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Chapter 1

 

Eight damn years. I was looking at another administration’s worth of the same nasty ass wanting to do his nasty ass things. Eight damn years again!

There are times when you can see the future as clearly, as perfectly, and as exactly as it will happen, especially when there will be no change in the next eight years from the last eight years. I held the poll in my hand. I read every prediction as closely as I read my sign in the daily horoscope. 

Now or never.

Not that a change of the Administration would affect Jerrold’s stupid job. He was on his third president and now the party was presenting its new candidate, another stupid man who kissed his wife as if he enjoyed the act. Evidently that played well out on some benighted prairie where they kept track of things like that and got out to vote depending on whether or not the idiot kissed his wife in public.

Eight God damn more years of the same thing. 

There are good reasons people are inclined to jump ship in the middle of the ocean. An advanced sense of ennui is the first. God I was bored. “Good morning, Dear.” “Will you be joining me later, Dear.” “Dear, we need to both be at the this (or that) God damned function tonight.” “Buddy will be there, Dear, I know you won’t embarrass me.”

Buddy! The God damn least amusing president since Andrew Jackson—the people’s president. Let the God damn people jump up on the silk upholstered seats of the chairs and ruin everything they touched.

Eight more God damn years of ennui, if this farce lasted past the election, but there was no way out. Jerrold knew the strings of power like he knew the lines on the palm of his hand and was as quick to pluck me a dance tune from them.

If I thought I could convince Buddy that in one instance, just one instance—provided there were no children—and there were NONE—can you really imagine a couple more little useless Jerrold dicks strutting around the Federal District—divorce was good for the soul, I would sit next to him and carry on the blather, the corn crop, the wheat crop, the God damn cow crop, that he considered to be conversation for the rest of his term.

If I could convince Jerrold to redecorate just one room, I might have a little hope that divorce might not be necessary but Jerrold came from a family that never threw anything away, just retired it to a shelf in the basement and once or twice a year wandered through the house slowly crowing over how this benighted bitch bought this dresser in seventeen hundred blag brag and the finish had been kept this way with beeswax and elbow grease ever since. 

Well, not my elbow grease, thank you, let the old witch that had an apartment on the first floor, behind the kitchen, fly around the room on her broom and elbow grease to her heart’s content. And learn at least one new recipe, thank you, one new recipe from the twenty-first century—it was no longer de rigueur to pour gravy over everything even if you did name it some obscure French name and call it sauce.

And God save me from that pit bull bitch of a daughter! She had taken one look at me when Jerrold and I were still in honeymoon harmony, bared her teeth, and maintained that perpetual snarl ever since. And, in spite of anything I said, she has the run of the God damn house because she’s Mr. Jerrold’s eldest daughter and the resident witch lets her in and let’s her have the run of the house.

That’s why I have the barrel bolt on the door between Jerrold’s room and mine, and the deadbolt lock on the door between my room and the hall. I laid down the law, when I had to, as long as that nosey fat bitch of a daughter has a key to the front door or the witch will let her in, that barrel bolt stays slammed shut against the lintel and the baby making chamber stays closed. Jerrold can just amuse himself at night until I get my way. 

I’m sick and tired of having to kissey on the bastard anyway. When I have to do it in public I soak my lips in a good dark cognac, swirl the taste out of my mouth with same, and have a delicious warm feeling from my head to my toes when I swallow and stomach acid nullifies all those Jerrold molecules left from his God damn lips.

I can be thankful that his other daughter feels the same about me that I feel about her. We can be gracious to each other as long as I face east to my ocean and she faces west to hers. She does dancey arty things on the west coast. That state is big enough and the president goes home enough so that if Jerrold wants to see that little bitch he can just hop on over to her place when he takes the free ride with the president to give him advice.

With the mess that the world is in, how much advice could Jerrold have given the president and if the president has been taking Jerrold’s advice all along how good can Jerrold’s advice have been?

Which is why, when he broached the subject of injecting an unstated number of little Jerrolds on the unsuspecting public, I thought it over and put my foot down. Not in this lifetime. By then it was time to move on, anyway. The presents were getting farther apart. The charge accounts were getting closer scrutiny. My car was two years old. I actually had to wear the same dress to two parties because the credit card company pitched a fit, then I told Jerrold how it would be and he listened. 

Any self respecting man would have bought me the ticket to Reno and moved on himself. Not dorky Jerrold. He was a man who stood by his word because that was the kind of man a president respected. If I was going to Reno—Reno still works, it’s just that as the laws relaxed a little everywhere else it’s not as fashionable as it once was to spend a couple months at a guest ranch now they’re guest spas. You can see if the climate agrees with you and drop a few pounds, get a nice nip and tuck courtesy of the soon to be ex, and reappear in public rejuvenated until you find out what desert sun and the lack of even a breath of humidity does to your skin and hair and decide to return to your old stomping grounds two hundred ex-pounds lighter and better prepared to face the rest of your life.

Jerrold the dork didn’t object to me going, he said he would not stand in my way—but he would not foot the bill. When I left for Reno the credit cards would be frozen, the checking account would be frozen. I was so damn angry I took all the jewelry he’d given me except my rings out to the pawn shop and pawned the hell out of the suckers. I stuck the pawn tickets in a nice big fanout on his dresser and kissed every crackling new, sweet crisp new bill, before I rolled them up, stuck them in the toe of a stocking and put the stocking in the bottom of my stocking drawer. They were still there, in my own little toesie bank waiting for me to declare my freedom. My flight fund. As soon as I found my pilot and some way to get rid of stinking Jerrold’s dorky ass.

Yes, I married out of my class. I had had a wonderful lover. A power. A shaker. A mover. A man who made all the best parties, who made headlines, who made the society column, a whole secret world—his wife never knew. He was a paragon. There were only two rules, never, ever, hint to his wife who I was, and for God’s sake, call the secret number and not 911 if anything ever happened to him.

Some little tramp lured him away from a party, I’m sure with some sob story about finding it hard to choose the right school or internship—those two things are big on the mentor list in the Federal District—and my paragon was a wonderful mentor. She didn’t call the super secret number, she panicked and called the damn 911. He didn’t die. He’s still alive, but his wife stands guard over his wheelchair like Cerberus and intends to do it as long.

I had to make my own way, I looked around for someone to take his place, someone who would appreciate the edge up on the ladder I could provide, I married Jerrold. On paper he looked like a good candidate. He’s one of those government dorks. They have to have them. People who run things like encryption machines. I still remember going through that museum with increasing ennui while Jerrold blathered on and on about this encryption engine, that encryption engine, this algorithm, and the code talkers. Code talkers! They were big with him. Unsung heroes of the war. His goal was to get them sung. He and a bunch of other little government bunker dwelling dorks worked behind the scenes for years to get them sung.

I didn’t want to be married to a little government dork, the kind of men that always congregate in the dork corner stand around, sip from tulip glasses, and watch the party while they gossip. Just the right push here, a little nudge there, and Jerrold had the qualities to be a front page leader. I had the push, the nudge, the opportunity came up—Jerrold’s name was on the short list, I was sure of that—he turned it down.

“Turned it down!”

“Dear, I need to stay with my department a little while longer. Then maybe.”

“Turned it down!”

“Dear, I know you’ll understand.”

“Turned it down?”

“I’m sorry, Dear. Buddy said you wanted me to take the position but we discussed it and in the end we agreed that I should turn this one down. Maybe next time.”

“Turned it down!!”

His feet were stuck in the cement of the little gray bunker where his ass has been stuck through three presidents. I gave him the ticket out into the high life and the bastard TURNED IT DOWN! TURNED DOWN ALL THAT I HAD DONE FOR HIM TO BRING HIM UP THE LADDER!

Since then, he goes his way, I go mine. Occasionally we meet, if I have to, but I’ve struck breakfast with Buddy off the list. If I have to sit through one more prayer breakfast, either talking harvest in the heartland with him, or their precious children with her I will run screaming across Pennsylvania Avenue and tear my clothes off in the President’s Park.





Chapter 2


It was a dark loud party. Dark and loud and the bartenders knew how to pour a drink. The lighting pulsed to the tap of the drummer. The lead boy singer was sweet and cute enough to eat with a spoon. I’d dumped my escort a long time ago, not that it mattered. He knew and I knew he was here to see his boyfriend—that shim over there in the sequined and feathered costume that pulsed with the lights and with the intricate dance steps they were doing in the little cleared space in the middle of the dancing throng.

A bar patron turned part way around to watch and I elbowed him past the halfway point and butt butted him to the edge of the barstool. A gentleman would have to given way to a lady. He stood his ground, looked down at me and I hip butted him the rest of the way off the stool and stretched out my foot so he could admire the crystal straps on my dancing shoes and my French pedicure.

He smiled whitely in the half dark, the drummer hit the bass drum with renewed vigor, and the lighting flashed like lightning, illuminating his handsome features, his suntanned skin contrasting with the stark white stock of his tuxedo. He elbowed the next bar patron off that stool and hooked it toward mine with his foot, climbed aboard so close that there was no space between us, and ran has fingers slowly up my leg—“Oooops!” he said to excuse himself, then drew his fingers up the stripe on his trousers like he was a gunslinger of old reaching for his gun.

Instead of a gun he laid his wallet on the bar, pulled out a fifty dollar bill and put it on deck between his empty glass and the peanut dish which was also empty. He caught the bartender’s eye and made the circle motion over our drinks and the peanut dish and the bartender jumped to replace all the empties with fulls. He slipped his wallet back in his pocket and sent a good stroke down the outside of my leg to where it was side by side with his knee.

This time he didn’t say, “Ooops,” and I didn’t expect him to.

“Do you come here often?” I leaned over to shout in his ear as the lead singer shrilled into the higher registers and decibels.

“My lucky virgin night,” He purred back in my ear and blew a warm breath over it. “I came with my new friends from the office.”

He nodded to a mixed group on the far side of the room. The heavy beat of the music was like a heart beat, like breathing, they were all on the happy side of drunk and swaying uninhibitedly to the pounding rhythm.

“Two by two,” he said and his breath was warm against my ear again. “Two by two. I was the odd man out.” He breathed the words into my ear and I wanted him to put his tongue there. I wanted him to put his tongue a number of places but I wanted him to put his tongue on my ear.

He did.

Warmth rolled down my body like warm chocolate.

“So,” he said taking his tongue away too soon, “Did you arrive with anyone? Anyone lingering by the fireside waiting for you to come home?”

“No to the first question, no to the second.”

He turned my left hand over and studied the rings.

“Nobody lingering by the fireside waiting for me to come home.” I winked. “He’s out having a boring business dinner.”

Boring as hell business dinner that he wanted me to go to when he knew I had celebrity passes to this club, this party. He was dining at the White House, again, over some slab of beef or something Buddy had had shipped in special from the farm. God, that man was dull. You’d think, to hear him talk, he’d never made it past third grade and we were expected to believe he’d made it through a real college? I wonder how many buildings his father had had to build to buy his diploma for him.

I added coyly, “Unless he was lying to me and he’s keeping a mistress.”

“No, real man would do that to you.”

“No, no real man would.”

The band swung into a new song, faster, higher, a harder beat. The bar pulsed with the beat of the drums and the heavy low notes of the bass.

“So what does the mistress keeper do?”

“Ciphers.”

“That’s a job?”

“That’s a job and a description. He ciphers and he is a cipher.”

That described Jerrold. Cipher. It sounded like something a little gray gnome would do in a big tall gray office building that swallowed him up like the whale swallowed Jonah and spit him out just about as frequently. Cipher. That’s what he was, a cipher.

He grinned, raised his glass to me and downed his liquor neat. 

I looked at my reflection in the bar back mirror and raised my glass to the future. “This morning I decided it was time I change my life, it’s time I’ve taken control of my future. This morning I decided to lose two hundred ugly pounds.”

My new found friend looked me up and down and I was proud to scoot around on the barstool and lean my elbows on the bar, puffing up the part that will make a man pant like a dog, smoothed my skirt across the part all of them liked to hunt for, and stretched my toe to show off the perfect proportions of my legs.

“What two hundred ugly pounds” He said after he’d carefully searched for the ugly.

I scooted around again and leaned my elbows on the bar the other way and giggled, “My husband, honey, two hundred ugly pounds of husband. I’m getting a divorce.”

He gave a big sigh of relief, slid his arm around my shoulders and brought his fingers just along my breast, “I’m so glad. I couldn’t do this with a happily married woman.” He gave everything within reach a rub-a-dub-dub. He whispered, “I couldn’t do this either.” He took his other hand and slid his fingers from my knee, all the way up under my skirt until I had to pluck them away and put them back on the bar.

“I’ve got to be a good girl and see the lawyer man first, I’ve got to look out for my future and my old age.”

He held that hand out to shake hands, “Baxter.”

“Barbara.”

It was an awkward left handed handshake but it introduced us and while we shook the awkward handshake his right hand danced across my breast to the pulse of the music and his knee swung in unison with mine as our feet tapped out the beat.

“Baxter, are you new to the Federal District”

“Just got appointed to fill out the term of my predecessor.”

Oh, my God. Sweet meat. Sweet newbie meat.

“I haven’t even found a house yet, I have a suite at a hotel.”

I inhaled the scent of sweet new meat. A man I could mentor. A man I could lead upward through the maze and mire of Federal District infighting and politics. “I’ll have to help you go house hunting,” I said with a smile. “I love looking at houses. Call me.” I wrote my number on his palm. “I know every inch of the Federal District and all the best areas outside the beltway.”

“I will have to do that,” he said slowly, as he let his eyes tell me he liked what he was looking at. “If you’re sure the cipher won’t mind.”

“He’s a cipher. What does he have to mind?”

His party of office friends broke up then and the one coming this way on a thin lipped mission knew me. I won’t say I knew her because I don’t associate with that class of people. They’re all through the Federal District, like cockroaches. The ones who work here but never live anywhere near here.

“Baxter, Hon,” she said. It wasn’t an endearment. She was one of the Hon people. They come from way way far outside the beltway and think Hon is a word that covers all ranks of society. The way some people say ma’am, to be polite, she says Hon. Not Mr., not Ms, not Sir, not Ma’am, just Hon, a vulgar one syllable word that covers every nuance of society from family blood relations to strangers in the street. Just Hon.

“Baxter, Hon,” she cooed again and put her hand on his sleeve to draw him away. “Oh, Barbara, hello. I didn’t see you there.”

“Hello, Sissy,” I said just as cool as could be. “I didn’t see you there, either.”

“Baxter, you’ve got that important meeting in the morning, it won’t do to be late, or God forbid, under the weather.”

She was supposed to have been his predecessor’s sweetie on the side but I don’t think she has enough juice inside to be anyone’s sweetie unless they were into whips, leather, and chains. Yes, she would make a fine dominatrix. 

I smiled sweetly at Baxter. “Be sure to call me if I can help you in any way. Us inside the beltway belles have to help a newcomer break the cherry—” I added “tree,” just to make Sissy unhiss the breath she had hissed in. “Mine!” I whispered and clutched and cuddled the thought of sweet newbie with me all the way home.

I took a deep breath and didn’t even mind that a beam of sunlight peeked through the drapes and split into a rainbow in the mirror. I took a deep breath and admired the thought and smell of sweet delight, sweet meat, a newcomer who hadn’t yet learned the twisting dance between God and Mammon. One who hadn’t taken compromise after compromise and twisted and turned until, although he walked upright, didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground he’d confused the two so many times.

Most politicos are tough stringy old birds. The Federal District and all the hot air and bad wind and wheeling and dealing, cutting and drying, sucks the life out of most of them, but every once in a while a new face, a totally new face appears just so we know what a real one looks like, feels like, smells like. He had arrived. And if I worked it right, he was mine.





Chapter 3


It was going to be one great big beautiful shopping day. I slipped on a silk robe, one of a half dozen that always hung on my closet door. Burgundy, soft, deep, deep red, burgundy with flowers embroidered on the outer layer and soft peeper chick yellow in the lining so that the embroidery wasn’t harsh against my skin. I slipped my toes into fluffy bedroom slides.

I reveled in the slide and slip of the silk against my skin.

I didn’t wear it for the cold and skinny ass whose room was on the other side of the barrel bolted door, let him look out for himself, if he was even over there and hadn’t slipped out at the crack of dawn mouthing some inane excuse like conference call. I didn’t wear it for the old witch, let her have a look at something that hadn’t dried up like a scab a hundred years ago.

 “She’s lived here longer than I have, dear,” Nasty Ass said over and over. “The more reason to put the old witch in a home,” I said in my sweetest voice. “I’ll have to think about it, dear.”  The thought he gave it didn’t get the old cunt out. That’s when I put the deadbolt on the door to the hall. Damn!

I put my private phone on speaker phone and dialed the credit card company, I nearly chipped a nail punching in all the dippity doppity numbers to get the robot to tell me what my balance was, but I smiled. It was one great big beautiful shopping day. All was right with the world as I strolled down to the dining room for breakfast—brunch now, more like. I made a face at the grandfather clock as it mocked me by chiming the hour just as my feet reached the last step.

“Witchy poo!” I didn’t say witchy, of course, but that was the word in my mind, and I don’t care if it does fly out of my mouth and the old witch hears it. All she ever did anymore was start the coffee before she pretended she had to do laundry, iron Nasty Ass’s shirts or something. For all I knew the old witch was lying, I wasn’t about to stoop to spying on the help and if old nasty ass liked to have his drawers starched and ironed, let her do it and I hope they chafed. Of course, there wasn’t all that much to chafe. Not like the package I watched on DVD last night. A girl’s got to have some fun.

DVD. And a sweet little fit in my handbag lady DVD player. Sweet modern electronics. Who knew a battery could look so much like you know what and just be a battery you slipped into and out of the slot.

I rubbed the three credit cards through my fingers. What a great big beautiful shopping day. Maybe today I’d just go window shopping.

The coffee pot steamed gently on the warmer. I poured my cup full, hesitated over the sugar—not today, and doubled the nondairy creamer. My coffee turned such a sweet shade of tan. Leather tan. Handbag tan.

In my other pocket I had the debit card. I gave it a rub for good luck.

At first I had made do with Nasty Ass’s credit cards. When we got back from the honeymoon—and let me tell you, tropical paradise is not so tropical or paradisical with a nasty ass like I’m forced to live with—I mean, he actually, actually expected me to want to stay in the room with him when there was music and dancing on the patio under my window. 

He wanted to stay in the room and do it in the same old plain vanilla way a whole cohort of dead relatives had done it back to the Puritanical boat they had come over on. Poke it in in the nasty plain vanilla way and leave something in there that I had to put up with for nine damn months without telling me what the prize was that would be waiting for me at the end. I mean the prize couldn’t be the little bean that my poor body was supposed to shove out, thank god, in nine months if I couldn’t convince it to shove it out sooner, before I lost my figure entirely, that could not be the prize.

And L O V E? Do it for L O V E? If we didn’t live, still, in a benighted patriarchal society nobody, no damn body, not one, would be foisting little screaming beans on the unsuspecting public. And if they did, they’d keep them locked in the cellar like the insane creatures they were until they grew into some sanity and serenity and slowly seeped into society at maturity, the way it should have always been. It took me a lot of shopping to get through that ten days, let me tell you.

He had the nerve to send some little, very little, dried up, fubsy dubsy accountant person out to go over the damn credit card statement line by line like I was twelve, all on the pretext that there might be erroneous charges.

The old witch fell on the man like a son and pulled out all the stops getting lunch on the table for him—a man’s lunch every god damn bite dripping with cholesterol or gravy. He just smiled on the old witch, hugged her every time she slapped a plate in front of him, and fell on the food like a starving man. Which he wasn’t. If he had been starving his clothes would have fit a lot better, especially across the chair spread of his fat accountant butt.

I rubbed my fingers across my credit cards again for luck. It was as good as rubbing the stomach of a Buddha. They were mine. Mine. Nasty Ass asked what name I wanted on them and I told him. My name. My real name. Not Mrs. Nasty Ass with a name that went back to the dawn of time on the Puritanical boat they came over on. It was a prettier name than his and didn’t sound half as made up.

But he could spite me, even with my credit cards. They were mine. Absolutely mine. But he’d pulled some sneaky crooked deal with the bank and the damn credit card company never raised the limits. He never asked for the bill. No accountant came out to parse the damn bills line for line like I was twelve or had an IQ of twelve. Every month fubsy dubsy at the accountant’s office cut a check for the same amount, a nice enough check, but just under the limit that was still on the cards. I didn’t know that until the first bill. I was over limit. 

The damn limit took three months to go under, and another month after that to reach the point where there was any balance available at all. I told my friends I’d been under the weather. I had been under the weather. I actually had to do the thing with Nasty Ass and smile a couple times in case he was losing interest. I was afraid he’d forget to pay it at all. But that didn’t prove to be true. Nasty Ass was dependable. As dependable as rain and I could shove the barrel bolt home and ignore his nasty ass knock.

The same with the debit card. Every month a deposit.

The amounts never went up. The limit never went up. I was living with a penny-pinching nasty ass, but not anymore.

I poured some of the lovely tan coffee into the saucer, blew over it to cool it and sipped from the side of the saucer. The old witch was going to blow her mind when she saw I’d been doing that again. I smiled. If she didn’t want me to sip my coffee from the saucer, then she should use a modern set of dishes, not the fubsy old thing that had a crack in it anyway despite all the hand dishwashing she gave it. I was tempted to drop that cracked old saucer on the floor and watch it split down the cracked middle but the last time I’d done that she forgot to do my hand washables until there was nothing left in my underwear drawer and the day she did that laundry she’d worn elbow high rubber gloves, like the fishmongers wear, all day. 

She probably told on me to nasty ass, too, because he’d never asked her why she was wearing body armor gloves and he would have because the wimp was always afraid the old witch was working too hard. Working too hard! That old witch had lazed through every day she had spent in this god forsaken antique house. They’re all lazy, those skinny old witch people, especially here on the border of the south, and at that, they probably work harder than their lazier southern witch sisters no matter what the social workers prattle.

I poured another sip of coffee in the saucer and waited to see if old nasty witch would stick her head around the door and ask me what I wanted to eat so that she could see me sip it and I could tell her ‘nothing, I am lunching out.’ She didn’t poke her head around so I took the lipstick out of the pocket with the debit card, rubbed a good load of lipstick on my lips and kissed the edge of the saucer with a nice fat lip stain. She was really going to enjoy washing that dish.

I looked at the clock. Enough time to get my hair done, do a little window shopping, have lunch, not necessarily in that order. I remembered the name of Sweet Meat’s hotel where he had a suite, not that I was doing anything about his suite today, but it might be nice to scope out the lay of the land. They had a salon on the ground floor—more expensive than I usually used, but that’s what nasty ass husbands are for, to pay.

I checked his desk. Nasty Ass’s desk was usually good for fifty or so—well today it was worth thirty-five—Tip money, he called it. Well, I would be tipping, and if the old witch needed to tip for anything, let her dig into her own well lined pocket, Old Nasty Ass would jump through hoops to pay her back and give me a lecture.

I was a new woman. I didn’t have to listen to his nasty ass lectures anymore. All I had to do was sit there with a smile on my face, look like I was listening, and plan my future without his nasty ass. I was going to see a lawyer, as soon as I asked around to find a good one. A good cheap one.





Chapter 4


Salon de Beauté. I read the card of services in the little window and tried to decide if I was going to get my hair done and get a brazilian or get my hair done and change the color on my nails. I wasn’t going to sit through the time it took to do all three. Not at these prices.

The phone rang, a clear trill of musical tones. The receptionist raised the phone to her ear and spoke in French, then slipped into English with a fake French accent. Even that show was hardly enough to qualify them to charge the prices they had on the card. Damn! Then I saw him leave the elevator in the banks across the lobby.

“Baxter,” I whispered. This was my lucky day. I hadn’t spent a dime and I’d tracked him to his lair.

He must have heard my whisper. He came my way parting the crowd like a sleek yacht making way through a flock of bobbing row boats.

“Baxter, fancy meeting you here.”

“B. Something with a B. I met you last night.” He snapped his fingers to trigger the memory, but his eyes were smiling and I was sure he remembered my name.

“Barbara, you big silly.” I turned and gestured toward the salon, “What do you think, does this look like a shoppe that would appreciate my custom? It comes highly recommended.”

“Barbara, sweetie, they couldn’t do you justice. Nothing about you needs their attention. Leave them for plain women who need their help.”

He turned me around and we went down the street to a sweet little bistro with a little banquette tucked away in the back, we slid around the horseshoe table, snuggled in the bend, and ordered lunch to share.

“You are bad,” I said. He hadn’t even asked me what I wanted to eat.

“You don’t like lobster?”

“Lobster is okay.”

He picked up my left hand, “I thought you dumped old nasty ass.”

“Soldered on like slave rings. It’s going to take strong dish detergent and a string to get them off.”

He slipped the engagement ring up to the knuckle and stopped. “You’re sure?” He helped it slip back down.

I’d nearly chipped a nail trying to get the damn things off this morning, and I’d been wet and slippery from my bath, they hadn’t budged. I was going to have to risk skin drying dish detergent, good luck getting any of that from the old witch, or I’d have to wrap a string around my finger like a corset and work it off that way. I tried to pull it off and it stuck on the knuckle again.

“Let me,” Baxter whispered. “Close your eyes.”

I pinched them tight.

“No peeking, Barbara,” he warned, and licked my ring finger with his tongue. Keep licking, I thought, and nearly shuddered with pleasure. Just keep that tongue right out there and move it higher. He kissed me on my lips and that sucker of a ring slipped right off like my finger was thin as a pencil.

My eyes flew open and the ring was hanging in the air right in front of them. “How did you do that?”

“I have the key to many, many things,” he purred in my ear as he laid the ring on the table. 

“Do the other one,” I pleaded and squeezed my eyes tight.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” he murmured.

“I want his nasty slave tokens off me,” I said my eyes still squeezed shut as I waited. 

“If we were alone, I’d put my lips here,” he murmured and tweaked my nipple between his thumb and index finger, “but I can only put them here,” he sucked my finger all the way into his mouth and I felt the touch of his teeth and his tongue wrapping around my finger, then the ring was gone.

I opened my eyes and both slave rings were lying side by side on the table.

The waiter set a big balloon bowl glass on the table, a fat glass pitcher of Margaritas sitting on a bed of ice, a small wooden bowl of lime wedges and little salt pig full of big pretzel size salt crystals on the table. He raised the lime slices to his nose and sniffed them, then offered the bowl to me. I sniffed, but it was just lime wedges.

“Fresh limes. A perfect margarita needs fresh lime juice—I’ve worked out the secret.” He inhaled the aroma of the fresh limes again.

I waved the bowl back, the aroma of freshly cut citrus wafted toward me.

“Fresh lime juice is the only ingredient they cheat on. I love the taste of the salt, too.” he licked the back of his hand, spread a small pinch of salt there and approved the crystalline texture and taste on his tongue. I licked the back of my hand and dropped a pinch of salt on it.

The salty taste popped in my mouth.

I was entranced as he slowly poured some of the margarita mix from the fat glass pitcher into the bottom of the big balloon bowl of the margarita glass, then put the pitcher back on the bed of ice.

“All good comes to those who wait,” he murmured, looked longingly at my mouth and licked his lips. There were still salt crystals there. He licked them again until all the salt crystals were gone.

I wanted some of the salt. I licked my hand and reached toward the salt pig. He stopped me, shaking his head. I paused, craving that taste.

He picked one lime wedge from the dish, pinched it between his thumb and index finger, turned his hand over and pointed to its back.

I felt my tongue linger behind my teeth. There was just a hint of thin dark body hair on the back of his hand. He pointed again and gestured with his hand bringing it closer to my mouth and waited.

I pinched a fat pinch of salt from the salt pig, licked his hand—a taste, he tasted wonderful, and the texture of the hairs on my tongue was indescribable. I dropped the pinch of salt, licked his skin clean, bit into the wedge of lime he turned toward me, and sipped from the Margarita he held for me. All the tastes, all the textures, the warm and the cold, intermingled on my tongue, the hair raised on the back of my neck, and not the cold raising hairs on the back of my neck from old Nasty Ass, those reeked of the grave, ennui and the grave. Hot hairs raising the like of which they hadn’t done since, since my first boyfriend breathed his love words into my virgin ears. 

The ripple of anticipation raised the hairs on the rest of my body, like goose bumps rippling, but not cold goose bumps, hot goose bumps. My skin flushed. The whisper, the taste, the memory of that long ago baby romance and after the whispered words, the hot clutching and grabbing and that indescribable entrance the first time so wet and hot I didn’t notice the discomfort, just the stretch from child to woman. I looked deep into his eyes and saw that we were going to repeat that long ago experience and it was going to be better, hotter—I was wet with anticipation, craving it.

He turned my hand palm up, it was so limp it didn’t feel attached to me. He nestled a lime wedge in the palm of my hand, raised my wrist, licked it, sprinkled on the salt, breathed on me before he licked it clean, pinched the lime wedge with his long strong fingers juicing it in my palm as he kept his eyes on mine, drank from his glass, then sucked the pool of lime juice from my palm. 

I sat up on the edge of the banquette, I needed the pressure of sitting up like that to give pressure to something that was craving it. I looked down, discreetly below the table edge, I wasn’t the only one having a little problem sitting still.

He picked up another wedge of lime and held it between his fingers. I took a pinch of salt, leaned over to lick his hand so the salt would stick, for balance I put my hand down where it would do the most good. His wrist shook against my tongue. I dropped on the salt, caressed what I found not so hidden by the table, hard strength coupled by softness—I opened my mouth, let the trembling wrist rub the salt into my tongue, bit the lime and drank from the drink he held for me. My teeth clattered lightly on the rim of the glass.

He had to look up toward the ceiling and concentrate his attention to hold himself together. I sipped slowly, then deeply. I turned my wrist up and wiggled a little closer on the banquette. He kissed the pulse point, nipped the skin lightly before he licked my skin and dropped on the crumbled, cold salt, followed by his warm warm mouth.

We were down to the dregs of the drinks when the lobster was served. There were things that he wanted to do with the lobster claw, he bumped the end of the claw against my lips, I opened them and licked the hard red shell, then he slipped his finger there and I sucked slowly as I massaged what I wanted to suck into my body.

“Do you think we can make it to my suite,” he withdrew his finger then plunged it back along my tongue.

I stared at the margarita glass and the little empty pitcher and tried to count how many we had had. I ran my tongue around the flat round orange edge of the lobster claw dainty he was holding out to me and took it into my mouth. “I’m pretty sure we can,” I said when I’d swallowed the lobster without biting it. His eyes widened with emotion.

We moved to get up, moving toward each other instead of toward the end of the table, and held on to each other laughing. “Oooopsy, daisy,” I said. “You’re supposed to go the other way.”

“Other way, Barbara, would
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