
  
    [image: One Weekend Only]
  



    
        
          One Weekend Only

        

        
        
          T. Evans

        

        
          Published by Ted Evans, 2022.

        

    


  
    
      One Weekend Only

    

    
      
        T. Evans

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by T. Evans

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About One Weekend Only

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d just lost my job when I made the deal. I put my life in billionaire Kenneth Marshall’s hands as he offered me one weekend.

      One weekend to remember.

      To feel what I’d craved for too long.

      To be alive again.

      Wanted.

      Craved.

      I tried to cast the offer out of my mind, but it was impossible. I went running to him. I wondered if it’d be just one weekend or if he’d have me longer. I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but I knew being with him was something I had to do. I thought about turning back and walking away, but as I arrived at his doorstep, I begged him to take me.

      Now I had to wonder, just what was he going to do with me?
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      The golden light of sunset streamed through the big floor-to-ceiling windows on the west side of The Retreat, a 2,000 square foot apartment on the roof of a downtown office building. Despite the warm colors the light lent to everything in the room, and the thermostat set to a comfortable 75 degrees, Kenneth Marshall felt cold.

      It was late October so he knew that the air on the other side of those glorious windows, with their commanding view over the city, was chill and damp. He knew that there was nobody but his cook and personal assistant waiting for him at his actual home, the three-story condo at the top of the prestigious Blackwell Building, which he could see just seven blocks away. But what made The Retreat feel so cold to him was that it represented a part of his life that he feared was dead.

      It had been almost nine months since he last had a guest in The Retreat. Several weeks, at least, since he’d even visited it himself. The Retreat had been one of the places where he used to feel the most alive. The other place was his office, which was two floors down. But like The Retreat, the office was also somewhere that Kenneth Marshall used to love but didn’t anymore. Now, like The Retreat, the office was a place without spark, without fire, without vitality or power or potential. Both of those were places that Kenneth Marshall used to be Kenneth Marshall at his most potent, but not anymore.

      He crossed the living room to the west-facing windows, and watched the sun as it disappeared behind the skyline of the city. He wondered if he was looking at himself – something that was once bright and shining up high in the sky, but now was past its zenith and fading away.

      Marshall took a few steps back from the window and sank into one of the chairs in The Retreat’s living room. He had always thought of that chair as his throne, for within the walls of The Retreat he used to be more than just a successful entrepreneur and lover. He had been a king, an emperor, a god, even.

      But he couldn’t see his way back there. He’d built a financial empire, but each success he’d had required him to build some structure to secure it. And over time, without him noticing it, those structures had turned into walls around him. Marshall no longer drove his own business. He had directors, managers, and board members who now managed every single aspect of company. All he had to do was sign papers, look good in front of the cameras, and the board and regulators, and find things to do with the rushing torrent of money that flowed to him.

      As the last slice of the sun’s burning red disc vanished, Marshall realized that it had been a few years since he’d actually visited one of the start-ups his company financed. Since he’d actually been in the room with some bright and brilliant young mind that was lit up with some great idea and just needed a little bit of financial help to make their dreams come true. That was how he’d made his money – having his finger on the pulse of the world around him, and being connected to a network of thinkers and creators, relying on his instincts to figure out which crazy, off the wall ideas would have legs and which would go nowhere.

      Marshall chided himself for moping about as if he were old and washed up at only 45. He still had tons of energy, he was in great shape, looked good, and was never short on invites to parties or events with the moneyed set.

      But it had still been too long since he shook hands with somebody that was ready to change the world. Marshall Capital had become stale in the last half-decade. It no longer sought out the true innovators, the ones taking risks that often failed but paid out tremendously when they succeeded – not only in money, but also in really making the world a better place. No. Marshall Capital had become a company where an army of analysts parsed an investment down to an array of numbers, finding only the safest investments out there, and making decisions on which to back based on margins of less than a tenth of a percent of return on the investment.

      As Marshall got up and went to The Retreat’s wine cabinet, he wondered how he never noticed that happening. He opened up the wine cabinet and immediately closed it again. The wines were the only food and drink left in The Retreat, all the rest having long since been cleaned out when he stopped using it. The reason why he’d never had the wine moved to his condo was because he was always in a very, very specific mood and state of mind while in The Retreat, so specific that it even affected his taste in wine. Marshall had a very strong preference for the driest whites most of the time. But when he was in The Retreat, or perhaps on a date that was going to end at The Retreat, he craved the deep earthy red color, bitter tannins, and bold flavors of big red wines.

      The reason there was nobody with him in The Retreat right then, nobody waiting for him at home, was that his accountant had transferred the final settlement payment from his divorce earlier that day, to an ex-wife now relocated to Singapore. The collapse of his marriage had cost him dearly. Not in money – she was a reasonably successful woman in her own right, so there was only the matter of dividing the shared assets they’d accumulated together. The real cost to him had been in the loss of her companionship. Marshall and Jade had met just as Marshall Capital was becoming a major player in the venture market. Jade had been involved in facilitating niche importing – smaller quantities of highly valuable goods that required special transport or handling. Both of them had brilliant minds for the work they did, and found it so energizing, that they needed romantic partners that were similarly passionate and driven. Neither of them would have been able to be happy with somebody who went through their daily motions thinking that they were content and happy with what they had. They would have devoured and destroyed anybody like that.

      The problem in their relationship, that they’d recognized too late to figure out how to solve, was that they were both so strong-willed, so intense, that they were constantly pushing against each other and never able to truly join their forces to push forward in the same direction. The first Retreat had started as an attempt to remedy that. They sought to create a physical and mental place that was not their shared home, where they could step away from their daily lives into a place where they could be someone else for a while, where they could find new ways to interact with each other and see if they could find new ways to fit together. It didn’t work. Neither of them could step back from what had become a struggle between them to be the driving force, the navigator and guide for their relationship. Neither could ever take a back seat to the other.

      But there was something about that first Retreat that led to the second one, the one Marshall was sitting it. The idea was Jade’s actually. Since there were needs they could not meet with each other, she suggested they do what every successful businessperson did, and outsource. Jade had her own apartment, in a separate city two hours north. Marshall had taken advantage of some rooftop space in the building where his company leased its offices to set up his own place.

      In a way, the separate apartments, the separate lovers, brought some peace to their marriage, but it was only to delay the inevitable. As much as Jade and Marshall loved each other, their respective dalliances showed them that they needed partners that complemented them instead of mirroring them. The places where Jade was strong and weak were the exact same places where Marshall was strong and weak. Sure, they could find other partners, but there were risks with arrangements like that. If the true nature of those side relationships ever became public, there would be scandal. Maybe one of the side partners would see an opportunity for blackmail.

      Or, as had happened to Jade, they might fall in love with their other more deeply than they loved their spouse. Those risks eventually outweighed the last lingering shreds of affection Marshall and Jade had for each other, and they quietly divorced.

      Marshall sighed, weary of the memories of that time, and went back to his throne. He sat down, watching the lights of the city. He was worn out, tired. Being in The Retreat was depressing him terribly, but at the same time, he had no energy to leave it.

      Thirteen hours later, he woke to his phone ringing. “Ellie!” he said.

      The phone, hearing its name, stopped chiming, and said, “You did not sleep at home last night, Mr. Marshall. In order to tend to your morning routine, you should wake now and return home.”

      The application was one of the last ventures Marshall had been personally involved with before the company’s Board of Directors managed to shuffle him into a figurehead role. The surface functionality – learning his routines and scraping his calendar so it could alert him if he was in danger of missing appointments – was simple enough. The true beauty of it was the cryptography plug-in the developer had created to protect the data it was accumulating about the user. If anybody got their hands on an app that was so intimately knowledgeable about a person’s habits and customs, the potential for damage was immeasurable.

      Even better, the plug-in’s data masking could be expanded to throttle other apps that used the phone’s microphone, location data, browsing history, calendar appointments or so on. With full protection on, Facebook, Gmail, and all the other apps on his phone were locked out of all of that information.

      So this kid who walked into app development with no formal knowledge of encrypting data came at the problem sideways and accidentally developed an entire new branch of the discipline. Kenneth Marshall was the first one who’d noticed. That one investment accounted for a full 9% of Marshall Capital’s net worth, way more than anything on the assembly line of safe bets the Directors were obsessed with anymore.

      “It’s ok, Ellie. I will still be able to make my first appointment at 6:30.”

      “Very good, Mr. Marshall,” his phone said, and went silent.

      Marshall got up from his throne and stretched out. Falling asleep and spending the night in a lesser chair would have been murder on his back, but the throne was no ordinary chair. It had been custom built precisely to his personal ergonomics to be comfortable in any position.

      He stripped out of his clothes and showered. Everything that had been in the bathroom when he’d ordered The Retreat closed down had been discarded and replaced with something brand new and still sealed. Fresh soap and shampoo, shaving cream and razors, toothpaste and cologne all awaited him, ready to go if he ever found himself waking up in the place. He set a mental reminder to thank his his secretary for attention to that little detail.

      The closets also had fresh clothing in them for any occasion: weekend, work, casual, or formal. The thing that struck Marshall first was how different the color palate in the closet was compared to what he’d been wearing lately. The clothes in the closet were livelier. Even the couple of black suits were paired with a rich emerald or royal blue tie, or had fine burgundy pin-striping, or even a colored dress shirt instead of a plain white one. The dress shoes were oxblood instead of black, same with the belts.

      For the past several months, Marshall had been wearing only gray and black suits, occasionally navy. White shirts only, subdued ties, black shoes and belts. Standing before his closet, he wasn’t content to just look at the clothing inside. He ran his hands across the shoulders of the suits, the hanging shirts. Even his fabric choices for the clothes that he kept at The Retreat were different than at the condo. There was something stiffer, more severe, in the cloth of the outfits he kept there to wear while out or for the next day in the office, even if the colors were less harsh. As he selected an outfit and dressed, he realized that even the way things sounded in The Retreat were different. The floors were all luxuriously carpeted, soft and warm, so one walked silently around the space. In contrast, the walls were all hard and angular, some of them even tiled. All of the art was framed in behind heavy glass. Any sounds made in The Retreat were sharp and snappy. Even as small a noise as clasping his cuff links was clear and bright. He remembered how it was to have somebody with him, the clink of glasses or silverware so clear and crisp, how he could snap his fingers and have it carry from room to room, the sound of breath catching when he’d kiss somebody…

      The Retreat, its construction and his preferences there, appealed to all five of his senses differently than any other space in his life. As he took his coat from the rack beside the door to leave, Marshall felt a moment of melancholy that the person who used to live there, that other Kenneth Marshall, was no more. But once he opened the door and stepped out into the cool morning air, wearing colors and a scent he had not worn for nearly a year, he felt a renewed sense of purpose. He realized he was, indeed, missing the other Kenneth Marshall, but not really mourning his loss as much as he was wondering how he should go about finding where that other man had gone.

      With that in mind, Marshall resisted the temptation to call his PA and have her send breakfast to his office. He instead took the elevator down to the fourth floor where the building owners maintained a nice cafeteria for the offices that leased space. He selected a simple breakfast and took a seat at a small table in the corner, one where he could see the flow of people around the room. That was one of the things he used to do, back when he first went into the venture capital business. He’d find places where he could watch the way people moved around a space and each other. If you thought of all of society as a body, and the people as its blood, he was essentially taking the pulse of a place.

      He started playing a little game with himself, trying to figure out who worked for Marshall Capital without looking at their name badges. At one time, he would have been able to pick his employees out easily, and that was even after the company had grown large enough that he no longer knew everybody personally. He knew the right type of person for his company, by the way they carried themselves. He prided himself on being able to tell, sometimes just by the way a person walked into an interview room, whether he would hire them or not. There were even times when he’d realized somebody had way more potential than the job they were interviewing for. A couple of times he’d even offered them that better job on the spot, instead of keeping an eye on them and fast-tracking them up through the ranks.

      Unfortunately, part of the process of the company walling him off from its actual work removed his direct influence from the type of employee they hired. Of those people where he could see an ID badge on them, he only got about a third of his guesses right. There was one that really surprised him. He had to look at her for a long time to make his decision. On the one hand, she looked worn down, sad, listless. On the other, she had a certain bearing underneath all of that. Like there was some character to her that still showed under some current circumstances that were weighing on her. It was only after watching her for a bit while he deliberated that he realized he had seen her in the office before. Seeing her outside of the familiar environment, looking a bit overwhelmed by the people around her, he didn’t immediately recognize her but once he figured it out, he could picture where in the offices he’d seen her, and from there narrow her down to three departments that shared the space.

      As he finished his game over breakfast, he pulled out his phone to check his appointments for the day. Boring for the first couple hours, but at ten, a tour and demonstration of some new software for quantifying the potential returns required for different levels of risk. On the one hand, nothing reminded him of just how separate he and his company were from when they’d started like having software that was even more obsessed with safe investments than it already was. On the other, it was always good to get away from his office and see his employees where they worked. He loved seeing how they decorated their work spaces, how they talked to and interacted with each other.

      So he suffered through his morning tasks until he got to go down to the presentation room. The team that came in was what he’d expect for financial risk software. Two young kids that did the hardcore programming, and some boring, middle-age guys that accidentally stumbled from actuarial work through data analysis into financial modeling. He listened as they talked about their process. It should have been terribly uninteresting, but another one of Marshall’s gifts was to make people feel comfortable about what excited them, and their energy was infectious.

      As he listened, he realized there was something unusual about the presentation he was receiving. Every person speaking knew their part of the process, and a little bit about how it interacted with the other parts. The analysts knew what data they gave to the programmers, the programmers knew what algorithms they had developed to weigh things out, the project manager knew what the program was supposed to do, and could verify that it was doing that… But there was something missing. There was somebody on the team that had made all the pieces come together and get the whole thing to actually work. Marshall could see it in the way that one of the analysts and programmers tried to describe how they’d taught the software to assign hard numbers to things as fuzzy as risks that unknown factors may present themselves.

      They mentioned “Roads” a few times. It took Marshall a while, but he finally realized that “Roads” was not a program or a system. It was a person. Probably not “Roads” at all, but “Rhodes”. Whoever this “Rhodes” was, they seemed to be the critical ingredient, and they weren’t in the room.

      Marshall wrote that name down in his notebook to look up later. He never put notes like that in his phone. He always wrote them down, longhand, in a small notebook he carried. Once he did that, he never forgot them.
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      Anita Rhodes knew immediately who the man in the expensive suit in the corner of the cafeteria was. Everybody at Marshall Capital knew exactly who Kenneth Marshall was. Not only was he the name and the face of the company, but he liked to walk around the place. Anita had friends in other companies that had never once seen one of their directors or owners in ten years or more. Some of them even worked in places smaller than Marshall Capital.

      She felt she was extraordinarily lucky to work in a place where the founder of the company mingled so freely with his workers.

      Still, it was odd to see him down in the cafeteria sitting alone, and with body language that did not welcome anybody to take one of the other seats at his small table. Usually when he went down to the cafeteria, it was at lunch time, and he’d mingle freely, often picking a table to join. She’d never seen him downstairs for breakfast before, or dining solo.

      Of course, she was very rarely down in the cafeteria for breakfast, either. She simply couldn’t afford it, even though her Marshall Capital ID gave her a nice discount on a meal. Usually, she packed some fruit and yogurt for breakfast, and something quick and cheap for lunch. But that morning her alarm hadn’t gone off. The frayed power cord hadn’t charged her phone and it had died overnight. So she hadn’t had time to make a quick dash through the market for a thirty-cent orange and a cup of off-brand yogurt. Plus, she had a meeting with Kenneth Marshall himself at ten. She knew she couldn’t skip breakfast. She was going to be part of the team demonstrating some work she was really excited about. She simply couldn’t afford to be distracted by hunger, or worse yet, have her stomach growling, while she and the team were trying to impress Marshall.

      The fact was that the new scoring algorithms her team had developed and coded were actually pretty daring, and Anita knew that Marshall liked daring. After all, he’d built his company by staking his fortune on bold investments in big ideas. She knew, just by reading between the lines in interviews he’d given that he was sure the company was playing it way too safe. What her team was offering was a better, and more liberal, scoring system to decide which proposals the company should invest in. Anita didn’t think they’d really get any buy-in from Marshall, though, if they sold it as a slightly better, slightly safer program than the one that existed already.

      With that in mind, Anita took advantage of Marshall’s springboard directive – everybody on the professional staff was required to put at least 5% of their time into finding new and innovative ways to expand on their work. Her job was to find ways to convert subjective observations of a proposal into numbers that the algorithms could use. She did that, but then she went into the archives of all of the projects that the existing scoring scheme had rejected over the past three years. As the team was refining their code, Anita scored those rejected proposals and ran them through the new scheme.

      What she saw astounded her. The new scoring system and algorithms were flexible in how much risk they were willing to tolerate for different rates of return. Anita realized that she could play around with the criteria and give the system some really big balls. She found a combination of acceptance criteria that would have accepted 13% of the proposals the existing system had rejected. About half of those proposals had been picked up by Marshall’s competitors. When she looked at how those investments had panned out, she saw that some of the investments failed, but most had turned out to be profitable. Two billion dollars in three years profitable. And those competitors were nowhere near as good at shepherding start-ups to profitability as Marshall Capital was. When Anita factored in the accepted wisdom in the industry that Marshall brought in 8% more profit on investments than their competitors did, she came up with a magic number that she had already shared with the team and with her boss, a magic number that she was dying to tell Kenneth Marshall.

      Two billion, one hundred and seventy-five million, three hundred and nineteen thousand, four hundred and twelve dollars. If her team’s scoring algorithm had been in place over the previous three years, the net gain by investing in proposals that the existing scheme had rejected would have been $2,175,319,412.

      By 9:45, Anita was bouncing in her seat. Her slides were in the deck. She had seven of them on her improved method of actually putting the proposal into numbers, and then three on the analysis she’d done which led up to her magic number. At 9:46, Anita’s boss, Sharon Woolever, walked up to her desk.

      “I need you to hop over to Ardingham and take some notes.”

      “What?” Anita asked. The Ardingham proposal was just about wrapped up. It had already been scored and accepted, and now was in the final negotiations before the contracts were signed and the first check was written. Her team’s involvement with Ardingham had ended at least seven weeks earlier.

      “There’s a meeting going on over there. They need minutes taken, and I’m sending you.”

      Anita couldn’t believe what she was hearing. They needed her to take minutes for a meeting that had nothing at all to do with her job?

      “But, Marshall’s going to be here in a little over ten minutes,” Anita protested. “We’ve got our presentation all ready to roll, including my parts. We’re all rehearsed and have all the duties divvied up already.”

      “Peter will handle your parts,” Woolever said. “Now, the meeting at Ardingham starts at 10:30, and you don’t have a car. So I imagine you need to get to the bus stop right now if you’re going to make it?”

      “Peter’s bright, but if Marshall has any questions on my comparison analysis—”

      “Go.”

      Anita could tell by the tone of the Woolever’s voice that arguing would get her precisely nowhere. She’d just been sent off on some pointless task to cut her out of the meeting with Marshall, probably so her boss or somebody else on the team could get credit for her contributions. She wondered if Woolever herself was going to drop the magic number.

      “Alright,” Anita said, grabbing her coat. “Do you need a copy of the minutes?”

      “Of course not,” Woolever said. “Our part’s been done for quite a while now.”

      Anita knew that just laying out the truth of what was going on, out loud and in plain English, to her boss would be an extremely career limiting move, so she bit the comment back and walked out of the building.

      By the time she got across town to Ardingham’s offices, she had her professional face and demeanor back on. She approached the receptionists’ desk and told them about the appointment.

      “I’m sorry, we don’t see you on the list of attendees for today’s meeting, Anita.”

      “I know. I was a last-minute addition, I think to substitute for somebody else. I had to rush over.” She was pleased to see that the receptionist still remembered her.

      “Nobody is missing. Looks like everybody that was in on the last several meetings is along, including Mr. Levine, who has been handling the minutes.”

      Anita felt a surge of temper threaten to burst out of her, but she realized she was dealing with somebody just doing their job, and uninvolved with Woolever’s games. “Thank you,” she said, politely. “I apologize for the mix-up on our end.”

      “No problem at all. Sorry you had to come all the way over on such a rotten day.”

      Anita nodded as she buttoned her coat back up and put her hat back on. She fumed while waiting in the rain and wind for the bus to bring her back to work. It was one thing for Woolever to undercut her the way she had, but to send her out into a bitter autumn rainstorm to do it was beyond acceptable. If it weren’t for the fact that unemployment in the city was insanely high, and that there were very precious few jobs out there that would actually use her skills, Anita knew that she would have just taken the bus home and just never gone back to Marshall.

      In so many ways, Marshall Capital was a great company to work for, but Woolever was one of the most unpleasant people Anita had ever dealt with in her life. The woman was an insufferable terror to Anita and to the one other woman on the team, but she was the picture of grace and professionalism whenever one of the men on the team was present. Woolever had been a great boss for Anita’s first year, but then showed her true colors. The first hint that things were amiss was when Anita got her first performance review. Her ratings were all good – above average across the board, nice commentary with the usual number of places for improvement – but no raise. What Woolever said, but never put on paper, was that she felt Anita still needed more time as a probationary employee so was not yet eligible to move into her full pay grade. When Anita simply accepted that without argument, it seemed it opened the door for Woolever, and every day there was some fresh insult, and every so often, some pointed hint that Woolever had a lot of pull around HR. Four years in the job, and Anita’s performance still looked great on paper, but her pay was only half of what it really should have been. There were many times when she did consider just walking off the job, grabbing whatever work she could get to keep the bills paid until she got back into a good analyst job. But with the university in town, there were always more bright young kids with degrees than jobs available for them. That included waiting tables, tending bar, and other jobs like that. It more of a reality than a joke in town that you needed a Masters to flip burgers and a Doctorate to serve coffee.

      And with each month that Anita put up with her job at Marshall, her savings slid away and her debt built up to where she could no longer afford to just up and move somewhere else. She’d show up in a new town beyond broke, and the thought of trying to land a solid professional job while homeless sounded utterly foolish.

      Moving back home was an idea that she never once contemplated. Anita’s mother on her best day was worse than Woolever on her worst. It took her a while, but Anita realized that part of why her relationship with Woolever was so messed up was that she had naturally started trying to appease her, the same way she’d learned to appease her mother. She’d probably been doing it long before she noticed how cruel her boss was. In fact, Woolever had probably noticed that in Anita as early as the job interview – the mannerisms and gestures, the body language of somebody who was used to tolerating abuse.

      When Anita got back to the office, she just went to her desk and started working. Peter came by, positively glowing at how well the meeting with Marshall had gone. He thanked her for all the work she’d done on the project, and the great notes she’d left for her slides in the presentation. When he said that Anita wondered if some part of her had predicted that she’d be excluded from the meeting, if she’d made sure she left good notes so her coworkers could still look good without her. Anita had done enough things like that to protect her siblings growing up, always making sure that no matter what was going on with her, her siblings were taken care of.

      “He sounded interested in the proposal, but I don’t know if we quite sold him on it,” Peter said.

      “Really? The magic number didn’t sell it?”

      “Boss cut it at the last minute. She said our idea will sell itself on its own merits without resorting to theatrics.”

      Anita frowned.

      “I know. It was a pretty impressive number, and I gotta say, I checked your math and it works out. But you know Sharon. She likes to play things really cool and chill,” Peter said. “We all made sure to mention you in the meeting, though. Make sure Marshall heard your name.”

      Anita barely heard Peter’s last sentence. She was stuck on the fact that Woolever had cut the magic number from the presentation entirely. Did she actually not want the project to get Marshall’s blessing? Did Woolever really hate her so much that she’d erase one of her major accomplishments from the project proposal entirely? Or was she playing the long game, playing it ‘really good and chill’ in front of Marshall now, only to wait until the new system actually approved to make the big reveal and take credit for the analysis?

      With those dark thoughts swirling in her head, Anita just couldn’t stand being at her desk any longer. She dropped a quick email to her boss that she’d caught a chill running to Ardingham and back, and was going to take a half-day of sick time.

      The one nice thing about taking the bus at mid-day was that it was mostly empty. She was able to grab the seat right under the heat vent. Halfway home, she was warm enough to take her hat off. The blast of warm air coming down from above reminded her more than a little bit of Robert. He was an old lover of hers, the guy she’d been with about the time she’d graduated college. They’d been together for almost a year, when they both got job offers in different cities that were too good to pass up. Last she’d heard from him, he was well and comfortably established in a law firm in Houston. In hindsight, she should have passed up the offer at Marshall Capital and followed him.

      “Oh, Robert,” she whispered while she watched the city roll by outside of the bus windows. She’d had her share of men in her life, but Robert had stood out. He’d picked up a book once. Bondage for Beginners, and had talked her into letting him restrain her. It took a bit, but she finally warmed to the idea.

      She was beyond pleasantly surprised at how thrilled she was when he came home one day with a pair of leather cuffs. He set them on the end table next to his arm chair, and told her to take her clothes off right in the middle of the living room. Anita remembered her first response being, “What?” She’d expected to go straight to the bedroom with the restraints. Instead, he lowered himself into his arm chair, sprawling insolently, and said, “Strip.”

      There was something about that combination then, his posture in the chair, the restraints sitting on the end table, that single word, spoken with such confidence. Robert had always been a good lover, a little bit cocky, but skilled enough with his cock to merit it. But to hear him say, “Strip,” in a tone of voice that brooked no disobedience or hesitation. She felt herself grow instantly weak in the knees and wet between her legs. In a sudden burst of inspiration, she went to the corner of the room and turned on the floor lamp, to make the room even brighter than it had been with just the overhead light. Then she walked to the exact center of the room, turned her back to him (Robert was quite the ass man, after all), and peeled herself out of her clothes.

      “Knees,” he’d said next.

      She’d knelt down, and turned to look over her shoulder at him.

      “Eyes front!” he’d said.

      She’d heard him get out of his chair
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