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      For the William in my life,

      we should all be so lucky . . .
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      This is a story about truth, to be sure. Who’s truth, well, that’s for you to decide. More than that, it’s about good versus evil; it’s about winning and losing. It’s about the darkness that lives inside each of us. However, strip it all down and you’ll find underneath, it’s a love story. But then, really, aren’t they all?

      It is my belief that love is mostly about showing up. It’s about showing up in the good times and especially in the bad. It’s about being there, and continuing to be there, particularly when the going gets tough. Because that’s the thing about love, isn’t it? The going always gets tough. But, if you can manage to dig your heels in, day in and day out, no matter what life brings, I think you’ll find that you might just come out on top. In time, you might come to find that while love and what you thought you knew of it, may in fact, look very different than you’d imagined, it’s there nonetheless. Even when it’s dark and unpredictable. I find, all the best things are.
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        * * *

      

      Addison Greyer pulled the sweatshirt over her head, stuffed her keys and phone in the pocket, grabbed her pepper spray and headed out for the run she so desperately needed. It was a cold, dreary morning, the kind where the cold settles in your bones until it hurts. Gripping the pepper spray tightly, she rounded her driveway, taking off in full sprint, pushing herself harder and faster than she had in some time. Although her eyes stung and her lungs burned, Addison knew better than to give in. She knew better than to stop. Not today. Today there was no stopping. Today was about pushing through the pain, today was about getting to the other side, only to find there is no other side. It didn’t matter. Today she would run and run and run until she couldn’t.

      She would run and she would let her mind drift back and forth over the past few months as though searching for a clue, any tiny shred of evidence that may have simply been overlooked. She’d played out this scenario hundreds of times, hoping that she could find something she’d overlooked, a missing piece that if found, would make everything clear. She needed to run. But, she also needed things to make sense.

      It wasn’t unusual that William Hartman weighed heavily on Addison’s mind, and today was certainly no different. Unfortunately, the situation had become significantly worse over the past twenty-four hours, and no matter what she did or how she tried to keep herself busy, she couldn’t stop her thoughts from returning to the letter. Her mind replayed the words over and over. She’d memorized them. They’d etched their way into her soul, just like the cold weighed on her bones, only worse. She recalled now, her breath heaving against the cold, how she’d traced her finger around the smooth edges of her finest stationery and then carefully tucked it in the envelope. She’d taken the letter out again just to run her fingers over it one last time as though maybe, just maybe, she could tuck a little bit of herself in with it. She closed her eyes and silently prayed that the letter’s recipient might feel her, that forgiveness might be nestled between the lines.  She even entertained the idea that if she were to concentrate hard enough, perhaps she might undo what she’d done—how quickly she’d emailed the courier and scheduled for a pick-up before calling to cancel, only to finally call back and schedule once more.

      Still, no matter how her heart struggled against what she’d done, her mind knew it was the right thing to do. Addison hadn’t been able to forgive herself after what would be forever dubbed “the disastrous Christmas-tree event.” It had been that night as she pressed her head to the smooth cold tile of her bathroom floor, tears streaming silently down her face, that she finally understood what it was she needed to do. It was time she let him go, once and for all. She wasn’t good for him. He wasn’t good for her. At least not in any of the ways that mattered, when it came right down to it. That much was clear. Asking him to wait for her wasn’t fair. Asking him to be something he wasn’t would never work. Her life was a complete and utter mess. There wasn’t room for anything else, certainly not love and all of its glorious chaos.

      For starters, Scott Hammons, the man who had kidnapped and tortured her, had been arraigned, pleading not guilty, and was out on bail. He’d somehow managed to retain counsel who was able to convince a judge to allow him a pre-trial release after agreeing to a strict no-contact order, 24/7 electronic monitoring, and of course, after having posted a hefty amount of bail money. None of that mattered to Addison. No restraining order and certainly no ankle bracelet was enough to make her feel safe. She’d seen what Scott Hammons was capable of, not to mention the look in his eye at the arraignment, full of contempt. She knew he wasn’t finished with her, not by a long shot. But if that weren’t enough, her husband was blackmailing her to stay in a marriage that they both knew deep down, whether he wanted to admit it or not, was broken beyond repair.

      Suffice it to say, not only was her life in turmoil but it was certainly no place to let love walk in. The next few months would be precarious, at least until the preliminary hearing, and quite frankly, Addison realized, there was no room for anything more than survival. Given the thoughts of Scott Hammons and what she might have to do to put an end to the situation, once and for all, Addison pushed herself harder. She embraced the cold, welcomed the pain, feeling each step as her feet pounded the payment. The faster she ran, the more the words she’d written played in her mind, words that would never, could never, be enough.

      Panting hard and slightly dizzy, Addison was trying to recall whether or not she’d eaten anything that morning when a sudden movement up ahead caught her eye, causing her to stop abruptly in her tracks. After focusing in and realizing she recognized the car, Addison sighed and braced herself, knowing exactly what was waiting for her down the road.
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        * * *

      

      William Hartman turned the unassuming envelope over in his hands and considered the weight of it. No one sent letters like this anymore, and this one felt familiar, classy; important. He didn’t open his own mail and whoever had sent this understood that, which meant that it could only have come from a small pool of senders.  Opening it, he admired the stationery, realizing exactly who it was from and what it would say. William sank back in his chair, ran his fingers through his hair and proceeded to take it all in.

      

      
        
        Dear William,

      

        

      
        I’ve wanted so many times to call over the past week, but with the trial coming up, the attorneys have instructed me not to have any contact with you. In addition, it’s very plausible that you have no interest in hearing from me today or any other day for that matter. But I want to tell you that I’m sorry, William. I am so very sorry for so many things. I’m sorry for making the decisions that I did, I’m sorry for dragging you into the chaos that is my life, I’m sorry that you saw what you did the other night in the park, and I will be forever sorry that I didn’t have the strength in that moment to do and say all the things I should have.

        There is one thing, however, that I am not sorry for: falling in love with you. I want you to know that I would give just about anything to be where you are, to be in a different time and a different place. And I want you to know, for what it’s worth, that I wish I could take back the way things turned out in the park. But I can’t. And the truth is, what happened has given me the clarity to understand what I need to do from here.

      

        

      
        I need to move forward with my life, William. I need to move forward with the way things really are, the way they currently stand, not how I wish they were. I have to beat Scott Hammons in this trial. I need to prove to him, and everyone else, that what he did to me was real, that I’m not what or who they’re going to say I am. I need to know that my children are safe and secure and I need them to know that their mother loves them and would do ANYTHING for them. For the time being, that means I need to stay in my marriage, and for what it’s worth, I can’t very well do that with one foot out the door. And more importantly, I cannot very well do that and at the same time be hopelessly in love with you.

      

        

      
        I have to let go for good this time. The irony here is that it’s fairly likely that you already have and that I really don’t have to say any of this at all. Honestly, if we’re facing facts here, it appears that we’ve both let go. But so long as neither of us says it out loud, it can’t be real, can it? I guess that’s why I felt I needed to say it.

      

        

      
        Again, I’m sorry, William. I am sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry to have been just one more person in your life to let you down. And while I regret the aftermath, I do not, for one second, regret anything that happened between us. I have been a better person for it.

      

        

      
        I hope for you the very best that life has to offer; and I want to thank you. Thank you for loving me. But most of all, thank you for showing me a side to love I’d never known before: the best side.

      

        

      
        A world of love,

        Addison

      

      

      William meticulously placed the note back in its envelope. He’d been right about one thing. It was classy; that was for sure. Suddenly needing to let off steam, he laced his running shoes and headed downstairs to the gym but not before placing a phone call that could no longer be delayed. Apparently, Addison Greyer had forgotten who she was dealing with. Too bad for her, William had just decided he was finished playing nice. This time, he wasn’t fighting fair.
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      Addison walked slowly toward the woman who had once been her boss. Leaning against the car driven by a driver Addison didn’t recognize, Sondra Sheehan was dressed to the nines just as she always was. It seemed motherhood hadn’t slowed her down in the least, she thought, stopping a good five feet away. She simply stared. It’s better to wait, than to lay your cards on the table before the dealing is done.

      “What in the hell has gotten into you, Addison?” Sondra asked, closing the gap between them. “You don’t return my calls, you don’t answer your emails, and quite frankly, you look like shit.”

      Addison frowned. She wasn’t sure how one was supposed to look after a long run, but surely not stunning.

      “It really doesn’t surprise me that I had to drive all the way over to this godforsaken place, this suburban hellhole,” Sondra added. She tilted her head and crossed her arms.

      Addison shifted from foot to foot. She stared down at the pavement.

      “Well,” Sondra demanded. “Are you going to explain it to me or not? Why is it too much to ask for some simple decency?”

      Addison slid her sweaty hands down her workout pants before straightening up and meeting Sondra’s gaze. “Well, hello to you, too.”

      “This isn’t a joke. We need to talk, Addison.”

      Addison turned and walked toward her house. She shrugged and threw up her hands. “Who’s joking?”

      Sondra’s heels clicked on the walkway as she tried to keep up. “I need you to listen to me, and I mean really listen.”

      Addison unlocked the front door and ushered Sondra in. She closed it, carefully making sure to lock each of the three deadbolts. Then she leaned back against the wall, folding her arms. The dizzy feeling hadn’t quite subsided. “Ok,” she said, gesturing toward the living room. “You have my full attention.”

      Sondra sighed and followed her. “Look,” she said. “You know me…I like to cut right to the chase.”

      Addison raised her brow. “As do I…”

      Sondra inhaled and let her breath out slowly. “Alright. I need you to come back to work.”

      Addison scoffed.  Sondra continued. “The firm needs you. The clients love you, and, quite frankly we’ve had a few who have bailed on us in your absence.”

      “Bullshit.” Addison said.

      Sondra shifted. “Excuse me?”

      “I don’t buy it. Sure, maybe you want me to come back. I just don’t buy your reasoning; that’s all.”

      Sondra smirked. “You know, Addison, there’s a reason I’ve always liked you.”

      She didn’t respond but instead plopped down on the sofa, sat back, and waited for what she knew was coming.

      “You don’t take anything at face value. And I appreciate that. I hope in return you can appreciate my keen eye for detail.”

      Addison narrowed her gaze. “And…”

      “The truth is the firm does need you and the clients do love you. But what I really need is for William Hartman to see that you’re back.”

      And there it was. Bingo.

      She almost smiled. “Not a chance.”

      “Addison, he’s threatening to shut us down. We both know he’s not pleased with me. After everything that happened, well, I think if he could see that you’ve forgiven me and that you are willing to give this whole thing another shot, then perhaps he would, too.”

      Addison sighed. “I have forgiven you.”

      “Have you, though?” Sondra questioned. She perched herself on the armrest of Addison’s favorite oversized chair.

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Well, then, what other reason could there be for you not coming back to the agency? Look, I’m not asking you to work for me as a Domme. I understand that ship has sailed. But the agency, it does need you. And forgive me if I’m being presumptuous,” she said, gesturing around the living room. “But I think you need it a little, too.”

      Addison sucked in her bottom lip. “First, you insult my appearance and now you’re insulting my home. Why would I want to work for you? For anyone like that?”

      “Because deep down you know what I’m saying, even if it’s worded rather harshly, is true.”

      Damn it. That woman always knew exactly how to hook her. Addison considered Sondra’s proposal, although she’d known her answer the moment she’d spotted the car. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll come back. Give me a week to sort things out here, and I want a new contract—with shorter hours and more pay.” Addison allowed the words to slip right off of her tongue, full-well knowing she shouldn’t be agreeing to what she was agreeing to, not in a million years.

      But Sondra Sheehan had been right about one thing. Addison did need it. The trouble was she couldn’t discern just which it she was referring to.
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        * * *

      

      William gestured toward his cell and stepped out of the meeting upon seeing the number on the display.

      Clearing his throat, he answered. “Well?”

      “You’ve won, William, all right? She agreed to come back,” Sondra huffed. “But I swear if you ever blackmail me again it will be the end of any kind of relationship we have.”

      “Just like that?” William grinned from ear to ear. Obviously, he’d underestimated Sondra.

      “No, of course not ‘just like that.’ She’s a pain in the ass, and she had a list of demands, which I fully expect Hartman Industries will meet. What I mean to say is this is going to be your budgeting issue, not ours.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled long and slow. “I don’t see that being a problem, but seriously? She agreed? I assume that you left my name out of it as per my request…”

      Sondra rolled her eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself so much, William. It’s not about you. She needs the money. Now, I have real business matters to attend to, so if you’ll excuse me . . .”

      William tugged at his tie and then stared at his shoes, cutting her off. “Nice work,” he said. “See you at six.”

      “About that—don’t test me, William. As you know, trust is at the heart of every relationship. I advise you not to taint ours. Clearly, I must be missing something. I just don’t see what’s so important about this girl, or why you’d be willing to put so much on the line. Come to think of it, I may have to ask that you enlighten me during our session. Is that what you want?”

      William smiled. “Whatever it takes.”
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      Addison reached for the door in a hurry; trying to beat the downpour she knew was coming. She ducked inside the coffee shop, stopping just inside the entrance, where she shook the mist from her dress and took it all in. She’d missed this. Addison loved the hustle and bustle of the crowd, the laughter and the whispers, but most of all she loved the variety of aromas. This particular coffee shop felt like home to her. It was where she and her best friend Jessica had met weekly every Monday morning since college. In the early days, it was just for a quick cup and a few words here and there on Addison’s way to work and after Jess had finished her morning workout. But as time went on and babies came, they’d each wheel in their strollers and sometimes sit for hours in between their kids’ nap and snack schedules. There were many weeks where that Monday coffee date was one of the few things Addison looked forward to, but that wasn’t the case now, not today.

      She noticed Jess first sitting in the corner in “their spot.” Staring out the window as though searching for something, Addison couldn’t help but smile. Her friend looked more beautiful than ever. While Addison’s life was falling apart, Jessica was thriving. This had undoubtedly taken a toll on their friendship, even if it was an unspoken one. The only person harder on Addison than she was on herself was Jess. She’d always loved this about their relationship, the fact that Jessica pushed her to be better. She never let Addison off the hook, but her advice was always delivered with love, until their last conversation several months ago in her hospital room. The two hadn’t spoken since then, well, not in the ways that mattered. Addison took a deep breath in and held it. It’s now or never, she thought letting the air out slowly. She walked over to the table.

      “Jess,” Addison whispered.

      Looking up, Jess smiled as Addison gripped her tightly. Addison pulled back a bit, noticing again how good her friend looked. All at once she realized just how much she’d missed her.

      “Here,” Jess said. “I ordered for you.” She pushed the cup across the table.

      Addison lifted the hot cup and tilted it in her friend’s direction as though to say cheers. “Thank you.”

      “Look, Addison… I don’t even know where to start…” Jess said, sipping her coffee. “Mainly, I just want to apologize for everything I said. It wasn’t my place, and I realize that.”

      Addison smirked. “Oh well, when has that ever stopped you before?”

      “I’m serious,” Jess warned. “Just hear me out, please. I need to say this... I’m sorry for how hard I came down on you before. It’s just . . . It’s just that— I realized how close I came to losing you—how everyone almost lost you. However—I do stand by the fact that you made some very, VERY stupid choices, but I shouldn’t have allowed my anger, or more accurately my fear, to get in the way of being there for you. And, for that, I’m sorry.”

      Addison took a long sip, letting the smooth hot liquid run down her throat. “I know, Jess. But everything you said was true. And the truth is, I let you down. I let a lot of people down.” Feeling tears well up, Addison stopped herself from saying anything further.

      Always one to know the right thing to say, Jess changed the subject. “How are the boys?”

      “They’re good. Thankfully, they really don’t seem to notice anything is out of the ordinary.”

      “And Patrick?”

      “Patrick is, uh, you know, Patrick.”

      “Addison?”

      “Yeah?”

      Jess leaned in close, crossing her arms on the table. “This is me you’re talking to.”

      “I know.”

      “So…tell me everything, and start from the beginning. Why did you sleep with him?” Jess asked raising her brow. “How did it start? And most importantly, why in the hell did you keep it all from me? I feel like I don’t even know you.”

      “Sometimes it feels as if I don’t even know myself,” Addison sighed.

      Not letting her off the hook, Jess pressed on. “Okay, so, tell me. I want to hear it all.”

      “Come on, Jess. You know the story. The media’s plastered it everywhere.”

      Jess shook her head. “I don’t give a fuck what the media says. I want to hear it from you.”

      Addison took a deep breath in, let it out, and then sat up a little straighter. “Ok…well… I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. It just kind of did. And I know how cliché that sounds,” she shrugged. “But it’s the truth.”

      “You didn’t answer my question… How did it start?”

      “In the elevator. The day of my job interview actually.”

      Jess swallowed. Addison went on. “I made a mistake that day in the elevator. I guess that’s where it started. It was so out of character for me to have sex with someone I didn’t even know. And I wouldn’t have, had I not been half-drunk. But the really odd thing is I felt as though I did know him, Jess. There was something in his eyes I saw . . . I can’t exactly explain it, but there was something I recognized. And I realized right then and there, that I wanted whatever that thing was. So— without even thinking really—I just told myself what the hell? I just let go and went with it. I don’t know why. For once, I guess I just listened to what my heart was telling me and drowned out the voice in my head. And you know what, Jess? That’s how it is with him. I just feel. It’s different than anything I’ve ever experienced. I can’t explain it . . .”

      Jess reached for Addison’s hand and squeezed. “Oh, honey, you’re in so much trouble.”

      Addison waved her off. “No, I ended it,” she said. “It’s done.”

      Jess tossed her head back and laughed before her face grew serious again. “For who?”

      Addison pondered her question for a moment before speaking. “For everyone. I need to focus on my family, on the trial, and of course, on work.”

      “And Patrick? Wait,” Jess said, doing a double take. “You’re going back to work? So soon?”

      “I have to. I mean . . . I need the work, Jess. Sitting around that house, I’m losing my mind.”

      “But do you think it’s really a good idea? And what about Patrick?” she demanded.  “You never answered me.”

      Addison looked away at the mention of her husband’s name. She stared out the window, watching the rain as it hit the pavement. “Yeah, actually, I do think it’s a good idea. I know you won’t understand but⁠—”

      Jess frowned. “Addison?”

      Addison turned, looking her friend straight in the eye. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Jess. Patrick’s blackmailing me to stay in a marriage I don’t want to be in. He’s threatening to take the kids if I leave. Does it even matter that we’re strangers sharing a bed, a home, and a life? Should I stay in this marriage anyway?”

      “That’s not what⁠— ”

      Addison cut her off. “I know. I know what you’re going to say. And I don’t even know where to start to unravel the mess that it is. Quite honestly, I’m just trying to get through each day alive and stay sane in the process. Aside from that and my children, that’s about as much as I can focus on at the moment.”

      Jess nodded toward the door. “Is that why there are men in suits following you? Watching your every move?”

      Addison sighed and spoke without looking in their direction. “Them… they’re security. Employees of William’s. I ignore them mostly. I’ve told him, not that we’ve spoken, but I’ve told him before it’s not necessary. Although . . . I guess . . . in some ways, it’s nice knowing they’re there.”

      “Because you know it’s not over if he cares enough to send them?”

      Addison narrowed her eyes. “No. Because I’m not sure that the threat of Scott Hammons is over. I think he’s going to try and finish what he started.”

      Jess shifted. “Was he really a client, Addison? And, if so, why in the fuck would you get mixed up in something like that?”

      “Was who a client?” Addison replied, fidgeting.

      Jess scoffed and shifted once again. “Seriously, Addison! Is this that bad? So bad that you don’t even know which one of them I’m talking about?”

      Addison downed the last of her coffee and slammed her cup down on the table. “I don’t know, Jess. It seems to me that just like everyone else, you believe the lies the media is feeding you.”

      Jess shook her head and looked away. “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “Scott Hammons tried to kill me. He kidnapped and beat me. No, he wasn’t a client. He  . . . He just has something against William, and I happened to get caught in the crossfire. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time; that’s all.”

      Jess rolled her eyes. “You don’t say.”

      Addison threw her head back, laughing maniacally. “Ha. Well, that’s nice. If my best friend doesn’t even believe me, then who will?”

      “No one . . . if you go back to that job.”

      “I’m not working as a Domme anymore if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      Jess folded her arms across her chest. “Isn’t it one and the same?”

      Addison reached for her purse and gathered her things. “Look, Jessica, I’m trying here. I’m really trying. I’m not pretending that I’ve made the best choices lately, but I have to go back to work. I’m not like you. Some of us do have to work for a living.”

      Jessica grabbed Addison’s forearm as she stood to leave. “I know you’re not like me, Addison. I know you’re hurting. Anyone can see that. And I wanna help you, sweetie. I love you,” she said, squeezing. “But you have to let me in, okay?”

      Addison sank back in her chair, the desperation in her best friend’s eyes dissolving any anger she’d had. She let it all pour out in a hushed whisper, as though maybe if barely audible, what she was saying wouldn’t be true. “I didn’t mean to fall in love with him, Jess. And now I can’t make it stop. I can’t just wish it away. You’re right. It hurts like hell, and I don’t know what to do about it. Sure, I can double down in my marriage and forget about him. That’s the right thing to do; I know it.”

      “Addison…”

      “But my heart, Jess, it won’t let me. It’s futile, so I ended it because I know it’s what’s best for everyone. My heart is broken, Jess. And I don’t think anything will ever or can ever be the same. I love him . . .”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Addison let the tears spill over and brushed them with the back of her hand. “I don’t know.”

      Jess took both of Addison’s hands in hers. “Oh, honey, you’ll figure it out. I know you.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Jess glanced at her watch and frowned. “Shit. I’ve gotta run. But what do you say… same time, same place, next week?”

      “Jess.”

      “Yes?”

      Addison bit her bottom lip. “I’m scared.”

      Jess smiled just a little. “You should be. You’re head over heels in love. Love is about as scary as it gets. The rest . . . Well, the rest will work itself out.”
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        * * *

      

      Determined to clear her mind, Addison used the ladies’ room and slipped out the back door, happy to have to walk a little farther than necessary back to her car. Thankfully, the heavy rain had let up and was once again just a light drizzle. Addison glanced at her phone. Maybe she should call Patrick and ask him to dinner. She needed to tell him she was going back to work, and knowing it wasn’t going to go over very well, she figured it might as well happen in a public place.

      As she reached to dial her phone, it rang, startling her. “Uh. Hello.”

      The deep voice that responded threw her off. “You’re looking incredibly beautiful today, Mrs. Greyer. That shade of blue when damp . . . Wow. Well, I have to say, it really compliments your eyes.”

      Addison inhaled sharply, instantly noting her surroundings. She didn’t even have to ask who it was. This was one voice she’d never forget. Stay on the phone until you get to safety. It’s your best bet.

      She heard him laugh. “What? Cat got your tongue? Such a silly girl, losing your security detail like that. Don’t you know I’m always watching?”

      Addison picked up her pace until she was practically sprinting. Run toward the crowd. “You’re under a restraining order, Scott. Why are you calling me?”

      “Ha. Ha. Oh, you know, just a little hello for old times’ sake. You get brownie points for staying away from that loser, Hartman. Such a good girl. But you fucked up, Mrs. Greyer. You know it, and I know it.”

      Click.
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        * * *

      

      Sondra left the baby with the nanny and suited up. True to form William Hartman showed up at Sondra’s place exactly to the minute, wearing faded jeans and a black T-shirt. It wasn’t like William to dress so sloppily for a session. Sondra knew what this meant; he needed to be worked hard. This was William’s way of asking for punishment. She knew her client well, and she understood that with everything going on he felt more out of control than ever. That was the thing about men with his persona, especially men who had been abused as children. They fed off of control, they demanded and requited it to the extreme. But they also needed an outlet in which to let it all go.

      Sondra intended to give William exactly what he needed. The problem with William, though, was that every time he walked through the door, he took her breath away. She had an affinity for him that made little sense. He was the teacher’s-pet type; that was for sure. Still, most of the time, he wasn’t easy to like. He was demanding and hardheaded, unrelenting to his core. But it was William’s charm that drew you in and held your attention. He had a gentleness you could see underneath that tough masculine exterior of his that made you want to be tougher on him and coddle him at the same time.

      William entered Sondra’s personal dungeon and closed the door behind him. He didn’t make eye contact, but his mere presence made Sondra a little uneasy. This was nothing new. William Hartman had always been one of her favorite and most difficult clients.

      He sat in the chair in the middle of the room, eyes glued to the floor. Sondra brought him the iPad and instructed him to select the music. It was all for show. It was always the same. Handing him the liquor bottle, Sondra lowered her voice. “Make me a drink. The way I like it.”

      William didn’t meet her gaze, he never did. He was somewhere else entirely. He poured the drink with extreme care as though his life depended on it. Then he lifted the glass toward Sondra without meeting her eye. Taking a sip, she choked. “This tastes like you look. LIKE FUCKING SHIT,” Sondra yelled, slamming the glass onto the floor. He was visibly startled, even though he knew what was coming. That’s the thing about the power of one’s mind. It’s hard to shake fear that’s been embedded so deeply. “You never can get it right. Can you? No,” she said. “ I should have expected this. That’s just what happens with fuckups.”

      Sondra leaned over, her lips grazing William’s ear as he continued to stare at the floor. “Get on your knees and pick up this goddamned mess you’ve made.”

      He didn’t budge. So she took him by the hair and shoved him to the floor. Then she pressed her heel into the glass, smashing it further. Meticulously picking up every single tiny piece, William quickly found his large hands full of glass shards. He held them up toward Sondra like an offering, but she raised her nine-inch heel and drop kicked his hands, causing glass to go flying. William flinched but stayed put, eyes glued to the floor.

      Sondra grabbed him by his left ear, dragging him toward the chair. “Guess you can’t fucking hear either, huh? Such a worthless piece of shit, you are. A real fucking waste of space.”

      Placing a few glass shards on the seat of the chair, she ordered William to sit and placed a rope around his chest, tying it as tightly as she could manage. Once he was secured and bound so tightly she knew it made it difficult to breathe, she placed the blindfold. For what came next, Sondra left out the gag on purpose. William Hartman needed to be able to speak. Getting this out was imperative to his recovery; it was time to cut to the core.

      “Today we’re going to play a little game otherwise known as a Q&A session, okay? Can your inferior, stupid little mind grasp this concept, William?”

      Head hung, William nodded.

      “Good. Now what would put the idea in that small little mind of yours to have me blackmail that silly girl to come back to the company? Do you really think she wants you, William? Do you think you’re capable of being loved?”

      When William didn’t respond, Sondra struck him across the chest with the whip. “Let’s try this again. Shall we?”

      It took five more lashings for William to respond. He drew in a deep breath and whispered, “Because I love her, and deep down, I know she loves me, too.”

      Sondra hit him again. “She left you, can’t you see that? You are unlovable, aren’t you?” She walked around him once and then stopped. “That’s why she doesn’t want to be with you. Isn’t it?”

      No response. Whack. Sondra put all of her force into it this time. William flinched as she moved closer. Weaving her fingers through his jet-black hair, she pulled hard. Her clients were always sensitive about their hair. Those that had hair, anyway. But not William. Because in his mind, he wasn’t a man sitting before her, he was a boy. William reverted. Some of her clients did and some didn’t. William was the worst. Sondra drew her hand back. “Answer me, William. You’ve got one, two⁠—”

      “Okay. OKAY! No,” he said. “I mean, yes. She called it off, but she does love me. I know she does.”

      Sondra pulled harder. “And how do you know this, Mr. Hartman? Do you think you’re capable of being loved?”

      “I don’t know. But with her, I believe there’s the possibility.”

      She released his hair. “So, what you’re saying is… you believe this girl loves you? That you are capable of loving and being loved?”

      “Yes.”

      Sondra slowly untied him and removed the blindfold. She watched as he came back into himself, so to speak. It was hypnotism, for him. Always had been.

      “My work here is done for today.”

      William shifted, winced and then smiled. “That’s it?”

      Sondra poured a drink and raised her glass. “Here’s to the possibility, Mr. Hartman. Now get out.”

      William stood to go.

      “Oh, and William?”

      He turned and eyed her quizzically.

      “If you ever fucking smile at me again in my dungeon, I’m going to make you wish you hadn’t.”
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