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Chapter One

 

The velvet darkness, softened by small dim lights far above, insulated her like a thick, smothering blanket. Shelley Flynn hung headfirst over the antique wood-carved spanking chair, her hips higher than her torso.

Large, strong hands slid her skirt up her thighs and spread her knees to strap them in place. Cool air from an invisible ceiling fan flowed gently between her legs. Straining against the knee and wrist straps let her know she wasn’t going anywhere soon. Never had she felt more helpless and vulnerable.

Her cheek pressed against the cushioned headrest. A strange lethargy crept up her limbs and pervaded her body. What had become of her usual inhibitions, her resistance? She felt paralyzed or drugged.

“You can scream if you want,” he said softly. “The basement is completely soundproof.”

Her breath caught in her throat. Oh, great! I can scream if I want.

The sound of his retreating footsteps, followed by muted thumps, scrapes, and rattles, told her he was busy arranging something for her pleasure. Shortly, his disembodied voice placed him directly behind her.

“I may fuck you later, but first you get the spanking I promised.” He rather indolently stroked her slit a few times with his finger and briefly explored the entrance to her vagina. “Oh, yes. You’re fairly gushing. I knew you’d love this.”

Abruptly, he withdrew his hand. “Prepare yourself.”

During that eternal breathless moment, during which she anticipated a stinging blow from the quirt, her mind grappled with second thoughts and regrets, searching for the exact place in time when she had made a wrong turn and ended up here in the clutches of this man. Like most strange twists in her life, fate had been decided on the morning of a seemingly ordinary day. It all started while shopping with her best friend Rita Malone.

Shelley paused inside the door of the Bower of Bliss, gazing at the displays of sexy lingerie. “Who, besides strippers and adult video stars, wears this stuff?”

“For someone who’s getting married in two weeks, you are sadly lacking in the trousseau department.” Rita scooped up a shopping basket on her way to the first display. “You don’t even have anything special to wear on your honeymoon.”

Shelley trailed along. “Better buy me a pair of mukluks, then, because we’re spending Sunday at the ski lodge. Then we’ve got to rush back home that night so we can get up early for work on Monday.”

Rita flashed an impatient look over her shoulder. “Whatever. I’m still going to buy you something sexy. On the safe side, I think you’d better pick it out. That way, I can be reasonably sure you’ll actually wear it for Dickie.”

Shelley had met Richard “Dickie” Gillet at a party hosted by Rita and her husband, Skeeter, several months before. Shelley, worn out from being hit on by all the scuzzy men she met, responded to Dickie’s gentleness and good manners. They had dated exclusively from that night on, and a month ago he had proposed. Rita, her closest friend since high school, had promptly scheduled a wedding shower.

“How about this little number?” Rita asked, holding up a bright red bodysuit edged with ruffles.

“It’s not me,” Shelley said. While red set off Rita’s long, dark hair, it seemed too gaudy for her own short blonde hair and hazel eyes.

Rita eyed her appraisingly. “Yeah, with your figure, you’d look better in an elegant gown cut down to here.”

Shelley took the garment and examined it more closely. “Wait! This has no crotch!”

“You don’t need one. Not for your honeymoon.” Rita held the bodysuit against her body. “I wonder if Skeeter would like me in red or black?”

“Lord! Why bother to wear anything at all?”

“Shelley, you don’t get it. It’s all about tantalizing your man. You hide parts of yourself and expose other parts—it drives ‘em nuts. Hey, look at these edible panties! Wouldn’t Dickie love these?”

“No!” Shelley glanced around, nervous that someone would overhear her companion’s enthusiastic suggestions. For such a petite woman, Rita sure had a big mouth! Shelley escaped to look through a rack of shimmering nightgowns several yards away.

Rita caught up. “Did I tell you that Skeeter is planning a bachelor party for Dickie?”

“No. When?”

“Next Saturday. I heard Skeeter talking on the phone about it. He wanted to schedule it for the night before the wedding, but Dickie didn’t want a hangover the next day. So they’re holding it a week before. They’re hiring a stripper.”

“A stripper?” Shelley frowned. “Dickie’s not going to go for that.”

“Really? It didn’t sound that way from what I heard.”

“Come on!” Shelley protested. “Dickie’s very shy, and he has strong morals.”

“All the guys are chipping in on the deluxe package. She’s going to spend the night.”

“What for? It shouldn’t take her all night to strip!”

Rita chortled.

Shelley squelched her mirth with a narrow-eyed look. “Are you trying to tell me Skeeter and his friends want to arrange something like a…a gang bang?”

“Not exactly.”

A chill settled over Shelley. “What’s the idea then?”

Rita uncharacteristically lowered her voice. “She’s a high-price call girl. The guys want to help Dickie get a real education.”

“What?”

“Well…you know. Skeeter told me about the arrangement you and Dickie— Oh, never mind.” Rita turned and wended her way through the narrow aisle toward the front of the store.

“Wait!” Shelley demanded, rushing after her. “What arrangement? What did Dickie tell him?”

Rita nervously dug through a bin of flimsy items. “Oh, look at these darling thongs! And they’re on sale, too! I’m getting some!”

Shelley grabbed her arm. “Rita, what has Dickie been saying about us?”

Hesitantly, Rita turned toward her. “He told Skeeter that you two decided to wait until your honeymoon to…you know. Do anything.”

“That’s our private business! But if you must know, Dickie wanted to wait, and I agreed.”

“Fine.” Rita said. “All I’m saying is that Dickie seems to have had second thoughts. Now he’s worried about looking like a dork on your honeymoon.”

“You’ve got to be kidding! What does he have to be afraid of? It’s not like he’s a virgin. After all, he spent four years at the university, and you know how college guys are.” Shelley kept her voice low, though she trembled with indignation. “I thought the whole point of waiting was so we could experience each other for the first time. I don’t want him to sleep with some prostitute before he sleeps with me!”

“Don’t be so hard on him,” Rita said, tossing several colorful thongs into her shopping basket to join the two sheer bodysuits. “He’s probably suffering from performance anxiety. It’s very common.”

“Of all the dirty rotten tricks!” If Shelley had a pet peeve, it was double standards. She hated when society vilified women for doing the same things that men got away with. Everybody seemed to approve of men sowing wild oats, calling them studs and playboys, while equally liberated women were called trashy sluts. “How would he feel if I went out and got laid before the wedding?”

“Shelley—”

“I mean it! How would he feel if we hired male strippers for the party, and found a hunk to instruct me in the finer points of sex?”

Rita gazed soberly at Shelley. “I’m sorry I said anything.”

“That’s your idea of loyalty to your best friend? Keeping secrets? Boy, am I having revelations here, right and left!”

“Don’t worry about Dickie. He loves you! He’s not going to do anything to jeopardize your marriage. Sex with prostitutes doesn’t mean that much to men.”

“And what, pray tell, does it mean to women?” Shelley asked. “If the shoe is on the other foot, I mean. Committing adultery?”

“Hmm, is it called adultery if you’re not married yet? Hey, don’t give me that look. I’m just asking…”

“I don’t know what they call it, but it ain’t faithfulness!” Shelley turned away. “Let’s get out of here. I’m not in the mood for shopping.”

“Wait! I haven’t paid for these yet.”

“Well, hurry up. I’ll wait for you outside.”

When Rita joined her on the sidewalk, Shelley was eyeing the small restaurant next door. “Do you suppose they serve wine in there?”

“Maybe. Do you want a drink?”

“I need a drink.” Shelley strode to the restaurant door and pushed her way through.

After two glasses of wine and twenty minutes of small talk, Shelley felt less ready to explode.

“I’m sorry you got upset,” Rita said after a particularly long silence. “But shooting the messenger won’t help.”

Shelley took a deep, calming breath. “I’m sorry I took it out on you. It just came as a shock that’s all. I never thought Dickie would set me up like that. The double-crosser!”

“I see your point, Shelley, believe me.”

“I don’t want any fancy lingerie for my honeymoon.”

“Okay.” Rita sounded disappointed.

“Instead, I want you to hire a male stripper and throw me an honest-to-God bachelorette party.”

Rita’s eyes widened. “Serious?”

Shelley idly tapped pink lacquered nails on the tabletop. “Now, where would we find male strippers?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll find out.” Rita grinned with what looked like anticipation. “And if you really want to get even with Dickie, I know what else we can do.”

“No, I’m not doing this to get even,” Shelley said grimly. “I wouldn’t lower myself to getting revenge. I just want to have fun like everybody else. And while I’m at it, I might as well bone up on my sex education.”

Rita chuckled. “Bone up? I haven’t heard that expression in decades.”

“Unfortunate choice of words. But you know what I mean.”

“You’re referring to reading a book about sex, I suppose? Because I haven’t a clue where to find a male prostitute.”

“Of course, a book! And not one those namby-pamby manuals from the library or the bookstore. I want to learn all about advanced sex techniques. The down and dirty facts. On my honeymoon, I plan to show Dickie something he’ll remember.”

“Well, let’s see… There’s an adult store not far from here called High Score. I’ve sort of been wanting to check that place out myself.”

Shelley tossed back the last of her wine and wiped her mouth on a napkin. “Perfect! Let’s go.”

Fueled by a mixture of wrath, determination, and cheap house wine, Shelley paid the bill and led the way out to where she had parked her white Toyota Spyder.

“You should have let me buy the wine,” Rita protested, hurrying to keep up with Shelley’s long strides. “I wanted this to be your special day.”

“You want to give me a special day? You can throw me the wildest bachelorette party ever.”

* * * * *

Shortly before 11:00 a.m., Thor Ryersson flipped the
OPEN
sign in the front window of his shop, High Score. He stepped behind the counter, returning to the ledger and the stack of invoices that needed organizing. God, he hated paperwork!

Several minutes later, the bell jangled over the door announcing his first customer of the day.

His cousin entered with girlfriend in tow.

“Hey, Joe!” Thor greeted him.

“Hey, big guy! How’s it hangin’?”

Thor grinned. “Straight and true. Hi, Dot.”

The petite dark-haired woman smiled and waggled her fingers at him.

“Hey, I just got a dozen new videos in.” Thor gestured toward the display halfway down the far aisle.

“Oh, yeah?” Dot’s eyes brightened, and she hurried in that direction.

Joe shuffled toward Thor with a morose expression. “I been really cleaning house with the Bad Boys. The money’s pouring in.”

“That’s great!” Thor still couldn’t get used to seeing his redneck cousin in a suit and tie. The kid’s unkempt red hair and freckles made him look as though he ought to be running a farm or a landscaping business. He didn’t quite fit the image of a manager of a troupe of male strippers. “So what’s wrong? Sounds like they’re a success.”

“I got you to thank,” Joe said, leaning one elbow on the countertop.

“Glad to be of help.” Thor closed the ledger he’d been working on and stowed it under the counter. He found a key and unlocked his cash register. He was ready for business.

Joe sighed. “You made it look easy. It would’ve taken me weeks to develop the contacts you’ve got and to arrange bookings around here.”

“Nothing to it really. You can do the same.”

“It may seem that way to you, but with your experience in the field— Hey, am I interrupting anything? I don’t want to bug you if you’re busy.”

Thor, scratching idly at his beard, studied the messy layer of invoices scattered on the countertop. “Hell, don’t worry about that. I always put off doing paperwork until it comes out my ears. I hate it!” He swept the papers into a file folder. “Oh, well. There’s always tomorrow.”

“So, why’d you ever quit the talent management business?” Joe asked. “Over in Denver, you had it made. You were booking big names in places that won’t give me the time of day.”

“Yeah, well…” Dredging up unpleasant memories was the last thing Thor felt like doing. “It got too crazy. I’m a simple man, and I realized I needed a simple life.”
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