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 To those who have learned that healing isn't always linear, and have given everything to the process of reclaiming their power. 










  
  
Content Warning




This book contains graphic content that may cause distress to some readers and features heavy BDSM elements. Please read at your own risk. 
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“Can I have my hand back, please?” said Brooklyn with a laugh, trying to pull her hand away from Gregory’s excited grasp. 

Gregory ignored her and continued to admire her ring. “You said yes, right?” he asked. He spared her a quick glance before returning his attention to the one-and-a-half carat, princess-cut diamond ring. The gold band seemed almost too small to carry the jewel, and was also encrusted with tiny diamonds and sapphires.

Brooklyn smacked him playfully. “I’m wearing the ring, aren’t I?” She managed to get her hand back and inspected the ring. She wasn’t one for jewelry, let alone flashy pieces, but she was excited about what the ring represented: Stephen’s love and desire to spend the rest of his life with her.

“Good, because if you didn’t, I’d snatch him up for myself.” Gregory wagged his eyebrows comically before taking a sip of his mimosa and returning to his neglected meal. It was hard for eggs to compete with a shiny new diamond.

“And what about poor Kevin?” Brooklyn feigned shock and dismay.

Her friend looked up from his eggs Benedict with a blank stare. “Who?” he said, before bursting out in laughter that ended with a sigh. “Even though Kevin’s good looks rival Stephen’s, I’ll bet my life savings that he cannot cook like my man.”

Having been over for dinner many times now, Brooklyn nodded in agreement. “I hate to admit it, but you’re right. And considering your love language is food and couture, Kevin is definitely it for you,” she said, referencing the man’s godly knack for reinventing classic dishes, and all while looking like a Calvin Klein model.

“He is, isn’t he?” Gregory said, blushing. “So! Are you going to keep me hanging, or are you going to tell me how he proposed?”

Brooklyn smiled and stared off into the distance with a dreamy look on her face as she remembered the other night. “It was so simple… and so thoughtful.” She looked back at Gregory. “He recreated our second date.”

“Why the second date?” he asked, confused. “Wouldn’t he recreate the first one, if at all?”

Brooklyn shook her head with a smile, cherishing the secret of the second date’s importance before sharing it. “The second date, he wanted to surprise me but panicked. He ended up choosing to take me to the movies. I was disappointed and he noticed, so he admitted he had planned this fancy date with a private chef and everything, only he doubted his decision because I didn’t seem to be about all of that. Which was true. So I had told him to do what was special for him.” Brooklyn paused. 

“And?”

“And… he took me to his office. Said that it was where he worked but also where he went to find refuge. It has an amazing view of the city and he ordered Chinese takeout and we talked. Then we still ended up going to the movies.”

“Wow. So normal, but still so romantic.”

“I know, right?” Gregory didn’t seem pleased, but Brooklyn didn’t care. Unless someone had been there with them, it would be hard to understand why that night had been so special and why it was meaningful to recreate. That date wasn’t her favorite, but it was her most cherished because that was the first time Stephen was more than just the cute café customer who she and her coworkers drooled over every time he decided he needed his midday caffeine fix.

“So he recreated that night, and?” Gregory leaned forward, practically bursting at the seams with impatience, his eggs forgotten once again.

“And what?” Brooklyn looked at him innocently.

“Oh my god! When and how did he pop the question?” He threw up his hands in exasperation and leaned back in his seat with a huff.

A few people on the patio looked over at them, annoyed with Gregory’s antics interrupting their brunch.

Brooklyn giggled. “Oh, right. That.” She tried to tame her smile. “Well, we did go to the movies. And he insisted we sit through the credits out of respect for the cast and crew. I thought that was weird because we never sit through the credits. Then at the end, a video came on and he proposed to me via the big screen. I was so caught up in what he was saying that I never turned to look at him. When it finished, and I finally did, he was—” Brooklyn stopped and laughed. “He was kneeling, holding out this ring,” she said, pointing to the finger bearing it. “You know how he is about his suits and there he was, kneeling in popcorn. It’s not like I didn’t believe it before, but that moment confirmed that he truly loves me,” she joked.

Gregory sighed. “Wow,” he breathed. “I’d never mess up a pair of Armani dress pants for anyone.”

Brooklyn nodded then looked down at what was left of her Belgian waffle. “I don’t think I’ll ever deserve him,” she said, knowing Gregory would know what she was talking about. The day was sunny and unseasonably warm, but her vague reference sent a sudden chill through her.

He reached across the table and gave her hand a squeeze. “Brook, you were young.”

Biting her lip, Brooklyn nodded and did her best to stop the tears that suddenly threatened to run down her cheeks. She felt silly for the emotional response and looked away to hide her reddening eyes. 

“So, we’re going to say fuck-it with conventionality and you’re making me the Man of Honor. Oh! And please let Kevin cater at least your engagement party. You are having one? Right? It would do wonders for his new business.”

“Yes, yes, and yes,” Brooklyn said, appreciating his attempt to change the subject. She took a sip of her mimosa and sat back in her chair, banishing the tears that thankfully didn’t have a chance to fully form with Gregory’s swift intervention. So much had changed and she couldn’t believe she was sitting there, eager about her future and discussing her wedding over brunch. Fuck the past. I’m gonna leave it where it belongs, she thought with determination.

“I’m proud of you, Brook,” said Gregory, as if hearing her thoughts. He was strangely good at reading people, especially Brooklyn after five years of friendship.

Brooklyn smiled. “Thanks. And thank you for everything. I don’t know how I would have come out of it all without you.” She squeezed his hand before pulling away to clasp hers together under the table to hide her trembling. The thought of how close she had been to heading down a different path frightened her, and Gregory had played a huge role in steering her in the right direction.

He shrugged with exaggerated nonchalance. “You wouldn’t have,” he said, grinning. “Are we still on for spin class tomorrow?”

“Of course.” Brooklyn dabbed at her lips with her linen napkin and shifted in her chair, signaling she was ready to go. They paid their bills and went outside. Gregory waited with Brooklyn for her taxi to arrive, giving her one last hug when the car pulled up to the curb. 

“You know you’re amazing, right?” he said, holding her away so he could look her in the eyes.

Brooklyn nodded with a sage smile. “I know,” she answered, knowing better than to argue with him. She was proud of how far she’d come, sure, but she still felt leagues away from confidently calling herself amazing.



    
  Horns blared in the standstill traffic and Brooklyn craned her neck to look past the taxi driver’s head at the lineup of cars. She checked the time and cursed when she saw how close she was cutting it to one o’clock. Stephen was expecting her at the office and if there was one thing she had learned over the last five years with him, it was that punctuality was annoyingly important to him. Brooklyn made sure to manage her time so that she always showed up fifteen minutes early, but brunch had run a little longer than usual.

She checked the street again and was dismayed to find there was no hope for movement. “Is there any way to avoid this?” she asked the driver.

He shook his head. “Sorry, miss. They closed the highway eastbound again. All the streets look like this.”

“I understand, thank you. I forgot about the closure.”

Brooklyn bit her lip and checked her watch again. It was a Cartier, and like her engagement ring, beyond her comfort and tastes, but it had been an early graduation gift from Stephen. Another thing she had learned was not to refuse his gifts, so she wore the watch, along with the other expensive things he had given her. Although she wasn’t the biggest fan of whatever vision her fiancé had for her, it was welcome. Being by his side and in his world afforded her a sense of belonging.

Brooklyn took out her phone and contemplated texting Stephen to let him know she might be late. It would be better to say I may be late and then arrive on time than to just show up late, she decided. She sent the text and sat back, allowing herself to relax and accept her possible tardiness.

The taxi driver pulled up in front of Stephen’s office building with a few minutes to spare, which was needed for the wait for the elevator. Brooklyn’s nerves settled and she walked into the building’s lobby with confidence. Unlike the first time she had entered the building on her own, everyone knew who she was. There were no questions or suspicious stares, just smiles and respect. The respect was nice, but she wished it weren’t because of who she was seeing. She yearned to earn her own someday. She took the elevator up to the twentieth floor, her stomach doing its usual somersault from the speed. With it being the weekend, no one was at reception and Brooklyn felt terrible that Stephen was in, yet again, on a Sunday. She felt even worse when she couldn’t recall the last time he had taken an actual day off.

“Steph?” she called out, opening her fiancé’s office door. 

He was hunched over a mess of documents scattered across his desk. His hair sticking up from where he had run his hands through it. He looked up. “Brook! You’re here!” he said, surprised and a little confused.

Her smile faltered slightly as she stepped in, closing the door behind her. “Didn’t you want me here? At one?”

Stephen checked his phone. “Is it one already? I must have lost track.” He seemed bothered by it but Brooklyn knew better than to ask. The fact he had lost track of time deflated her after her anxiety over being late. He wouldn’t have even noticed, and now she regretted sending the preemptive text.

Stephen got up and grabbed his suit jacket from the back of his chair to put it on. “It’s been hectic,” he said, going to her. He pressed an apologetic kiss to her forehead.

“So why did you want me to come by if you’re so busy?” she teased, hoping it would hide her annoyance.

“I have a graduation present for you.” He was buzzing, his words rushed as he reached around her to open the door she had just closed. Brooklyn stepped out of the way and followed him out into the hallway.

“Oh?” Brooklyn berated herself for being quick to frustration and reminded herself that her anxiety wasn’t his fault. She immediately softened, her annoyance dissolving. “Steph, you didn’t have to. Really. Me graduating is my present,” she said, referring to the fact he had paid for her tuition. Whenever Brooklyn felt guilty, Stephen would always say it was an investment. A little more than four years after their first conversation about her going to school, she had earned her degree in finance and graduated with honors. Stephen had insisted she go back to earn her masters, but Brooklyn couldn’t bear the idea of living off of him any longer. The agreement was she’d start working, save money, and pay for the tuition on her own. It meant setting her back at least a couple of years, but she preferred that over another two years of feeling like a leech.

Ignoring Brooklyn’s protests, Stephen led her through the maze of hallways to where the smaller offices were. He stopped in front of one.

Brooklyn ran her fingers across the brushed metal nameplate. “Brooklyn Vera,” she whispered. 

“I know the last name is a bit presumptuous, but why waste money to change it in a few months,” he quipped. He spoke so fast, his attention split between her and somewhere else.

“A few months?” she said, her eyes widening. Brooklyn wasn’t sure if it was his energy, which emulated that of Wonderland’s white rabbit, or that he had made a decision about their wedding date without informing her, but she felt as if everything were moving way too fast.

Stephen pulled her into his arms, oblivious to the panic building inside her.

“Yes, a few months.”

Brooklyn tried to pull away from him. It was Sunday, but she was positive she had heard other people in the office. Probably employees wanting to look good for their boss. “Steph, people will see,” she whispered, her head swinging back and forth, searching for potential onlookers.

“I’m going to do this while it’s not considered inappropriate,” he joked, pulling her in closer. 

“Don’t you think that’s a little soon? I mean, just to plan the wedding…” Her voice trailed, and she wondered if he wanted to just go to the courthouse and forgo the hassle that accompanied weddings. She wouldn’t object, preferring to avoid being the center of attention.

“I want us to get married as soon as humanly possible,” he said.

“Like, we go to City Hall?” she asked, hope creeping into her voice. The possibility of being spared from playing the show pony made her feel much less apprehensive about getting married.

Stephen laughed. “No, not at all. I mean…” He paused, pulling her back to him. He seemed to finally settle, shedding the nervous energy and looked into her eyes. They were so warm. So full of hope and excitement. “I want to plan the wedding we both deserve as quickly as possible so that I can call you my wife yesterday.”

“That’s ambitious, Steph,” she whispered. She couldn’t picture them getting married so soon, but it wasn’t because she doubted him. Stephen had a gift for making the impossible happen; her upcoming graduation was evidence of that.

He shook his head. “We can talk about that later. Right now, I want you to see your future office.”

“You want me to work here? For you?” The panic resurfaced, stoked by the second part of his statement that had had her feeling as if she had been thrown into a rushing current.

Stephen pulled away to look at her. “I know it was a big assumption on my part. But I’m looking to expand, and I want you on my team.”

“How would I factor into it all?”

“I built this company on managing investments, but as you know, I want to do more than just shuffle money around in the stock market. I want to get into real estate as well and invest in startups… But it’s been too much and I need project managers, ones who know how to crunch numbers and have good business sense.”

Brooklyn’s mind raced to see how she could contribute to her fiancé’s new aspirations. She came up short, her achievements suddenly seeming too small to fulfill such a large and important need. She looked up at Stephen in awe and wondered what it must be like to be so sure of oneself and the ability to do big things. 

“Brook, I recognize that look and you’re wrong.”

“What look?” she asked, blinking as she tried to take inventory of her previous thoughts and the facial expressions they could have triggered.

“That ‘I’m not good enough’ look,” he said.

Brooklyn’s cheeks burned. “I wasn’t thinking tha…” But even she couldn’t finish the lie.

His eyes searched hers. “You have outdone yourself. You have a brilliant mind, more brilliant than I had expected. I’m going to be honest and please don’t take it the wrong way.”

“Okay…” Brooklyn said slowly, narrowing her eyes in jest in an attempt to hide her racing heart. He was going to admit some horrible truth that would confirm everything she believed about herself; she was sure of it.

“I always believed in you,” he started, “and knew that you had so much potential. But when I had first suggested you get your GED and then go to post-secondary, it wasn’t because I saw potential for you to work for me. I just wanted you to… have something, I guess. For yourself. A meaningful activity that would leave you with something you could be proud of. But, after seeing the way you’ve excelled, seeing just how unbelievably smart you are, I knew I wanted you to work for me once you graduated. It’s why I wanted you to continue and get your masters.”

His words stung. There was no denying that even though she had been doing better by the time she and Stephen started seeing each other, she’d had no direction outside of surviving the next day. But she hated pity. If there was one thing she wished no one ever felt for her, it was that. Yet in Stephen’s admission, he pretty much exposed that that was the motivating factor for him. She took a deep breath, hoping it would relieve the tension in her chest, and cleared her throat. I’m going to focus on the positive, she decided. So what if he had pitied her? That wasn’t the case now.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I know some of that may be hard for you to hear,” he acknowledged, “but know that I only had the best intentions. I love you so much, Brook. I just want you to see yourself as you truly are, not some warped version of what life made you think about yourself.”

She forced a smile and nodded. “I know. And thank you for believing in me.” What he said was the truth. All of it. Just because Brooklyn didn’t like it, didn’t mean it was his fault or that she should feel slighted. Still, she couldn’t help withdrawing from him, but she did manage to keep from hugging herself protectively.

“I’d love to tell you more about the job offer if you’re interested,” he said. He looked at her intently and Brooklyn recognized the expression on his face. It was the one he made when he was scanning her features for information. It hadn’t taken him long in the early days of their relationship to learn that she hid a lot from him when it came to her thoughts and feelings. So he figured it out on his own, pairing her words with her body language to fill in the blanks. He had become quite proficient at reading her. That still didn’t stop Brooklyn from trying to hide her instinct to dig her heels in or to scream at him to hit the brakes on his plan. Too fast. It’s all moving too fast, she thought.

Brooklyn let her shoulders relax with a covert deep breath, and nodded. “I’d love to hear more about it.” She followed it up with a beaming smile, hoping it would be enough to convince him that she was fine.

“You may not know him, but I brought on Gary Barnard,” he started, his tone enthusiastic. “He has a lot of experience in acquisitions and project management and I want him to mentor you. You can learn so much from him. I’m positive six months with him will give you work experience that’s equivalent to at least a couple years.” Stephen leaned in to whisper in her ear. “His job will be yours when you’re ready.”

Brooklyn poked his ribs. “A bit nepotistic, don’t you think?” She forced a laugh, using it to mask her shaky breath. In spite of her apprehension, she was intrigued. The opportunity hung before her and she let herself consider what it would mean to work with a mentor Stephen respected.

“Only if you’re not qualified.” He winked. “Now can I show you your office or are you going to turn down this amazing offer?”

An office. My own office. Brooklyn’s eyes darted to the nameplate and she also let herself consider what it would be like to have a professional space to call her own. “I want to see it,” she said sheepishly, the prospective opportunity finally overtaking her doubts. He opened the frosted glass door and revealed a modest office, which was a relief because Brooklyn didn’t want to come into a work situation where the favoritism was obvious.

The view was nowhere near as nice as his, and the floor-to-ceiling window was relegated to the far corner of the room. It was really only big enough to let in some natural light. The office itself was small with a functional desk and computer—waiting for her. A small, black, modern sofa was on the wall opposite her desk and perpendicular to the window. Brooklyn could already imagine herself spending late nights working and lying down on the sofa to take a quick break.

“What do you think?” Stephen kept his voice low, as if knowing this moment was fragile. The wrong tone could send Brooklyn spiraling or excited, because he pushed her. He always pushed her, and hard, finding limits Brooklyn didn’t care to find and sometimes that resulted in her crashing and burning. But even Brooklyn knew he couldn’t afford risking that now, not when they were so close to his final vision for them… For her.

“I love it.” Brooklyn turned to give Stephen a hug and a kiss. “I hope I’ll make you proud.”

“You already have.” He held her away so he could look into her eyes, his earnestness almost turning her legs to mush and crippling her. “I wish I could stay but I really have to get back to work. Look around, try out the chair for size,” he said with a wink. Stephen was trying to hide his feelings too, because Brooklyn recognized the relief that flitted across his face.

“I’ll see you tonight then.” She took his face in her hands and looked into his beautiful, kind brown eyes. “I love you.”

“I love you too, soon-to-be Mrs. Vera.” Stephen reached up to grab her hands and smiled, the relief becoming more evident. He pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I’m really sorry, but I’ve got to get back.”

Brooklyn shook her head with a reassuring smile. “I know you’re busy.”

One last kiss and he was gone, his stress still buzzing in his wake before fading. Brooklyn’s smile faded as she turned back to her future office… if all went well. Her returning hesitation made her stop. There was nothing impeding her current trajectory. She already knew she would graduate and leave university with glowing references, and now, a job offer was on the table. This office would soon be hers but for some reason, Brooklyn couldn’t accept the ownership. Stephen’s reassurances evaporated so quickly she had a hard time recalling what they even were.

She took a tentative step in, and then another, until she reached the desk. She touched the surface, the laminated wood cooled by the building’s air conditioning, and ran her fingers across it as she made her way to the other side of the desk. The chair beckoned her and she heard Stephen’s suggestion to “try it on for size.” Brooklyn sat on the edge of the seat and it immediately felt wrong. She had always been on the other side of desks. She’d never had a reason or opportunity to be on this side, until now. Rolling the chair closer, she allowed herself to sit more deeply into it and rested her elbows on the desk. At that moment, movement at the door caught her attention. A flustered employee scuttled away, but not before she could recognize the very unique blend of envy and judgment on his face. 

Brooklyn stood from the chair as if it had suddenly shocked her. No wonder it felt wrong. She hadn’t truly earned this opportunity, and everyone here could certainly see that. She sighed and let her shoulders sag, deflated by the reminder. After all, she was nothing more than trash that had been pulled out of the fray. She squeezed her eyes shut. No, I worked hard. I made the most of an opportunity and soon everyone will see that, she argued, refusing to give in to old habits. I will earn their respect.

She sat back down with more confidence. I can do this. I can be the person I envision myself to be. The opinions of others didn’t matter. They weren’t there when she was up late, studying and completing assignments. They didn’t see her overcoming her greatest fears and doing the impossible, like believing in herself when she had no reason to. In all of her years in her religious upbringing, she could never fully grasp the meaning of faith until she had to have it in herself: To believe in a version of herself that was yet to exist.

“This is my office,” she said, her voice hollow. She had all the intention to claim the space with conviction, but she just couldn’t find it. Maybe one day, she would be able to. Brooklyn got up and left, closing the door softly behind her. “My office,” she whispered, trying the statement one more time. It was still void of conviction.
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Brooklyn let herself into Stephen’s condo. It was theirs, according to him, but she didn’t feel right calling it that until she was contributing to the household… which would be soon. 

“Marta?” she called out to see if the housekeeper was in. The apartment was still and Brooklyn let out a sigh of relief. Marta was kind and one of the few people who hadn’t regarded Brooklyn with suspicion; however, Brooklyn appreciated her solitude, and hired help reduced those instances. The household staff consisted of Marta, the housekeeper and weekday cook; Isabel, the dedicated cleaner; Manon, the weekend chef; and Randal, Stephen’s assistant. Randal took care of the mundane tasks for Stephen. He managed the other staff, and coordinated with his executive assistant from work. It was an efficient system so that Stephen could focus on the things only he could answer to. Sometimes, Brooklyn wondered if the thoughtful cards and gifts she received were actually from Stephen, or if it was all Randal. 

The faint smell of spices touched by heat hung in the air, hinting that Marta must have cooked earlier. Brooklyn found a micro-green salad with a homemade vinaigrette (on the side) and baked chicken breast in the fridge. There was a note stating it was for dinner. Marta truly was the best Stephen could have hired. With the help of Randal, she managed to offer the highest grade of anticipatory service. Marta had quickly figured out that Brooklyn’s appetite wasn’t the greatest after only a few short weeks when Brooklyn had first moved in with Stephen. She had also discovered Brooklyn’s preference for solitude, which was why she’d probably made sure to finish her work before the evening.

The light dinner was also a serving of one. That meant Stephen would most likely work late. The rest of the day yawned before her. Now with school coming to an end and no other real obligations, Brooklyn had more time on her hands than she cared for. Biting her lip, she looked toward the bedroom and with very little deliberation, made her way toward it. The primary bedroom was plain and modern. Its simplicity had never bothered Brooklyn because she had never been in a position to decorate; not when she was living with her mother, and not when she moved out into the shoebox she had called home prior to moving in with Stephen. A king-sized bed flanked by bedside tables took up one wall, and a large flatscreen TV was mounted on the wall opposite it. As was Stephen’s preference, a settee faced the windows that overlooked a different part of the city from the office. There was no other furniture, just an indulgent amount of negative space that seemed excessive if one considered how many people struggled to have decent shelter; Brooklyn having been one of them.

Brooklyn went to the walk-in closet and reached for the large gym bag that she had stored on the top shelf on her side. She pulled it down, letting it land with a thump at her feet. Her hands shook with anticipation as she crouched to unzip the nondescript black bag, a design choice that helped make it less interesting and therefore more invisible, and revealed a small collection of toys. The priest might have been left in the past, but her needs, the needs he introduced her to… They were a permanent part of her. A small worn paddle caught her attention, and she plucked it out of the bag. She stood and held up the toy, biting her bottom lip as she considered whether she should use it. 

Brooklyn had tried to bury this part of her. She had denied her urges until she would break, the first instance leading her to an adult store so she could buy an impact toy. Over the years, she had built up her small toy collection, experimenting with different implements on herself while keeping it all hidden from Stephen. Sometimes, shame would have her vowing never to hurt herself again—until her skin itched for it. Boredom and anxiety were her main triggers and today, both were at play.

Brooklyn went to the bedroom, stripping out of her pants before leaning against the bed. She reached behind, angling the paddle awkwardly and aimed for her backside. Taking a deep breath, she readied herself, and struck. The sting of the wood as it bit at her skin was far from what she needed, but it was better than nothing. Getting in a good, self-inflicted impact session was like preparing to tear off wax strips. Brooklyn closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths before hitting herself as hard as she could again, but not so hard as to leave marks. She had made that mistake a few times and had insisted on lights off during sex with Stephen, not even able to use shyness as an excuse by that point. The repeated impacts built upon one another until she was able to taste a hint of that undefinable thing she searched for in these sessions. Her skin grew warm and hummed with mild pain.

A threatening cramp in her side forced her to stop until it went away and she continued, always taking a few breaths before each hit. It was a far cry from her experience with the priest: The prickling heat was fainter and the force she had to exert for the impacts meant she couldn’t relax enough to let the wood sink into her flesh. She considered switching out the toy for something that required less effort for the same level of pain, but her desire for pain waned quickly, leaving a void for something else. She stopped and slid to the floor, hugging the paddle and closing her eyes, waiting for the shame to come and fill the vacated space. It was difficult not to feel ridiculous, or to even reconcile hurting herself. Was it not, technically, self-harm?

Brooklyn returned the paddle to the bag in the walk-in closet and struggled to get it back up on the shelf. She stood back and looked at it, making sure that it still appeared as inconspicuous as before. She stayed in the closet for a moment. Like countless times before, she considered getting rid of her toys. Maybe some of the pain she looked for wasn’t strictly physical. The emotional toll her indulgence took on her was its own form of punishment, as if she were still trying to pay some sort of undefined penance. Brooklyn rubbed her warm bottom, the heat offering her some modicum of comfort.

When Stephen got home, he would unknowingly inflict pain when grabbing her during sex. That was the part Brooklyn looked forward to. It seemed less… pathetic. She couldn’t wait, but wait she did. By nine, she accepted that Stephen probably wasn’t even going to come home and she felt bad, wishing she could help. She went to the kitchen and contemplated taking Marta’s meal to him instead of having it herself. Brooklyn figured he would have ordered something, but she also knew he could get so caught up that he forgot to eat. Of course, her primary motive wasn’t to feed her potentially starving fiancé…
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Brooklyn slipped on a dress; one she imagined would make Stephen take notice of her. When he was deeply absorbed in his work, little else existed for him and sometimes, that included Brooklyn. Not that she ever took offense, because when his focus was on her, he became just as equally absorbed. The dark red dress hugged her healthy curves (a happy consequence of a more robust diet and regular physical activity) and cut off just above the knee. The cut and muted color was more on the modest side, but she upped the sex factor by wearing nothing underneath, fluffing her hair around her shoulders, and applying a smattering of makeup. 

She packed the chicken and salad in a lunch bag that looked more like a designer tote than an insulated food carrier, and took a taxi back to Stephen’s work. The elevator doors opened up to a dark reception area with only the company name, Vera Investments, lit up on the wall behind the desk. She sighed sadly when she saw absolutely no one else was there and didn’t like thinking Stephen spent so much time alone after-hours in this place. She took the longer way to his office so she could pass by hers. The name next to the door still made her heart beat a little bit faster. Through the small window that ran alongside the door, she could see the shadow of her desk, promising her a future of meaning and importance. Direction.

Continuing on, she reached Stephen’s office and knocked gently.

“Come in?” he said, his confusion apparent in his voice. 

“Surprise,” she said halfheartedly, opening the door. Part of her, the part that couldn’t help but feel a sliver of resentment, tempered her enthusiasm.

“Brook! Wow, what time is it?”

“Almost ten, you workaholic. I brought you dinner.”

As expected, he looked right through her, his mind clearly still on the computer and the documents sprawled across his desk. His black hair, that was always perfectly coiffed, was disturbed near his temples. She could imagine he must have been rubbing them constantly while in deep thought. An urge to smooth down the mussed hair itched her fingertips.

Brooklyn could tell it took all his effort to hold on to his last thought so he could continue from where he left off once she was finished interrupting him. Her plan to entice him into a sexy break evaporated and she felt silly… Annoying.

“If I’m interrupting something, I’ll just leave the food and go home. I don’t want to be a bother.” Brooklyn winced, immediately noticing herself falling back into old patterns where she assumed she was taking up space she wasn’t supposed to.

Stephen sighed. “I’m sorry, Brook. I know I’ve been distracted lately.” He made a point to shut off his computer screen and collected the papers into a neat pile, turning them over. “It would be good for me to take a small break. Why don’t you stay with me while I eat.”

Relieved, Brooklyn smiled with her regained confidence. She had wanted to seduce him. “Well, I didn’t bring just food.” 

Slipping back into character, she placed the food on the coffee table by the sofa before stepping back to slowly pull up her dress. 

“Brook…”

Turning, she met his gaze over her shoulder as she continued tugging the fabric, slowly exposing the roundness of her backside. “Are you hungry?” Her voice was husky with uncertainty, but in the moment, it came off as confident. She was the seductress who sat firmly in her sexuality and ability to entice the opposite sex.

His eyes darkened. “I’m ravenous,” he growled.

Brooklyn smiled, her confidence fully restored. “I thought you might be.”

Stephen beckoned her to him and she went, straddling him on the chair. He pulled her dress over her head and groaned when he found she was braless too. Grabbing her breasts, he buried his face in them and breathed in her scent, a blend of vanilla and sage from the lotion she used. 

It had taken Brooklyn a couple of years before she felt she could initiate sex. Her training with the priest had left her with habits that were hard to break. Touching without the command to had been frowned upon. Now she knew it was because he had chosen to uphold his grasp on the notion of celibacy, and unexpected touches would have tested his will when it had already been strained to its limit. Pair that with a history of her bearing unwanted touches herself, she had become a bit stunted in trusting when touch was welcomed. But, her will to please soon had her throwing herself at Stephen, something he seemed to love. Then again, who wouldn’t want to be wanted? By someone they wanted to be wanted by? 

Brooklyn quickly found out how he like to be touched… kissed… What things he enjoyed hearing her say and how he loved to be straddled and ground against while he smothered himself with her breasts, just as they were doing now. She took his hands and guided them down to her ass and he grabbed her. She hissed with pleasure from the faint sting and moved her hips more fervently. 

“Oh god, Brook, let me fuck you,” said Stephen with a moan. He lifted her off and she knew to bend over his desk. She waited with labored breaths, the desk cooling the flushed skin of her breasts.

His belt buckle hit the floor and she felt his skin on hers, the tickle of his shirt on her lower back. She shuddered when she felt his cock press against her while he grabbed her hips. Brooklyn pushed back to increase the contact. She wanted him desperately.

“Please,” she begged, already dripping with anticipation. 

Stephen cupped her sex and pushed a finger just passed the lips. “How do you get so wet?” he groaned. 

“For you. I get wet like this for you. Please fuck me, Steph.” Brooklyn pushed back some more against his touch, wanting his lone finger to explore deeper, but he pulled away. She was about to complain when his hand was replaced by the tip of his cock. 

He teased her, rubbing up and down her slit and pulling away when Brooklyn pushed back. 

“Please!” she begged. Her plea was followed by a cry when he plunged into her. “Oh my god, yes!” Brooklyn clawed at the desk, careful not to disturb his paperwork, and Stephen grabbed on to her hips tightly as he drove into her. 

He slapped her ass a few times and it sent Brooklyn over the edge. The slight sensation of pain mixed with him pounding into her had her orgasm rushing at her quickly, catching her off guard.

“Again,” she said, not saying what, exactly, she was asking for. Thankfully, Stephen understood and spanked her again, the light impact inflicting more sting than normal due to her sensitive skin. Brooklyn moaned, her core tightening, pussy pulsing. She prayed he would hit her once more, too afraid to ask for it again, and he did. It was all she needed and clenched tightly around him, pushing the orgasm through. Her pussy spasmed around Stephen’s cock and his rhythm faltered. Because she hadn’t held the edge until she was forced over it, the orgasm wasn’t strong, but it was enough.

“Oh, fuck.” Stephen’s words came out like a growl and he buried himself as deeply as he could, pausing for a breath before coming inside her. He collapsed on top of her, his heaving chest pressing into her back. Brooklyn moaned when she felt his lips brushing against that sensitive spot just below the ear. Slowly, he pulled himself out and sat back in his chair. 

Wasting no time, Brooklyn turned and fell to her knees. “I’ll clean you off so you can get back to work,” she said, taking him gently into her mouth. She always savored the taste of their juices mixed together and reached down to touch herself, only to bring her fingers up to her lips. She looked Stephen in the eyes as she licked his cum off them. 

“Brook,” he said with a shake of his head. His cock was already coming back to life.

Encouraged, Brook got up and sat on the edge of his desk with her legs spread wide open. She scooped more of his cum out of her and licked it off her fingers until there was nothing left. Stephen’s cock twitched, throbbing and wanting more. 

“How can you still do this to me?” he said incredulously. He looked at her with wonder and Brooklyn managed to feel impressed with herself that he could still look at her like that… That she could still surprise him.

“You inspire me,” she said, sliding off the desk and getting back on her knees. She took his length into her mouth and moved up and down, flicking the tip with her tongue. A deep, guttural groan was earned when she began to hum around him while gently kneading his balls. She let herself fall into a rhythmic pattern, getting lost in the sensation of the soft skin of his shaft against her lips and drunk off his scent. Stephen’s thighs relaxed as she worked his length, and she slowed her pace even more until she could feel his growing restlessness.

Stephen silently pulled her off and bent her over his desk once more. He grabbed her hair to force her to look at him. “You know if we go again, you’ll have to take it for a while,” he said, referring to the fact that he didn’t come so easily the second time around. 

“Break me, Steph,” Brooklyn breathed.

His fingers dug into her skin as he grabbed her hips and once again drove into her as hard as he could. The force pushed Brooklyn painfully against the desk and she focused on the sensation. With each thrust she was brought closer and closer to the edge. The promise of small bruises where her hip bones collided with the wood had her reeling with excitement.

“Harder, please!” she cried, even though she was certain he couldn’t. But he did and she tumbled over that edge into a place of bliss and ecstasy, her orgasm rushing through her entire core with ferocity this time. She shuddered as electric pleasure shot out from her core, painting her cheeks red with a satiated flush.

Stephen covered her mouth while she cried out and continued to pound into her, his tempo faltering more from her clenching so tightly around him. Brooklyn was nearly driven mad from the unbearable pleasure and her orgasm barely ended before another crested the horizon. “I can’t, I can’t,” she gasped, tossing her head back and forth. But he didn’t stop, no matter how much she begged him to, because he had also discovered some things about her, like how this was exactly where she wanted to be. Brooklyn came again and Stephen grunted with his efforts to resist his own threatening an orgasm. But he didn’t stop. Sweat dripped off him and fell onto the small of her back.

“One more,” he ground out. “I want you to come one more time.”

Brooklyn was floating. It wasn’t often when Stephen spoke to her with such command and she welcomed the rarely felt peace that came with it. Her body went limp and he was able to go even deeper now that she wasn’t tensing up against him. Brooklyn swore she could feel him all the way to her navel and the thought of him penetrating her so deeply had her ready to come again. She held her breath, zeroing in on the sensation of him so deep inside of her and how fucking hot it was. Her entire body spasmed but she was silent, the only evidence of her pleasure being short spurts of released air from the breath she had been holding. When she inhaled, the air got trapped, unable to find its way to her lungs, but she still managed to let out a low, guttural moan.

Stephen pulled out and she fell back to her knees like a ragdoll, waiting with her mouth open and eyes closed. He came with a roar and his warm cum filled her mouth. She greedily swallowed, savoring its saltiness and gently sucking the tip of his cock to make sure nothing was left behind. Brooklyn looked up at him and loved seeing the ever-growing look of wonder on his face. After their time together and falling into the kind of routine most couples did, it made her happy that he could still look at her that way. 

Stephen caught her before she could slump to the floor and picked her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. He carried her to the sofa and gently placed her onto it before sitting on the floor next to her. He tucked her hair behind her ear and tried to capture her gaze through her heavy eyelids.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving now.” Stephen chuckled.

Brooklyn smiled and nodded, her eyes still closed. 

“You look so peaceful. I wish I could make you feel like this every time, but then I doubt I’d be able to function for work every day,” he said with a wicked smile.

Brooklyn giggled. “I’ll pay you,” she said dreamily. 

“Doubt you could afford me,” he joked. “I’m going to finish up, then we’ll head home. Okay?”

Brooklyn nodded and felt a blanket being pulled over her before drifting off to sleep.



    
  “Brook?”

“Hmm?” said Brooklyn, still half asleep. 

“I’m sorry for taking so long, but I’m done. Ready to go home?”

Brooklyn stretched. “What time is it?” She could just make out Stephen’s apologetic smile through her blurry vision. 

“About one.”

“You have to stop working so late,” she tried to chastise, but it was interrupted by a yawn.

“It’ll be just until the expansion is done. Come on, up we go,” he said, pulling Brooklyn to a sitting position. 

She held up her arms. “I think I deserve to be carried,” she said with a sleepy chuckle.

“I think I need to be carried,” Stephen countered tiredly. 

The couple dragged their feet as they made their way to the elevators and held each other up as they went down to the parking garage. Brooklyn’s heart always felt like it was ready to explode during these moments. Normalcy had been her goal and she had found it with Stephen. She reveled in their routine and comfort with each other, loved how he took care of her through small gestures like covering her with a blanket or holding her in the elevator. But the one thing she loved most was his pride. Stephen was always eager to introduce her to his friends and colleagues and constantly boasted about her accomplishments. She swore he actively found ways to insert it into conversations.

“Thank you for bringing dinner, by the way,” he said once they were in the car.

“And dessert. I brought you dessert,” she said, raising an eyebrow. 

Stephen reached over and touched her thigh. “That you did.” He gave her a gentle squeeze before returning his hand to the steering wheel. When they got home, he took off her shoes while she leaned against the wall by the door, led her to the bedroom, undressed her, and tucked her into bed. 

“Thanks for coming for me,” he whispered.

Brooklyn looked up at him innocently. “Coming, or coming?”

Stephen’s eyes widened, probably surprised by her rare attempt at humor, and he laughed heartily. “I’m not sure,” he said, still laughing.
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“He gave you a job and an office as a graduation gift?” exclaimed Gregory. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with a gym-provided towel and leaned forward on his stationary bike. 

“He… did,” said Brooklyn between gasps, beaming and equally as sweaty as her friend. 

Gregory shook his head. “Again, where can I get myself a Stephen?”

Seriously? How is he not out of breath? Brooklyn wondered with envy. They both did the same amount of spin classes a week and yet next to Gregory, one would think Brooklyn was a smoker or had one lung. Envy aside, she giggled and wiped down her own face. “I’m lucky. Aren’t I?”

“And to think you almost passed him up for…” Gregory’s voice trailed off, his pace on the bike slowing a bit as he realized his misstep. He’d entered prohibited territory. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Brook. I know you don’t like to talk about that.” Gregory looked forward and stared down the spin instructor as if his slipup were his fault.

“I know it hurts, but you gotta keep moving!” shouted the unnervingly lean man, leading them to potential cardiac arrest. Based on Gregory’s expression, Brooklyn thought Gregory might be wishing for it.

“No worries,” she said with a smile, but inside her heart was racing, and she couldn’t blame it on the fact that they had just been instructed to increase the bike’s resistance for “one last push!” 

It wasn’t as if she never thought of the priest, but thinking about him and someone else mentioning him were two different things. One could be shrugged away as a far-off dream, whereas the other made that dream very much real. Her face heated up and she spun her cycle harder, lungs be damned. They burned and her face felt ready to pop, making the possibility of her heart stopping seem even more real. Her bike’s screen confirmed it, her heart rate reading at one hundred and ninety-seven beats per minute. She zoned in, pumping legs that she could no longer feel, the music and puffing bike-mates fading away.

“Aaand cool down!” The instructor’s voice broke through, offering her relief from her self-inflicted punishment. She turned down the resistance and slowed her pace, sucking in air desperately. The instructor gave her an approving nod, but she wasn’t so sure that that kind of output was actually healthy. 

The class ended and Brooklyn didn’t want to leave her bike. She didn’t want to face Gregory because for some silly reason, mention of the good priest in this exact moment impacted her in a way it hadn’t in a long time. She also couldn’t feel her legs. But there was something about a punishing workout that was cathartic— and also left you open and vulnerable. It wasn’t uncommon for someone, usually a woman, to burst into tears at the end of a class. Brooklyn was worried she was about to join the ranks when she felt the familiar sting of threatening tears. At least it was applauded and not judged (as fucked up as that may be). I really need to find a new hobby, she thought mirthfully. Maybe spin class was just another way to feel pain, one that vanillas could accept because it was under the guise of fitness.

Gregory touched her forearm softly. “Brook?”

Brooklyn rubbed at her eyes. She told herself they burned because of the sweat and not because she was crying. Thankfully, her perspiration would camouflage her tears as long as she could keep her shoulders from shaking. That gave her enough will to clear her throat and get up. Her legs wobbled and she grabbed on to the bike to steady herself.
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