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Sarah:

Love in the Ruins

1.

Cold hands burrowing between her warm thighs at seven o’clock on a Saturday morning wasn’t high on Sarah’s wish list, if she had a wish list. Not that it would matter to Henry, of course, who was being insistent. But Saturdays were for sleeping in, weren’t they? She wondered if it would do any good to just keep pretending that she was dead to the world. What was the chance that he’d get bored, or miffed or whatever, and leave her the hell alone? It was a rhetorical question, as she knew all too well.

The chances were exactly zero.

Henry was always hot for it in the morning, and she most definitely was not. She might have felt differently if he’d been hot for her, rather than just plain old horny, but he wasn’t, and she knew that, too. Unfortunately, lying on one side with her back to him and her long legs drawn up gave Henry a clear shot at her girl parts, which made the actual source of his arousal a moot point. Even as she thought that, he slipped one hand around her rump to scratch gently in her pubic hair. It tickled unpleasantly and she wished he’d stop, for fuck’s sake.

They’d already made love, after all, complete with candlelight and the better part of a gallon of Bahama Mamas, an island specialty combining several kinds of fruit juice and exotic rums, which was violently pink in color, fool-you sweet in taste, and very nearly lethal in any quantity at all. That meant that Sarah was not only tired, but spectacularly hung over, as well. What she really needed was two more hours of undisturbed sleep, maybe three.

The only way she was going to be responsive was for Henry to grab a fistful of pussy and yank her around to take what he wanted, rough housing her sleepy ass into arousal. Yeah, like that was going to happen.

What his touch did instead was remind her that she needed to pee in the very worst way. Or maybe the very best way, come to think of it. She’d slept all night without a trip to the bathroom, an event worthy of some note in her book. However, eight hours or so in the sack left her with an aching bladder, and that was one of the paybacks of age, damn it. She was thirty-seven years old, but sometimes felt older—a lot older. It was like she’d gotten there almost without noticing. How in the hell had that happened? Life just seemed to be passing her by.

“Am I making you wet, or is it the smell of fresh coffee?” Henry said in the soft, faintly amused voice that always left her wanting to explain herself.

“Tinkle time,” she said, automatically using the little girl words that Henry approved of. He didn’t like for her to be unladylike, which took a fair amount of effort on Sarah’s part, as she was no lady.

She yawned and stretched and reached for her glasses on the nightstand by the bed, then staggered off to the toilet, leaving his questing hands behind. Soft golden light poured through the single frosted window, and she stopped to peer at her reflection in the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet.

“Sigourney Weaver my ass,” she sighed with caustic dismay.

Everyone said she looked like the actress, but if that was true then Sarah felt very sorry for poor Sigourney, especially in the morning. Still grumbling, she prodded at her jowls, or where her jowls would be if she had any. She didn’t, but that didn’t keep her from worrying about them.

Sarah did, in fact, have the high cheekbones and big eyes, and the angular six foot body that made the famous actress so beautiful on screen, but that was all. In her mind, at least, the Weaver woman was truly gorgeous and Sarah just wasn’t, and that was that. Unfortunately, the reflection in the mirror did little to dispel her assessment.

Her weight had cycled up and down a few times over the years and blurred the crisp, toned figure that she’d once been so proud of. Of course, the legs were still nice, a little plump at the top maybe, but shapely. Her skin was still okay, too, more or less, with its cinnamon sprinkling of freckles like a cape over her shoulders and onto the upper slopes of her breasts. She had managed to get herself thin again at Henry’s insistence but, discouragingly, it just didn’t look as good as she had planned.

Then there was the boob issue. Sigourney Weaver had gotten rather handsomely augmented in her forties, but Sarah didn’t need any help that way—quite the opposite, in fact. Big tits were in her genes. In fact, 36Ds only made her a mid-packer at family reunions, where bounteous women meant stacked, by God.

Even so, she was currently as small as she’d been in a decade, although small wasn’t the right word. Dropping thirty-odd pounds and a cup size had been achieved through a miserably hard regimen of diet and exercise, which she had hated every minute of. Worse yet, the weight loss had deflated her breasts somewhat, leaving them more pendant than ever and, in her view, ugly as sin.

Sarah had, in fact, been a double D cup for most of her adult life, which sounded like a lot until you got next to her cousin Celia, for instance, who was six inches shorter and carrying the same weight. She wore a G cup, for God’s sake. Soccer balls would fit handily into Celia’s bra, and there had been a time when Sarah was insanely jealous, feeling as if she’d been cheated, somehow.

Of course, that was in her youth, when more was better. That was then, however, and this was now, and she was finding herself actually considering a breast reduction, something she would never have dreamed of in her bosomy past. She peered into the mirror and said, “Ugh!” at the idea of having breasts the size of sports equipment, which wasn’t fair at all.

Celia, with her three ex-husbands and five children and two grandchildren was only a year older than Sarah. Her oldest daughter had beaten Sarah in the knocked up teenager department by a full year, scandalizing the family and making Celia’s life all that much harder. Even so, she had always retained that same serene beauty, and was still just as happy as a lark about having a giant chest. And maybe it was that very tranquility making Sarah cranky.

She wished she could be as placid and good-natured as her cousin, especially about things she couldn’t do anything about. If the truth were told, Celia was the sexiest woman Sarah had ever known, and she was jealous about that, too, if only in a distant, sisterly way. Maybe it meant that Sarah was growing up at last, because she had come to understand that what she really wished was to be that sensuous, and that unguarded. It would have made her life a lot simpler.

She peered blearily into the mirror where blue eyes were awash in the raccoon’s mask that last night’s heavy make-up had left on her face. Her dishwater blonde hair was tangled from the pillow and dull with inattention, and standing up every which way as if determined to show every gray root in her head. Sadly, there were more than a few. She had been meaning to get to the beauty parlor, but keeping up with the persistent evidence of encroaching middle age just didn’t seem to be worth the trouble anymore. That she simply couldn’t afford it made a convenient excuse to do nothing.

Turning disconsolately away from the puffy eyelids and softening jaw line, Sarah hiked her cotton nightgown up to sit on the toilet, wincing at the sight of her spreading thighs on the seat. Elbows on bare knees, she buried her face in both hands, not wanting to think about slack muscles so early in the morning—or any other time, come to that. Urine spurted noisily into the water beneath her and she sat quickly upright again, aiming the stream against the porcelain so Henry wouldn’t hear. He wasn’t fond of bathroom noises, of trilling pee or grunts or farts, not fond of them at all.

When she got back to the bed, he grinned and pulled the sheet down to show his erection. Sarah was resigned to it by then and lay down, nearly managing a smile to prove how much she appreciated his pretty hard-on. And it was pretty, no doubt about it. Henry had the most perfect dick she’d ever seen, except maybe for her ex-husband, who had also been nicely proportioned, although significantly larger, although she wasn’t about to tell Henry that. No way. Anyway, there wasn’t time. He reached for her immediately.

Sarah wondered for about the millionth time if there was something wrong with her. Couldn’t she just be happy with a morning quickie and get on with her life, for Christ’s sake? Henry knew the drill. He kissed her neck, her breasts and belly, and then twisted around to go down on her. It was the only way to make her wet in a reasonable length of time, and for Henry, time was of the essence. He was a very orderly man.

She restrained another sigh, scraping her fingernails very lightly over his bare, upthrust hip, exactly the way he liked it. His morning bristles were sandpapery against her inner thighs, and she wished he would grind his chin in there, just to give her something to think about. He didn’t, of course, so she turned her head to take his cock in her mouth. Henry groaned appreciatively, probing her cunt with his tongue, wetting her labia, touching the nubbin of her clit.

It was sweet, as always, but lacked urgency, also as always. She worked up a moan, hoping it sounded believable. What she really wanted was for him to suck her tenderest meat into his mouth and bite the shit out of her. She wanted to feel his fingers digging mercilessly into her ass, insistent and powerful. She wanted him to take her hair in strong fists and bend her head back to face-fuck her like that worn out whore she’d seen in the bathroom mirror.

She’d have been shocked if he had actually done any of that, as it would have been totally out of character. Sarah wasn’t a whore, and Henry just wasn’t that kind of guy. He loved to touch her, but it was like being caressed by butterflies. And maybe that wasn’t so bad, if he’d just hold her down and keep doing it until she screamed; like Chinese water torture, only with orgasms. But, he never did that, never did much of anything, if the truth were told.

Things were really so much simpler for Henry Finnegan. In his mind, or at least the part of his mind that Sarah understood, Henry believed that his job was to get her wet enough to fuck and then climb aboard. End of story.

Fuck. That was her word, not his. She’d always heard that it was an acronym for some kind of old legal term, but couldn’t remember what; For Unlawful Carnal Knowledge, maybe? It fit, anyway. Not that it made any difference what it meant, of course. She loved the word as much for its inappropriateness as anything else.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! So there, Henry, you stiff necked prig. Fuck you, you fucking fucker. Fuck you, and the fucking horse you fucking rode in on. She had to strangle a giggle, turning it into a moan so that he wouldn’t know that she was being silly again. Henry misinterpreted her snorting little grunt as desire, and shifted his body around, climbing on top of her.

He would definitely disapprove of her wandering mind, especially while he was making love to her. Henry had never used the grand old multi-purpose Anglo Saxon declaration, or at least never where she could hear him. She suspected, in fact, that he never even thought it. More than likely she said fuck enough for both of them, although she had to keep it to herself when he was within earshot.

Sarah spread her legs, but not too wide, of course. That would have shocked poor Henry almost as much as the fleeting fantasies in her head. When he got into position, she reached down for his questing cock, rubbing the blunt rubbery head against her cunt, which was wetter from his saliva, she suspected, than her own juices. When he surged forward at last she gripped the shaft, holding him straight so that he could hit the ten ring on his first try. Anything else would trouble him.

Henry liked a good, deep elliptical hip swing. It was nice, mostly, to be fucked that way, only she wished he was bigger, or did it harder or something. But, that wasn’t his way. Henry did what Henry did because he believed it was best. As far as she could tell, it never occurred to him that his choice might not be the same as hers.

She didn’t mind that, as a rule. Her tastes ran to forceful men, or at least her dreams did. Unfortunately, along with all the other things that he wasn’t, Henry wasn’t dominant. She’d thought so once, but had learned otherwise over the years. She had made the classic mistake, confusing selfishness with self-confidence. Six years of marriage had taught her that, if nothing else.

Six years, she thought. Ye Gods! And here I am, still fucking the man who left me for a younger woman.

It made her want to weep, or throw something, or scream out loud. It made her wish she’d jumped off a bridge, or poisoned his soup, or at the very least dragged him through the courts in a malicious divorce—something dramatic—something satisfying. But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d settled for second best, which was a very bad habit of hers and hadn’t surprised anybody.

Once a month or so, Henry came to supper on Friday night and stayed for breakfast. And sometimes, he fucked her twice, which was pretty nice, if occasionally inconvenient. Sarah had no idea how he explained that to what’s-her-name, and had never asked. In her nastier moments, she wondered if maybe the girlfriend thought of it as a welcome respite.

Henry held himself above her on locked arms, thrusting away, steady and dependable as a metronome. He didn’t do it to look down at the conquered woman, but out of respect, or so he said. After all, he was heavier than she was, and he wouldn’t want to crush the life out of her, now would he?

You would if you had the balls, she thought savagely.

And the simple truth was that she really wanted to feel that kind of weight again, to be smothered and driven and taken with fierce disregard, or consideration, or even common decency. She wanted him to grab her with hands like vises and power-fuck her into the middle of next week. She wanted to be brutalized, screwed to a standstill and left bleeding in semi-conscious bliss on the bed. She wanted…

She tore her mind away from that kind of delusion with a deliberate wrench of effort. If wanting was getting I’d be rich and well fucked, she thought disconsolately. And I’d look like Sigourney Weaver, by God!

Instead, what she had was indifferent sex and an empty house forty weekends out of fifty-two—if she was lucky. And even when she did get laid, it was only after playing June Cleaver, crooning and gasping decorously while Henry pumped into her, getting himself cranked up so that she could finally crank back, milking him hard with her muscular cunt in the last few seconds before he came.

That was her secret weapon, squeezing his cock in that powerful and utterly feminine grip until he was groaning with sensation, and finally, finally, finally driving hard into her. She drew her knees back then, opening herself to him so that his prick thudded into the back of her womb, hurtful and, in counterpoint, utterly male. Sarah liked that a lot, and during those rare moments, she could even fool herself into believing that she liked Henry, too. Lately, it was about the only time she liked him.

He didn’t have any idea that the last, brisk couple of minutes were really all that mattered to her, or that it was the only time when he even approached giving her what she needed. Sadly, it never lasted anywhere near long enough, but even so, it was exactly what the doctor ordered; that relentlessly hard bang, bang, bang of his body into hers, with Sarah writhing and too breathless to say anything at all except uh, uh, uh, uh, uh with every stroke.

She loved the wildness of that crazy hammering thrust, when he was just taking and taking and taking. That ruthless pummeling seemed to batter her mind as well as her body, and she responded to it like nothing else. Unfortunately, that very reaction always sowed the seeds of destruction, as the hard grip on Henry’s cock invariably took him over the edge way too early for her to catch up. He came, grunting breathlessly, lunging until she felt the heat of his sperm inside her—also too early and also, sadly, as usual.

That was the moment when Sarah’s first husband would have pulled out and cum on her belly, or her tits, or her face, and then gone down on her, using his tongue and lips and teeth, driving her to the edge of insanity.

Henry never risked that much. It was just too earthy for him, too messy. Instead, he spurted straight into her body, taking every bit of pleasure that he could stand which, apparently, wasn’t all that much. He couldn’t tolerate her famous pussy grip except in the paroxysm of his own orgasm. The sensations were too strong, too fucking immediate and gut-wrenching for him to deal with over any length of time.

When it came to that point, he pushed himself to finish, as he always did; squirting, one, two, three, and then climbing off her almost as if embarrassed by such an unseemly display. His only concession beyond that was to put his hands on her breasts while Sarah reached down for the spot he had abandoned, so that she could take care of herself. She had that part down to a science. All she had to do was hook her hand around the blunt curve of her venus mount, dig down to catch her clit between index and middle fingers and then yank at herself hard and fast.

Lately, she’d had to yank harder and faster than ever before. She’d even drawn blood once or twice, and hadn’t been put off by it at all. She pinched the swollen bud between two knuckles, hard, covering one hand with the other to increase the pressure. Her breasts, squeezed in between her arms, shuddered with her own motion. It hurt to do that, too, but it was the only thing that would make up for the stultifying boredom of sex with Henry Finnegan. 

With her eyes tightly closed, she let the fantasy images swim up out of her imagination at last; Sarah, nude on a street crowded with strangers; Sarah, mounted by some kind of savage animal; Sarah, pulling a train with a biker gang; Sarah, strapped down on a gynecological examination table, screaming as medieval torture instruments were used one after another between her bloody thighs. There were flickering mental photographs of stockings, high heels, garter belts, of Sarah the courtesan, rigidly corseted and beautifully dressed, holding out her hand for cash from the first customer of the evening, or from the tenth, or the hundredth. And that was just for starters.

The pictures in her mind had changed over the years, becoming more elaborate and extreme, but the emphasis had not. She’d dreamt that way practically all her life, and had long since stopped apologizing for it, even to herself. They were her darkest secret, and her greatest escape. And they were hers—no one could take that away. In her teen years, those daydreams had sometimes been terrifying but, as an adult, she clung to them fiercely.

As Henry tugged her nipples, Sarah jerked and clawed at her clit, and let the maelstrom of arousal and fantasy loose inside her mind, where it provided strange hands to tear at her; bloody fingernails cutting into soft skin; voices jeering; nameless leering faces looming in a smoky room; gigantic, veined cocks, spouting like fire hoses, and then, and then…

Oh, oh, um, mmm, mmmm,unnhhh,oh God, oh God, oh sweet ever loving…UNNNNHHHHHH!!!!
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When she was done, Henry let go of her and lay back to stretch and yawn. Sarah could feel his eyes on her, detached and clinical, watching while she caught her breath and tried to savor the orgasmic aftershocks that made her abdomen quiver and jump. The sensations were fleeting and delicate and, to her way of thinking, icing on the cake. He swept that aside disdainfully. 

“Why can’t you get off like everyone else?” He was a college math teacher, and used that faintly distant and professorial voice, the one reserved for his more inept students. “My goodness, Sarah, you’re like an animal—grunting like a pig and sweating like…like I don’t know what…a horse, or something. It’s disgusting.”

Her post-orgasmic daydream broke into little pieces, leaving Sarah with an all but irresistible urge to cry. He was such a dork, sometimes. How the fuck was it that everyone else had acceptable orgasms, and how would Henry know, anyway? It wasn’t like he knew everyone else, after all. Was she the only person in the world who sweated and yipped and watched her belly muscles flutter and shudder afterward?

To cover her irritation, she made big eyes at him, smiling stupidly, and used the simpering Jayne Mansfield voice that he used to like so much. “I can’t help it, Henry; you just turn me into a little beast.”

“Little is the word,” he said offhandedly. “You’re too skinny, Sarah. Being in bed with you is like sleeping with a sack full of coat hangers.”

Sarah cringed, resentment stiffening her back. She’d lost the weight at his insistence, and suddenly he was bitching about it. It was so patently unfair that the heat inside her evaporated as if it had never been, crushed by Henry’s apparently limitless need to make her feel bad about herself. Such casual indifference was the ultimate sort of cruelty, and she despised him for it—and herself, because his words always made a little shiver inside her that felt an awful lot like…well, sex, not to put too fine a point on it.

Kinky bitch, her little internal voice sneered.

She ignored it, staring up at the ceiling, waiting for her turn in the bathroom, and trying not to fret about Henry’s sperm oozing onto her fresh sheets. It didn’t matter. She’d be washing them again, anyway, just like always. When he came out of the bathroom to dress, she went for a shower, and scrubbed at her skin until it tingled, wondering if she ought to go ahead and shave her legs, and deciding not to. She hadn’t bothered for Henry, so why do it now?

After drying off, she put on her glasses and a crumpled red tank top of ribbed cotton that was hanging on the towel rack. She couldn’t find the soft pajama pants that she wanted, and was bent over trying to dig them out of the clothes hamper when Henry came back into the room to comb his hair.

“Now there’s a nice picture,” he said sarcastically in passing. She looked up, exasperated, but he went on without pause. “Have you got any hundred percent whole wheat bread? The real kind, mind you, not that honey wheat stuff. It’s got too much sugar.” He looked her up and down.

“In the bread box by the fridge,” she said.

The crack about her backside was just another in a long list of petty gripes she had about Henry. It was his idea of charming, which it wasn’t. Sarah used to have a killer ass. In the old days, she had shown off to beat the band, but Henry had taken to slamming her about it and she had gotten pretty self-conscious. Maybe it shouldn’t have mattered so much, considering the source. He didn’t give a shit about her, except between the sheets, and not very often at that. Knowing that just made things worse.

She found herself fighting back the tears again, and marveled at how he could fuck her and then make her feel two inches tall, all in about ten minutes start to finish. To distract him, she waved vaguely toward the kitchen.

“The peanut butter is…”

“In the corner cabinet, I know.” He scowled with irritation. “You don’t have to tell me everything, Sarah. I used to live here, remember?”

She stuck her tongue out at his retreating back, and then let the tears come. Somehow, it was easier to weep than cum, or at least more acceptable. And wasn’t that the most fucked up thing she’d ever heard of? She wiped brusquely at her wet eyelashes. What she needed was a cigarette and a double latte with a toasted bagel and stacks of cream cheese.

Or maybe just a long walk off a short pier.

Dispiritedly, she went to get dressed, which she would do slowly, using it as yet another excuse to kill time while Henry had his oh-so politically correct breakfast of wheat toast, all natural peanut butter, an apple (which he ate core, seeds, stem and all) and a small glass of orange juice. She couldn’t stand the smug satisfaction on his face while he contemplated one of those meals. The peanut butter came in small plastic tubs and was too expensive for her to eat, but she kept a container there for his infrequent visits, carefully mixing the separated oil back in so that it would be creamy. Otherwise, he complained like a school girl.

Fists jammed onto naked hips, Sarah looked at her bedroom and grimaced. The place was a disaster. She’d been meaning to sort out her closets and drawers, separating the things that were too dated or worn out to wear. But, but the more she looked at the mess, the more fearful she became that if she ever did clean up, then there wouldn’t be anything left of her at all.

However, in spite of her dread, something would have to happen pretty soon, or she’d end up buried forever in her own junk. Not that anyone would miss her. With the children off at college, Sarah was left alone in the house, and couldn’t bring herself to get off her butt long enough to do anything for herself anymore. It just didn’t seem to matter.

Rummaging through her underwear drawer, she discovered a wad of black nylon. Frowning, she plucked it out, and realized that it was an old pair of fishnets stockings, still attached to a grimy, sweat stained garter belt that had once been snowy white cotton broadcloth. They had to have been there for at least a decade, hidden way in the back underneath everything else, out of sight, where no one would find them.

There were other things in there, too, and she reminded herself that she really needed to get rid of that stuff; the sex toys, old vibrators, bits of rope and lace, the dreadful glass tube full of especially sharpened hat pins, leather lined handcuffs, a riding crop; things she never used anymore, and could hardly believe she had ever used, or had used on her. The handcuffs were engraved with her name, for fuck’s sake. Worse yet were the two shoe boxes full of dirty pictures and videos that her first husband had taken through their years together—the same guy who’d sharpened the hat pins and bought almost all the rest of the stuff in that drawer.

What would the kids think if they saw that? Or her mother, come to think of it. The very idea that someone else might see those things, much less family, made her faintly ill. She was always finding remnants of her first marriage, the days when she had been married to Fletcher Bolt, what she called her B-life. Lately, every time she stumbled across something that reminded her of him, it seemed like a slap in the face.

Trying to ignore the tug of memory on her emotional heart strings, Sarah wadded the nylons impatiently in one hand and threw them toward the overflowing trash can. And, of course, the stockings unrolled, fluttering, and draped across the floor as if the woman in them had been teleported to the star ship Enterprise, leaving her underwear behind. Sarah waved a dismissive hand and turned back to the drawer. Damn it, wasn’t there even one pair of clean panties left?

Finally, she found a plastic bag with some cheesy bedroom lingerie and a coil of rough sisal rope wadded inside. She dumped it out in the drawer and found more stockings, and, to her horror, the gold chain g-string that Fletcher used to make her wear in his more devilish moments. Looking at the sad little pile in consternation, Sarah wondered what on earth had possessed her to keep those things for so long.

She set the little wad of chain on top of the bureau, and her eyes kept drifting back to it as she tried to find something else to wear. She hadn’t touched that damnable thing since Fletcher moved out, had quite forgotten about it, in fact. But there it was, after all that time, just as evil and enticing as it had ever been, and the memories flooded back. She had worn it once to the Army Division Annual Ball in Germany, underneath a Dior knock-off of the perfect little black dress—the chain and nothing else. She had even danced with the Commanding General that night.

She wasn’t going to wear that thing ever again, period. She wadded it all back into her hand and retrieved the bag she’d found them in. There was a small tear of paper inside that she hadn’t noticed, and she pulled it out. It was a note from Fletcher written God-knew when: GC, You were wonderful last night. Love, F. Sarah shoved it back into the bag along with all the other things, refusing to think about it.

Instead, she made a face and went looking for jeans, which was what she wore most of the time when she wasn’t at work. The only ones that actually fit her were things that Henry disapproved of—too tight, or too low in the waist, or tattered at the knees and seat—unfit, in a word, for public viewing. All those clothes were folded into bags and stuffed under the bed.

What remained were two possibles that were even remotely suitable—or one pair, anyway, and a maybe. There were the loose ones that she called, disparagingly, her mom jeans, high waisted and shapeless, and a pair of tan stretch cotton gauchos cut so low she’d never had the nerve to wear them; that and one denim mini that barely covered her hips and wouldn’t stay legal if she sat down. Fletcher had always loved that one, of course. Henry, to no one’s surprise, hated it.

She held the low-riders against herself, scowling into the mirror. With a crop top, they’d show off her re-emergent hipbones. She sighed, wishing that her waist was narrower. And besides, she’d have to shave her pubic hair way down, just for starters, and then the goddamned tattoo might show, and besides, who wanted to shave anymore, anyway? Worse yet, Henry would have a heart attack if he saw her dressed like that. Reluctantly, she put them aside, vowing to get out and buy some decent clothes.

Sure, like I can afford that!

For the first time in years she actually looked for the black lettering under her pubic hair—the tattoo that she had spent a third of her life regretting—two words that haunted her—Bolt Hole, written in elaborate Gothic script right across her big, fat pussy bump. Next to those words was a red, thumbnail sized valentine heart, just in case anyone failed to understand that the wearer absolutely loved being reduced from an actual human female to nothing more than an empty cavity waiting for her man to fill.

Ye, Gods! Bolt Hole?

She could no longer even tell the difference between the humiliation of wearing such a declaration and the clear memory of lying on a cold bench in that ratty London tattoo parlor across from Victoria Station, with her skirt pulled up and a stranger handling her with something notably less than clinical detachment. She’d been excited at the time, considerably aroused and absolutely terrified, which had been a big part of the experience. Looking back, she wondered what had possessed her.

There were reasons for that tattoo, to be sure, although they had long since faded to irrelevance. She had been a lot more adventurous in those days, prone to brief hemlines and unbuttoned blouses. And she had been wild for her man; wild in the sense that she would do anything to please him, anything to keep his attention and his love. Even to the point of letting another man see her clean shaven mound and the thick, pouting lips of her cunt.

That bulging pubic mound of hers was the worst. It was huge, as if mother nature had taken one off a giant and stuck it on Sarah as a practical joke. She had always considered it a sort of birth defect, like half a grapefruit grafted onto her body. Well, maybe not a grapefruit, but big enough so that in the wrong clothes, it looked like she had a sock stuffed down her pants, or a cod piece. And she didn’t even want to think about her pink parts, thick and meaty as they were. It was just gross.

Who are you kidding? Her little voice was downright smug. He called it your Guerilla Cunt, and you just loved that, didn’t you? Remember, how he used to kiss it, how he used to…

“Cut it out,” Sarah said aloud, remembering too well. When her inner voice said he in that tone, she knew that it was about her first husband, rather than Henry, who was her second. And she wasn’t going to start thinking about being Mrs. Fletcher Bolt Hole, either, damn it. She just wasn’t!

Her tattoo was from way in the past, and she had long since decided that living it down simply wasn’t in the cards, even though having it done had seemed like such a good idea at the time. She’d been ridiculously pleased with herself about giving her old man the one thing he didn’t have, a girl of his very own. It had just seemed so damned clever, so utterly original; a sign that she was grown-up enough to make her own decisions, her own commitments, convention be damned.

She had been all of twenty-one at the time, with five year old twins to care for and a lot of years left in her life to wonder just how stupid she could be. The very idea of it still made her shudder with humiliation. She stepped into her mom jeans and zipped them up quickly to hide the evidence.

Nasty, nasty, nasty, her little voice whispered. What if Henry catches you without panties on?

Sarah, who secretly rather liked the idea of defying Henry Finnegan, smiled at the idea of prancing into the kitchen with her zipper down or something, just to see the expression on his face. He’d shit, and it would serve him right.

You’re a very weird bitch, her inner voice said. We like that about us, don’t we?

“Who is we?” Sarah grumbled aloud, and then clapped her hand over her mouth, afraid that Henry might have heard.

The phone rang, saving her from further pointless internal recriminations. She said, “Damn!” It would be her ex-husband, the very man to whom the tattoo was dedicated. She had promised to meet him at eightish. The alarm clock on her bureau said eight-ten. “Oh, shit,” she said, reaching for the receiver, suddenly breathless with frustration. “I’m late, aren’t I?”

“Maybe both our clocks are wrong,” he said without a trace of irony. “I wouldn’t have called, Sarah, but I’ve got to go out on a job at eleven and…”

“Ten minutes,” she said. “I promise, Fletch. Ten minutes.” She flapped her hand despairingly, wondering what else she could wear.

He laughed. “It’ll take half an hour just to get your make-up on, Sarah.”

She gritted her teeth, feeling the deep rumble of his voice right down to her toes, and not liking it one little bit. How did the bastard manage to turn every negative into a positive, and make her feel guilty, all at the same time?

“All right, all ready,” she said impatiently. “Give me half an hour then.”

“I’ll make a fresh pot of coffee,” he replied, and rang off.

Fletcher was self-employed and Sarah knew that he set his own schedules. It was hard to pin down exactly what he did, other than to group everything under the umbrella of Mr. Fix-It. That’s what he did, fix things. Boats, cars, motorcycles, bulldozers, sea walls, leaky roofs, bicycles; anything, in fact, that needed fixing. He owned his own business; several, in fact…part of a music store, a dojo, his repair shop and probably others that she didn’t even know about.

The bitter fact was that Fletcher Bolt seemed able to do just about anything he set his mind to. He was gifted in so many ways; naturally athletic, a martial artist, a talented guitarist, and not a bad little dancer—with lots of things in between, from surfing to scuba diving to roller boarding and wind surfing with the kids or goddamned golfing, or whatever the hell else he felt like doing. It used to drive her crazy, because he never settled on any one thing.

There had been a time when Sarah believed that he lacked any kind of long-term ambition at all, but the truth had turned out to be far more subtle, and come way too late for her to appreciate it in any meaningful way. She realized that Army NCOs, even after they left the service like her ex-husband had done, all seemed to have discovered a nearly perfect balance between power and responsibility, and found it to be sufficient to their purpose. Fletcher Bolt didn’t want to run the world, but rather to live fully within it, and within himself.

