   “I need to kiss you, Sadie. Need it. Seriously.” 
 
   I smile a little at him, remembering his words to me in my bedroom, the morning we first were intimate. 
 
   “I don’t want to kiss you in the car, in front of your staff. Okay?” 
 
   “All right.” He backs away slightly. 
 
   We arrive at his building, take the elevator to the fourth floor and walk into the great room. “Go to my room. Don’t get ready for bed.” I nod, feeling that uncomfortable feeling of unsatisfied sexual need between my legs. I feel like those guys at Latex looked. 
 
   In need of a serious fucking, my brain whispers. No doubt. 
 
   I wander into Lucas’ room and sit in an upholstered chair by the bed. It feels good in here; warm and comfortable. The door opens and a curious little canine face peeks in. Sadie. She pushes her way in and lopes over to a little dog bed in a corner. 
 
   Lucas comes in the room with a glass of ice water for me, and two aspirin. “I just figured you got stressed out; thought these might help.” He hands them to me.  I take the water and swallow them down. 
 
   “Now, tell me what you were doing tonight.” He looks calm and interested, not nuclear, so I explain about the uniforms and my meeting with Jonathan. His eyes go dark, but when I tell him about going downstairs he becomes visibly upset. “Sadie, that’s a good place to get yourself raped. Every man there is on hard. Did Jonathan try to take advantage of you?”
 
    The last sentence is a whisper. “Were you turned on?” He looks stricken, but resigned to whatever I say. After all, there’s no reason why I can’t sleep with other people. He knows this. After all, he has. 
 
   “Actually, he stuck his hand in my shirt and squeezed my nipple. It was already long, so I guess he thought that was what I wanted. We were watching a woman give her partner head, and she was really enjoying it. It was incredibly arousing. You’d have to be dead to not be turned on in that place.” 
 
   Lucas’ breath catches, and he licks his lips. “What did you do?”  
 
   “I closed my shirt and told him no, and he apologized.”
 
   “You were aroused?” 
 
   “Yes, very.” I squeeze my thighs together, remembering it. I shut my eyes, for a second. 
 
   “Tell me what you saw.” He grabs my hands and pulls me from the chair to the mattress. I sink onto it, now sitting right next to him. 
 
   “Well, there was a man sitting on a loveseat, and the woman undid his pants and pulled out his penis and she started licking the head, just softly at first. He immediately got excited. And then she started licking him all over, and sucking him, until she got most of him in her mouth. She gradually brought him closer to orgasm, and he was whispering to her how good it felt…and she was moaning; it was very, very sexy.” 
 
   Lucas eases one hand under my skirt, and slips a finger inside my panties. He closes his eyes and groans when he feels how slippery I am, and then he’s kissing me, hands everywhere. It’s like he wants to devour me. 
 
   He breaks and pulls away. “You were this excited, and you said no? Why?” he looks jealous, confused and incredibly full of need all at the same time. 
 
   “I don’t know, Lucas. I just…didn’t want him touching me. I only wanted you to touch me. It was simple, really.”  
 
   And with that, he’s mine. His need is at least as powerful as what I’m feeling. He has all my clothes off in no time, but he leaves on my stockings, my shoes…and the ribbon.
 
   He’s between my legs, excitedly licking me into orgasm, two fingers inside me, when he pauses to exclaim over the length of my clitoris. I prop myself up on one arm to look at it. It’s almost as long as the first knuckle on my little finger. I watch him tongue and suck it, and I blow apart when I pinch my own nipples at the same time. Oh my God. He knows exactly how to make me come. 
 
   I gratefully give him head, watching the end of his shaft swell and redden. “Oh, Sadie. Shit. Baby, you’re incredible.” I love pleasing him, but soon he pauses me. “I have to be inside you now. Please?” 
 
   He pulls me to the edge of the bed and rocks his entire length into me on the first thrust. I cry out in enjoyment, and he quickens, thrusting in me faster, groaning and panting as he speeds up. He watches our bodies join with a look of both desire and turmoil on his face. He wants to come, but he’s holding back. Between my trip to the dungeon and the orgasm he gave me, everything south of my navel is drenched in wetness. His cock is shiny with lubrication, grinding rhythmically into me. He stops, flips me over and enters me from behind; haltingly telling me between thrusts that he loves the feeling of being fully inside me, all the way. He grips my hips, and moves slower, almost at release. 
 
   I climax again, from the wetness and friction, and it just comes out. I truly have no filter. Why can’t I just be quiet? [bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   “Oh, Lucas. I love you.”  It’s a whisper, but he hears me. 
 
   His eyes fly open wide and he grabs my hips with a possessive grip, leaning down to touch his chest to my back. He says my name with a sigh. “Sadie.” He gasps out “I. Love.” And the last word, “you”, is a cry of orgasm. 
 
   I don’t leave Lucas’ bed for two days. 
 
   And I only do then because we have a lingerie line to produce. I mean, c’mon. I have to make other people’s sexual dreams come true. 
 
   But only after I figure out what they are. And that means research. 
 
   Lots of research. 
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc346464378]Epilogue
 
   “Take a Picture”
 
   Filter, Title of Record
 
    
 
   




 
   Sometime between New Year’s Eve and January second, Dusty Kennon breaks into my apartment. 
 
   Again. 
 
   That night I came home from the ‘Secret Society of Sex’ party to an open door? He had been inside. I just didn't realize it at the time, and of course now I’m glad I didn’t because I might have had what my mom calls a ‘come-apart’. 
 
   I don’t know how he found me, but he did. 
 
   This time, in true form, he leaves me something to remember him by. 
 
   That’s so Dusty. 
 
   It is. 
 
   


Liner Notes
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If you’re a woman of any years, you’ll know what that means. (smiles)
 
   My most precious sensory ability is my hearing. Conversations, music, my mother’s voice: these are all invaluable to me. So, I added a song to every chapter of this book, and I’ll do the same to the next. I hope you listen, only because I thought long and hard about the magical ability of music to expand on the story line. If you play each song along with the chapter, as you read, you’ll see where I’m headed. They’re meant to go together, these two things. 
 
   Honest confession: 
 
   The first time I fell in love, I wasn’t confident or articulate enough to tell that person that he was important to me; that, at that time, he meant everything. I lost spectacularly in that moment, only to be redeemed in a real love later. I didn’t want my heroine to be so standoffish. I wanted her to take risks, even in shyness. 
 
   I hope you’re taking calculated risks, too. 
 
   Because that’s there the reward is, you know. 
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