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Chapter One

Veronica crept stealthily into the foyer of the house and quietly closed the door behind her. The click was so subtle that even standing right there she hardly heard the tiny noise. 

“Where have you been!” her husband’s voice roared from the living room. 

Obviously, she’d not been as quiet as she thought. Veronica’s face drew up into a terrified squint; then taking a deep breath, she relaxed and straightened, pressing her hands to the front of her short dress smoothing the wrinkles in the fabric.

“Now!” he boomed again.

“It’s now or never,” she thought to herself.

Sashaying her curvaceous hips, the ditsy redhead moved with a slutty swagger beyond the open French doors. She couldn’t see her husband’s face since his leather chair faced into the room; but feeling the intensity of his anger, she knew there’d be a battle she’d just as soon avoid. 

The room was awash with the mellow light from the fireplace. Her husband had been reading—probably profit summaries or sales reports—how dull—his feet on the hassock as though he’d been there a long time. The Robert Germans’ living room was a comfortable place—modern, functional and warm. And for Veronica it was usually her sanctuary so opposite the Old World extravagance of Rutledge House—the family fortress on the hill. For a few moments, morning and evening she could pretend that the other part of her life didn’t exist. Though she now made her home in a Paris Cove condo, most of her day was still spent cloistered in the stuffy rooms of her Rutledge Vineyard office. Oh, of course they were quaint—too damned quaint for her tastes. It was so much better for her disposition to come home every night to the simplicity of her own home. She should be loving it now, though she supposed that wouldn’t happen until she found a way to pacify her pissed-off husband. 

Maybe she could honey-coat their way into bed. Sometimes when he was furious, sex just sort of happened instead of the more painful consequences he probably had planned well in advance of his first booming command.

“Robert, sweetheart. It’s nearly midnight—” It was actually just past eleven-thirty. “I thought you’d be in bed by now,” she said coming around to his side and sidling in against his shoulder, hoping she could plop right down on his lap. “I bet you’re tired and could use a backrub, what do ya say?” 

Robert wasn’t interested—at least not yet. 

Veronica’s brassy curls had an unnatural look as the firelight reflected off the surface. Her face was seductive and impish, her lips forming a kittenish pout while her blue eyes steamed sensuously. A few drinks always loosened the last vestiges of propriety in the lusty tart—and tonight was no different.

“Why the hell would I be in bed when my wife’s not home?”

“You knew I was going out with Leeza Little.”

“I did not.”

“Oh, you just forgot,” she purred, trying again to get into his lap. A few playful strokes at his crotch, he’d be putty in her hands. Robert was a sucker for late night sex—probably why he was so pissed in the first place: he’d been horny and she wasn’t there.

“You’ve been where, Veronica?” Robert snapped off his next question.

“I told you, out with Leeza.”

“Drinking.” He smelled the liquor on her breath.

“Oh, not much,” she said. Ah, she should have rinsed with mouthwash before she entered the house. Then, too, she was tipsy and not thinking straight. Why did he always have to find out?

“I think you’re drunk!” Robert caught his wife’s wrist as he rose from his chair.

“No, please, darling!” Her voluptuous body still oozed with an alluring charm, which normally delighted Robert German. But since he’d been fuming for nearly two hours, he was much too pissed to let sex get in the way of his plans. 

“You’re driving drunk again after your license was suspended,” he reminded her with a lethal glare in his bronze eyes.

“No! I’m not drunk at all,” she swore pleadingly. “Just a glass of wine. Honest.”

“You’ve had a half-dozen if you’ve had one.” He pulled her toward the side of the room, opened one closet door in a long line of whitewashed cabinets, and withdrew a ten-inch paddle from its hook. Veronica immediately tried pulling away from his firm grasp of her hand. 

“Honey, I’m sorry. It really wasn’t much.” Her worried eyes pleaded for mercy as she gazed at the dreadful thing. There were ten identical holes drilled through the thick surface making it the worst possible implement he could choose. 

“Don’t even try. You’ve made me so angry, there’s no way you’re getting out of this.”

“But, darling, really,” she tugged more without results. Though Robert was a husky man, there was not an ounce of fat on his six-foot frame. At forty-one he still lifted weights and every muscle in his powerful arms and chest was as firm as it had been at twenty-one. Being a passionate man about everything in his life, he was passionate about what needed to be done. Just five-foot two in her stocking feet, Veronica was no match for his brawn when he was as determined as he was now. 

“Don’t fight me,” he said with a steely twist in his delivery. Returning to his chair, he sat at the edge of the seat and upended his wife over his lap. Her pale blue dress was short enough for the hem to ride up high on her fleshy thighs, nearly uncovering his target without any effort on his part. But holding her with a firm left hand at her waist, Robert completely bared her ass with one swipe of his right hand. Once her dress was over her hips, he had only to pull down her tiny black panties. “What a little slut,” he thought to himself seeing her underwear. If he’d been paying attention at all—and with his more than healthy libido he usually did—he would have seen the black outline of her underwear through the nearly colorless fabric of her dress. Of course, she dressed that way purposely. Rutledge women, whether by birth or marriage, were all alike—steamy, sexual temptresses with few morals, and lacking the restraints that made other women dress more modestly. Maybe it had something to do with Rutledge men that made their wives and girlfriends so risqué. Not only did Rutledge men openly appreciate the attributes of libidinous women; they knew how to handle them when they went too far—just as Robert was handling his Rutledge woman now. Veronica might be the most prurient of the lot—since she was a Rutledge by birth. 

“Out attracting a new boyfriend, are we?” he managed to say as he teasingly pulled the slip of black fabric off her ass. Letting the silly thong slide down her thighs, it rested at her knees, left to dangle there until he finished. 

Veronica’s behind was the palest of pinks, just a slight hue on the skin where she wasn’t tan. That untanned sliver of skin had been getting smaller and smaller as the years went by. Veronica loved to sunbathe, and if Robert hadn’t forbid it, she would have done so in the nude. Actually, he might like the look of her backside with no tan lines, but loved, even more, denying his wife those things she wanted so passionately—kept the sparks flying. If there was ever a couple who lit up the sky with fireworks, it was Robert and Veronica German. 

“Oh, please, darling,” she could sound so terribly desperate. 

“It’s useless, babe, your bum’s gonna pay tonight.” He loved that term for the female derriere, just as he loved the look of a bright red behind once it had been vigorously punished. Veronica had a fine ass: round, dimpled at the top, its two broad and fleshy cheeks spread out nicely when she was lying over his lap. Often he could glimpse the sex pouch between her thighs. But now her legs were pressed together tightly as though they were locked in position. He chuckled under his breath knowing that would soon change.

With the paddle gripped tightly in his large palm, Robert raised it to shoulder height. “No!” she cried as the first strike smacked her naked rear. He kept on. “Ouch, no, no.” He was peppering her determinedly, with some strikes brisk and others slow. Some were hard, some harder still, and others deliberately lighter as though he were about to quit. By the time he reached the second round of ten, she was flailing, and crying, and gyrating so madly that he had to pause. “I can’t stand it, please.” Her desperate wail sounded so pitiful. 

Veronica hated this paddle—no, hated was not a strong enough word. She loathed it, despised it, wished it off the face of the planet every time she was spanked with the damnable thing. Once she tried swiping it from the closet and disposing of it in the trash. When Robert discovered it there—as though he had some sixth sense clueing him in to her scheme (he never fooled with anything once it was in the dumpster), she got the paddling of her life. He could forgive a lot of things and others he let slide; but this overt rebellion was too deliberate a crime not to punish with a most befitting taste of that drilled wood.

“You can stand a lot more than you think,” Robert scolded. “I’m just getting started and we’re in for a long ride tonight.”

“But what have I done!” she cried. She could only hope that by engaging him in a discussion of the merits of this punishment, she’d be able to sway him. It was her only hope—but a very futile one. As often as she tried talking her husband out of a spanking, she’d never managed to change his mind. “What have I done?” she implored him again. Asking that question, she might as well have added lighter fluid to an already blazing fire. The paddle came down on her behind with such a resounding smack that she seemed to jump a foot off his lap. 

“The list I have is so long I don’t know where to begin,” he charged. He just kept on, delivering smacks so mean she thought she might pass out.

“Yeeeeouch! My gawd, Ouch! Please! Robert, please!” She kept on squealing through her tears. “What have I done! Ow, ow, ouch, stop!” Her entire body bucked like a stubborn mule.

“Oh, you’ve earned every bit of what you’re getting, my dear brat!”

Veronica had no idea all the things that sparked this session; the drinking was just one of many in a long list of offenses. Yet, it wasn’t the time to begin the litany of her crimes. He wanted to let off steam, get his point across, and have a compliant wife before he finished the session with a lecture she wouldn’t forget. He wasn’t in the mood for her finagling and seductive schemes. This would be discipline, short and sweet.

The spanking continued in a rhythm that seemed to be manageable for them both. Yes, she could turn frantic and he’d back off, but once she’d revived a bit, he only started again a little more forcefully than before. After several dozen smacks, her broad bottom was red from the top of her thighs to the top her ass. Finally, he began to slow. Once stopping altogether, he laid the paddle on the table beside him and gave her a subtle shove.

Having no desire to stay for more, Veronica was off his lap in seconds, standing in front of her husband, her panties at her feet; her skirt still bunched at her waist. She’d been sobbing softly, and was now wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. 

She snuffed. “I didn’t deserve that much.”

“No?” 

“Well,” she sighed looking petulant. “It was only a couple drinks, I swear.”

“You swear a lot, my dear. The fact is, you were drinking and driving. That alone should be enough to warrant exactly what you got. You can be glad that I’m not going to repeat this treatment everyday for a week.”

“You wouldn’t!” She looked shocked—and beautifully disheveled. Mascara smudged her cheeks, and her bright hair was a sexy mass of wild curls. 

“I’ve done it before.”

“Yes, but in five years you’ve only done that twice.”

“All for good reason—and probably not as much as I have right now,” he added. 

Robert wished he didn’t have so much territory to cover with her tonight. He would have preferred diving into the lovely snatch of pink blonde curls between her thighs, dining with both mouth and cock at her delicious doors of pleasure. Yes, he’d rather screw this trampy vixen as carry out his nasty deed, but in this matter, he had no choice.

“There’s something else, isn’t there?” she thought to ask.

“Good guess,” he returned, as a wry smirk appeared on his face. “Too bad you didn’t use your powers of intuition on S&E Foods.”

“Oh?” Suddenly, she quit thinking about the fire on her bottom, or the pain when she moved, or the deliciously erotic warmth that was now quite present in her ass and everywhere that sexual sensation moved.

“You fucked up, Veronica. Sales directors are supposed to coddle their clients. They’re supposed to take their phone calls. They’re supposed to make it to their luncheon meetings. And when there’s a problem, it is the Sales Director’s job to solve it. Using your secretary for sensitive matters just won’t do. While you were out drinking with Leeza Little, we lost over half their business. You were indisposed for the rest of the evening, so Laurie said. And while you were indisposed they decided to make their largest order of the year with a more reputable winery.”

Veronica—who’d been drunk, steamy, turned on, livid and in dire pain, all during the last half hour—was now stone, cold sober and nearly frozen to the core—despite how hot her bare ass remained. 

“Looks as though you’ll be indisposed for quite a while. I’m replacing you with Rick Gentry.”

“What?”

“You’re fired, babe.”

“You can’t do that.”

“And why not?”

“I-I…” she stammered. “I’m a Rutledge, that’s why.”

“But I’m your boss.”

“You can’t, you just can’t!” She sounded like a whiney child.

“I can and I have.”

Her eyes shot darts his way as the truth hit its mark. “I’ll talk to James about this,” she vowed.

“Go right ahead. I already have.”

“And what did he say?”

“He agreed with me.”

“He couldn’t have!”

“Ask him yourself, darling.”

“You, you ….” She might have added bastard, or prick, or miserable lout, but suddenly seeing Robert’s hand fingering the paddle, she had no desire to tangle with that again. I’m a damned good sales director,” she finally blurted out. 

“Yes. When you’re there. But recently—for about six months, you’ve been screwing up. The business world doesn’t revolve around your schedule, Veronica.” He sat back comfortably in his chair. “I figure you need a little R&R, and that’s exactly what you’re going to get.”

“You can’t,” she was reduced to tears. 

“You’d better get to bed, you’re tired. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

“Never!” she blared as she stamped her right foot. Finally remembering that her ass was bare and cold, she tugged angrily on her dress until she’d covered her behind. Starting toward the door, she shot off one last barb. “Don’t you dare try to get in bed with me!”

He almost laughed. She was so predictable. 

The door slammed behind her and he was left alone in a room that became more tranquil the longer he lingered there. Watching the fire in the grate slowly diminish to no more than a glowing speck of ash, he then stood up and made his way out the door. He ambled up the stairs to the loft where he’d spend the night. His bed was already turned down. He had this one figured out long before their showdown began. 


Chapter Two

Rutledge House was a gothic, elegant, and sometimes hideously imposing, monument to Hiram Rutledge’s sense of grandeur. The elder patriarch had built his home on a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean some hundred miles north of San Francisco. From the west, in the late afternoon, there were sunsets washing the pinkish stone of the house’s exterior with an odd glow. The mansion at that time of day, and sometimes early in the morning, might look as though it would gently rise skyward on a trip toward heaven. Other times, the fog would shroud its foundation embedded in the cliff rock, leaving the two grand spires of its turrets bathed in sunlight. And still other days, the gloom of an overcast sky would make the house look like a nightmare from a mystery novel. Sometimes the sense of dread so forbidding a passing tourist or resident of nearby Paris Cove would be tempted to hug their arms as though that might fend off the evil skulking ominously about its perimeter like a ravenous guard dog.

A good deal of a first impression of Rutledge House depended on the direction it was approached. From the ocean, the rocky cliff was steep; the staircase built into the cliff a tough climb. From the north, only part of the house rose above the hill, and it might appear almost mystical from a distance. From the south, the greater part of the house was visible for several miles when the winding road rounded one of its many curves and the awesome structure came into view. It was a well-known landmark used to guide many travelers through the area. From the east, the valley below was a picturesque pattern of vineyards and meandering gold. And to drive toward Rutledge House from that direction the estate seemed like a distant palace on a hill, unapproachable and strong—a robust man’s finest vision.

Once reaching the main drive, there was an iron gate connected to a fence, which circumscribed the property until the sheer cliffs made it unnecessary. There was a vast green lawn dotted with broad black oaks, a few eucalyptus and scrub pines. A hundred feet inside the gate, the gardens began—lush and wondrously brilliant with flowers, meticulously tended by Deacon McDougal. The ancient gardener was one of the few in the vicinity of Paris Cove who could boast that he had been Hiram Rutledge’s good friend. The old man died in 1952 at the age of ninety-six. For nearly ten years, Deacon was the one person who didn’t arouse the man’s wrath. Deacon always said that was because of the flowers. He personally brought the old Hiram fresh blooms every day—an odd gesture from one man to another; though the ritual seemed to bond them, giving two very different men something they could share. Deacon was there to soothe the rough times with the family. He was a quiet man whose calm manner was always reassuring. At eighty, not much had changed in him over the years—always the same steadiness, and love of flowers, and observing eyes. 

Deacon McDougal had seen a lot of life at Rutledge House—children, lovers, wives and tramps who passed through its doors—those that stayed and those that left—and even those who returned. He was particularly fascinated by the unusual practices between Rutledge men and their women. He’d even been the grateful beneficiary of one Rutledge daughter’s fancy. Their affair had been brief, but a beautiful moment in Deacon’s steady life. During the war, Pansy Rutledge, who was true to her family’s heritage of lusty women, defied her parents’ wishes and ran off with a young man of questionable virtue. It seemed he was a penniless drifter with a wide smile aimed at Pansy’s crotch, landing there with a sensuous thud. They fucked their way through all of Pansy’s stash of money, and needing more, the two returned to Rutledge House to pilfer a few valuables they could sell. Caught, the boy was arrested. As the story goes, his jail time was brief—the war needed good sturdy men like this one. Pansy was thoroughly admonished in the traditional Rutledge manner, her bottom was strapped at least six times for pilfering silver and a tiny Monet painting she had been sure would not be missed. On the sly, however, she kept up with her lover’s whereabouts—planning to join him after the war was over. A year later, however, he met his death in the Philippines. She was devastated and nearly inconsolable when she heard of his death. Deacon McDougal found her at the edge of the cliffs one night at midnight, and to the family’s sincere gratitude, rescued her from sure death. 

The two were lovers after that. Hot tempestuous lovers. He even enjoyed spanking the spunky young woman when she threatened to do something stupid—though their adventures in over-the-knee discipline seemed more like the prelude to making love. 

Few in the Rutledge House knew of the affair; but, because it seemed to curb Pansy’s more careless pursuits, those who did let the matter slide. 

Despite the affair with Deacon, Pansy continued to be treated to the family legacy of strict corporal discipline—usually administered by her father or an uncle. Eventually, with the passion of their hot affair cooling, she ran away again. No one heard from her again. Deacon always hoped she might return—at least the part of him that selfishly wanted her back. But he knew in his heart that she was probably better off elsewhere and hopefully living a happy life. Even now, at eighty, she was the only love he’d known. That one glorious year in 1947, he would always cherish. 

Rutledge House in 1999 was much emptier of tenants than it had been in the past. Hiram’s son James had lived there his whole life, raising five children. His wife, Jeanette, died in a car wreck when her youngest child, Cassie, was five. James himself died in 1993. He willed his holdings: the land, the house, and his vineyards to his children, with the intention of involving them all in the family business—that is, if they took the challenge. Being a Rutledge child was never an easy task. But sharing a fortune and a thriving business, a grand old house and acres of California’s lush and fertile land, made bearing the name “Rutledge” even more difficult. 

James Jr., who immediately dropped the Jr. from his name when his father died, became the new Rutledge patriarch. The estate fit him like a glove. His young wife, Angela, was not as excited about living in the formidable home, but she would do anything that her husband asked, without question. 

Peter Rutledge also resided in the twelve-bedroom mansion. Several rooms on the ocean side of the house had been converted into a private apartment for him and his wife, Victoria. However, after four years of marriage, Victoria walked out of the house one midnight and never returned. That was three years ago. His wife’s departure left Peter with a blankness that never seemed to completely leave him. There were some, however, who thought that after three years, he was finally coming out of the icy brooding that defined his disposition

The youngest Rutledge male, Logan, was the black sheep of the family. He refused to live in the house, preferring a guesthouse, which had been built at the edge of the cliff. Logan insisted on revamping the old cottage when he returned after his lengthy hiatus from the “family madness.”

Of James’ two daughters, Veronica married her older brother’s best friend, Robert German—who’d become the Director of Operations for Rutledge Vineyards. Veronica being the free-spirit she was, refused to live in the rattrap castle. The beach condo in Paris Cove was far more her style—and thankfully away from the ominous mood of the fortress.

The youngest Rutledge, Cassie, left the day she turned eighteen. She worked in San Francisco the summer before she started Stanford, and except for holidays she steered clear of the Rutledge business and most of the family. After finishing her master’s degree in Renaissance literature, she was spending a year doing research in Italy. 

The day was a sallow one. The sun was not about to peek through the grey fog—everything looked flat and anemic. Despite the March wind and the bone-chilling dampness of the early hour, Veronica threw on her sweats, moved quickly past the bathroom—Robert was taking a shower—and skipped down the stairs, out the door and on to the beach. After stretching for several minutes, she then headed north toward the monolith rocks and her family home. From three miles away, she could see nothing but grey as she gazed toward the cliffs; but that didn’t matter. She didn’t need the landmark visible to know where she was going.

Jogging the long stretch of sand along the water’s edge, she soon reached the outcropping of rock that outlined Picnic Beach—what the Rutledges like to consider their private cove. At the base of the cliff, the staircase to the top was built into a rise of stone and sand, and then switched back five times before reaching the top of the steep incline. It came out twenty feet from the door of Logan’s cottage. Breathless by the time she got to the top, Veronica stopped briefly.

“You’re out unusually early this morning,” her brother noted with a nod as he fiddled with his Jeep parked near the cottage door.

“And so are you,” she quipped.

Logan Rutledge commonly sparred with his siblings. He preferred to keep them all at a distance—except Cassie who was never there anyway. This suited the others perfectly since they believed the youngest Rutledge son lived in a world they could not comprehend. 

“Little dressed down, aren’t we?”

“I’m exercising, Logan,” she droned miserably. Her breath restored, she started running again toward the house and didn’t stop until she was in the kitchen door.

“James still here?” she asked.

“Just finishing breakfast,” the cook, Geneva, answered.

Veronica swept past the rotund, grey-haired woman without saying a decent hello. Veronica could already feel her anger rising again. It didn’t take much. Any time she recalled her husband’s shocking decision, she could feel a fresh wave roll up on her inner shores.

“What do you mean, letting Robert fire me!” She burst through the dining room door, seeing Robert, Angela and Peter look up at her with big question marks in their eyes.

“Ah, so he told you,” James said.

“And he can’t do that!” the pissed off redhead practically shouted.

“Veronica, sit!” James ordered and he wasn’t kidding.

He fit the role of a patriarch—greying hair, distinguished features. Though he was Robert German’s age—they’d been best friends for years—he looked much older. His eyes were a mahogany shade of brown, which, while as steady as his determined manner, could express any emotion in an instant and without warning. “Sit down and have some eggs and toast.”

“I don’t want eggs and toast,” she argued.

“Sit any way,” he ordered. This time she had to obey, and she did so, taking a seat as far from her brothers as she could, landing in her chair with an unhappy pout on her face. 

“I want my job back,” she said.

“You can have a job,” James told her. “Just not the one you had.”

“That is my job. I’ve worked my ass off in sales, and I won’t have you handing it to someone else so they can reap the glory I’ve earned.”

