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[bookmark: d1]Desire Book 1: Love’s Lessons
 
    
 
   Sandra’s gaze looked up from the soaked scrap of material in her hand to his face. He was so damn gorgeous she couldn’t think straight—all long lean angles and dangerously blue eyes under brows as golden blonde as the waves that fell across his high forehead. Sandra, already wet, sent more juices down her thighs. Without her panties there to stop the moisture but right there in her hand instead, it ran in long thin trails to her kneecaps.
 
   “Put them in your mouth,” he rasped.
 
   Her nipples ached from his teeth and tongue, her mouth was bruised from his kisses and she wanted more, much more, but she was afraid.
 
   “I won’t say it again.” His voice deep, and commanding. Sandra knew that if she did not obey he would simply turn and walk out of the hotel room, leaving her standing there soaked and desperate, drowning in her desire.
 
   Her black silk panties touched her lips. Earlier in the evening, while she had been getting dressed, the panties had seemed silly and unnecessary. What would she, Sandra Rogers—town librarian and all around good girl—need fuck me panties for?
 
   “Connor, I have never done anything like this…” her lips trembled with fear as the words spilled from her full mouth. Her dark brown eyes caught his, held, and her body betrayed her yet again, sending yet another hard cramp of lust through her lower belly.
 
   She had not ever done anything like this. Going to the writer’s conference had been a big step, going to the bar, dancing and drinking most of the night away with a handsome fellow attendee was certainly not something she had imagined herself doing, yet here she was. It made zero sense, which was why it held so much appeal.
 
   Connor crossed the short distance between them easily, his long legs and narrow hips combining to create a prowling grace that was as lethally sexy as it was mesmerizing. “I know, and that is why I told you to use the word unicorn if you become too afraid or if something is happening that you do not enjoy. Do you want to safe word out of this?”
 
   No, hell no. Safety was her whole life. What she needed and craved and had to have more than anything else was something that was definitely not safe, not easy. Her hands trembled as the panties pressed against her lips. Her mouth opened and the scrap of material filled her mouth. She could taste the salty sweetness of her own arousal, smell its musky scent mingled with the floral laundry detergent she used.
 
   His fingers flicked across her nipples, the soreness in them increased but so did the pleasure that tightened those peaks. The tips of his fingers had callouses that rubbed against her delicate flesh in a way that was unbelievably rough and sensual all at the same time.
 
   Those fingers moved lower, brushed through the dark brown curls that covered her wet labia. He pressed his thumb cruelly against her clit then pinched her labia shut right above that throbbing nub of flesh, applying even more pressure there. She shrieked into her panties, certain that she would fall down at any minute; just faint dead away if and when he allowed her to come. Two fingers slid inside her, opening her. Her tongue pushed against the silk of her panties as her back arched and her hips jerked forward.
 
   “Ride my fingers,” he said, “let me see how you like it.”
 
   Her face burned at those words. Nobody had ever spoken like that to her before. Shame warred with her passion and passion won out, she raised up on her toes and came back down, rocking her body so that her slick walls took him in and released him time and again.
 
   An orgasm built up once more but again he stopped just as she was on the brink. He had done that earlier too, while she had been straddling his thigh and grinding her wet center along that hard length.
 
   “Oh no, you have not earned your orgasm just yet,” he teased.
 
   She had known that this would be part of the game but it still took her aback when she heard those words coming from his mouth. “What can I do to earn that?” Her heartbeat accelerated, her pulse quickened and her eyes went down, drawn by an inexorable force to his crotch. The large bulge below the neat black slacks made her breath catch in her throat. 
 
   “What do you think you should do?”
 
   Why was he leaving it up to her? Until tonight, the wildest thing she had ever done sexually was fucking in the backseat of her high school sweetheart’s old car. She was not prepared to answer Connor, and one look at his face told her he knew it. “I don’t know,” she confessed.
 
   “Well, now—we cannot have that. We are really going to have to work on educating you.”
 
   It is just role-play, she reminded herself as his fingers plucked the panties out of her mouth. His lips sealed hers shut in a fiery kiss that left her gasping for breath and not caring if she ever breathed again. Connor broke the kiss off, his lips trailed down her neck, his teeth nipping at the soft flesh of that long creamy column before they moved lower.
 
   Sandra stared, entranced, at his golden head as it lay against her breast. He nuzzled her almost painfully before his hands came up, squeezed her rounded flesh roughly, and his teeth bit a little less gently at her nipples.
 
   She longed to touch him, to feel his hard body, the smooth skin that covered his muscles, below her fingertips. She reached for him but his hands caught hers and held them down to her side.
 
   A long and agonizing moment passed. Connor was strong, she had known that, but she had not really known just how strong until he caught her up in his arms and carried her over to the bed that dominated the hotel room.
 
   Her back hit the mattress and the air left her lungs in a harsh exhale that made her slightly dizzy, even as the orgasm that had been close to flooding through her for so long, now drew even closer. 
 
   Sandra had never been so turned on, her nipples poked up at the ceiling, her legs lay spread and open, her pussy, slicked and slippery with heated oil, was exposed to Connor’s hot gaze and she liked—no, loved—the feelings that he was creating within her at that moment.
 
   “Put your hands behind your head and leave them there, do not move them or I will stop immediately.”
 
   Her palms left sweaty trails in her dark hair, her fingers trembled and her toes curled as his fingers caressed her body again, his lips grazed the skin below her navel and then his mouth moved lower. He paused and said, “Do not move at all, not one inch or a single finger, do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes,” Sandra gasped. Instantly her body rebelled, her hips rose as his tongue licked across her labia and then her swollen clit.
 
   Connor had not been joking it seemed. He stopped cold. Her cry of protest was lost in his stern remonstration. He returned to her pussy. Sandra had never realized how much movement she had had until that moment, forced to remain immobile she understood exactly how pleasurable arching her ass up, tilting her pelvis or using her fingers to hold his head to her center would have been. 
 
   The slow throbbing in her belly had grown to an intense, demanding ache that could no longer be denied. Her toes curled again, she straightened them, hoping like hell that he had not noticed.
 
   The muscles of her inner thighs tightened painfully and her teeth grit together as his fingers slid deeply inside of her, delving into her wet slit and loosening her walls. The urge to beg for release was nearly irresistible; she would have if she had not been so afraid he would halt the torment once more, permanently this time.
 
   “Now you are behaving.” Connor’s amused voice was carried on a warm breath that ran across her wetness, made her nipples tighten, and caused her to literally whimper.
 
   His fingers moved inside her, stroking and pumping. Friction bloomed and heat blossomed into a fully opened flower of lust. Her mouth hung open in a slack O as her walls quivered around his fingers and her clit swelled and hardened even more under the pressure of his tongue. She was certain she would die from it all, that he would never take any pity at all on her, that he would leave her there suspended on the precipice forever just to do it.
 
   Her fingers itched to rub her nipples, to touch the sleek locks of his hair and to feel the muscles of his jaw moving as his mouth brought her to an even higher pitch of feverish excitement. She had to press her head down on her hands so forcefully that they literally ached from the force required to keep them where he had ordered them to remain.
 
   “I think you may have earned the right to come after all.” Those words shot through her as her body almost instantly began to reply. It responded by surging up toward him but he pushed her down again, his breath blowing against her belly then her breasts as he moved into position between her outstretched legs.
 
   The sound of his zipper coming down was very loud. Her eyes closed and then opened again. Her breath held as his fingers slid the condom down the heavy length of his shaft, so slowly that she feared she would yell at him to just do it already, dammit.
 
   The head of his prick rubbed against the thick oils gathered on her opened folds then he was inside her, driving deep and hard. Her ass clenched with the effort to lie still, to obey his command but it was harder than it had been before, pleasure crashed through her body in long waves.
 
   “Come right now,” Connor ordered.
 
   Sandra did not have to be told again. Her pussy squeezed down, holding his cock tightly within her walls as they opened and closed. Cries exploded from her throat and her mouth hung open, wrenched open by the force of those cries.
 
   She felt his orgasm; his cock pulsed and twitched inside her. His fingers curled into the flesh at the top of her shoulder blades and his teeth nipped at her ear yet again. The ecstasy slowly subsided, replaced by a floating golden languor that left her limp and weak.
 
   Connor rolled away from her, his trim body gleaming with sheen of sweat in the low light from the bedside lamp. Sandra rolled onto her side, studying his face. He was almost a stranger and yet they had just shared some very intimate things, she was not sure what to do now though—throw him out of her room, offer him a drink from the minibar, or just curl up and pretend to be asleep and let him work it all out for himself.
 
   To her relief, and regret, he announced, “I have to go. I am teaching at nine and it has been a late night.”
 
   Her eyes darted to the bedside clock. It was after two and the fatigue she had been fighting earlier in the day came back in, swamping her body with exhaustion. “I have a lot to do tomorrow too,” as soon as the words left her mouth she blushed. It sounded so lame, two people making excuses for why they no longer wanted to spend time together.
 
   He slid his zipper closed. He had never even gotten undressed, that realization made her face heat all over again. He slid out of her room soundlessly, the door opened shortly to allow in a sickly shaft of light from the hallway and then he was gone.
 
   Sandra lay in the darkness, wondering just what she was going to say to him if she saw him tomorrow.
 
   **
 
   It was a mistake, but not one I would take back.
 
   The thought followed Connor as he made his way down the hallway. The long corridor was dim, from behind the doors he could hear the sounds of people sleeping or fucking or fighting. His eyes felt gritty and the taste of the Scotch he had drank earlier had soured on his tongue but the sweetness he had licked from her body covered that just enough.
 
   His own room sat at the end of the hallway on the floor below hers, he opened the door and went in, not bothering with the lights. He shucked his clothes off, dropping them on the floor carelessly. He lay down on the bed and put his hands behind his head, staring up at the ceiling as he puffed on one of the very expensive cigars a fan had given him earlier in the evening.
 
   Sex at one of these things was not uncommon and it was not as if he had never indulged before but something was different about tonight, for a long few minutes he could not put his finger on it then it clicked. He had wanted to stay.
 
   The thought shocked him. He had not slept next to a woman since his wife had died five years before. Gina’s face floated up before his eyes and he felt that old hollow echo of pain. Cancer had taken her far too early and far too painfully from his life. He had vowed never to love anyone else again.
 
   Sandra reminded him of Gina—not in looks—Gina had been a flame haired beauty with huge china blue eyes and the body of a greyhound; graceful with whip thin limbs. Sandra was rounded and curvy in all the right ways, her breasts had been heavy and her hips had swelled out in a heart attack inducing kind of way, her ass was plump and round, and her hair auburn. Still, there had been that indefinable aura hanging all around her, that sweetness that masked a strength that had called out to him from the moment he had first set eyes on her.
 
   He knew he was playing with fire, a dangerous fire, one that could burn him badly. He was not the kind of man who wanted just a woman’s body, or even to possess her heart, his woman would need to give over herself completely to him and women like that were rare.
 
   “I am going to call it a good night and leave her alone.” The words hung on the air and he put the cigar out, determined not to think any more about her. That proved impossible though.
 
   **
 
   Connor was inside a knot of adoring women when Sandra stepped into the conference’s main room the following morning. She tried not to look at him, and that was really not that difficult either—she could barely see him for the bodies pressed close to his own. Jealousy smote her, surprising her with its intensity.
 
   Connor Beaumont was one of the sexiest men on the planet, and since he was also one of the best suspense writers on the planet, he drew crowds of women everywhere he went. To get him to show up at a conference was a major coup for producers and he knew it.
 
   Sandra had not come to the conference to meet him. She had come to meet one of her idols, Sharon Hampton, another romance writer. Sharon had been giving a discussion on historical romances and the men within the pages of those novels. Sandra had still had ten days of vacation and no plans when she had seen the conference announcement on the pages of the online bookstore she frequented.
 
   The crowd around Connor parted briefly, giving her a brief glimpse of him. He was attired in a black cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal his tanned wrists and an expensive watch on his left wrist. His jeans were form fitting and more than one set of eyes were fastened to the hard muscles of his thighs and the terrain of his crotch. His hair hung over his forehead in a slightly messy style and his white toothed grin shone out of his handsome face.
 
   His eyes met hers but there was no recognition in them. She stood there, feeling awkward and silly as his hand rested on the shoulder of a gorgeous blonde woman who had maneuvered herself so close to him that her long slender thighs, clearly visible below the hem of her incredibly short crimson skirt, rubbed against his right flank. He did not seem to object to that touch and Sandra turned away, unable to look at the sight any longer.
 
   Saturday at conferences is typically a blur of activity: classes, discussions, publishers, and writers hawking their latest efforts. Sandra was caught up in the whirl of activity and by nine in the evening, when the formal dinner she had paid to attend began she was not only exhausted from being in the middle of the activity, she was feeling incredibly alone.
 
   That was not a new feeling for her. Sandra had grown up as the only daughter of a solitary man, a professor of ancient literature who spent little time noticing his daughter. He had paid little attention to his wife as well—which was why he had found himself the solo parent to his daughter while his wife took herself off to London to live with a Shakespearian actor. When that failed, she moved to Portugal.
 
   Over the years, Sandra had gotten postcards from all across the globe but she had not seen her mother since the day she had traipsed out the front door with a suitcase in each hand and her daughter crying in the arms of her father.
 
   Sandra had been five then and over the years she had learned to stay quiet, to stay out of the way and to entertain herself. Books were often her only friends, her father was rarely interested in taking his child to activities, and since he was usually lost in some obscure work, he rarely had the time to do much of anything else with her either.
 
   Growing into an adult Sandra had learned that she could get away with almost anything as long as it did not interfere with her father’s study and work habits and she had tried the rebellious route but growing up on a college campus where everyone knew who her father was all but guaranteed her being regarded as off-limits. In town, she found a few local boys who were willing to go out with her but the arm of the college, which employed most of the small town that stretched beyond the campus, was long.
 
   She still lived beneath the long shadow of the campus’s oak trees. She had gotten a degree in French literature, planning to live a life of academia similar to the one she had always known. She taught at the same campus she had grown up in, she knew that she should branch out, grow, but she seemed to be unable to do that. Her life was mostly solitary, she worked and read and kept her small house neat and clean. The men she dated were all so alike they could have been ordered from a catalogue. Nice, safe, well-educated men who opened her car door and paid for dinner, men who never noticed her except when they were offering perfunctory compliments on her dress or hair or perfume. Those men always sort of drifted away after a few weeks or months due to a lack of interest on her part or their own.
 
   Looking at Connor across the room, his head thrown back in a long laugh at something the blonde he had been with earlier had just said to him made Sandra’s head ache. She should have stayed in her own room the night before, kept to herself, and simply gone to bed like she had thousands of night before.
 
   But it had been different, the way he made her feel had been so far out of the bounds of the things she normally felt that she still had no idea of how to handle it. What she did know was that it had been the first time in her life that she had felt whole and complete. She had no idea of why that was though, and was not certain she wanted to know either.
 
   The food on her plate was unremarkable: a piece of Brie baked in a pastry shell that shattered noisily under her fork’s tines, crushed candied almonds had been baked into the appetizer’s center and it made the dish cloying instead of flavorful.
 
   The main course would arrive in a moment and Sandra was fairly certain she no longer wanted it or anything else. The woman speaking at the podium had a strident voice and bright red hair that had been dyed so often it looked like it would break under a finger, shatter like the pastry. The lights were too bright and the smell of too many perfumes and cologne filled the air. Sandra put her fork down and stared at the door at the end of the room, wondering if she could leave without being noticed.
 
   The speech dragged on, the main course arrived and she still could not leave her seat. She bit into overdone chicken covered with capers and a too-rich sauce, rolls that had been drowned in butter and ate the gooey chocolate dessert but none of it registered, all she saw was Connor’s fingers caressing the bare shoulders of the woman parked in the chair next to him.
 
   Connor was aware of her gaze and what was more, he was all too aware of how lovely she looked with her hair pulled back into a sleek little knot that showed off the long and graceful lines of her neck and the high slash of her cheekbones.
 
   The blonde next to him, whose name he was having trouble recalling, smelled of a strong musky perfume and her scarlet lipstick stuck to every surface she touched with those lips. Her mark was on her own wineglass, his fork (he had ordered the fish and she had ordered the chicken then insisted that they try each other’s food) and even his collar. She had aimed for his neck and he had turned his face in time to use his chin as a roadblock to her teeth. His collar would never be the same again.
 
   Dessert came and went and they stood to exit the room. His companion…Lauren, Lori?... simpered out, “I think we should hit the bar and have a nightcap.”
 
   “I have to head upstairs. I have an early flight.”
 
   She froze. Her instincts were as sharp as the stilettos on her feet and she sensed that she was being dumped immediately. “Well, maybe we should tuck you into bed then,” her lips pursed suggestively and her index finger hooked onto the first button of his shirt.
 
   “No, I think I will manage that by myself.” He untangled her finger and took a step back. “It has been a pleasure.”
 
   He vanished before she could make too much of a scene, though he was positive she would not let him off the hook as easily as that. He had a feeling that before morning there would be rumors circulating about everything from the size of his dick to his sexuality. He could not muster up enough of a shit to care about that though; he had spotted Sandra’s straight back exiting the room in a swirl of plain black silk.
 
   He did not mean to follow her but he found himself doing so anyway. She came to a halt before the elevators and he stood beside her silently allowing the crisp clean perfume she wore to cleanse the heavy perfume and cigarette reek of his dinner companion from his nostrils.
 
   “Did you enjoy your dinner?”
 
   At first he thought she was speaking to him but just as he opened his mouth to answer the woman next to her replied, “No, not really. I never know why I pay for those awful things, it is just one of those things you do at a conference.”
 
   Connor shut his mouth with a snap. The elevator doors opened and they all stepped in, he stood behind Sandra, her body heat and the small mole on her upper right shoulder drawing his attention and keeping it firmly fixed until the doors opened and he had to step out.
 
   Her face was pointed toward the floor when he gazed back for a moment. The doors closed, leaving him frustrated with himself for being such a coward.
 
    
 
   **
 
   The days of her vacation passed slowly for Sandra. She got home from the writer’s conference and immersed herself in the books she had bought but nothing could hold her attention for long. She began her garden but even the lure of fresh turned earth and sunshine failed to keep her mind occupied.
 
   Irritated by her inability to concentrate she went out to the local lake for a day of sunbathing and took a picnic lunch. It was while she was on the shore that she first heard the news that had the college buzzing.
 
   “Connor Beaumont,” a young woman with a short ebony pageboy gushed to her equally nubile friend, “Can you believe that they got him to agree to be writer in residence for a year? At this stuffy old college?”
 
   “He is so hot,” her friend yawned.
 
   Sandra quit listening. Her heart throbbed and hammered at her chest walls. Connor, here? Where she worked, and lived? How would she stand that? Writer in residence positions lasted for a year!
 
   Her vacation ended as the new semester began. She went back to work, her nerves at a fevered pitch. Crossing the campus from her small home to the main section where the tall red brick buildings that housed the storied fraternities and sororities stood her mouth went dry at the sight of a low-slung Corvette parked across the graveled drive. A young man ran out of one house and jumped into the sporty car and her breath returned to normal, she had been utterly convinced that Connor would be the driver of that car.
 
   You are being silly, she chided herself. You are going to see him; there is no way around it so act like you have some sense.
 
   The rational part of her brain knew that if she had been aware that he was going to be teaching at the university she would never have slept with him. All she needed was a dangerous stranger who knew her darkest secrets walking the campus halls with her. 
 
   Her face flushed again at the memory of what she had allowed him to do with and to her. His hot mouth and clever hands, the hard cock that had filled her so entirely, all of it came back in vivid detail.
 
   Sandra reached her office and closed the door, trying desperately to sort her thoughts. The summer had ended and the campus had sprung back to life almost magically, freshmen with anxious, expectant faces had arrived and the older students were renewing friendships and planning parties. The schedules were going up, the sororities and frats were busy sorting through pledges. 
 
   There was a tingle of anticipation that Sandra had always loved hanging over everything. The feeling that anything was possible and great things were about to happen. She knew by the end of winter term the campus would have slumped into a somnolent daze and the freshmen would be wearing tired glazed expressions as they headed toward the spring quarter and the end of their first year of higher learning.
 
   There was a part of her that longed to stop time, to keep those early heady days bottled up forever. She knew that that was part of her problem, she longed for adventure and fun, for the eagerness that came from embarking on something new and unexpected but the practical part of her being would not allow for that too often.
 
   It was probably a good thing too, given the way she had behaved at the conference. She still had the remnants of a blister on the top of her smallest toe from the wild dancing she had engaged in with Connor, right before he had led her to the elevator and to her own room. 
 
   Sighing, she shifted the papers on her desk and stared out at the green and bustling campus. Her office, like all offices, sat in a tall gray and red building whose lower floors were a warren of small rooms hacked into even smaller rooms as the faculty grew. The Lit department sat in the east wing of the building so that the sun fell on the windows attractively in the evenings but during the day the rooms were often chilled and sterile feeling.
 
   “I am totally lost.”
 
   Sandra’s head yanked up in surprise but her own shock was no greater than Connor’s. He stared at her, certain that he was hallucinating. He had just spent a long few weeks thinking about the woman he had met at the writer’s conference and here she sat before him, tucked neatly behind a massive oak desk. Her hair hung in shining waves to her shoulders and her eyes, widened by surprise, were emphasized by a bare amount of mascara and a soft russet shadow that brought out their color.
 
   He swallowed hard and tried out his most disarming smile, still rattled by the sight of her it felt more like a jack o’ lantern grin than anything else. His eyes went to the soft curves of her breasts, covered and revealed simultaneously by the crisp white blouse and blue blazer that she wore.
 
   “Your office is two doors down.”
 
   Her words were icy. His gaze went back up to her lovely face. It was set in a stern mask; obviously she did not take well to being interrupted. “Thank you.” He paused, debating for a moment. His gaze went to her ring finger, which was bare, “I suppose we were never really properly introduced.”
 
   “I know who you are. Did you lose the blonde on your way here?”
 
   Ouch. He wanted to grin at the catty nastiness in her query but he knew she had every right to be pissed. He had avoided her after the night they had spent together; he deserved whatever she dished out. However, perhaps she would be willing to take a little too.
 
   “No, but I lost a beautiful brunette at the conference.”
 
   “Maybe she is hiding in your pants.” Sandra snapped the words out, her ire growing by the second. She did not know why she was so angry, he had never promised her anything. It had been clear that they were just having fun that night so why did she want to make him feel badly?
 
   Connor gave her a malicious smile, rubbed his hand down the front of his pants and said, “I do not think so but if she would like to be that could be arranged.”
 
   “You are a pig,” she hissed.
 
   Connor knew he had gone too far. Before he could decide how to fix the situation an older man with thinning blonde hair and an absent manner walked into her office, “Sandra—I need to ask…” he stopped, his pale eyes blinking myopically at Connor.
 
   Was this her boyfriend, Connor thought. He was twice her age. Connor excused himself, closing the door on his way out but not before he heard her say, “What is it Father?”
 
   He doubted the man was a priest so as soon as he got into his own office he booted up his computer and hunted through the faculty files. An hour later he sat back in the uncomfortable chair, his eyes gleaming with speculation and a plan brewing in his mind.
 
   He had already given up fighting the urge to take her, he knew he wanted to and while he was a man who exercised great self -control he was also a man who went after what he wanted with abundant gusto.
 
   Professor Sandra Eckhart needed some excitement in her life, and he wanted to be the man to give it to her. 
 
   **
 
   Of course that was easier said than done, Connor found out as he spent the next month trying to find ways to interest or entice her. She refused dinners, drinks, invitations to book outings and everything else.
 
   He sent her flowers and she snipped the heads off and sent them back. He had stared at the dismembered things with a laugh rumbling up in his belly. Every time he saw laid eyes on her his cock went hard and his mind wandered to all sorts of ways he’d like to ravish her, and to master her as well. He could picture her on her knees, a lovely length of chain around her neck and silver cuffs on her wrists and ankles, or draped in silk ropes, tied to his bed with her body opened to his own.
 
   With every rebuff he grew more determined to have her. She was obviously not about to forgive his desertion at the conference and he did not blame her, he had behaved like an asshole—and a coward. His attraction to her had been one thing, the deep seated need to have more of her had frightened him and he was man enough to admit that. The issue at hand was how to prove to her that he was sorry.
 
   Or how to turn her on so much she could not resist.
 
   Once that idea hit home he wondered why he had not thought of it sooner. Sandra was hiding a passionate, fiery nature below that placid surface of hers and he had seen it firsthand. Knowing that he had overlooked that solution made him wonder if he were slipping, then he began to plan.
 
   Sandra entered her office, fully intending to do nothing more than deal with the appointment that was on her books for the afternoon and then head home. Her day had been long and very stressful, and she was tired and irritated.
 
   The student that had made the appointment had insisted that their schedule would not permit an earlier meeting so the offices around hers lay dark and shuttered for the night, and the hallways were dim, musty smelling and deserted.
 
   She turned on the lights and her eyes widened in shock. Connor sat in the chair behind her desk, his handsome face wearing a stern expression. On the desk in front of him lay a long jumble of red silk rope, a pair of scarlet stiletto heels and a plaid schoolgirl’s skirt. She stared at those items, unsure of just what was happening but unable to stop the curl of lust that began in her belly despite her confusion.
 
   The skirt caught her eye again—its cheerful plaid somehow so appealing despite his obvious intentions for it. Intentions that should have felt wrong, but did not—not at all. 
 
   “I have an appointment,” she said in a dry croak of a voice. 
 
   “I am your appointment.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: d2]Desire Book 2: Love’s Disciplines
 
    
 
   “You have got to be kidding,” Sandra said flatly but deep down, she honestly hoped that Connor was not. Her eyes shot back to the rope, to the shoes and skirt as Connor tapped a finger against the scarred surface of his desk, a grin that said he was not only not kidding but that he fully expected her to drop her clothes, don that outlandish get up and say thank you to him while doing it lighting his face.
 
   Don’t be ridiculous, he certainly does not expect that at all. 
 
   “I am not kidding.”
 
   Her mouth went dry. Her fingers twitched toward the buttons on her blouse then stilled as she realized what she was doing. “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because you want me to.”
 
   The bluntness of his words made her already damp panties even wetter. They stuck to her labia, the oils dripping form her tangling into her dark brown pubic fleece. “No I do not.”
 
   “Then walk out.”
 
   She could not do that, though she knew damn well that she should. She wanted to, her dignity and pride demanded it but her body demanded that she stay. That did not mean that she could just strip for him though. 
 
   “This is my office. You walk out.”
 
   “I am not going anywhere.”
 
   “I could call security.”
 
   “You could,” he conceded. 
 
   The impasse dragged on for long moments but surrender was inevitable and she did surrender, she had no choice. She approached the desk, her fingers sorted through the things and her eyes went back to his face.
 
   There were no panties, no bra—nothing but the skirt and the heels and the rope. He read the expression on her face and said, “I am going to put you into a gorgeous harness but you have to get undressed first.”
 
   Sandra had no idea what a harness was but she wanted to find out. More than that, though, she wanted to feel him again, feel him deeply inside of her. Her hands trembled as she undid the buttons on her blouse. Too late she recalled the plain white underclothes but he did not seem to mind, in fact he told her to keep the underwear on.
 
   The skirt he had brought slid over her hips and she stepped into the shoes. Fear had begun to creep into her lower belly, her eyes darted to her door—she had forgotten to lock it. She moved toward it but he spoke again.
 
   “Leave it alone.”
 
   She swallowed hard. The door was closed but anyone could open it. What if they were caught? She was dressed like a tramp with a Peter Pan complex! “It is not locked.”
 
   “I know.” He sounded amused. She risked a look at his face but could not read his expression.
 
   The fear turned her on. That caught her by surprise. It should not have, the idea that anyone could walk in should have had her fainting on the floor, instead it simply made her even hotter, and wetter.
 
   Connor got up and picked up the rope. He flicked the ends of it in a lazy motion that drew her eyes, she stared, mesmerized, as the rope slid through his fingers and then down. The rope was slippery and cool on her heated flesh as he drew it around her chest.
 
   “Put your hands behind you back.”
 
   She followed the order blindly, her heart beating so fast she was fairly positive she was going to end up dead on the floor of her own office in that ridiculous outfit. What would the dean say? Or her father? 
 
   The rope circled around her and then he tucked the ends into a clever little twist that saw her neatly trussed, her hands pressed palm- to-palm and her shoulders back so that her large breasts were lifted high.
 
   Looking down at her rope encased upper body Sandra grasped immediately what he meant by a harness. It was lovely and intricate, and it obviously required skill. She tested the bondage by pulling against it but it held tight. That comforted her even as it sent erotic thrills racing into her lower belly. There was something about it, the vulnerability, the helplessness that made her aware of her body in a way she had never been before.
 
   Her pussy was heavy, full. She could feel every inch of its contours in her panties; feel the cotton chafing against her delicate lips there. Her hands pressed close to her back, the skin there was softer than she had realized before, her fingertips gained a hyper-sensitivity as they strained to touch something, anything.
 
   “You are beautiful, but bondage makes you even lovelier, you are the loveliest thing I have ever seen.”
 
   The words made chills crawl down her spine, raised goose bumps on her flesh. His fingers traced her large aureole, outlining them before he squeezed her breasts, kneading them firmly between his strong fingers. Sandra fought to breathe as her legs went weaker than water and threatened to go out from below her. His finger ran down her sternum and then her belly, halting at the top of her panties.
 
   He toyed with the waistband momentarily; just long enough to make her shudder and cry out anxiously in a need she could not argue against then his fingers moved back up to her hair. He tangled his fingers into the low knot of hair she wore on her neck and he pulled it loose from its pins. They rattled as they hit the floor and her hair fell to her shoulders in deep brown waves touched with a glint of chestnut.
 
   His tongue slid across her aureole then his mouth tightened around her nipples as he suckled them one by one. Her legs shook and not just from the unaccustomed height that the heels bestowed upon her.
 
   He withdrew. “Your paper is unacceptable.”
 
   She stared at him, not comprehending what he was talking about. “What?”
 
   “You are a terrible student. We are going to have to change your study habits.”
 
   Had he gone insane? On the heels of that thought, she realized that he was playing a game with her, and waiting for her to join in. She said, in her best girlish lisp, “I did my best Professor. Maybe you just do not appreciate my genius.”
 
   Connor’s lips twitched and she knew the smart assed reply had amused him. “I see. Perhaps you could explain it to me.”
 
   She was at a loss. This was new to her, and while she wanted to play along she was unsure of how. Besides, what she really wanted was for him to fuck her hard and fast. A light bulb went off in her head and she moved closer, forgetting that she wore the heels and could not use her arms for balance.
 
   She tipped over, falling heavily against him. Horrified, she blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “I throw myself at your mercy!”
 
   His hands caressed her bare shoulders. Electric tingles shot through her body. The ropes tightened as she strained against them, igniting erotic sensations within her being. “I believe disciplinary action is called for.”
 
   He sat down in the chair that visitors usually took. It was tall and without arms. The seat was wooden and hard. She had chosen it precisely for those reasons, it would not be comfortable enough for anyone to want to sit in for long periods.
 
   He pulled her over his knees, her belly pressed against his hard thighs, and her gaze rooted firmly to the floor. His hands stroked over the surface of her spotless white cotton panties then he spanked her rounded ass cheeks gently.
 
   Strong currents of pleasure coursed through her as his hands landed on her firm, upturned bottom. His fingers slipped below the hem of her panties, caressed her labia before easing inside her tight walls.
 
   Sandra’s face rubbed against his well-toned calf and she whimpered as he asked, “Will you get your work done on time from here on out?”
 
   “Yes, Professor.” Her face heated at the words but she felt no shame, she would have said anything at that moment.
 
   His hands tugged at her panties, they came down to her knees and his fingers moved against her clit, pressing that swollen bud and then circling it until she ground her teeth together in an effort to keep from crying out his name.
 
   His fingers withdrew, leaving her empty and aching. His hands slapped against her butt once more, this time his palms landed on bared flesh and pain sprang up but he immediately soothed it away with the caresses that came after the spanking blows.
 
   His fingers moved back to her clit. The panties rubbed against her thighs as she strained to open her legs wider but could not. The panties were as effective a bondage as the rope she wore.
 
   “Remember this lesson,” he said.
 
   “Yes sir,” she managed to say.
 
   His cock was hard, incredibly hard. She could feel the stiff length of him below her belly. She wanted that heavy shaft, wanted him inside of her, to feel him stretching her walls open.
 
   The orgasm was sudden and intense, it left her dangling limp on his lap, her face muscles gone slack and her body relaxed. He chuckled as he helped her to her feet and she stared at him, confused. “Don’t you want…”she let the words trail off.
 
   “Sometimes the best sex is the sex you give to someone else without getting anything in return.” The kiss he bestowed on her mouth after those words was achingly tender and soft. She melted against him, her body still shaking from the aftermath of what had happened.
 
   She had never known any man to be so unselfish when it came to sex. Most of the men she had dated had been dry and terse and brought that same manner to bed with them. None of them had ever given her anything without expecting something in return. She was grateful even as she wondered if she had done something wrong.
 
   She had to ask that question and when she did, he hugged her close, so close she could smell his cologne and a slight tang of sweat, “You could not have done anything more perfectly. Please just take this as a gift and enjoy it.”
 
   She stared at him, grateful and smitten by his charm and he helped her to dress again. They stowed the schoolgirl outfit in a bottom drawer of her desk along with the rope. Sandra devoutly hoped that it would make another reappearance soon and Connor said, “I am taking you to dinner.”
 
   It was not a request and she knew it. What was more, she wanted to go. He placed her hand in the crook of his arm, an old fashioned and courtly gesture that made her feel both fragile and protected all at once. She knew that was silly, she was not small or in need of protection but the feeling remained.
 
   The restaurant that he took her to was the best one in town. Although it was a small town it was overrun with college students, many from abroad, people with discerning palates, and visiting dignitaries and the restaurants reflected all those things.
 
   Sylvia’s boasted an impressive wine cellar, traditional French cuisine that refused to take on any of the ‘fusion’ that other places offered and a very dim and highly romantic setting. The rustic old beams that ran overhead, the dancing flames of the fireplaces and candles, and the cozy high backed booths that screened diners from the view of others all contributed to that ambience. 
 
   Connor ordered a Penfold’s Grange and a cheese and fruit plate as an appetizer. The wine alone cost nearly a thousand dollars and Sandra felt a rush of nerves, she had been raised to live plainly, to enjoy the smaller things and she wondered if Connor would find that boring of her.
 
   They began to chat about things to do around the town. Sandra was an avid sailor; her first boat had been a used Laser she had purchased when she was fourteen with her savings from her summer job.
 
   Connor leaned back in his chair, his blue eyes alight with laughter as she haltingly told him about that summer and the endless rounds she had made, knocking on doors of the houses in town, weed eater in hand, asking if she could cut their grass.
 
   “My first job was delivering newspapers. I sucked at it. By the time I was thirteen I had gotten a job caddying at the country club. The tips were usually okay but some of those people were rough to work for.” He said, taking a long sip of the wine.
 
   “I can imagine. I babysat for a little while but after I ended up with five kids who did everything from pouring salt into my tea to gluing the dog’s butt to a chair one afternoon I decided that was not for me.”
 
   “Did that turn you off kids forever?”
 
   “No, not at all. It did make me appreciate the power of exorcisms though.”
 
   His laughter rang out. She watched him laugh, the way his head tipped back and the flash of his strong teeth between his sensual lips and her heart began to pound. She cautioned herself to slow down. Falling for this guy was a big mistake and not one she could afford to make.
 
   “I assume it also made you appreciate your sailboat more.”
 
   “I learned to sail on my own so having to swim back to my capsized boat a few times and try again gave me a good appreciation for it.”
 
   “You taught yourself to sail?” His stare was frankly admiring and astonished. “How?”
 
   “Oh I had a book.”
 
   Connor choked on a swallow of the rich and ripe wine. He believed her, without a doubt. Awe crept in. “Why did you not just get lessons?”
 
   “My father believes that if it is truly something you care about you will put forth the effort to master it.”
 
   If there was rancor in her voice, he did not hear it. He had met her father at a small faculty party a few days before, the man was as dry as sand. He could not imagine what it must have been like growing up with him. Their food came, forestalling any further conversation on that subject and they dug in appreciatively.
 
   Dinner was roasted veal with tomato, delicately seasoned potatoes and other root vegetables, long and perfect spears of steamed asparagus and dark bread that came warm and fresh to the table on a wooden board with a small bowl of fresh creamery butter.
 
   Connor said, “I am glad you are not one of those women who picks at everything and eats nothing.”
 
   Sandra had long ago stopped worrying that she would make a dinner companion notice that she was not model- thin by actually eating the food on her plate. She liked her body, its curves, and its flaws and if the person across from her thought that she should eat less that was their problem and she said so.
 
   That response elicited a grin from him and his hand covered hers for a moment. The candle light’s glow outlined the curve of his cheek, put more gold into his unruly hair and darkened his eyes. Sandra found it hard to tear her eyes away from his visage.
 
   “What made you want to be a writer?”
 
   “Everything,” he responded promptly to her query. “I wrote notes and letters and poems before I even realized why it was so important for me to do it. I wrote horror stories as a teenager, positive that I was going to be the next Stephen King but then I realized I was not that scary.
 
   “It was my wife who really helped me find my niche. She was my best editor, my biggest fan and my most fierce champion.”
 
   His face softened as he spoke. Sandra knew the story, almost everyone did. Still, it was obvious he still remembered his wife fondly and with good reason. ”I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   Connor stared down at the succulent meat on his plate. “It doesn’t hurt any more, if that is what you are afraid of. I sometimes wonder what might have happened, or wish we had had children, or wonder if she knew I loved her there at the end when she was quite literally out of her mind with the pain.”
 
   He continued, “I do miss her upon occasion and there are even times when I think life is one fucked up bastard but on the other side of that there had been a lot of living on my part since then. And I think she would have wanted it that way. She was never a selfish woman.”
 
   Why had he said all of that? He was not sure. It was not like him to open up, most women tried to use their sympathy as a way to get into his heart, Sandra had simply said she was sorry and then clammed up. For years he had wished people would do that very thing, how had he not realized that their talking saved him from having to speak?
 
   Slightly embarrassed by his effusiveness he said, “Tell me about you. Have you ever been married?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Oh I just…”she made a helpless gesture with one hand as she tried to think of something to say. “I never met anyone I meshed with. That is a lie. I dated three perfectly nice and stable men who would have made good husbands. We would have had nice calm little lives and raised kids that would likely have hated us for being so bland but we would have been too busy congratulating ourselves on our nice sedate little world, and all of its order to notice. In a way that is exactly what I wanted because…well because that is how I am used to living.” 
 
   She took a moment as she collected her thoughts. 
 
   “Everything in its place and a place for everything sums me up. But nothing about that seems to fit. That is not true: kids, and love, and a home for all of us does, but there is something missing; was something missing. I know that makes me sound like I am greedy or dissatisfied or high maintenance or…something.”
 
   “Not at all. It makes you sound like a woman who wants more than what everyone thinks she should settle for.” 
 
   “Or my mother.” The words left her mouth before she could stop them.
 
   “What about her?”
 
   “She is…capricious is my father’s word and it suits her perfectly. Raine Madigan is her name, her maiden name anyway—she has been married five, or maybe six, times now. She is a gorgeous creature who gets bored before she even gets halfway through a door of a party. At least that is how one of her friends described her once. She got bored with me almost before I was born and my father probably a lot sooner. She left and has never come back.”
 
   “I am sorry to hear that. You know, I think we need to have a pitiful me party—let’s order four desserts, another bottle of wine and see what gets us drunk faster; sugar or alcohol.”
 
   She laughed because she could not help it. “You are being absurd.”
 
   “Not at all.” He waved their waiter over and asked for the dessert cart to be brought over and a dessert wine list as well. The waiter practically rubbed his hands together as he ran off to get the requested items.
 
   That was how they wound up sitting for three hours over dinner, or more precisely dessert. Connor fed her small bites of sweet and flaky apple tarte-tatin, decadent crème brulee, and spectacular cherry clafoutis. Nobody had ever fed her before and at first she felt awkward when the fork touched her lips but soon she relaxed and allowed him to take care of her.
 
   Every bite was a sensual experience. His fingers lingered on her jaw, he watched her face closely to see her reactions, and she watched his as well. They drank shallow sips of the wines they had ordered and engaged in a long and winding conversation that touched on everything from vampires in modern fiction to rock music, politics, and religion.
 
   The restaurant closed but none of the staff bothered to tell them, the exorbitant bill they had incurred earned them a little extra time at the table. When Sandra realized it was well after midnight she said so in a tone of disbelief.
 
   Connor was more than a little tipsy. Sandra’s flushed cheeks, bright eyes, and huge grin assured him he was not the only one feeling the effects of the meal. “We need a cab.”
 
   “I agree,” she hiccupped and slapped a hand across her mouth, a gesture that made him chuckle with amusement.
 
   The waiter took his platinum credit card and promised to let the owners know that Connor would return early the next day to retrieve his car so the restaurant would not have the vehicle towed. The tip Connor added sealed the waiter’s desire to be helpful. Sandra was certain he would have driven them home himself if a cab had not been available.
 
   On her doorstep he kissed her again—a long, slow lingering thing that tasted of wine and apples. The old oak tree that shaded her yard cast long shadows alternated with stripes of moonlight over them and the breeze drifted to them smelling of crisping leaves and the ineffable tang of impending autumn.
 
   He stepped back, brushed an errant strand of hair from her forehead and said, “See you at school,” before he headed back to the waiting taxi.
 
   Sandra leaned against her door, ignoring the fact that everyone and anyone who had been passing by could have seen them, and probably did. She stood out there watching the twin cherries of the taillights fade into the darkness.
 
   A tiny little fizzing burst of joy filled her chest and she did her beat to tamp it down. Men like Connor Beaumont dated women who were exciting, glamorous and …not her. The joy deflated and she slumped against the hard wood of her front door. The wine had begun to wear on her, her stomach ached, and her head hurt as well. She turned and let herself in, vowing not to lose control around him again.
 
   **
 
   That was easier said than done. The next day a gorgeous single white rose appeared on her desk, wrapped in a thin white tissue and tied with a silver ribbon. Sandra had the mother of all hangovers, both from food and wine, and was dealing with students who were either utterly unimpressed with the course—which they had assumed would be an easy A—or barracuda-like academics jockeying for a leg up in a job market that was rarely hiring. Her mood was understandably sour but the sight of that perfect rose, its creamy outer petals opening just enough to give her a glimpse of its pure heart, lightened her spirits even if it could not help the dull headache that persisted throughout the long day.
 
   The bud sat in a tall glass for the rest of the day as she taught her last class, dealt with a student who was determined to get extra credit before the course even fully began while she packed up her things for the day.
 
   Just as she picked up her messenger bag Connor’s leonine head popped around her doorframe. “I felt like shit most of the day,” he announced. “I wanted to apologize for wrecking your day too.”
 
   “You should be taken out on the commons and hanged.” Even as she spoke, a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Connor looked a little worse than she did—after all, she had makeup to hide the effects of the previous evening.
 
   Shadows teemed under his eyes and his skin was slightly pallid under his tan. Fatigue showed in the droop of his shoulders. 
 
   “When I first woke up I was rather hoping someone would have the mercy to kill me,” he admitted. “Then I was pretty sure the sun was going to incinerate me but at the last minute it decided to go behind some clouds.”
 
   “It was a rough morning.” Sandra conceded. “Remind me to never mix apples and …what the hell all did we eat anyway? I think it is the sugar crash that sucks worse than the hangover.”
 
   “I think it was the last set of pastries and that ice wine that did it.”
 
   “I do not remember ice wine. I do not even know what that is.”
 
   “It was very sweet and cold.”
 
   “I thought that was the ice cream.”
 
   Connor laughed. “I think I am going to have to remember that trying to impress you on a school night should not involve alcohol.”
 
   “You were trying to impress me?” She was not being coy; she was sincerely surprised that he would feel the need to impress her.
 
   “Of course. You are hard to impress though. You blew me off for the last bite of tarte.”
 
   Sandra, amused, exclaimed, “You said you did not want it!” 
 
   “I lied.”
 
   “You ate the last of…whatever that was…”
 
   “Yes and I think that was the thing that rolled up into my chest somewhere around noon and lodged there. I need some good nutritious food and a long walk to sort myself out, care to join me?”
 
   Sandra opened her mouth to say she had a ton of work to do but instead, “That would be lovely,” popped out of her mouth. So much for being strong around him, she thought ruefully.
 
   The walk turned out to be just what she needed too. They headed over to the lake, a long walking trail surrounded it, branching into smaller trails, and after consuming light salads and coffee they took off on a slow that took them around the circumference of the lake.
 
   The glittering sheet of water lay under the fading sky, the multitude of ducks and geese that lived there paraded past or swam across the water in sedate little groups. Other walkers swung past or ran by and small kids tossed breadcrumbs at the fowl.
 
   “This is the lake you sail on I take it?”
 
   “Yes. It is twelve miles long and four wide so it is a really large lake. There is a lot of breezes due to the mountains there and…” she paused, aware that it sounded like she was giving him a lesson. “I never asked if you sail.”
 
   “I do not. I can’t swim so I tend to stay out of the water.”
 
   Sandra’s mouth fell open. “You can’t swim?”
 
   “Don’t look so shocked, a lot of people don’t or can’t you know.”
 
   “I know but…but do you not care what you are missing?”
 
   “What am I missing?”
 
   “Um, okay on the hottest summer days, when the heat is bearing down and the air is sticky from humidity the waters close over your body like a cooling silk sheet, underwater it is peaceful and still. That is what it is like to swim.” Her face burned. “I guess I am better at reading words than creating them.”
 
   “No, if I were not so terrified of the water you would have made me want to learn to swim.”
 
   “Why are you afraid of it?”
 
   “I tried to learn to swim as a little kid, my big brother got the bright idea that if he just tossed me in I would sink or paddle. I sunk like a stone. He had to come get me out. Scared the hell out of him since he was babysitting me. I had to promise not to tell our folks and since it scared the both of us so badly I did no try again until I was in high school.”
 
   “What happened then?”
 
   He laughed. “I was a horny teenaged dumbass. There was this gorgeous girl that I fell crazy in love with and wanted to impress very badly. She went to the rival high school and I met her because she was a cheerleader and I played football and for almost a year, I literally stalked her all over the city.
 
   “She worked at waterpark that summer and I decided that was where I needed to be. Since there was another equally asinine guy competing for her affection I tried to impress her by doing a header off the tallest diving board, figuring I would work out how to swim once I got down there.”
 
   “I don’t mean to laugh,” Sandra sputtered through her giggles.
 
   “Oh no—go ahead. It is funny.”
 
   “I take it you did not learn to swim that day?”
 
   “Nope, she had to come get me out of the water in fact.”
 
   “Whatever happened to her?”
 
   “I married her.”
 
   Sandra’s heart gave an empathetic squeeze. “You said you miss her.”
 
   “I do. It is hard not to miss someone you spent so much of your life with.” He changed the subject. “Would you be willing to teach me how to sail?”
 
   “Yes, if you really want to learn and if you promise to invest in a very good life jacket.”
 
   “Deal,” he said promptly. “I will even sign a waiver saying that if I do manage to drown myself it will not be your fault at all.”
 
   “Oh good, that would really help keep my insurance costs down if you did drown.” Sandra was amazed at how easy it was to be glib, to be witty when she talked to him. Most conversations that she had were dull, plodding things but Connor had a way of bringing her out of her shell that she liked as much as she marveled at it.
 
   “I aim to help when possible.”
 
   Giggles sounded from behind them. Two very attractive young women hurried to catch up to them. One of them, a nubile blonde with her lithe body on clear display in a pair of tight leggings and a thin tank top exclaimed, “Hi Connor!”
 
   “Hello,” he said.
 
   “I loved your discussion in class today,” she simpered.
 
   Sandra wanted to claw her eyes out. Connor seemed clueless but Sandra knew what was going on, the young woman was obviously hitting on him acting as if she was not even there!
 
   Reason kicked in. For all his student knew they were just two people who worked together out for a walk. And really, was that not all it was? She had no claim on Connor after all.
 
   Connor sensed Sandra’s growing aggravation and his own grew as well. Hiding his irritation at the interruption below a smile and pleasant words, he attempted to send the woman on her way but she slowed her pace, her friend bookended them and soon they were a foursome walking around the lake.
 
   He was not a fool. He knew when he was being hit on. He also knew that the appearance of the two women had upset Sandra and tossed a wrench into what had been a perfectly good time up until that moment. What he did not know was how to get rid of her.
 
   The last thing on earth that he needed was a student that had a crush on him. He sure as hell did not need a student who had a crush on him following him around as he was trying to talk to Sandra.
 
   He knew he had behaved like an asshole at the conference, he also knew that Sandra was not the kind of woman to tolerate too much shit out of someone. He knew exactly what would happen, she would ignore him whenever possible, be icily polite when she could not ignore him and excise him from her life as neatly as if she were a surgeon and he was a bothersome boil.
 
   She was a not used to loving and her cool exterior masked a passionate nature that he wanted to know better. He knew there were unplumbed depths to her, depths that no other man had ever bothered to try to seek out. Sandra was not a woman who dated a lot, he knew the sexual encounter that they had shared at the conference was not something she typically did, neither was the little scene they had shared in her office.
 
   She had spoken at dinner of knowing that something was missing, and he knew what it was. She needed a man who was not afraid to take her by her hair and kiss her hard, so hard that her lips felt bruised afterwards. She needed someone who would love and respect her but still put her on her knees and stuff his cock down her throat until she could barely breathe.
 
   He had wanted to do that very thing there in her office but he had known it was a little too soon, for both of them. The emotions she brought up in him were frightening as well as exciting, they were emotions he had not felt for many a year and he did not want to fuck it up by moving too fast.
 
   A hand touched his arm and he looked down. The young woman had her hand, topped with ridiculously long nails painted in an extraordinary fashion and tipped with glitter of all things, near his forearm and was squeezing him with a familiarity that made him uncomfortable and angry all at once.
 
   “You really should come to the book party tonight!” She was saying. He opened his mouth to demur but before he could get much of anything out Sandra broke free from the ragged little formation, pointed into the distance and exclaimed, “Oh look Connor! There is your mother!”
 
   Connor, torn between laughter and, bewilderment, disentangled himself, muttered something almost unintelligible, and hauled ass up the steep hill behind Sandra. The advantage to that was the fact that he got to admire the flex and rise of her ass cheeks.
 
   They made it to the top of the incline before she paused. The woman that Sandra had pointed to was already getting into her car, Connor did not dare look back to see if the student he had just narrowly escaped from was watching—he had the sinking feeling that she was and that she knew that she had been lied to.
 
   “Thank you for saving me.”
 
   “No problem.” She knew she was angry with the wrong person and that she had no reason to be angry but she was, anyway.
 
   “I did not invite her Sandra.”
 
   His quiet words eradicated her anger. He had not invited her and she knew it. He was sorry too that what occurred had cut off the conversation they both had been enjoying but it had not been his fault.
 
   The two of them fell back into step as they walked through the campus. His residency had come with a small white framed house not far from the one that Sandra lived in and he could not help but notice how bucolic the scenery was.
 
   Tall trees shaded the streets, neat houses that kept the faculty and their families on the campus sat on perfectly cropped lawns. Some had gaily striped furniture still out on their front porches but most were bare in preparation for the impending winter.
 
   The sun shone down benignly and warmly, giving a lustrous sheen to the setting. Some students strolled the streets and a few blocks up where the dorm housing began hordes of people were gathered.
 
   It must have been an interesting and lonely way to grow up. Looking at Sandra’s expressive face as she walked he knew he had fallen for her. He did not want to but he had anyway.
 
   Holding out his arm so she could place her hand on his elbow he asked, “Could I walk you home?”
 
   Run right now, Sandra’s inner voice said. Run like hell.
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   She did not run. Her flesh tingled beneath his fingers and a giddy sensation filled her. “Nobody has ever walked me home.”
 
   He bowed. He stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk and bowed over her hand in a gallant and unexpected gesture that made her heart melt so rapidly she actually looked down to see if it had dripped out onto her shoes. “Well, if you had some books I would carry them for you too.”
 
   Was that her giggling like a teenager? Sandra stifled those chortles and took a few steps forward. Connor walked alongside her, his long lean legs eating up the distance but never moving so fast that she had to hurry. He had a dangerous, prowling grace that made her stutter and her senses light up.
 
   “Have you ever lived away from this campus?”
 
   Sandra had heard that question before, ‘Not really. I know I have lived an entirely too insulated life but…but I am comfortable here.”
 
   “Is that enough for you?”
 
   The question ate into the heart of something she had been struggling with for a long time. “Why?”
 
   He stopped and turned her to face him, “What if you met someone who could not live here, who would not live here. Would you leave?”
 
   “That is a tough one. Luckily I do not have to answer that.”
 
   She was right and Connor knew it. He had known her for a very short time, he was here for a year and there were no guarantees that what they had right now would last even that long. It was a moot point.
 
   Or was it? He loved his home in Maine. It sat on a high cliff above the ever- changing sea. The house had been built at the turn of the century and he had fallen in love with its soaring stone walls, long sloping lawn and tall beveled windows despite the fact that it had spent over twenty years in a long decay.
 
   He had spent years renovating it. The old swimming pool, close to a hundred years old, had been remodeled to look exactly as it had when the first inhabitants of the house had lived there. He had the tennis courts restored and the vegetable and herb gardens grew as profusely as they had in years past. The scent of basil and roses mingled with lavender and vine ripened tomatoes, all of it interspersed with the tangy salt air that rode in on the waves that crashed against the black granite rocks below.
 
   It was his dream home, and he only lacked one thing—a woman to share it with. Gina had never seen that house, the one they had lived in in Portland had been sold after her death as he had been unable to bear the grief that had come from the memories that surrounded him there.
 
   Whether or not Sandra would be the woman to share that house with him was still an unanswered question but what if, at the end of the school year, he remained enthralled by her and she was unwilling to leave the campus?
 
   That was a worrisome thought and no matter how much he tried to shove it aside, it stayed. It was also on Sandra’s mind. The thought of leaving the campus, of removing herself from the only thing she had ever known terrified her. Other universities had offered her scholarships but she had chosen to stay and after graduation she had received job offers elsewhere and had not wanted to take them, she had needed to be where she was.
 
   Connor kissed her again, and it was just as sweet as the last kiss he had given her. A student on a bicycle wolf-whistled as he went past and Sandra laughed a bit self-consciously as she pulled away.
 
   “See you tomorrow?”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Sandra replied.
 
   That was just what Connor was afraid of.
 
   **
 
   Autumn turned to winter. Storms down from Canada, bringing gusting wind and sheets of snow that covered the campus. For the first few days the place looked like a wonderland then the snow melted or piled up on the gutters, turned dirty and black. The skeletal tree limbs were encased in crystal shards of ice that also lost their charm long before Christmas break began.
 
   Christmas break was the reason behind the argument between Sandra and Connor, or at least that was the cause of disagreement on the top of things. Connor wanted to go home for the holidays, and for her to accompany him. Sandra had never spent Christmas away from the campus, and resisted his pleas for her to go to Maine. Even when her father announced that he had been invited to spend the holidays when an equally dry peer at some academic retreat she kept on putting up her decorations and planning dinner at her own tiny home.
 
   Frustrated by her refusals Connor decided to go to Maine without her. He showed up on her doorstep, a long gilt wrapped package in his hands and a cap pulled down low over her face. With his heavy leather coat and gloves he looked like a modern pirate somehow swept into a snowy afternoon.
 
   Sandra opened the door, her dark hair highlighted by the gorgeous red sweater she wore. Her blue jeans clung to her legs and the soft swell of her hips. Connor’s eyes went to the generous curves of her bosom and then up to her face. She wore a lip-gloss that matched her sweater; it accented her pale skin and the chocolate hue of her eyes. Desire pulsed into him though he tried to tamp it down.
 
   They had not shared a bed in almost two weeks, between the hectic schedule that exams created and the argument that had come up between them sex had faltered and died. He thrust the package at her clumsily, not wanting to get into a conversation that would see them bitter and angry over the holiday.
 
   “I thought I would bring this by for you.”
 
   Sandra’s heart ached. She wanted to try to fix things between them. It was such a small argument and silly but, it was a harbinger of a larger issue that would arise sooner rather later and she knew it.
 
   Connor’s attentions had grown and she had fallen completely and totally in love with him. He would leave her soon, as spring turned to summer. Only two things could happen: he would walk away and her heart would be broken or he would ask her to go with him and she would have to say no, and her heart would be broken.
 
   It was far better to stop it now, while the pain would still be bearable. If she let him go now she could spend Christmas break dealing with that pain, learning to hide it so that when he came back she could resist him.
 
   Not that resisting him would ever be easy. Her eyes were helplessly pulled to his body. She had the sudden yearning to taste that leather, to bend over and lick the snowflakes from his shoulder. She wanted to feel his hard thigh pressed between hers, wanted to grind her aching center down that hard muscular length until she came.
 
   “Hello,” His voice broke her from her reverie and her face flamed. 
 
   “Sorry. I have a gift for you too, would you like to come in?”
 
   He paused so long she was sure he was going to say no but eventually he said, “Yes,” and she opened the door wider to allow him to come in.
 
   “It smells nice in here.”
 
   “I’m baking,” Sandra winced at the inane statement, it was obvious that she was baking—the spicy scents hanging in the air were proof enough of that. She added, “Pie and cookies. Do you like mincemeat?”
 
   “Not the traditional.”
 
   Sandra laughed, her even teeth showing between her full lips. “I have never tried the traditional I am afraid. I use the jarred filling.”
 
   “Oh what a tragedy!” Connor’s eyes danced. The anger between them had not evaporated but it had lost its strength right there as they spoke. “I have to admit, I am not fond of the whole mutton in sugary pie concept.”
 
   “Some jarred fillings have meat but not the one I use. The meat thing always was weird for me as well.” Sandra admitted. “That pie is ready for cutting and I just made coffee.”
 
   Connor did not need a second invitation; he followed her to the kitchen. That she had been busy was clear—pots soaked in the sink, bowls still containing the ends of cookie mix, and pie fillings were neatly stacked upon the counter. The strong smell of coffee hung over the air, making him sniff appreciatively.
 
   Sandra sat him down at the table, poured him a cup, cut him a generous wedge of pie, and then joined him with her own, saying, “I hope you will excuse the mess.”
 
   “I like it. I hate houses that never look lived in.” He took a healthy bite of his pie and followed it up with coffee. “This is really good.”
 
   “Thank you. How is the new book going?”
 
   “It is going really well. I expect to get a lot of work done over the holidays, which is good because I am about to have a nicotine withdrawal induced stroke.”
 
   Sandra knew that Connor permitted himself one cigarette a week when he was not writing and two a week when he was. “Have you tried the e-cigarettes?”
 
   “I think they are a little like masturbation.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I mean they work, but do they really satisfy? I would probably be forever puffing on one of those things trying to get the feeling I get from a real cigarette.”
 
   “I wonder if the cigarette makers would hire you for ad copy,” Sandra asked mischievously.
 
   “They should. Think of the money that campaign would generate. Sex does sell.”
 
   “It does.” The mention of sex made the kitchen feel even steamier. Sandra hastily changed the subject. “Did you enjoy Harris’s party?”
 
   “Not really. I kept having déjà vu all night. I think after a time all the parties start to feel like all the parties before them particularly since there does not seem to ever be anyone new at them. I am not being an asshole by the way, that is merely an observation.”
 
   “It’s true,” she conceded. “I tend to forget how…”
 
   “Incestuous?”
 
   “I was going to say cliquish. How cliquish we can sometimes be here.”
 
   “Do you ever get bored?”
 
   “Yes.” She could not believe she had voiced that aloud.
 
   “Why not do something different?”
 
   Sandra asked, “Like what?”
 
   “Be a rebel and say no to a boring party and go into Manhattan for a night of theatre and drinking. Talk about something besides academia, this campus, and the general things that get talked about. Show up naked.”
 
   Sandra sputtered laughter. “I suppose you know you wearing jeans and Topsiders marks you as a rebel, but not quite as much of a rebel as the woman who was our artist-in-residence a few years back. She would dance under trees during rain storms, waving about burning sage branches and belly dancing.”
 
   Connor joked, “Maybe I should get some harem pants before the next party. I cannot be outdone. I must be the largest source of gossip on this campus.”
 
   A vivid mental image of him in harem pants surfaced. That image was as erotic as it was comical and she laughed then blushed, a little fact that did not escape his notice. Her face bore a sexy little flush and her eyes were brighter than usual from the heat and her thoughts. 
 
   Sandra shifted her attention to the stove as the timer went off. “That would be the last batch of the cookies.”
 
   “What kind of cookies?”
 
   “Spice.”
 
   “I like spice,” his eyes trailed down her upper body as he spoke, leaving no doubt what he meant by the words.
 
   She got up and went to the stove. Unaware of how her jeans clung to her firm ass cheeks as she bent over to retrieve the pan and check to make sure the cookies were done to perfection she unwittingly caused Connor’s pent-in desire to ignite too suddenly for him to slow it down.
 
   Warm and incredibly strong arms wrapped around her, causing her to nearly drop the tray of cookies onto the floor. His teeth nibbled at her ear, her neck and his fingers moved up, first caressing her breasts through her sweater then tugging at her nipples.
 
   She got the tray down just in time. He spun her around, pushed her over the small table. Her cheek scrubbed against the wood and she could smell the coffee and pie they had enjoyed a few moments before.
 
   His fingers tore open the buttons on her jeans and she wriggled to help him as he pulled them down. Her shoes tangled into the legs and she kicked and giggled as he swore a few times then gave up, leaving them tangled around her feet.
 
   Her laughter abruptly stopped when Connor grabbed a wooden spoon form her counter and whacked her ass cheeks with it. Stinging pain and soaring pleasure mingled inside her body. Juices, slippery and heated, ran down her legs as he hit her again, turning her bottom a pretty rosy red color. It burned and itched a bit and she writhed as more blows came down, alternating with long slow caresses that softened the agony and kept her walking that fine line between exquisite suffering and exquisite satisfaction.
 
   Her fingers clutched the edge of the table and she lifted herself up on her tiptoes, offering herself to him. The spoon came down again and she shrieked and twisted, he pulled her up by a handful of her own hair and a hot primal thrill shot through her body.
 
   He spun her around for a long intense kiss that left her legs shaking. Unable to think, uncaring of anything except the moment unfolding around them Sandra sank to her knees in front of him, bowing her head in supplication as her trembling fingers went to his zipper and tugged it down.
 
   His cock sprang out at her—hard and trembling. The heavy purple vein throbbed and he filled her hand. The sheer solid weight of his shaft made more fluids leak from her center, she wanted him inside of her, wanted to feel his balls slapping against her ass cheeks as he fucked her hard and fast.
 
   Her mouth opened and she flicked her tongue across the taut skin of his helmet, a thin drop of precum leaked out and its taste filled her mouth. Reveling in the manly scent of him, she opened her mouth wider and took him down her throat. He was large and thick and his cock pushed against her tongue. She used that tongue, swirling it around and around the head and then licking down his long member even as she swallowed it.
 
   Her eyes closed and her hand came up to cradle his balls. They tightened below her caresses. Growing bolder she pulled her mouth of his pulsing prick and took his balls into her mouth, suckling on them.
 
   Connor had been fucking her face, thrusting his hips in time to her movements and he had been excited then but when she began to suckle on his sac he almost came. He doubled over and shoved her away gently before hauling her back to her feet and bending her back over the table.
 
   His tongue slid into the cleft between her cheeks, ran down to her labia, and parted them. Whimpers escaped her as he massaged her clit, his fingers plunging inside of her. The friction and heat made her body feel loose and liquid, her eyes closed as spasms of ecstasy made her inner walls clench and open again.
 
   His clever tongue continued to torment her even as he slipped a questing finger into her asshole, pressing past that tight ring of muscle. Heat flushed her entire body and she cried out, aching with need.
 
   Connor stood and his cock entered her, full and ready. He filled her, her legs quivered and her ass jerked higher even as her hips ached from being pressed against the table’s edge. Connor yanked her hair again, pulling it ruthlessly as he fucked her. 
 
   He slid along her walls then withdrew, creating a delicious rhythm that made her pant and gasp, her nipples scraped the table’s surface, and her hips thrust back and toward him.
 
   Her snug walls held him fast, pulled him further inside of their heated oily depths. The ecstasy was nearly unbearable, she knew she could not hold on long and she did not want to. Her body begged for a release from the sweet torture he was inflicting upon it. 
 
   “Please can I come?” Sandra begged, “Please I want to come so badly.”
 
   “You may come when I say you can come and I have not said that, now have I?”
 
   “No,” she whimpered. “I cannot wait much longer though, please Connor.”
 
   He was not ready to allow her release however. His hands were hard and cruel on her ass cheeks, they were already sore and the blows stung but the pain turned to pleasure so fast she barely had time to register it at all.
 
   “You can come right now,” he said as he stopped spanking her and reached around her so that his fingers could manipulate her clit. That proved to be too much for her. Thick come spilled from her wet slit and moans broke from her throat.
 
   Connor came as well, his cock jerking inside her as his hot seed spilled into her tight tunnel, splattered her walls and then mingled with her own juices. He panted heavily in her ear, his body trapping hers as their heartbeats slowed and their bodies cooled.
 
   He finally stood and helped her to stand up; she was a bit shaky as they made their way into the bathroom. Connor helped her strip and then stripped his own clothes off as she turned on the water.
 
   Steam filled the room and they clambered into the tub. Sandra relaxed, allowing the heat and the scent of the soap she preferred to seep into her senses and ease the aches and pains that Connor’s rough lovemaking had left behind.
 
   His hands were soothing as he soaped a cloth and washed the fluids from her pussy, each circular stroke making her gasp. She would have come again if he had let her but he did not, he wanted her to be on the edge to be left wanting so that perhaps he would have an advantage when he asked her again to go to Maine for the holiday.
 
   That plan backfired though. Dressed and back in her kitchen Sandra had regained her footing somewhat.
 
   “I can’t go,” she said as she placed a dozen cookies into a brightly wrapped container.
 
   Connor demanded angrily, “What’s holding you here?”
 
   “This is my home and this is where I have always spent Christmas.”
 
   “Why do you have to be so afraid to do things that are new?”
 
   “I’m not afraid!” Only she was, and they both knew it.
 
   “Leaving here is not the end of the world.”
 
   The campus was her whole world. She did not know how to express that. Going on the occasional vacation or sail into waters she had not tried before was one thing but going against the traditions she had had for years…and going away with a man no less, those were two things she could not handle. Leaving the campus with him for Christmas…it would only be the precursor and she knew it and the knowledge terrified her.
 
   Who would she be away from the place where she had always been …who was she? That was such a confusing thought. She was Professor Sandra Eckhart, the daughter of a well-known and respected professor who taught three buildings down from her own and whose university provided home sat on the next street over.
 
   She knew every nook and cranny of the campus, every corner, and stair held a memory for her.  Every Christmas of her life had been spent there. Every year she went to the traditional lighting of the tree on Christmas Eve, sang carols, and drank spectacularly bad cocoa out on the green with everyone else who left behind on the mostly empty campus.
 
   Every year she ate dinner with her father, a dinner made by the same restaurant for the last decade. If that place closed, he would find another one. That was the way things were.
 
   Only this year her father would not be there. So why was she resisting Connor’s suggestion so much?
 
   She was not sure. She only knew that some stubborn streak inside of her would not let her bend even though deep down inside she wanted to.
 
   She handed him the small box that she had brought into the kitchen with her and a container of cookies. She could not meet his eyes. “I hope you have a lovely Christmas.”
 
   She knew he was angry, and she did not blame him. Tears stood out in her eyes but she refused to shed them as he said, “I hope you do as well,” and then walked out.
 
    
 
    **
 
   The next afternoon her doorbell rang and her heart leaped into her chest. Could it be Connor? Could he have decided that he needed to be with her? Hope warred with her practical side as she went to the door.
 
   The woman standing there was nobody she recognized. Her face was lovely but showed signs of bad living, lines, and veins that the surgeries that had given her eyes a slight tilt and her mouth a full- fledged pout could not hide. A fur coat, ruffled by the wind, and a fur hat framed her face, making Sandra feel like she should know the woman. Behind the woman’s head, Sandra could see a long black car with dark- tinted windows sitting on the curb with its engine purring smoothly and smoke puffing from its exhaust.
 
   Sandra opened the door, a frown marring her forehead. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Your father said you had turned into a lovely woman,” she said in a low and smoky contralto. Her voice was instantly recognizable. That voice had never faded from Sandra’s memory although her face had. Not that she still wore the face that she had when she had been a young mother on a college campus.
 
   Sandra’s mouth went dry, beyond dry, arid. Her head spun and her thoughts shot off into a thousand different directions. The wind kicked up, driving icy needles of sleet before it. Raine Madigan shivered theatrically and gave Sandra a winning smile. “May I come in?”
 
   Sandra’s instinct was to slam the door in her face, just close it just like she had closed the front door of their house the day she had walked out. “Why are you here?”
 
   “Do you want bullshit platitudes and tales of woe or will a simple ‘I was in the neighborhood’ suffice?”
 
   “I hate platitudes.” Despite herself, Sandra was amused and she stood aside so her mother could enter.
 
   “Then we are on the same page.”
 
   Raine shed the coat and hat to reveal a body honed into lean perfection. The black sweater she wore had a scooped neck. She had chosen to pair the sweater with trousers made of Egyptian cotton, far too flimsy for the weather. Her perfume hung heavy on the air, a spicy musky scent that made Sandra think of sandalwood and dried flowers.
 
   “Would you like some coffee?”
 
   “Do you have whisky?” 
 
   “I have wine. It is not very expensive.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Sandra went to the kitchen and took a bottle of chilled Bordeaux out of her refrigerator, opened it and poured a generous glass. She had had some of the wine with dinner and she rarely drank more than a single glass in a day but she needed some fortification so she poured herself a healthy glassful as well.
 
   Raine took the glass, sipped, and sighed. “I miss France.”
 
   “I guess you would.”
 
   “I’m too old to worry about whether or not you hate me.”
 
   The words were bald, and unkind. Sandra flinched. “I do not doubt that you never considered my feelings.”
 
   Raine leaned back in the chair, tapping one toe of her fashionable Italian leather boots onto the floor. “I do not suppose you ever considered mine.”
 
   Sandra sighed and tried to push aside the anger that was forcing its way to the surface. “I did not expect to see you.”
 
   “I know. I did not expect to see you either but here we are. Can I smoke in here?”
 
   “No.” It came out more sharply than she intended.
 
   The pack of cigarettes vanished back into the two thousand dollar handbag. Raine tapped one perfectly manicured finger on the arm of the chair, fidgeted and then spoke. “Love is rarely convenient you know. It never behaves properly and if you really want love, sometimes you have to behave improperly as well. You have to take chances; you must be prepared to break your own heart, and somebody else’s.
 
   “That is not an excuse and it certainly is not what I came here to say.”
 
   “What did you come here to say?”
 
   “I’m not entirely sure,” Raine admitted, “Maybe nothing. Tell me about you.”
 
   “There is not much to tell.”
 
   “I blame your father for that.”
 
   “Do not blame him,” a thin edge of anger ran under her voice. “He raised me well.”
 
   “And in his image,” Raine gestured with the glass, the rich purple-red wine sloshed against inside the bowl.
 
   “You make that sound like an indictment of his parenting.”
 
   “It is not. I just thought he would have loosened up a little, maybe learn how to laugh at something other than the archaic jokes he is so fond of telling. Or maybe I was hoping you would be more like me.”
 
   “I do not even know you,” Sandra pointed out.
 
   “No but you have some of my DNA. I suppose nurture often does overtake nature though.”
 
   Sandra bristled, “I do not particularly care to sit here, and listen to you insult me and my father in my own home.”
 
   “I am merely stating the fact that you are right here where I left you. I had rather hoped you would wind up kicking your heels upon a stage somewhere or backpacking through Europe or anything besides living out your life here in this place.”
 
   “Is that so terrible? I know you hated it here but I don’t. Neither does my father.”
 
   “I hated it because it stifled me. I always felt like I was choking to death.” Raine said quietly. “It was always the same old faculty parties, the same constant clawing, and backstabbing for tenure and advancement and for what? The only reward at the end of that was the dubious honor of living out twenty years here on these same few square miles, watching the seasons change just like they did every year before and speaking to the same people every day of my life. It was utterly stultifying.”
 
   A cold chill crept through Sandra. That was how Connor felt about the place. He had not said so in so many words but his feelings were the same. 
 
   “I find it comforting,” Sandra finally got out.
 
   “Is that my fault? Did I make you afraid of change by leaving?”
 
   It was a startling question, one Sandra had never considered, and did not want to consider right then. “No,” she said firmly but deep down she wondered if that were true.
 
   Silence spun out between them. Sandra had no idea of what to say. There was too much time and water under the bridge. She was an adult and her mother had been absent for so many years she was a veritable ghost in her life. There was no reason for her to mourn her, and she had gone through all the anger and hatred and other emotions over her mother’s desertion years ago. She had long since accepted that her mother would never return for her, declaring that she was wrong and the Sandra was the only thing that truly mattered in her life. 
 
   It was hard to even imagine what had spurred those rather overblown daydreams, now that she was thirty one and far more pragmatic, and out of her father’s house.
 
   “I just decided, on the spur of the moment, to come visit because we had a five hour layover and it was not so far to here from the airport.”
 
   “You should get back. They are cancelling flights left and right. You may be able to get an earlier one and get out if not you will be trapped here for the night or longer. The weather channel says it will clear but you can never tell.”
 
   Sandra knew it was unkind to say that but she did not care. The woman sitting in the chair across from her was just a woman who had dropped by in the middle of an afternoon, unannounced, and uninvited. She owed her nothing.
 
   Raine got up, donned her coat and ridiculous hat, and walked toward the door, Sandra following behind her. The long black car idled at the curb, more plumes of gray smoke tainting the air.
 
   Sandra watched her mother walk away and wondered, briefly, if she were happy but that curiosity was just that, an idle curiosity, nothing more. 
 
   **
 
   Christmas Day dawned bright and clear. It had snowed again in the night but lightly. Sandra went to her tiny tree and stared down at the paltry presents arranged around it. Loneliness settled into her very bones and she shivered with a cold that had nothing to do with the temperature.
 
   She made strong coffee laced liberally with sugar and cream and wandered back into the living room. The first present she opened came from her father, a practical and warm scarf and mitten set bundled on top of a sampler of teas. It was his usual gift and she smiled at it.
 
   The visit from her mother came back to her and it felt surreal and hazy, like a vivid dream or hallucination. Raine’s words had hurt because Sandra knew her father was not a man of many emotions, he was not a man who thought much of risk taking either. Love, to him, was a biological function. He had told her that when she was a teenager and certain she was going to die if a boy she liked rejected her.
 
   She reached for the box Connor had left for her. The box’s surface was smooth, the ribbon tied in a precise way that let her know it was a pro wrapping job. She took her time opening it, pulling the ribbon out of its folds, delaying the gratification she was sure she would find within the box. She lifted the lid, layers of tissue paper-red with small gold flecks, covered the present.
 
   The tissue paper inside the box crumpled under her fingers. It parted to reveal a gorgeous coat, a red collarless Gucci creation that made tears swell into her eyes. The coat was not what made her cry though; it was the train ticket to Maine below it and the note, which read…
 
   Maine gets very cold. I hope to see you here, the fire will be roaring. My house is named the Ariel; any taxi driver will know which one it is.
 
   Sandra sat there, staring at the ticket and the coat. Outside the snow got deeper, fell harder and she wondered if the trains would even be able to run. She checked the weather channel and discovered that the tracks were open.
 
   She could go, take the chance and get on that train. Alternatively, she could sit right there in her warm and cozy house sipping tea and watching Christmas shows.
 
   Whose daughter am I really? My father’s or my mother’s? Mother would do anything for love, no matter what the consequences. Father believes in stability, rules, and structure but not love as an emotion. He would never run off to Maine to see someone he loved.
 
   “I love Connor.”
 
   There, it was out. She said it again, murmuring the words. She had fought it, denied it, and tried her best to let him go but she was unable to do any of those things. She loved him, and no matter how much it might hurt, she had to take the chance, or risk never knowing his love at all ever again. The coffee had grown cold but she drank it all any way before she began to pack for her trip.
 
   **
 
   Connor was sitting on the winter porch, a beautiful structure that featured built in heaters, enclosed walls and gorgeous green growing plants, when the taxi pulled to a halt. His heart slammed in his chest as he saw a scarlet coat and long legs easing out of the bright yellow car.
 
   He ran down the outside staircase and down the flagged walk, grabbing the suitcase, that Sandra was schlepping but not before he wrapped her into a hug.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Sandra exclaimed as they walked along the sea wall toward the stairs. The ocean foamed and hissed, the rocks below gleamed and the mournful sound of foghorns blew across the hazed over distances.
 
   “It was built by a whaler’s captain. He had retired from the sea and moved here because he loved this coast so much.”
 
   “Did he build it for his wife?”
 
   “No. He raised goats and sheep but no kids or wife either for that matter. He did have a companion though, a man who had served on the whaler with him.”
 
   “Oh how scandalous.” Sandra teased.
 
   “It was, especially then. When he died, his companion kept it and when he passed away, it went to his sister and her children. Eventually it wound up empty and abandoned.”
 
   “So you bought it?”
 
   “Yes.” Connor paused before throwing the door wide open, watching her face carefully as she stepped inside.
 
   Her mouth dropped open and he smiled, pleased at her reaction. The hallway had been kept in its original state as much as possible. Long Persian rugs lay on the hardwood floors, their faded and gorgeous colors visible despite the dimness. Shelves with small objects that the original owner bought in ports across the globe hung about mingled with oil paintings of seascapes.
 
   The many windows, hung over the hall at an odd angle so that the sun did not just shine in, it came through diffused and softened, giving the hallway a radiant nimbus of light.
 
   The hallway was only the beginning though. The living room hosted a grand piano, several gorgeous sculptures, paintings, and leather furniture grouped around an enormous stone wall that had a fireplace carved out of its very center.
 
   Bedrooms lay off the hall behind the living room, as did a small cheerful library whose walls were bedecked with books. Everywhere Sandra looked was an understated but visible elegance. She relaxed, the warmth and charm of the huge old house soothing her in a way she would never have thought possible.
 
   Connor’s bedroom literally astonished her. The fifteen- foot high ceilings featured old oaken beams and the décor was masculine—more leather furniture, lots of earth tones and the occasional flash of red. Tall windows that opened onto a balcony overlooked the sea and the cliffs, the snow covered hills in the distance and the lofty pines.
 
   “I could live here forever,” Sandra said softly.
 
   Connor stood behind her so she did not see the joy that transformed his face at that comment.
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   Connor had never been so terrified in all his life. He had also never been so exhilarated. The wind did not ruffle his hair, and the shoreline did not slide away from them. The water smacked the bow and the wind slapped his cheeks while salt water crashed over the sides of the boat, soaking his canvas shoes and he shivered with the cold. The shore had become a thin crescent in the distance. He looked at it, and fear kicked back up a notch in his belly.
 
   Ice lay over much of the land, and a thick white mantle of snow. His housekeeper had announced that only a fool would sail in that weather, Sandra had shrugged it off. That had intrigued him; she was a risk taker who had no idea she was one.
 
   Sandra seemed totally at ease out on the water, despite his dour exaggerated predictions that they would hit an iceberg or be hit by a whale. Her cheeks and forehead bore the bright stamp of the wind and the cold, her hair streamed back from her face, and her bottom lip was caught in her teeth.
 
   The sail caught the wind, flapped, and they shot off again with her hands steady as she guided them through the water. Connor wore a life jacket but the thought of falling into the churning blue gray depths was still enough to make him have to turn his head up towards the sky.
 
   The sky did not make him feel any better. Fat clouds bore dark-tinted edges and the dome of the heavens was leaden. It felt like snow and he knew that they needed to get off the water before that happened but she did not seem concerned. 
 
   He was used to being the one in control, sitting back and letting things happen was not really his style. When Sandra had asked him why he had bought a house so close to the sea and never took advantage of its pleasures he had reminded her that he could not swim.
 
   “I can admire the scenery, though,” he had joked.
 
   Her dark brown eyes had narrowed in thought and before he could really understand half of what she was saying they had wound up taking out a small sailboat she had procured from a place that rented them on the outskirts of the town.
 
   It was a slim and swift little vessel. Sandra had gone on and on about cleats, and sails and booms, he had just put on the life jacket and hoped he made it through the afternoon. It had not taken long for the strong emotions still passing through him to take hold however. He had never seen the sea or his home from that angle, and he stared at its walls and the windows as she guided them to the long boat launch that had sat empty out there for so long.
 
   There were things that had to be done to ready the boat for the night. He helped as much as he could; amused by the way she just casually tossed off orders at him. She would pay for that later, he had no doubt. He was enjoying contemplating exactly how he would.
 
   When she bent over to do some mysterious thing her ass cheeks turned up, her jeans cupping the peach like halves. The seam of her jeans neatly bisected that ripeness, laid a trail over the wet depths that lay snuggled between her thighs, his eyes lit up as he hit on something and when she turned around to see him looking at her with that devilish light in his eyes her face went even more scarlet.
 
   Sandra knew he was cooking up something deliciously nasty, it showed on his face. A little shiver that was not from cold went down her spine and warmth spread through her lower belly.
 
   She asked, “How did you like the sail?”
 
   “It was wonderful.” He spoke with sincerity. “I never realized what I was missing until now. As we were pulling back to shore I saw the house from the water, and I was just thinking how the man who built this place must have seen it that way so often. He must be happy that someone who appreciates the sea is finally in the house.” 
 
   The words made her smile. “I am so glad you liked it.”
 
   “I wish it had been warmer.” He gave a long and highly dramatic shiver, making her laugh. Her laughter cut off when he gathered her in his arms and crushed her mouth with his own. 
 
   When she could speak again she whispered, “I know a way to get you warm.”
 
   “I’ll bet you do.” He gave her a playful swat on the bottom. “If we are done here let’s go inside.”
 
   The snow had fallen again during the night, their feet sank into the drifts, and Sandra was weary long before they battled their way up the slippery stairs and into the sheltering warmth of the house. She had needed the exercise more than she had realized, they had spent the last two days huddled before the roaring fire in the library, laughing and playing cards and making love on the soft rugs. It had been a magical and happy time but coming out into the crisp clean air and cold had shaken the cobwebs out of her mind bringing her back to reality.
 
   The reality was Christmas break was almost over and it was obvious to both of them they were in love. It was equally obvious he wanted her in Maine with him and while she was not totally sold on the idea she no longer feared it so much either.
 
   That made a long held doubt surface again. How could people be a couple if they got bored after just a few days? How did a couple keep the spark going? Could she work that hard? She was sure it was hard work that kept it alive, that and a natural passion—which they undoubtedly had. Did she have the ability to stick it out?
 
   Her mother had not had that ability, what if her footloose wanderlust had been transferred to her daughter. What if she decided to have a child with Connor then got bored and left?
 
   Nobody is talking marriage; she chided herself as they made it into the glowing warmth of the back hallway.
 
   Connor’s housekeeper Lois, a stern faced lifelong resident of Maine, met them with the announcement there was ‘plenty of hot stuff’ in the kitchen’, a proclamation that triggered a memory and a few giggles as they walked into the rustic white walled room.
 
   Lois had made them fragrant tea, coffee, and an immense and delectable chicken potpie. Sandra was starving and she dug in, as did Connor. They talked as they ate both of them aware of the growing hunger within them, a hunger that could not be assuaged by mere food.
 
   They took their time, letting the pleasurable tension spin out between them. Sandra watched Connor; his hair was mussed and windblown from the sail. His blue eyes snapped with light and energy and his fingers stroked his coffee cup, seeking warmth from the heavy ceramic and its contents.
 
   Her eyes kept going to those long fingers, she watched, mesmerized; those little caresses on the mug. She knew what those little strokes felt like on her body and she had to take long deep breaths to control her heart beat as he lifted the cup to his full and sensual mouth and took a long slow sip, his eyes meeting hers over the rim.
 
   “There is something I want you to see.”
 
   The words made her nipples, already taut from the severe cold, tighten even more. They rubbed painfully against the cotton of her bra. “What is it?”
 
   His face was deliberately expressionless. “You will see. Are you finished eating?”
 
   “Yes, I will just clear the table since Lois has already gone.”
 
   “Leave it. This is more important.”
 
   A little shiver crept down her spine. Sensing he wanted her eager and anticipating she cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is it?”
 
   A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Yes. Follow me.”
 
   She did. They went to a door she had never noticed before; it was hidden in a corner of the kitchen and blended in with the wall below the overhanging built-in shelf so well she never would have thought to look at it twice. He opened the door and clicked on a light to reveal a long and dim staircase.
 
   It was spooky. Sandra had an instant dose of nerves, the door and the stairs were so stereotypical of every horror movie that had frightened her as a teenager that she stood stock still, unable as well as unwilling to go down it.
 
   Connor said, “Now Sandra,” and her feet lifted. Her hand came down on the railing and she stared around, the expected cobwebs and dimness were not there. The stairs were steep certainly but the lights burned brightly and the area was clean.
 
   She could see the floor below; it was plain gray concrete, covered by a narrow strip of utilitarian brown indoor/outdoor carpeting. The air was not exactly fresh but neither was it filled with the dank odor of mildew. She could hear the faint drone of a dehumidifier as she followed him down into the basement’s lower reaches.
 
   The large main room opened up, revealing a series of smaller rooms. Some were obviously used for storage but they appeared to be well kept and ordered. Connor paused in front one door locked with a heavy steel padlock. The metal gleamed dully and the door opened with a slight screech that made Sandra swallow nervously.
 
   Connor flicked on a light and stepped inside, she followed, not sure of what to expect. What she saw made a tingle of sexual longing and a sense of rightness fill her. The room itself was just a room, a bed lay in the center of it and a nightstand stood beside that. On one wall, a plain two-by-four had been mounted and on it little metal loops had been affixed. From those loops hung an amazing array of clams and instruments, some she could not even guess at others, like the whip and floggers, she knew by sight but not touch. Despite the austerity of the room it gave off a power, an energy that made her belly suck in with anticipation.
 
   The black silk sheets that covered the bed were pulled tight, the corners tucked in. The bedposts were plain oak. The cuffs that hung from them were as solid and unbreakable as the padlock on the door.
 
   Connor turned to her and his face hovered a mere inch above hers as he asked, “Do you trust me?”
 
   “Yes.” She did but it was not just that, her body was awash in feelings she had never known existed. Her throat was tight and her nipples ached for his touch. The cleft between her thighs was soaked; the fluids soaked into her pubic hair and tangled it wildly.
 
   He stripped her bare. A slight draft blew from some small chink in the wall. The bare concrete below her feet made her toes curl from cold and her legs shook as he ran a finger slowly and calculatingly along her collarbones.
 
   The blindfold was soft but the dark it brought with it was not. A faint glimmer of light shone below the lower edge and Sandra stared at it, focused on it to keep her dread at bay. The touch of his hand on the fleshy globe of her ass made her flinch at first, she had expected him to spank her but he did not, he squeezed and then kneaded that skin and the muscles below.
 
   She could feel the soreness in her body easing as his strong fingers worked the knots from her other buttock, her neck and shoulders and arms. Her eyes, behind the blindfold, fluttered closed and a blissful sigh escaped her lips.
 
   “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” his breath blew across her cheek and then his hands twisted her arms cruelly up and behind her back. Startled she stepped forward but his hands held her fast.
 
   He marched her to the bed, his legs knocking into the back of hers, driving her forward. Stunned, and more turned on than she had ever been, Sandra staggered and stumbled across the floor. She had to trust him not to let her body fall to the rough concrete below.
 
   Her breath caught in her throat as her knees hit the bed, and she fell face forward onto it. His hands ran down her back then his nails scratched at her skin lightly, sending blood rushing to the surface and making her nerves jump and run below her flesh. He turned her over and she lay on the bed on her back.
 
   Sandra surrendered to the pleasure rolling through her. Connor’s clever fingers caressed her skin, his fingers pressed into her intimate places, and his mouth closed over one of her nipples.
 
   The gentle tug of his lips was replaced by his teeth and tongue. Slight pain arced into her at that rougher touch and she cried out, her fingers tangling into his coarse hair.
 
   He yanked her hands away, before she could even register what was happening the steel of one cuff clamped down tightly around one wrist.
 
   Panic caught her up. She twisted to one side but he pinned her to the mattress and forced her free hand up so that he could capture it as well. She fought, she knew it was Connor, and that he would not harm her but still she fought. His voice sounded in her ear as he asked, “Do you want me to stop?”
 
   “No,” her voice quivered.
 
   “Unicorns.”
 
   That word was so unexpected and familiar that it, like the first time she heard him say it, burned into her mind. “What?”
 
   “That is your safe word. Say that word if you need to stop and I will stop. No is not a safe word, stop is not a safe word, use only the word I tell you to use. Now repeat it back to me.”
 
   “Unicorns,” she parroted.
 
   “Good girl.” His hands turned hard and harsh. He gripped her breasts, grasping them almost viciously. Sandra’s feet kicked out and he laughed. Then her ankles were secured by the cuffs that hung from the bedposts at the bottom of the bed. Trussed and helpless she lay there.
 
   Time passed, she had no idea of how much. Her legs were spread widely open, her vulnerability and nakedness made her feel shy, awkward and a little frightened. The darkness behind the blindfold had become almost stifling and her fingers clenched into fists as something cool and metallic pressed against her sphincter.
 
   The balls slid into her, the smallest ones first. Connor had used lube on them so they slipped in easier than she would have imagined but they still hurt a little. They were also heavy, and the last ball on the string was large, wide and round. Her breath became a harsh and ragged pant long before he had finished inserting the chain, leaving the small finger loop dangling at the entrance of her tight tunnel. 
 
   Sandra strained to hold the balls within, despite the instinct to bear down, to expel them. Taking long breaths helped. Connor’s tongue, tickling along her upper thighs, took her mind away from the intrusion as well. His tongue slid into her pussy, tasting her sweetness. She sobbed as her pleasure soared higher and higher but went unfulfilled.
 
   The riding crop came down softly at first; it tapped on her thighs, danced across her sopping mound. Gasps born of desperate desire came from her lungs, she writhed below those light strokes, wanting more—needing it.
 
   The crop came down harder. It left a thin stinging pain in its wake. Her thigh ached in misery and her fingers curled, her nails digging into her palms as she struggled to hold her safe word behind her lips. She was not ready to stop although her mind insisted she was.
 
   How much of his delicious torment could she bear? She did not know but the riding crop rustled as it hit the floor. Her body strained upward as she sought to listen to his footsteps as he once again approached the wall where the implements hung.
 
   There was a soft rattle. What was he bringing back? The whip? One of the heavy leather floggers? Would it hurt? Her nipples pointed at the ceiling, the pointed peaks trembling as a light touch ran across them. She knew it was leather tantalizing her body, but what that leather had been fashioned into was anyone’s guess. 
 
   The flogger, she recognized it for what it was when the tips of it brushed against her nipples. They ran over the hardened buds, flicked and danced but never hurt. His teeth came back, biting and nipping at her neck and aureole.
 
   The flogger slapped down, it was heavy and made a thud that caused her flesh to shrink in response even as her body arched higher to receive more. She lost count of how many times he let it hit her, it struck her legs and belly softly, her outstretched arms and even her mound. None of the blows ever grew harder but they nevertheless made her ache.
 
   She ached with need, not pain. Every cell in her body cried out for his. She needed him inside of her, wanted to feel him. Her moans had grown weak and thin as she drifted farther away on a haze of lust and wanting.
 
   His body lay above hers and he entered her. He thrust into her, hard and fast. He fucked her roughly while his tongue slid into her mouth and he gave her a kiss so demanding that she sobbed aloud in a mixture of breathless wonder and yearning.
 
   His cock filled her, stretched her walls and sent more juices running down her ass crack. She felt him come and she cried out, straining to reach that elusive height herself as his seed flooded into her but he withdrew, leaving her spread open, empty and nearly insane with the need to come.
 
   Connor was feeling merciful it seemed. He pressed one finger to her clit and began to circle it. Sandra’s body shuddered and then she screamed as the first ball popped out of her ass. The long chain unfurled with each ball that left her.
 
   Her body shook as she was wracked with pleasure. “Oh God,” she groaned as sweat rolled down her body. The chains that the cuffs were attached to swung wildly as she sought relief and when she found it, it swept over her in an intense and violent wave that left her coming time after time.
 
   “Come home to me sweetie,” Connor whispered in her ear as his body pressed hers deeper into the mattress. His voice pulled her back from the unbearable precipice of pleasure, soothed her as his hands did as they stroked her soft hair.
 
   Sandra wanted to cling to him but she was bound still and unable to do so. Her body shook helplessly and involuntarily as the last few aftershocks rolled through her. He released her ankles and wrists then pulled the blindfold away. She blinked at him, her eyes slit tightly against the dazzle of the overhead lights.
 
   When she spoke, her voice was groggy and hoarse. “That was quite interesting.” 
 
   His body shook with laughter as he curled her body into the hollow below his arm. “Interesting is hardly the word I would have used.”
 
   “It is the only one I can summon at the moment.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   “It is,” she snuggled into him, her nose pressed into his neck. She could smell a faint tang of perspiration below the faded scent of the seawater and his cologne.
 
   “Could you learn to love it here?”
 
   Her heartbeat quickened. “I do love it here.”
 
   He brushed kisses across her forehead and down her neck. Then he kissed her eyes and cheeks, dribbled kisses across her eyebrows, making her giggle. “Then stay.”
 
   **
 
   The weather had warmed again. The spring brought thaws to the campus and water ran off the roofs of the high buildings. Connor swore as a long stream of filthy melt ran down the collar of his light jacket and down his exposed neck.
 
   To make matters worse, one of the icicles that had broken off from the roof of his on-campus house had nearly killed him just a few minutes earlier, his face still bore a faint scratch from that close call. His mood was foul to say the least as he stormed into his classroom and faced the pale-faced students who sat at their desks.
 
   He felt as grumpy and bored as they looked as he launched into a discussion of fiction writing in the modern age—after about ten minutes he lapsed into silence, stared out the windows at the sunny day and said, “Let’s go outside. I cannot stand a single minute more in this room.”
 
   The students exchanged startled glances but grabbed their books. It seemed they were all suffering from a malaise as well. Spring fever often hit campuses and when they went outside Connor headed for the lake, walking in long strides, his hands shoved into his pockets, his head up and the students straggling behind him.
 
   Looking out of her classroom window Sandra saw him and paused. Whimsy struck her; Connor looked like some kind of odd Pied Piper. She had the craziest urge to whistle a tune down at him but since she knew the reason for his irritation, she decided it would be wiser to remain silent and allow him to walk off the frustration, literally.
 
   She turned her attention back to her students, none of whom looked very impressed with the task she had set them for the week. Most of them were buried behind their laptops and tablets or staring down at their desks to avoid her eyes.
 
   She did not blame them. Spring brought a restlessness coupled with tough tests and the longing for warmer weather and the parties and excitement to be had in those months. The dripping of water and the endless slush that heralded the arrival of warmer weather often made her feel both depressed and invigorated and she had no doubt that was the same thing her students felt at the moment. No wonder Connor had taken his students outside.
 
   She was keyed up and nervous as well, though the weather was playing only a part. There was a much larger reason.
 
   The day passed slowly and she was often guilty of daydreaming and inattentiveness. Her students did not notice, or at least they pretended that they did not and when her last class was over she escaped as quickly as possible.
 
   Sandra wrapped her scarf around her neck and set off walking across the campus. Her bright red rain boots struck the puddles and splashed water. She laughed, knowing that it was silly to be playing in puddles at her age but she did it anyway every year. A figure up ahead caught her eye and she hurried to him.
 
   “Hello Father.”
 
   Thomas Eckhart blinked at his daughter like he was waking from a dream. His light green eyes were mostly hidden behind huge glasses that magnified the whites of those eyes, making him look even more myopic. “Oh, hello Sandra, how was your day?” He had a surprisingly deep baritone voice, it was incongruous coming from his thin chest, and it often shocked students.
 
   His singing voice was also amazing and often heard in the Baptist church right off the campus, the same church Sandra had accompanied him to when she was a little girl.
 
   “It was…” 
 
   How had it been? “About the same as always.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   She knew he honestly meant that. For Thomas change was something to be avoided at all costs. She had a feeling she knew why but she needed to hear it from him. “I need to ask you something.”
 
   “Are you in need of research sources?”
 
   “No. Yes. Sort of.” She sighed. “I need to ask you about Mother.”
 
   “I had rather thought you would have questions when she came to see you but you did not seem to… surely you have not been thinking about that for this long.”
 
   Sorrow lay on Sandra’s heart. She had always loved her father but in a remote and distant way, the same way he had loved her. They had never had the best communication style either. “Did you love her?”
 
   He managed to look surprised. “Why of course I cared for her. Why would you ask?”
 
   “No, did you love her? I mean…did you ever feel your heart pound faster when she got near, did you…”
 
   Her questions were cut off by his hasty reply. “I have told you before that love is actually a chemical reaction. The body and brain do create sensations that are similar to what you describe, yes, if that answers your question.”
 
   “But did you ever…ever really love her, Father? Did you ever just love her?”
 
   The daylight had gone translucent and hazy. The trees swayed in the wind and a sharp wind picked up a piece of forgotten rubbish, swirling it into the gutters where it floated on a riptide created in a flow of dirty melt water.
 
   Thomas took his glasses off, rubbed his eyes and then carefully polished them on his scarf. “Yes, Sandra, I loved her. Of course I did, she was exciting and beautiful and so different from everything I have ever known. She came on to this campus like a gust of air, a warm hot wind that blew over everything in its path, including myself.
 
   “If you are asking because you are hoping I will say something that will make this affair you are having with Connor make sense I cannot help you. If anything he reminds me of your mother, he is…different than anything you have ever known. I do not know if that is a good thing for you or not.”
 
   “He is not Mother.”
 
   “Nobody else is your Mother.” The emotion in his voice made empathy rise in Sandra, and a sudden sharp understanding. Her father had never dated again because he was still in love with her! Or so she thought but his next words halted that thought so quickly she was left speechless. “I thought she would be the one to help me to stem the things I felt for Calvin.”
 
   “Calvin…Reynolds?” He was her father’s oldest and best friend. They spent most of their free time together. What does that mean? It made sense, all of a sudden and she asked, “Are you coming out to me?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose I am.” They had stopped in front of his neat little home and he gave her a wary look, “You are not going to cause a scene are you?”
 
   “Of course not. “
 
   “You can fight love all you want but eventually it has its way you know.”
 
   Sandra leaned forward and kissed him, impulsively, on his withering cheek. “You are so very right on that one.”
 
   He looked even more startled but managed to say, “I have work to do this evening. Come by Saturday, I am making roasted chicken and new potatoes.”
 
   “I will be here.”
 
   “Good, have a nice evening.”
 
   “I will, I am meeting Connor for dinner.” The reason for that dinner made her stomach flutter with trepidation and hope. 
 
   **
 
   The candlelight played along Connor’s cheekbones and Sandra sat looking at him, thinking she could watch his face for the rest of her life—watch it change and grow older, watch it as she aged as well.
 
   The phone lay on the table between them. Both of them stared at it with growing anxiety on their faces that kept their waiter from asking them if they wanted refills on their waters or if they were ready to order.
 
   “It’s six thirty.” Sandra knew her voice sounded querulous. 
 
   “I know,” Connor’s voice sounded tense. “Maybe we should call him.”
 
   Just then, her phone rang. It was the call that they had both been waiting for and they were both too afraid to answer it. Sandra pushed the phone at Connor and he answered it, listened, scowled a few times, said thank you a few times then hung up. Sandra, panic showing in her face asked, “Well?”
 
   “Well…you won’t be drinking wine with dinner.” A grin split his face nearly in half. 
 
   Sandra’s breath came to an abrupt halt but her heart sped up. Tears spurted from her eyes even as she laughed. That laugh was shaky but genuine. “I’m pregnant.” She repeated it, this time with more authority, “I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We are going to have a baby.” She gulped and grabbed the glass of water by her empty bread plate. “Oh shit. I mean, you do want to be a parent don’t you?”
 
   “Sandra, we have discussed this. I want to be in this child’s life. I want to be a father. What is more I want you to move in with me. I want us to raise this child together.”
 
   “I will not marry you just because my birth control failed.’
 
   “That is not what I meant when I asked, any of the times that I asked.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “Then why do you feel the need to reiterate the same things over and over again?”
 
   “I do not know that I want to get married.” She knew she sounded stubborn and that she was being incredibly difficult. She wanted to marry Connor, wanted it with all of her heart but she had a horror of trapping him more than she feared a child already would.
 
   “You are not your mother, or your father.”
 
   “He came out to me today,” she blurted.
 
   “Oh, is he still seeing Calvin?”
 
   She stared at him, “You knew?”
 
   “Everyone knows,” Connor replied casually. “You honestly didn’t?”
 
   “Of course not!”
 
   “Are you angry?”
 
   “Yes,” she admitted. “I wish he had told me long ago. It would have made so many things make sense. Calvin is such a physical person. You know he believes in empiric everything. Calvin had to be the one to tell him that nonsense he has been spouting my whole life about love being a biological function.”
 
   “Like going to the bathroom? There might be something to that. I have had some shitty relationships.” Connor chuckled.
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   He took her hand. “I do. I think you spent your whole life watching someone who was afraid to love the person that he loved, or at least love him openly, hide himself away from that love and the entire world.”
 
   Sandra wiped tears away, “I guess I am a little angry because I spent all these years living my life emulating him without knowing why he lived the way he did. I thought he just …I just…”
 
   Connor knew why she was at a loss for words. Sandra had been raised to lead the life she had without ever questioning why her father lived the life he had raised her for. She continued, “I never thought that he would simply not leave the campus because he was in love with someone else on it.
 
   “I mean, if it had been a woman he could have followed her, or would have anyway. He would not have been afraid to really live. All those years, wasted.” She shook her head.
 
   “You are not your parents any more than I am mine.” Connor took her hand. “We will not make their mistakes.”
 
   “You do not know that.”
 
   “No, I do not.” Connor admitted. “But I can help you remember the lessons.”
 
   “Will that be enough?”
 
   “Yes,” he said sincerely. “Just wait and see.”
 
   **
 
   Connor went into the water, his body plunging into the waves and his arms moving in long confident strokes. He could see Sandra ahead of him, swimming parallel to the shore, her dark head bobbing above the white capped crests.
 
   He knew he should tell her to get the hell out of the water, it was late September and she was due any day but he did not have the heart to. Sandra had already given up sailing for the moment and this would likely be the last good day for swimming.
 
   It was a beautiful day. He could see the hills in the distance, their tops rising above the gray ribbon of the highway that wound around them. Clouds rolled across the sky, the breeze was warm, and the scent of pine hung over the odor of the sea.
 
   Boats moved along the water farther out and he spat a mouthful of the salty stuff from his mouth while the gratitude that always swamped him every time he stepped into the water filled him yet again.
 
   Sandra had taught him to swim. He rolled onto his back, floating on the waves, drifting there. He looked up at the sky and smiled, “She is a good one Gina,” he said and then he blew a kiss to the woman he had loved, but who had never been able to show him how to let go and trust enough to float in the endless ocean. It was not a reflection on Gina, or the love that they had shared; it was simply a testament to the new one.
 
   Sandra, swimming ahead, felt the cramp strike her back and belly again. She swam a few more feet and counted until it came back. When it did her she knew her suspicion was correct, she was in labor.
 
   She spotted Connor afloat a wave and she swam over to him. “We need to go.”
 
   He lifted a hand, “Go, nobody will care.”
 
   Sandra, a little frightened at that point and fighting not to show it could not keep the edge out of her voice when she asked “What?” 
 
   “If you have to pee just do it.”
 
   “I am in labor. We need to go to the hospital. I already peed.” She did not know why she added the last part.
 
   Connor’s head went under and he came back up sputtering and gasping, “What did you say?”
 
   “I said I am in labor.”
 
   Oh shit!” He grabbed her arm and started to tug her toward the shore, forgetting that his feet would not touch the bottom. Sandra began to laugh helplessly even as she began to bawl. 
 
   They made it to shore and Connor sat her down in a chair while he rushed around grabbing an odd assortment of things, forgot the car keys, and had to go back to the upper floor to get them while she sat watching him run past.
 
   He ran past her and that time she heard the garage door open. She watched the car shoot out and down the driveway before he recalled that she was still in the house, reversed and burned rubber back to the front stairs.
 
   Sandra groaned with pain as another contraction hit her. Panicked beyond reason Connor carried her bodily down the stairs, not caring if he threw his back out doing so.
 
   The road unfurled as they went down it, their hands entwined. The gold wedding rings that they wore flashed in the sun, the diamonds on hers winked at the sky and Sandra stared at it, remembering the day that she had taught Connor to swim and the proposal she had said yes to right after. 
 
   Her mother had been correct; love did not always make things convenient. Oh, but what she was willing to do for the one she had with Connor. The things they had taught each other were life’s most precious lessons.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   *
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   The Four Complete Series Volume 3 is Now Available
 
    
 
   Temptation
 
   Good-girl nurse Annabel Webster comes to San Francisco for a dinner date with her boyfriend. They stop for a quick romp at a club, where she encounters Dr. Thornton Silver, a globe-trotting playboy with a reputation for fast living and dangerous appetites. 
 
    
 
   Dangerous Desire
 
   It's the annual Fourth of July camping trip for Victoria (Tori) Rowen and her friends. It's a trip she looks forward to every year, but this year it's a little different. She's the only single one there—until her friend Josh sets her up with Carter Clay, a sexy, mysterious stranger
 
   Claiming Love
 
   An innocent night of drinking between friends turns into something not-so-innocent: the fulfillment of Krista's longest sexual fantasy—to have sex with her best friend, Danny. Will one night of passion ruin a lifetime of friendship?
 
   Binding Heart
 
   Welcome to the erotic world of the mysterious Oak Towers. A job advert takes Rose McKenna from her home in the city to the strange and imposing Oak Towers. With a collection of staff who seem to be more than just servants, who is the Master of the house and why doesn’t he show his face? Rose enters a hidden world where dominance, submission and hierarchy play more than a small part in the running of a country house.
 
   Click Here to get your copy of Volume 3
 
   Volume 3 is a seriously hot and provocative collection by Lucia Jordan, written in her signature style of passion, searing depictions and high emotion.
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