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        he’s the bee’s knees.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s be real. This is a high-stakes, genre-blended saga that starts in psychological realism, dark literary fiction, and dark romance, then gradually shifts into paranormal romance by the end. The story is told in first-person POV through a neurodivergent lens.

      Here are a few trigger warnings.

      Clara Presley is self-destructive, loud, vulgar, and takes the Lord’s name in vain as her primary coping mechanism. John Carrington is self-restrained, quiet, refined, and a controlling Pleasure Dom who likes to test boundaries and hide secrets. Somehow, these two opposites attract.

      During this series, some scenes get heavy, and these scenes include depictions of the following:

      
        
          	
        Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) — explored through Carrington’s understood diagnosis and Clara’s undiagnosed journey
      

      	
        Eating Disorders & Severe Body Dysmorphia
      

      	
        Substance Addiction & Codependency
      

      	
        Light BDSM & Intense Power Dynamics
      

      	
        Emotional Volatility & Toxic Relationships
      

      	
        Fertility Issues
      

      	
        A Mention of Potential Suicide
      

      

      

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are examples of addictive behavior, and man, do they run and jump like marathon pole-vaulters.

      A second note: This series will be seven books in total, with a prequel short story. (The prequel short story is available to read for free at most major online retailers.)

      To help my readers remember important events and milestones (because I don’t know about anyone else, but I can barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning, let alone something that happened in a book I read months ago), I’ve created a summary of the previous books in the front matter.

      If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip the summary; while this installment has an ending, the world-building is best enjoyed in order.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.
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      WHAT IN THE WORLD WAS THAT?

      

      Clara Presley and Mark Kennedy, a detective with the Philadelphia Police Department, had a serious relationship that lasted two years and ended when she declined his proposal. Despite their emotional turmoil, they agreed to remain friends.

      In December 2018, after writing and publishing her first book, Clara earned enough money to move to the Rittenhouse Square section of Philadelphia. Mark celebrated her success and helped her pack.

      They had a glass of wine and rekindled their physical relationship. Mark asked if Clara wanted to continue seeing each other informally. She agreed, but stood firm that she was not interested in a serious relationship. They kept their romance strictly physical until they were ready to move on.

      

      DID I LIE?

      

      Clara Presley ended her relationship with Mark Kennedy and attended a charity ball in Las Vegas in October 2019, where she had a one-night stand with John Carrington. She ran from him for months before she was forced to see him in March 2020 for a guest spot on his talk show.

      During a freak storm that flooded Clara’s London hotel, Carrington offered to let her stay with him, where he told her he was in love with her. She rebuked him. He agreed to wait for her to accept her feelings.

      Carrington spearheaded five months of long-distance phone dating with Clara. She refused to see them as anything more than friends until August 2020, when she surprised him by flying to Las Vegas, where he was running a charity drive.

      Once she was properly drunk, Clara admitted she loved him. Carrington permitted her to accompany him to the charity drive, provided she behaved herself. The next morning, they woke up married.

      Clara discovered three videos from their wedding—two safe for work, one definitely not—going viral on the internet. The ensuing fight with Carrington, which was caused by his not telling her about the videos, precipitated a health scare from her anorexic practices. He made her promise she’d never put herself in a situation like that again or she’d lose him. Grudgingly, she accepted his ultimatum.

      Clara’s intuition questioned if Carrington had planned their unplanned wedding. Rather than answer her, he introduced her to his Dominant persona and gave her endless pleasure during their two-week honeymoon. This was interspersed with volatile fights.

      With the honeymoon over, the newlyweds visited Carrington’s family in Ireland. Maggie, one of Carrington’s sisters, explained that Carrington had a fifteen-year absence while visiting the US, starting when he was eighteen. No one knew what he did while away, but he was rehabilitated from alcoholism and achieved two psychology degrees from Oxford when he returned at age thirty-three. Before she could tell Clara everything, Maggie was interrupted by Carrington.

      Back in Philadelphia, Clara and Carrington fought over finances during a road trip. When she defied him at a rest stop, he made a public spectacle, which included flinging her over his shoulder and carrying her to the car.

      Clara finally realized what Carrington was doing during their fights: manipulating her into acting the way he desired. He revealed some of his past and recounted how he easily manipulated women because of his appearance and manners. Clara, he confessed, was the only woman who presented a challenge to him. Her dismissive attitude at the beginning of their relationship made him want her more than anyone else.

      Clara then guessed his greatest manipulation of all: he had gotten drunk with her on purpose on the night of their marriage. After some contemplation, she forgave him. She then announced that she was selling her condo to move to London with him because she couldn’t afford to keep it while living abroad, and he couldn’t host his show from Philadelphia.

      Carrington, who was far wealthier than she had ever dreamed, proposed a business agreement to buy her condo with a promise to allow her to repurchase it. The couple embarked on a new future together in London.
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      “An angel should be on the top shelf,” I said, “but I’m too short to reach the damn thing.”

      I stood on my toes, pushing the angel statuette onto the shelf’s edge with my fingertips. When my sock-covered feet slipped on the hardwood floor, the angel teetered.

      Carrington caught her, steadying my body. “Here now, allow me to do that.”

      “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure, darling.” He flexed his fingers into my blouse. “No dress today?”

      “Nope. A V-neck and yoga pants are best for storing things. Besides, you’re handsome enough for two, even without a suit.”

      “You flatter me, my love.” He kissed my temple. “Next time, please ask for help should what you’re reaching for be this high. There’s no sense in needlessly harming yourself.”

      He positioned the angel in the middle of the shelf. “How’s that?” he asked, guiding me with him as he stepped back.

      I smiled and turned, wrapping him in my arms. “It’s perfect, Carrington. Just like you.”

      “I love you, my beautiful Clara,” he said against my cheek.

      “I love you, too, John.”

      “Would you like to feel how much I love you?”

      The golden flecks in his gorgeous hazel eyes deepened to toffee, and his silky black hair, still damp in his swept-to-the-side style, smelled like coconut.

      “Later, when my favorite lock goes rogue.” After touching his baby-smooth cheek, I breathed deeply. “Coconut doesn’t normally pair with spearmint, but you somehow pull it off.”

      He winked, and I rechecked the angel.

      “She needs a name,” I said, “but I don’t know what it is yet.”

      The angel stood twelve inches tall. She had tapered snowy wings with coiffed feathers that graced her white gown. Molded billows pressed into her skirt as if from the rolling wind. Her face was a seraphic etching, curtained by curly brown hair, with a band of white flowers at the crown of her head.

      She stretched out her delicate arms as if beckoning to accept my secrets.

      “A lapsed Catholic controlled by superstitious nonsense,” I muttered. “It’s shameful.”

      “I can’t really speak to that,” Carrington said. “However, I’m certain whatever name you choose for her will be lovely, as she reflects your countenance quite well.”

      He rested his hand upon my shoulder, and I gravitated toward him.

      He popped into my peripheral vision. “Although she doesn’t quite capture your eyes. The rosy cheeks, however, are absolute perfection.”

      He grinned against my inflamed skin, then looked over his shoulder. “I thought you had more to stow away. When are you planning to bring the rest?”

      My stomach twisted. “I’ll bring my clothes and a few more things on October first.” I opened my hand, and he interlaced our fingers. “Jim should have my UK citizenship finished by then, right?”

      Help me, angel, even if I don’t believe in you anymore.

      “Yes,” Carrington said. “Jim believes the flat deed and condo documentation should also be finalized by then. He’s rather pleased that New York extended licensure to Pennsylvania by reciprocity; however, the Pennsylvania bar exam will be necessary due to the acquisition.”

      “Jesus, Carrington, speak like a human.” I spun to face him with my hands on my hips.

      “It’s pure legalese, darling. Lawyers don’t speak a human language.”

      I cocked my head. “I’ll keep that in mind. So, what do you plan to do while I’m away? Anything fun?”

      “I’ll be engaging in the same activities I’ve undertaken for the past five years on a work night.”

      “Nerd,” I said.

      He laughed loudly. “Yes, well, perhaps as of the last decade or so, you’re quite right.” He slid his hands into his pockets and searched my face. “What are your plans for the next week and a half, then?”

      “I’m getting a head start on my third book. I’ll probably catch up with Mark, Ang, and Tiff, too.”

      “Mark and Angelica are marrying on the twelfth of December, correct?” he asked, pulling out his phone.

      “Yeah. At Stotesbury Mansion. I can’t believe you remembered the date without looking.”

      He tapped his phone screen. “Excellent. I’ve altered my schedule for that week by grouping several interviews together. The flexibility will allow me to travel with you prior to their rehearsal dinner on the tenth.” He glanced up. “Granted that you wish me to accompany you.”

      “I always want you to accompany me, Carrington.”

      His gentle smile grew genuine. I encircled his waist and pressed my face into his white dress shirt. He dropped his phone into his pocket, then hugged me.

      “Stiff exterior, warm interior,” I said. “A better explanation never existed for the enigma in my arms.”

      “I’ll miss you dearly, Clara,” he replied with a slight ache.

      “I’ll miss you, too, but it’ll only be for a few days, then I’ll be back to stay.” I focused on the wall next to the entryway. “Did you order the TV?”

      His chest shook with laughter. “I did, indeed. That’s why I went into my office. I wanted to be certain you had a reason to return. Sixty inches of flat-screen brilliance will be mounted and awaiting your arrival two Thursdays from now.”

      When he rested his chin on my head, I hummed.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind?” I asked. “I know you don’t like TVs.”

      “Not at all, my love. Please don’t hesitate to ask for anything you may fancy. This is your home now as well.”

      “Oh, good, because I really fancy you.”

      I covered his supple lips with mine. He coaxed my mouth open, inspecting me with his skillful and often evil tongue. I traced the contours of his chest through his shirt.

      “One hundred and ninety-five pounds of hardened muscle,” I said. “Thank whatever’s up there for body-building equipment.”

      And for yesterday morning, the dark part of my mind chimed in.

      Carrington kissed me again, and the memory returned.

      Jet lag was killing me; sleep had been just a dream for the last six days. Yesterday, I woke after a catnap to find Carrington gone.

      I wandered to the kitchen, only to discover it empty. I crafted a cup of coffee with his glamorous brewer and heard rattling on the third floor. I climbed fifty-four polar-white steps to find him tucked into a corner.

      He was surrounded by thick black flooring, which secured some workout equipment. There were a few strength-training machines, two rows of free weights stacked against a mirrored wall, and a weight rack where he lay, doing several reps with a barbell.

      I leaned against the doorjamb and scanned his body, past his fitted black shorts, lost in the glistening skin stretched tautly across his showcased six-pack.

      “Do you see something you fancy?” he asked.

      I jumped, and he replaced his barbell, sitting straight. He looked at my mirrored reflection, and my cheeks blistered. I lifted my cup to him.

      He snagged a towel and pushed his hair away with his fingers, mopping his face, but a few strands stuck to his forehead. “Do you intend to stand there and stare, or are you planning to come in for a bit?”

      I crossed my ankles. “I’m going to stand here and stare. Thanks for asking.”

      He peered at me over his shoulder, then tilted his head with a light, “Come here.”

      “Nope,” I said.

      He slung the towel around his neck. “Will you make me come there and fetch you?”

      “I’m not making you do anything. I’m enjoying my coffee with a view. Whatever you decide to do during the time it takes me to finish it is your business.”

      “Is that right?” he asked, rising to his feet.

      My heart pounded in time to his steps. “Yep.”

      He inspected my bedtime shirt, one of his pink button-ups. “Someone awoke to be a naughty girl, I see. What shall I do with such a naughty girl?”

      Our eyes met. His smoldering golden flecks darkened to toffee, and warmth rushed between my thighs.

      “To indicate my actions are naughty implies I’m breaking a rule,” I said. “I must’ve missed that memo posted along your obnoxious number of stairs. You’ll have to post future memos with better intent.”

      He pressed his lips together, then took my cup. “And so I will.” He placed my coffee on a short table inside the doorframe. “In the interim, I’ll determine whether releasing you with a warning equals sufficient compensation.”

      He kissed me, threading his fingers through my hair. I returned the favor. When he grabbed me under my thighs, I gasped and locked my legs around his waist, tossing his towel onto the floor.

      “I’ve concluded that reparation is mandatory,” he said, striding to his barbell bench. “The nature of the infraction is severe.”

      He straddled the bench with my ass between his thighs; there was a click behind me, and the seatback sloped. He kissed both of my palms and positioned my hands above my head.

      “Grab hold of this bar, darling.”

      The bar rocked as my fingers closed around it. “Will it come loose?”

      He tapped a metal lip, preventing the bar from rolling off its ledge. “I’d never put you in danger, my love.”

      “Oh.”

      “Make that two infractions,” he said.

      “Think I can lift it?” I asked, grunting.

      “Absolutely not, Clara.”

      After testing the weight, I released a loud puff. “How much is on here?”

      “One hundred and fifty-eight kilos.”

      “That doesn’t sound like much.”

      “It converts to near on three hundred and fifty pounds.”

      “Oh! You’re tall, lean, still annoyingly tanned from our honeymoon, and, apparently, you can lift almost double your body weight.”

      “You’re now up to three infractions.” He ran his lips along my jaw. “Do you wish to keep playing for four?”

      “You keep listing these infractions, but I have no idea about the rules or punishments.”

      “The rules are the same as they’ve always been, Clara. You set them yourself. You merely need to listen.”

      He kissed along my left cheek, toward my throat. “And I’d never punish you, darling. You’re far too valuable for that nonsense.”

      “If an infraction is a transgression, and a transgression is an offense against a rule, there has to be a punishment for the concept to work.”

      “Cleverness is serviceable for everything but sufficient for nothing,” he quoted, then pulled my throbbing middle against his bulging shorts.

      I moaned into his neck.

      “I only wish to bring you pleasure, Clara. Should you feel the need to assign it a label, think about it as a pleasure penalty rather than a punishment.”

      “A pleasure penalty? Only you could come up with that and make it sound appealing, Carrington.”

      He nipped the exposed skin at my shirt opening, then covered my mouth. He cupped my breasts, and I writhed under his expert fingers as he pinched and rolled my nipples.

      “You positively love every penalty, darling.”

      He sucked my earlobe, releasing each of my shirt buttons, followed by his mouth. He parted my shirt upon reaching the bottom. “Good Lord. You’re perfect in every way.”

      “You don’t mind my faded stretch marks?” I asked.

      “Why would I mind those?” He trailed his lips along my stomach, stopping at my vulva. “They’re part of you.”

      “John, please.”

      “Please what, my love?” he asked into my pelvis.

      “You already know what.”

      He kissed up my body. “Naughty girl, indeed.”

      I tangled my hands in his hair, tugging his head. “No, the other way,” I said.

      “Did I instruct you to withdraw from the bar?” he asked.

      I flinched and retook hold of it. “No.”

      “You needn’t be frightened of me, Clara. I’ll never harm you.” He studied me. “However, you do seem to enjoy acting defiantly today. Perhaps we should make a few changes, yeah?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He blanketed his lips over mine. “You needn’t apologize. You clearly require something unique, and I believe I understand why.”

      His warm smile was unanticipated. “You normally like it when I tell you what to do, as it helps you to feel in control when you lack it. Right now, however, you’re not lacking control so much as guidance. You’re lost, stranded, and confused, correct?”

      “Not a doctor, my foot,” I said. “You only need the three letters on the suffix to make it legal.”

      He chuckled. “I know this is difficult for you, but you must try to discuss these things with me, my love. I’ll always help you to the best of my ability; however, I can’t do that if you remain silent.”

      I blinked rapidly, and he wiped my tears with his thumbs.

      “Fret not, my darling,” he said. “You’re safe. I’m here with you. We need to keep your mind occupied. Would you like to hear my suggestion?”

      “Yes.”

      “You will tell me what to do, and I’ll follow your instructions to the precise detail.”

      I glared at him. “John, I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      “Oh, yes, you can, my love.” I sighed, and he lowered his head to the crevice between my breasts. “You need to rediscover the woman who successfully seduced a nearly impenetrable heart, my dear, and I’ll help you do it.” He licked along my skin.

      My groan vibrated through my chest. “What do you want me to do?”

      “The proper question would be better phrased as such: what do you wish me to do to you?”

      I squirmed between his thighs. “Can you kiss me a little lower?”

      “Of course, darling.” He moved his lips an inch and placed a single kiss.

      “John,” I warned through clenched teeth.

      “I told you that I would follow your instructions to the precise detail, Clara; that’s exactly what I’m doing. Were you to prefer I do something other than what you’ve indicated, perhaps you should consider being more specific.”

      “So help me, Carrington, I want you to use that ungodly, infuriating mouth to kiss down my stomach,” I snapped. “Then I want you to put your face between my thighs.”

      “How would you like me to kiss you, darling? Like this?” His feather touch was barely detectable. “Or like this?” He grazed my skin with his teeth and swirled his tongue around my belly button.

      “Oh, Jesus. Both.”

      He started downward, and my body bowed.

      He outlined the well-groomed hair at my opening with his nose. “My face is between your thighs, my love. What do you wish me to do next?”

      “It’s too hard to think when I’m this aroused.”

      He nuzzled closer to my center. “Give it a go for me. All I wish is to bring you pleasure; however, I’m at your mercy.”

      I whimpered, twisting my fingers around the silky strands of his hair. He stared at me with a patient, burning need.

      “No one has ever looked at me like you do,” I said. “I think that’s why I love you so much.”

      “It’s reciprocated, my love. I assure you.”

      “That makes this a little easier, I guess. I like it best when you start slow, then, when my breathing increases, you skate figure eights around my spot and suck me into your mouth. You keep going until I beg you to stop. That’s what I want you to do.”

      “With pleasure, darling.” He parted my mound and brought my words to life with that tongue.

      Within minutes, I was panting and perspiring. “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.” I tossed my head and pulled his hair. “John, I’m there.”

      He captured my clitoris and sucked me into his mouth, securing my bucking hips. “Jesus fucking Christ! I’m coming!” I tensed and spasmed. “You’re so fucking good, John. I love you so much.”

      He moaned, and it resonated through me. I eventually tapped his head. He released me.

      “Good Lord,” he said. “You’re bloody phenomenal.”

      He nibbled my inner thigh and rested his cheek against my leg. I played with his hair.

      “You’ve never been that vocal,” he said. “Where have you been hiding?”

      I shrugged. “I’m a late bloomer. C-can we do it one more time?” I asked, glancing at the floor.

      “You want to do it again?” he asked.

      I bit the inside of my lower lip and nodded, sweeping his errant lock of hair away. He brought my open hand to his mouth and kissed my palm.

      “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to hear you ask me that?” I shook my head. “From the very beginning. I’ll always give you more, my love. Always.”

      My stomach muscles clenched.

      “Would you like me to do anything differently?” he asked.

      I averted my eyes. “Would you⁠—”

      “Clara, you needn’t be embarrassed,” he interrupted. “I’ll never judge you. As long as I’m comfortable with what you’re asking, I’ll give it to you. And do trust, it’ll take quite a lot for me to become uncomfortable.”

      When he winked, I giggled.

      “Would you use your fingers?” I asked.

      “You like that the most, yeah?” At my single head bob, he kissed my wrist. “What kind of person would I be to deny that beautiful face such a reasonable request?”

      He worked his right hand down my body. “I await your command, my love.”

      “I like it when you curl your fingers around my G-spot and work me over until I scream,” I said, stroking his hair.

      “Would you like me to use my mouth as well?”

      “No. I like it when you talk to me.”

      His hazel eyes sparked golden. “Naughty girl.”

      A deluge of moisture flooded my core.

      “How have you managed to keep that a secret?” he asked.

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I knew you enjoyed listening to the sound of my voice. I did not know that you were aroused by my talking with you during our lovemaking.”

      He sat straight and spoke so close to my ear that his bottom lip brushed the lobe. “Is there anything special you’d like to hear?”

      I shivered, and he slipped his fingers inside me. “Everything you say is special.”

      “Beautiful, resourceful girl.” I moaned, and he smiled against my cheek. “You now enjoy it when I compliment you. What a lovely development.”

      When my breathing increased, he dipped his thumb into my slickness and circled my clitoris.

      I clutched his neck. “Oh, John. This isn’t fair.”

      “What’s unfair, my love?”

      “You know so much about me, and I know nothing about you.”

      “Mmmm. That is true.” He kissed my neck, expediting his tempo. “Would you like me to share some of the things that induce my excitement?”

      He braced my stomach with his arm, and my arousal spiked.

      “Yes!”

      “I love it when you scream.”

      “Oh, fuck you!” I replied. “You’re cheating. I already know that.”

      “Such a foul mouth for such a gorgeous girl.” As I thrashed, the weight of his forearm strengthened. “I love that about you as well.”

      “Oh, my god! I know that, too. You’re such a fucking hustler, Carrington!”

      He moved his hand faster. “Would you prefer to hear something I love about you that you’re currently unfamiliar with, Clara?”

      I cursed at him.

      “I love that you’re unafraid to call me out, as they say. You’ve never been persuaded or influenced by my status or my wealth, and you have no idea how refreshing that is,” he said with quick breaths.

      “You always make me work for everything, darling. You’ve tested my patience and my will, and you’ll break fucking glass by the time you release this scream; however, you’ll hold it until you’ve proven your point. All to make certain I keep fast on my end of the bargain. An honorable opponent in every way.”

      “Fuck!” I seized him, tapping him on the shoulder. “John, I’m going to do the thing.”

      Liquid heat rose inside me, but his pace stayed the same.

      I slapped him. “I’m going to make a mess!”

      It was the most wicked tone I’d ever heard. “Too bloody right you are, darling. You’re going to make a very large, beautiful mess.”

      I screamed, and his groan was agonized with pleasure.

      “That’s it, my love,” he said through my endless screams. “That’s my girl. Give me every last drop, darling. Keep coming; keep coming.”

      I shrieked, tingling from my toes to my scalp as I clawed his back. “John!”

      “Good Christ. I love it when you say my name like that.”

      When he concluded, I fell limp, gasping and breathing as he instructed. He extracted his fingers, and my mind and body quivered.

      He grunted, “Mmph,” while moving between my thighs.

      I tightened my grip on him. “Don’t leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, my love. I’m merely shifting position.”

      He slid his arms under my back. “I can’t believe you exist. I still can’t fathom that you’re real.”

      “That makes two of us.” I stared at the whiteness above me. “Has the ceiling always been so high?”

      He leaned back, his chest shaking with silent laughter, and brushed my hair away from my face with the tip of his nose. I lifted my lips, dreamy-eyed.

      “That look is enough to allow me to die a happy man, Clara. Thank you.” My eyes drifted shut. “Let me take you to the bedroom for a rest.”

      I snapped my eyes open. “No. I’m still in charge.” I caressed his side, then cupped the bulge in his dampened shorts. “And I want you.”

      He growled. “Clara, you must be rather sensitive from what we’ve done. It’s best for us to take a ten-to-fifteen-minute break.”

      “I think I’m in charge today, Carrington,” I reminded him, squeezing his spandex-covered protrusion.

      He muffled a groan. “Accurate as that may be, there will come a time when that will no longer be the case. What will you do then, I wonder?”

      My stomach flip-flopped, and I raised my chin. “I’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      “I suspect you’re the only one in this entire world who would do so successfully, my love.” He pressed his fingers into my lower back. “You’re still shaking. I can feel it.”

      “I want you inside me. Now.”

      “Very naughty,” he replied, standing. When I protested, he cocked a brow. “I have to remove my shorts, Clara.”

      He retrieved his towel from the floor, wiped away the results of his undeniable prowess from the bench, then discarded both the towel and his shorts. I snatched a quick kiss on the tip of his impressive penis when he straddled the bench.

      He sat quickly. “You’re incorrigible today, my dear.”

      “But I like doing it,” I said.

      “I remember well.” He inched my body up the backrest by my hips. “However, at this point, you must choose. You may either have me in your mouth or your nether region. I’m too aroused to last through both.”

      I laughed. “Nether region?”

      “I like to save my obscenities for the opportune moment.”

      “Fine. Nether, because I’m greedy.”

      He advanced his lap under me. “I do love it when you’re a greedy girl.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “Is that why you wanted to take a break?”

      “Due to your being a greedy girl?”

      “No, because you’re so aroused.” He left a trail of burning kisses down my neck. “Do breaks help you calm down? Does that help you last longer?”

      His kisses slowed. “Endlessly persistent, my darling. Perhaps I’ve created a monster.”

      “No more so than you.”

      He stroked his straining penis against my sensitive clitoris, and I jerked.

      “We shall see,” he said. His golden-hazel eyes looked into mine, and his enormous shaft rubbed me again. “Are you comfortable being on top, my love?”

      “Oh, my god,” I snarled. “You’re such a fucking prick.”

      “And you absolutely love it, as I’ve said.” When I squinted, he grinned impishly. “Moreover, it was merely a coincidence.”

      “I said inside me, Carrington. Not driven crazy by predetermined coincidences.”

      He jutted his chin toward his shaft. “Are all coincidences not predetermined, my love?”

      “If you say so,” I answered, positioning him below me.

      “Have you never heard of the concept? It relates to faith in free will versus a prearranged fate; it more or less states that if coincidences truly are coincidences, they shouldn’t feel so contrived.”

      He only entered the tip of his penis inside me, but I moaned, and my head fell back.

      “Right or left, darling?”

      I snapped my head up and responded with, “What?”

      “Do you prefer the right or the left side for penetration, my love?”

      I opened and closed my mouth. “Oh, fuck, John. I don’t care. Just go.”

      “It matters, Clara. Tell me which side, and then I’ll continue.”

      “The fucking left,” I admitted.

      He entered me at an angle. “Like this?”

      My mind spun like a top. I grasped his forearms and said with an exhale, “Jesus fucking Christ. Yes. Just like that.”

      “That’s a girl. Now tell me how fast you’d like me to go.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I should be the one instructing you.” I finally registered his exultant stare. “Oh, you son of a bitch.”

      “I believe I still owe you one more penalty, my love.” He settled deep inside me. “And it’s conceivable that you may need a plan for misplacing your crown earlier than anticipated, yeah?”

      I was about to tell him to move slowly, but he did so before I could speak.

      You need to use his ploys against him.

      “John,” I pleaded.

      “My brilliant girl,” he said. “My brilliant, beautiful girl. Will you continue to defy me? Hmmm?”

      He held onto my hips, intensifying his thrusts. “I didn’t hear your response, my love. Will you be a good girl now? Tell me, darling, or I’ll show you how long I can really last.”

      “I’ll be good,” I said. “Faster, please.”

      “You want it faster, my love? It’s yours.”

      “Harder, John.”

      “You want it rough, my darling? My pleasure.”

      He rocked into me in time to his quickened thrusts. The penetration was deep, and the skin of his pelvis rubbed my clitoris.

      After tensing against the backrest, I dug my nails into his arms and screamed, “Oh, fuck! John, I’m coming!”

      His breathing escalated, and he gripped me firmly. “You’re so vocal today. It’s driving me mad. You know it as well, darling. Don’t you?”

      He took deep breaths. “Always a challenge. A beautiful, fiery challenge. Let us see if you can keep that fire burning through the next penalty you’ve earned.”

      He glided his hands up my heaving, sweat-covered rib cage. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him hard, dominating our movement.

      He tore his mouth away and twitched inside me. “Good fucking Christ!” He shoved me against the seat. “Oh, that’s a big one,” he remarked. “Look at your goosebumps.”

      He ran his tongue along the slope of my throat. “Your beautiful skin looks amazing like this, my love.” He bumped our noses. “You’re so clever. You nearly took me with you. Yes, you nearly did.”

      “Please, John. I want you to come with me. Please come with me. I love you. I love you.”

      He closed his eyes. His thrusts increased without matching my need.

      “You’re so good. I need you. Please come with me, John. Please.”

      My next orgasm hit hard, unpredicted. I bit his shoulder to stifle my scream. He released a loud expletive and went over the edge with me in strangled glory.

      We collapsed against the backrest. My heart beat fiercely, and he lay his head on my chest.

      “Well played, my love.”

      I puffed a laugh. He joined me with several lingering kisses between our hushed, joyful eruptions. We embraced in quiet tenderness until he carried me to the bedroom.

      Sleep greeted me for more than an hour, but I couldn’t sleep through the whole night. Insomnia had returned today, and tonight would be a rough ride.

      I brought my dirty, meandering mind to the present and enclosed Carrington’s neck. “Want to know what I was just thinking about?”

      “One may only guess.”

      “Yesterday morning in your gym.” I booped his nose.

      “Our gym now, and yes, that one was rather special. It’s briefly crossed my mind a few times today as well. I’ll certainly use it to get through the next several days without you. It’s high on my favorites list.”

      “You have a list of favorites?” I asked. He pinkened, and I plunged my fingers into his hair. “What’s number one?”

      “You enjoy running your fingers through my hair.”

      “I always have.” I sighed. “Want me to tell you mine first?”

      He glanced me over.

      I offered without his prompting, “Second night in Mexico, after we danced in the glow of the setting sun.”

      He snuggled his nose closer to my neck. “Given the choice, I’ll always dream of our wedding night. I believe it’ll be with me upon my deathbed.”

      “Really? Why that one?”

      He prevented me from stepping back with his immovable grip.

      “It’s okay, John. You can tell me. I won’t judge you. You’ve never judged me.”

      “Were you to be kind enough to share your reason first, I’d gladly reciprocate.”

      “Okay.” I massaged his scalp, staring over his shoulder as his fine midnight hair settled into place. “I was in a bad place that day, and you saw it. You helped me realize it was acceptable to feel love as well as give it. You took away my guilt.

      “I’ll always have a special place in my heart for that awkward day because you made it magical.” He squeezed me and almost lifted me off the floor. “It was also the first time I tapped out from orgasmic delectation.”

      “Your joy brings me joy, my love,” he said. “Our wedding night is special to me for several reasons. The one most closely related to this discussion is that it helped you become a bit more receptive to different types of pleasure; furthermore, you unknowingly assisted me in discovering something new.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “I’ve always had a partiality to executing dominance over my romantic partners, as I’m certain you’ve already divined. The authority helps me manage my more harmful behaviors; therefore, I was gratified when you suggested our dynamic during your first visit.

      “However, your overt arousal to our unintended physical restraint broached that subject for me as well. I’ve never given it a second thought, as the concept of keeping someone in a sexual situation against their will doesn’t appeal to me. Again, as I say, your reaction unlocked an unknown section of my psyche, and I greatly wish to discuss exploring that with you.”

      “You can tie me up any time you like, Carrington,” I responded, then kissed his neck.

      “Yes, well, should that be something you’re interested in, we may certainly discuss it.”

      He mimicked my move, adding his teeth. I shivered.

      “I don’t know that I would go so far as to ‘tie you up,’ so to speak; however, keeping you lightly restrained is appealing.”

      I slid my thumb over his angular jaw. “We make love so well, but struggle so hard to communicate. This has to give.”

      “Perhaps we can investigate ways to improve our communication further via our lovemaking upon your return. Who knows, it may also supplement the research for your next book.”

      “You want me to write a porno?” I asked. He smirked, and I lowered my head to his chest. “Dirty bastard.”

      “Your writing is rather eloquent for a self-help author. I believe you’d do fairly well with erotic fiction.” He ran his hands along my back. “It would be better than dealing with writer’s block, yeah?”

      “How the fuck do you know I can’t write?”

      “You haven’t lifted a pen or notebook, electronic or otherwise, since we’ve married, darling.”

      “True,” I agreed. “It’s okay. The TV’ll suffice. I love TV when I’m struggling with writer’s block. But I’ll be a couch potato if I don’t get into a better mindset.”

      “Why do you suppose you’re having such difficulty writing?” He swayed us as if dancing without music.

      “It’ll go away; it always does. It likes to rip my heart out and leave a bloody trail on its way out the door first.”

      “Perhaps you should switch your genre to horror,” he suggested. “You’d be halfway done.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind. Oh! Give me a second, will you?”

      I ran down the hall and up the stairs to snag a newspaper-wrapped box from our bedroom. When I emerged from the hidden hall, Carrington was hunched over his writing desk. He wore his black-framed readers and scanned the pages of his afternoon paper.

      He glanced up. “What’s this?”

      “A present!”

      He laughed loudly and accepted it. “Clara, you shouldn’t have done this.” He studied the wrapping. “Is it the entertainment section?”

      “Is there any other?” I bounced and clapped. “C’mon. Open it!”

      “You’re positively enchanting, my love.” He searched the seam of the package. “Are you certain I was meant to open this?”

      “You have to earn it.”

      “With you, my dear, I’d expect nothing less.” He turned the box on all four sides. “Aha!”

      He discarded the wrapping on the coffee table, casting me a curious look. He peeled away the black flaps, exposing the white-and-blue tissue paper that kept the present well hidden. “You certainly went all out with this, yeah?”

      After pushing the tissue paper aside, he clucked his tongue, and his eyes softened. The green dinosaur I’d crocheted on the plane was stuffed with cotton and as roly-poly as an adorable Jurassic partridge.

      Carrington guffawed upon seeing its crocheted, three-piece navy-blue suit. “Very fitting,” he said.

      “His name is Alfredo, and there’s more underneath.”

      “Alfredo,” Carrington whispered, removing the T. rex from the box. He expelled air through his nose and retrieved the dinosaur’s accessories, setting the empty cardboard on the table. “A newspaper and glasses.”

      “The ‘C’ stands for Carrington.” I pointed at the gray periodical I’d crocheted. “Now, you won’t have to read your paper all alone while I’m gone.”

      I snugged Alfredo’s glasses on and showed Carrington how to arrange his arms so the crocheted paper was propped open. “I have one, too. See? Her name’s Allegra.”

      I withdrew an identical dinosaur from a nearby desk drawer. She had a few strands of brown yarn for hair and a lime-green minidress, like mine, on the day we were married.

      “So, on some level, we’ll be together even though we’re apart,” I said.

      Carrington was still, but there was a glistening through his lenses that was impossible to hide. He set the dinosaurs on the lowest shelf of his wet bar. Their little feet dangled, eventually resting against each other.

      Carrington tossed his readers onto the writing desk and closed the distance between us. “I shall count the days until you return, my love,” he said with a pang, snaking his arms around my waist. “In the meantime, please allow me to give you my own gift. Perhaps it’ll keep you warm at night should you grow cold in the crisp East Coast’s early autumn.”

      When he lifted me by my thighs, I wrapped my legs around his waist. “I’ll set my sheets on fire if I think about this at night all alone.”

      As he reached the stairs, my head fell back. His wandering lips gave me a glimpse into the limitless bounds of his singular passion for pleasure.

      “Please allow me to remind you how to extinguish the blaze without harming the flame, my darling.”
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      “You okay, Pres?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah, just tired. It’s probably the time zone difference. I’ve been living five hours ahead for a while.”

      I checked my phone, but there were no text notifications. Mark watched me curiously.

      “Do you ever get so distracted that you have to check the time twice?” I asked, as if that was the reason for picking up my phone. “It’s eight o’clock.”

      “Yeah, which means it’s one in the morning in England. John’s asleep. Stop it.”

      He was always too healthy for me. I’m glad he found a normal girl.

      “Shut up, Kennedy.”

      “Wow. I actually got a reaction.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Update on day three of my ban from the United Kingdom: this is bullshit,” I muttered.

      “Was that an update for me, or are you talking to yourself again?”

      “Talking to myself,” I said. “It’s a stress-developed habit. Don’t you have any?”

      “No. I drink mine away.” He demonstrated by slugging his beer.

      “Do you miss Ang?”

      “She just left yesterday,” he said.

      “Yeah, but her trip was kind of unexpected, wasn’t it?”

      “It’s a family thing. She’ll be back this weekend, so I won’t have a ton of time to miss her.”

      He walked into my condo’s kitchen and returned with a newly cracked beer bottle, extended to me.

      “Double fisting?” I asked.

      “She has a personality all of a sudden.” Mark cocked a brow, which disappeared beneath his dark brown hair, making his Superman curl more pronounced.

      As he hovered the twelve ounces of golden-brewed goodness in front of my face, I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      He inclined his other brow, then squinted at my stomach with his warm brown eyes. “Anything you want to share with me?”

      “Fuck off, Kennedy. There’s more than one reason to elope.”

      “Okay, then I’m confused about why you can’t drink this beer.”

      “It’s not that I can’t, but I shouldn’t.”

      “I’m repeating your words.”

      “I misspoke.” I put my phone face down on the coffee table. “And why exactly are you handing a woman you suspect to be pregnant an alcoholic beverage?”

      “I didn’t suspect a pregnancy until you said no to the drink. It’s not you, Pres.”

      “It’s a little late, don’t you think?” I asked.

      “When the hell has eight ever been too late for you?”

      I averted my eyes, and he huffed.

      Great job playing it cool.

      “I won’t make you drink it,” he said. “I just want you to think long and hard about why you’re choosing not to if you don’t.”

      After clinking the bottle on the table, he sat on my oyster-toned sofa with a heavy thud. I swiped the beer and took a discreet sip. Yeasty barley mixed with sweet hops as I crawled back up my slippery slope.

      “Carrington’s only worried about my health,” I said on impulse.

      “Listen, what you guys do in the privacy of your relationship isn’t something you have to explain to me.” Mark flipped to the first available baseball game. “I just want my friend back.”

      “I know our marriage happened fast, but it was a good thing for me,” I insisted.

      “I wasn’t asking,” Mark said, staring at the television. “And fast is an understatement.”

      It took him two years to propose to me, and I turned him down. Thank whatever is above that he wanted to stay friends with me.

      “I never told you, but I met Carrington almost a year ago at a charity function in Las Vegas.”

      Mark set his beer on the floor, shrugging out of his lightweight rust-colored jacket. “The charity ball from last October?”

      “I can’t believe you remember that,” I said. He tapped his temple. “Yeah. I, um, had way too much to drink on an empty stomach and passed out at one of the tables. Carrington carried me to his room so I’d be safe.”

      “What the fuck?” Mark whispered, eyeing my beer. “I didn’t know you drank like that anymore.”

      “I don’t.”

      But I really needed an escape from thinking about you that night.

      “Not as of recently, anyway,” I said.

      “That charity ball happened not too long after we ended our—” he seemed to search for the right words “—friends with benefits agreement, didn’t it?”

      “I attended the ball a week after we ended our agreement, yes,” I said, keeping myself busy with inspecting my light-gray hardwood floor. “I slept with Carrington the night of the charity ball and ran from him for the next six months.”

      Mark would undoubtedly put together the chain of events that had led to the night I slept with Carrington. Rather than face my feelings, I focused on the TV and recounted the rest.

      “I was flying to London to meet Carrington for an interview the day you and I had lunch at New Deck in March. I never thought I’d have to see him again, but Steph couldn’t get me out of the interview. He let me stay at his place when the station and my hotel flooded, and we had a heart-to-heart in his kitchen. We started a long-distance relationship by phone.”

      I sighed. “I knew it was happening, but I didn’t want to see it, you know?”

      “I get it,” Mark replied.

      “I was afraid to be in a long-term relationship, but I had no idea how to tell Carrington that. So, I flew to Vegas in August, where he was giving another charity ball, and got drunk and confessed in his suite. We went out to celebrate our new relationship, and, well⁠—”

      I held up my left hand, showing Mark my glittering engagement and wedding rings.

      “Jesus,” Mark said. “You flew out to Vegas on a whim and got drunk just to talk to him?”

      “Yes.” My cheeks seared. “I stole his room key.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you at all, Pres. John must be really something.”

      “Yeah, Carrington’s very special.”

      “I wish I’d known you guys were serious.” Mark seemed troubled. “I’d have given you better advice before I left you that day in University City.”

      “You gave me solid advice.” I lifted one shoulder. “Besides, we never talked about our other relationships. I didn’t know you were dating Ang for almost a year. It’s understandable.”

      He kicked off his shoes. “Are you doing better now? Coping and all?”

      “Yes. Carrington makes sure I take care of myself.”

      “Really?” Mark asked. “And how does he manage that?”

      I shrugged. “He just makes it easier. I mean, he’s basically a psychologist. Most of the time, it feels like he knows what I need better than I do.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Congratulations, idiot. You just sounded the alarm.

      A chill ran down my spine, and Mark leaned forward in my peripheral vision.

      “You heard the way that sounded, right?”

      I stayed silent.

      “Pres? Please tell me you heard it.”

      “I didn’t mean for it to come out that way,” I said.

      “That seems to be happening a lot today, but you’re the writer, so I’m pretty sure you already know that word usage matters,” he said. “What do you mean when you say John knows what you need better than you do? Because it sounds to me like he’s brainwashing you.”

      I caught Mark’s concern, but my reaction overpowered my logic.

      “I’m sorry, detective. I didn’t realize I was under suspicion of a crime. Should I turn on the overhead light so you can get a better look at my facial expressions?”

      “No, because you’re not the one under suspicion.” Mark glanced at my stiff body. “I won’t fight with you. You’re an adult, and you know what you want and need. What I need is to know that you realize this sounds really fucking fishy.”

      “What sounds fishy? The fact that Carrington saved me and gave me the confidence I’ve been missing? He asked me to stay on a regular eating schedule and not to drink excessively. I don’t equate that to brainwashing. You ask something similar of me every time we see each other.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the regular eating part,” he said. “But when you show up drunk and emotionally naked at someone’s door and wake up married the following day, your intuition should be on overdrive.”

      He crooked his knee and sat sideways. “John was okay with you being drunk the two times he ‘saved’ you, but after you got married to him, he asked you to stop drinking to excess? It makes me wonder what changed.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “You not questioning him tells me a lot, too,” Mark added. “When did you decide to move in with him, Pres?”

      “Carrington was worried about my drinking before we got married,” I corrected. “He told me so the morning he helped me the first time. And I changed my mind about our living arrangements two weeks ago, after we had another discussion about the difficulties of long-distance relationships.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “You mentioned the same goddamn issue when you found out I was married!”

      “Yeah, and you were adamant about keeping your condo.” He wrinkled his brows. “When did that change?”

      “I don’t know, maybe when I knew I’d miss living under the same roof as my husband? Ang moved across the country to live with you. Does that make her brainwashed?”

      Mark narrowed his eyes and pointed the neck of his bottle at me. “It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”

      “Then what are you implying?” I asked. “Come out and say it.”

      “Well, you obviously decided to move to England after thinking it through.” He motioned around my unpacked living room. “You’ve packed everything up so nicely, and this is clearly a crash pad for when you’re home to visit.”

      My cheeks heated, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a retort.

      “I don’t know if you were pressured into moving or not. Either way, whatever’s going on doesn’t sound healthy.”

      “Carrington has two degrees in psychological studies from Oxford.” I crossed my arms. “I’m fairly certain he knows the difference between healthy and unhealthy behavior.”

      “Yeah, he might know, but that doesn’t mean you do,” Mark countered. “It also doesn’t mean he’s capable of abiding by boundaries. Was he already drunk when you met him in Vegas?”

      I stared at Mark, shocked.

      “Clare, if this guy is so great, why did he get smashed when he knew you were already gone, propose to you, and then issue orders for you to follow once you were married to him?”

      My body went numb. “You haven’t said my first name in years.”

      “I know. I want your attention. I want you to hear me when I say that it sounds to me like John took advantage of your vulnerability.”

      “Hello, Columbo. It’s nice to fucking meet you, too.” I downed half my beer in four gulps and slammed the bottle on the table. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Mark.”

      “You may not want to talk about it, but that doesn’t mean it’ll go away.” He swung his beer bottle between his legs. “Controlling people don’t stop just because their spouses don’t want to discuss it.”

      “You don’t know Carrington.”

      “You’re right. I can only guess at his motives. Since I’ve never met him, based on what you told me, he sounds like a charming, manipulative dude. A borderline narcissist.”

      Why couldn’t I keep my big fucking mouth shut?

      “You’re wrong,” I said. “Abusers are rough, gruff, and mean
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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