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      He can unzip my genes.

      

      Hattie

      I had the picture-perfect life.  A hit TV show, a healthy bank account, and celebrity friends.  But the perfect life was a perfect lie.  Now I’m determined to stop pretending and take what I want.

      And what I want is local biologist, Finn Whitby.

      His quiet confidence and natural bossiness bring out a secret side of me I’ve always ignored.  As it turns out, Finn can give me exactly what I need in bed, and I’m determined to prove we belong together.

      

      Finn

      Relationships are messy, complicated, and filled with half-truths and lies.  I’m content with casual hookups.

      Until Hattie King shows up in the last place I expected.

      As a biologist, I know how hard it is to suppress your nature.  I’ve spent months quelling my attraction to her.  She’s too young and innocent for someone like me.  Then again, I’m the perfect man to give her what she craves.

      Now, I’m fighting my instincts to claim her.  We’re not meant to be forever.  So, why am I envisioning a life with us together?
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        For more information on the Sexy Scientists Series, go HERE.
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        Hattie

      

      

      “Hattie?” My co-worker, Samesh, tapped me on the shoulder.

      “Yeah?”  I eased out from under the hood of the Toyota Camry I was working on.  I glanced at the clock on the wall.  It was almost five.  Ten more minutes and I could go home and soak in a hot bath.

      Samesh gave me a weird look.  “You need to go out into the lobby.”

      “What?  Why?”

      “Just do it,” Samesh said before walking away.

      Frowning, I wiped the grease off my hands and walked past the two bays and down the hallway toward the lobby’s back door.  My boss, Sung-Ho, was in his office, but he was on the phone and didn’t look up as I passed by.

      What was going on?  If it’d been any co-worker but Samesh, I’d say I was being pranked, but Samesh didn’t mess around at work.  I opened the door and stepped into the lobby, the noise  from the shop’s industrial fans muting to a distant hum when the door closed behind me.  I walked down the hallway and past the bathrooms, my jaw clenching as soon as I heard Craig’s voice.

      God, I hated that guy.

      Most of the mechanics who worked here hated him.  He wasn’t a team player, he never shut up, and he had an off-the-charts arrogance level.  It was fortunate for him that he was one of the best mechanics in the shop.  Otherwise, I’m certain Sung-Ho would have fired his ass years ago.

      I stepped into the reception area, glancing at our receptionist, Monica.  She rolled her eyes and made a wanking motion when she caught my eye.  I grinned before turning my gaze to Craig and the man he was … oh holy shit.

      Craig was talking to Finn Whitby.

      The man who had a starring role in all of my fantasies.

      Him and his car.

      I flushed, but it’s not like my inner voice was wrong.  Finn’s lean, muscled body, blue eyes, and dark hair with threads of silver through it were more than enough to get me all worked up.  Add in his imposing and bossy nature and a 1957 apple red Chevy Bel Air, and I was a fucking goner.

      For some reason, Finn looked even grumpier than he usually did, and I wasn’t sure what this said about me, but I just found him even hotter because of it.  Of course, I’d only really seen him up close once, so maybe he always looked this grumpy.

      I might have had a massive crush on Finn, but it wasn’t like I had much chance to indulge in it.  We didn’t exactly run in the same social circles.  Even though Finn’s brother was dating my best friend, my selfish hope that it meant I saw Finn more often hadn’t panned out yet.

      Finn was a brilliant biologist working at Optimum Pharmaceuticals, and I was a mechanic.  And while we did good work and Sung-Ho prided himself on our honesty with customers, Quick Start Mechanic wasn’t exactly a shop a man like Finn would bring his car to.

      Speaking of which… why was Finn here?

      I stopped focusing on Finn’s lips and concentrated on what Craig was saying to him.  The conversation immediately pissed me off.

      “Look, Mr. Whitby, you can get Hattie to take a look at your car, you can even let her tinker a bit under the hood, but I guarantee you that she’ll come to me for help anyway.  A car like yours needs a good mechanic, and I hate speaking ill of my co-workers, but that’s not Hattie.  What woman is, you know?  We both know that girls aren’t meant for this line of work.  Sure, we all love Hattie, but it has less to do with her abilities and more to do with how she fills out a pair of coveralls,” Craig said before laughing.

      I’d never actually thought it was possible for a person to ‘see red’ before, but damn if the world had suddenly taken on a distinct red tinge.  I would fucking kill Craig for what he’d said.

      “She’s a nice girl, okay,” Craig said, “but she’s not experienced enough or smart enough to handle your car.  I’m sure the person who recommended her to you meant well, but if you want your car fixed properly, you need to let me look at it.”

      That motherfucker.  He knew the Chevy Bel Air was my dream car and knew that the chance of me ever seeing one up close, let alone working on one, was slim to none.  I took a few steps forward, ready to punch Craig in the balls, despite it meaning losing my chance to work on my dream car and my job, but Finn’s deep voice stopped me in my tracks.

      “Tell me, Mister…?”

      “Henson.  Craig Henson.”  Craig held out his hand.  Finn stared at it until Craig dropped it back to his side.

      “Tell me, Mr. Henson, do you always talk shit about your co-workers?” Finn asked.

      Craig cleared his throat.  “I just want what’s best for your car, Mr. Whitby.”

      “No, you want me to believe that Hattie King is bad at her job because you’re an arrogant prick trying to overcompensate for his, most assuredly, small dick.”

      Monica’s gasp of surprise rivaled my own.

      Craig’s mouth worked, but nothing came out.  I’d never seen him speechless before.

      Finn looked him up and down, the disdain practically radiating from him in thick waves.  “Men like you are a dime a dozen, Mr. Henson.  You make yourself big by making others small, and I’d rather set my car on fire before letting a man like you touch it.  Now, get out of my face before I get you fired.”

      Craig’s face went bright red, and his hands clenched into fists.  He turned and walked past me, his face turning nearly purple when I grinned at him and said, “See you later, Craig,” in my sweetest ‘fuck you’ voice.

      He stomped down the hallway toward the shop, and I wiped my sweaty hands on my coveralls as I approached Finn.  Already my knees shook, and the butterflies were starting up in my stomach.  Just being close to Finn Whitby did weird things to me.

      “Hello again,” I said.

      “Ms. King.”  Finn held out his hand, and I shook it, trying not to moan out loud at the feel of his hard hand.  “Sophie Clark recommended I speak with you about my car.  Is this a good time to talk?”

      Oh my God, I was full-on kissing my best friend the next time I saw her.  With tongue.

      “It is,” I said.  “Why don’t you show me your car first, and then we’ll chat.”

      That wasn’t routine, but, honestly, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to see up close more - Finn’s naked body or his car.

      Finn nodded and stepped back, allowing me to walk in front of him.  I would have hoped he was studying my ass if I hadn’t been wearing my shapeless coveralls.  When we reached the lobby's front door, Finn reached out from behind me and pushed open the door.  His chest brushed against my shoulder, and it took everything in me not to drop the coveralls and invite Finn to fuck me right there in the parking lot.  Preferably against his car.

      Girl, keep it together.

      Right.  Keep it the fuck together.

      The sight of Finn’s car drove the naughty thoughts right out of my head anyway.  Trying not to show my excitement, I pulled a clean rag out of my pocket and wiped my hands again before gliding my fingers along the driver’s door.

      “Did you restore this yourself?” I asked.

      Finn shook his head.  “I bought it restored.”

      “Is it a Blue Flame inline-six engine?”

      “Super Turbo Fire V8,” Finn said.

      I blew out my breath.  “Sweet.  They offered the V8 in the ‘57 models, but I know there aren’t many restored ones that have them.”

      I walked around the car.  That candy apple red paint gleamed in the sun without a single scratch or dent to mar the colour.  I studied the chrome strip that ran from the headlights back to the rear quarters before opening up into large chrome wings.  “I know it’s considered a bit gaudy by today’s standards, but I love the chrome.  I saw a restored one online that didn’t do the chrome, and it just wasn’t the same, you know?”

      Finn nodded but didn’t say anything.

      I opened the passenger door and studied the interior.  The tan leather had custom stitching, and the three-spoke steering wheel had matching tan leather covering it.  The power window switches had chrome window surrounds.  The dashboard was painted the same candy apple red, and - my heart actually skipped a fucking beat - there was an original style radio in the center stack.

      I studied the back seats, a little surprised by how roomy it was, before ducking out of the car.  My urge to sit in it was overwhelming, but no way would I risk transferring even a hint of grease or oil from my coveralls onto the leather.

      I closed the door and ran my fingers along the chrome strip one last time before turning to face Finn.  “This is a beautiful car.”

      “Thank you, Ms. King.”

      “Call me Hattie.”

      “Your friend Sophie tells me that you’ve worked on old cars before, as she calls them.”  A faint smile crossed Finn’s face, and fresh liquid soaked my panties.  I’d never seen him smile before.

      “I haven’t worked directly with the Bel Air, but I have worked on quite a few classic cars,” I said.  “Sung-Ho, the shop owner, knows I have a special interest in them, so if we get the classics, he usually assigns them to me.  I’m currently restoring a 1956 Lincoln Continental Mark II.”

      “Is that right?” Finn said.

      “Yes.  The 1957 Chevy Bel Air is my dream car, and I’ve been shopping around for one to restore, but I can’t find one in my price range.  But the Lincoln is giving me lots of practice for when I finally get the Bel Air.”

      I sounded like an eager little kid, and I reined it in.  Finn was at least fifteen years older than me, probably more, and if I wanted any chance of dating him, I needed to sound confident and mature.

      I cleared my throat. “So, what issues are you having with the car?”

      “She won’t idle,” Finn said.  “Stalls out on me.  The first mechanic said it was a clogged EGR valve. When that didn’t fix it, he said it was a bad spark plug.  When she still stalled, he said I needed a new fuel pump.”

      “You replaced the fuel pump?” I asked.

      He nodded.  “When she continued to stall, I took her to a second mechanic.”

      “What did they say?”

      “It became apparent rather quickly that he was bullshitting about being a classic car expert,” Finn said with a scowl.  “I didn’t let him touch Gretchen.”

      “Gretchen?”  I grinned at Finn.  “You named your car Gretchen?”

      “Yes,” Finn said without even a hint of embarrassment.  “What do you say, Ms. King?  Are you willing to take a look at her?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.  “Tomorrow is booked, but I have some openings on Saturday.  If you leave her with me, I can look at her then.”

      Finn studied our parking lot.  “I prefer that Gretchen be in the garage overnight.  Will that be a problem?”

      “Not at all, “I said.  “I’ll make sure she’s in the garage before we close for the day.”

      “Good,” Finn said.

      “If you follow me back to the shop, I’ll have you fill out some paperwork,” I said.

      Ten minutes later, the paperwork was completed, and we were back outside.  An Uber idled in front of the shop, and Finn handed me his car keys.  Keeping the excited grin off my face, I said, “I’ll call you as soon as I’ve taken a look at her.”

      “Thank you.”

      He walked away, and I said, “Finn?”

      Hattie?  What are you doing?

      He turned to face me, and I said, “Would you like to have dinner with me this weekend?”

      Abort!  Abort!  What the actual fuck, Hattie?

      The look on Finn’s face made me want to die.  It was part surprise and part - fuck me, I was such an idiot - horror.

      I clenched the keys in my fist and kept the pleasant smile on my face by sheer willpower alone as Finn cleared his throat and said, “No.”

      My face turned bright red, and I nodded.  “Right, okay, well, um, I’ll call you then.”

      He didn’t say anything, and my face only seconds away from bursting into flame, I said, “About the car.  I’ll call you about the car.  Not for a date or anything.  I’m not going to start stalking you or something.  I just thought dinner might be good, but, yeah, no, I….”

      Please stop talking, Hattie.  Please?

      I closed my mouth and made a sort of half-smile, half-grimace in Finn’s direction.  After a few seconds, he said, “Talk to you soon, Ms. King.”

      “Bye, Mr. Whitby, uh, I mean Dr. Whitby.  You’re a doctor, right?  Sophie said you had a Ph.D. in biology.  So, uh, that makes you a doctor.”

      Hattie!  Shut the fuck up.  I am begging you.

      I shut the fuck up, silently watching as Finn turned and walked away, climbing into the Uber.  Keeping that smile plastered to my face, I made a stupid wave as the Uber drove away, then slumped against the side of the shop when the car turned the corner and disappeared.

      Oh my God.  Could that have gone any worse?
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        Finn

      

      

      “What is going on with you tonight?”  My best friend Gabe leaned back in his chair and sipped at his beer.

      “Nothing.”  I pushed my plate away.  I’d been looking forward to having dinner with Gabe, but I’d lost my appetite after seeing the look on Hattie’s face when I’d rejected her date request.

      “Bullshit,” Gabe said.  “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I’m still having issues with Gretchen.”

      “That car, man.  She’s a beauty but a real troublemaker,” Gabe said with a grin.

      “Yeah, I know.  I took her to a new mechanic today.”

      “Oh yeah?  Was he competent?”

      “She,” I said, “and I don’t know yet.  She’ll look at Gretchen on Saturday and get back to me.”

      Gabe studied me for a moment.  “What’s the mechanic’s name, and how bad do you want to fuck her?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”  I cleared my throat and took a drink of beer.

      “You have that look on your face.”

      “What look?”

      “The same one you get at the club when you see a particularly tasty sub.”

      “The mechanic isn’t a sub,” I said.

      “You have no way of knowing that,” Gabe said.  “You don’t have magical Dom powers that tell you if a woman is a sub just by looking at her.”

      “I talked to her,” I said.

      “About your car,” Gabe said.

      I sighed and picked at the beer bottle label.  “The mechanic is Hattie King.”

      “Hattie King… why is that name familiar?”

      “She used to be in that sitcom called -”

      “What About Julie!”  Gabe said with a grin.  “She played the mom, right?  She’s gorgeous.”

      “She played Julie,” I said.

      He blinked at me.  “The kid?”

      “She was a teenager then, yes.”

      “How old is she now?”

      “Twenty-five,” I said.  I knew way too much about Hattie King, thanks to some late night Googling.

      “You’ve played with subs in their twenties at the club,” Gabe said.

      “She’s not a sub,” I said.

      “Look, I know you were burned by dating a younger woman before, but -”

      “Gabe, don’t,” I said.  “Not tonight.”

      Gabe’s look was exasperation mixed with sympathy.  “You deserve to be happy, Finn.”

      “I do.  But a former actress with a reputation for being a spoiled little princess is not the key to my happiness.”

      “She’s a mechanic,” Gabe said.  “They don’t come across as the spoiled princess type.”

      “How many mechanics do you know?” I asked.

      “Fair point.  So, why isn’t she acting anymore, and why does she live in this backwater little town?”

      “Just because you couldn’t imagine living in a small town doesn’t mean other people hate it,” I said.

      “True.  So, why did she move here?”

      “She’s from here,” I said.

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she has to live here again.  Why not live in Havenport?  It’s not exactly a bustling metropolis like LA, but it’s a mid-sized city with stores open past six pm on a Sunday night.”

      “I think she’s trying to avoid attention,” I said.

      “Why?  Wait…” Gabe gave me a thoughtful look.  “Is she the actress who quit at the height of her career?  She was supposed to do a film with Spielberg, right?”

      “That’s right,” I said.  “The sitcom had one more season of filming, and then she was moving on to film work.  The rumours were that she’d met with Spielberg, and it was pretty much a given that she’d be working with him, but before they could sign the paperwork, she quit the sitcom and left Hollywood.”

      “Anyone know why?”

      I shook my head.  “No.  She hasn’t given a single interview since she walked away.  Her mother was her manager and is now somewhat of a D celebrity.  She’s on some reality show right now about finding love.”

      “So, Hattie left a successful career in Hollywood to become a mechanic in Willowdale?” Gabe said.

      “I guess so.”

      “That’s fucked up,” Gabe said.  “But this doesn’t explain how you know she isn’t a sub.”

      “She partied a lot, had a reputation for being difficult and combative on set and off,” I said.  “She doesn’t like being told what to do.  You remember who Sophie is?”

      Gabe nodded.  “Yeah, Liam’s new girlfriend.”

      “Hattie is Sophie’s best friend.  Last summer, Sophie brought Hattie to a company barbecue, and I met her then.  I only talked to her for a few minutes, but my initial instinct was that she was a sub.  Until I Googled her and found out more about her.”

      “You like this girl,” Gabe announced.

      “No, I don’t,” I said.

      “Oh yeah, since when did you start Googling women?” Gabe asked.

      “I Googled Hattie after Sophie recommended I take Gretchen to her.”

      I didn’t lie to Gabe ever, but Gabe knowing just how obsessed I was with Hattie, wouldn’t help the situation.  He didn’t need to know that I had been actively looking for any and all information on Hattie since the day I met her.

      “Just because she’s combative doesn’t mean she isn’t a sub,” Gabe said.  “Hell, I had a subbie last week at the club who gave me a shitload of attitude.  It wasn’t until I had a collar on her and spanked her that she gave me her submission.  Some subs like to push the limit.  You know that.”

      I did know that, and while I’d repeatedly told myself that Hattie wasn’t submissive, I knew for a fucking fact that it was complete bullshit.  Like Gabe, I wasn’t one for believing that a man could look at a woman and tell right away if they were submissive.  Doms who boasted they could were assholes on a power trip as far as I was concerned.

      But I knew in my damn soul that Hattie was submissive.  The way she’d looked at me at the barbecue… there’d been an immediate connection between us.  I’d felt the pull as strongly as she had, and there was no doubt in my mind that she knew I was a Dom.

      It was why she’d asked me out today, despite our obvious age difference.

      She would never know how fucking difficult it’d been for me to say no.

      “So, are you in such a miserable mood because you want to fuck this Hattie, and she’s not into you?” Gabe asked with his usual bluntness.

      I should have lied again to him, but our history, or maybe it was just my damn ego, wouldn’t let me.  “She’s into me.  She asked me to have dinner with her this weekend.  I said no.”

      “Are you not dating her because you’re afraid she’ll tell Liam about the club?” Gabe asked.

      “I’m not dating her because she’s twenty years younger than me, and she’s not into the same kink that I am,” I said.

      “You think she isn’t,” Gabe corrected.  “But would you worry about her spilling the beans to Liam?”

      “Maybe a little,” I said.

      “You know this isn’t something you need to hide, right?  Liam and Alina love you, and neither of them would judge you for -”

      “They don’t need to know,” I said, my voice sharp and irritated.  “My private business is my own, Gabriel.”

      “All right,” Gabe said, keeping his tone mild.

      I took a deep breath.  “It’s been a long day and an even longer week.”

      That would be the closest I’d get to apologizing, but after years of friendship, Gabe wouldn’t take it personally.

      “You still going to the club tomorrow night?” Gabe asked.

      “Yes, I’ll be there.”  Despite how tired and out of sorts I was, I needed to go to the club.  Needed the release only it could give me.

      “You need me to pick you up, or will you Uber in and stay at my place for the night?”

      “No, I finally gave in and pulled the Benz out of storage.  Who the fuck knows when Gretchen will be running again.”

      “Okay.”  Gabe checked his watch.  “Listen, I hate to cut this short, but it’s getting late, and I have early morning surgery to add some fake balls to a Mastiff.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You heard me,” he said.  “We convinced the asshole owner to neuter the dog, but he needs fake balls put in his dog’s sack, so his toxic masculinity isn’t offended by his dog’s lack of testicles.”

      “Fucking hell,” I said.

      “Tell me about it.  I’m so glad I became a veterinarian to help other dudes feel better about their small dicks,” Gabe said.  “Christ, Friday night at the club can’t come fast enough.”

      I laughed.  “For you and me both, Gabe.  You and me both.”
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        Hattie

      

      

      

      I figured I had maybe another half hour before the music at the Sapphire club gave me a pounding headache or left me with permanent hearing loss.  Holding my drink, I pushed through the crowd of people to the far end of the club, where the music at least felt like it was a little quieter.

      I sipped at my club soda, adjusted my skin-tight dress, and tried to look like I was someone who wanted to be asked to join the sex club directly under her feet.

      So far, it hadn’t worked, and I’d been here for almost three hours.  Maybe it was time to call it a night.

      Yes, it is.  What do you think Sophie would do to you if she knew you came here alone?

      I didn’t have to think.  I knew exactly what she’d do.  Straight up murder me.

      But while Sophie had volunteered to come to Sapphire with me, that was before she started dating Liam.  I could hardly ask her to go to a club now where she’d be spanked and fucked by a stranger.

      Or more.  Flogged, maybe.  Hands tied behind your back, maybe a collar around your neck, or a spreader bar to keep your legs wide open while you’re being fucked.

      Lust hit my nerve endings, making them light up with what felt like an audible zing.  A few months ago, I’d stopped feeling embarrassed or ashamed of what I wanted in bed and started actively looking for ways to fulfill it.

      I tried to pretend I didn’t know the catalyst for it, but that was a huge lie.  It’d been that damn day at Sophie’s company barbecue when I’d stood behind Finn Whitby in a lineup for potato salad and soda, and he’d looked at me.

      Which sounded stupid when I thought back on it, but he’d looked at me, and I’d looked at him, and for thirty seconds, nothing else existed.  Just me and Finn and the intuitive knowledge that he wanted to spank me, and I wanted to let him.

      It had made me feel powerful, made me feel sexy, made me feel alive in a way I hadn’t for an incredibly long time.  I’d gone home that evening and masturbated my way to three insanely good orgasms just by thinking about Finn and his thirty-second look.

      It gave me the courage to start looking online, to seek out more information about what I wanted and needed in bed, and it was because of Finn and his look that I’d stumbled onto the Sapphire club.  On the outside, it was just one of many nightclubs in Havenport.  Not one of the most popular clubs, but in a good part of town with a variety of people partying.  But for the people in the know, for people like me who frequented BDSM groups and forums online, we knew what was below the club.  A second, smaller club, meant for people like us… dominants and submissives.

      The Sapphire club wasn’t the only BDSM sex club in Havenport.  Hell, it wasn’t even the only secret one.  But it did have the best reputation for sexy and reputable Doms, and they were welcoming to the LGBTQ community.  I liked the idea of a club that didn’t discriminate based on antiquated views on sex and gender.

      I took another sip of my drink and ignored the way my feet ached.  These stilettos weren’t meant for standing or walking for hours.  They were meant to be worn while your feet were in the air and you were being pounded by a hard cock.

      Finn’s hard cock?

      Goosebumps erupted on my skin despite the club's heat, and I made the abrupt decision to go home.  Being soundly rejected by Finn yesterday drove my decision to come to the Sapphire tonight.  I needed to give up on my silly Finn fantasy and find someone else to give me what I wanted.  But I was tired and a little depressed by my failure to be noticed by the people who counted.

      The surety that I would be picked out of the crowd and invited downstairs fairly quickly had been nicely shattered.  I’d assumed my looks, maybe even the fact that I was once considered a celebrity, might have worked in my favour.

      Which was ironic because I’d spent most of the last seven years trying desperately not to be noticed.

      I made my way toward the closest exit, trying not to wince with every step.  I wanted to get these stupid shoes off, have a hot bath, and maybe some time spent with my vibrator.

      Why?  So you can fantasize about Finn some more?

      Nope, I’d find some spanking videos on Porn Central with guys that looked nothing like Finn and get off to that instead.  My fantasizing days about Finn Whitby were finished.

      “Excuse me.”  A tiny woman with long dark hair tapped me on the arm.  She wore a dress as tight and short as mine with a discreet Sapphire Staff tag pinned just above her left breast.  “My name is Cynthia.  I work for the club.  I’d like to extend an invitation to you to join us in the VIP section of our club.”

      My heart climbed into my throat, and I stared dumbly at her for a moment.  Was this actually happening?

      “Miss?”  The woman prompted with a smile.

      “Oh, um, yes.  Yes, thank you.  I’d like that very much.”

      “Excellent.  Please follow me.”

      I followed the woman toward a narrow hallway near the exit door.  My feet throbbed as I hurried to keep up with her brisk pace.  She turned down another hallway that branched off from the original, and I breathed a sigh of relief as the music dulled to a faint hum.

      Cynthia stopped in front of a door and smiled at me.  “What’s your name?”

      “Oh, I’m Hattie,” I said.

      Cynthia knocked briskly on the door.  At the muffled ‘come in’, she opened it and ushered me into the room.  It was a small office with a bookcase, a desk, and an elegant looking Black woman sitting behind the desk.  Behind her on the wall were two rows of screens, and each screen showed a different section of the club.

      “Ms. Mordell, this is Hattie.”

      “Hello, Hattie, I’m Sylvia.  It’s nice to meet you.  Please sit down.”

      I sat in the chair she pointed to, my relief at being off my aching feet outshining the slight touch of weirdness I felt.

      “Thank you, Cynthia,” Sylvia said.

      Cynthia left the office, closing the door behind her.  Sylvia sipped at a glass of wine.  “Would you care for a drink, Hattie?”

      “No, thank you,” I said.

      Sylvia tilted her head at me.  “You’re not much of a drinker, are you?  Neither my people nor I have seen you drink anything stronger than club soda this evening.”

      “No,” I said shortly.  I wasn’t explaining why I didn’t drink with a woman I didn’t know.  “I don’t mean to be rude, but Cynthia told me I was invited to the VIP section of the club.”

      “You are,” Sylvia said.  “I manage the VIP section, and before we allow our customers to become VIP members, we like to do an interview of sorts.  To ensure that you’re… the right fit.”

      “Because it’s a BDSM club,” I said.

      Sylvia’s smile widened.  “Yes.  I see you’ve heard of our club downstairs.”

      “I have,” I said.

      “Good.  It makes it easier,” she said.  “I’ll give you a brief explanation of the club, and you can choose whether you’d like to tour the club this evening and consider becoming a VIP member.  If you decide yes, there will be some paperwork to fill out, and then we’ll take you downstairs.  How does that sound?”

      My stomach churning with nerves, I took a deep breath and said, “That sounds good.”
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