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Author’s Note
 
   THANK YOU FOR DOWNLOADING THE CONCLUSION TO THE SERIES 
 
   You Don’t Own Me # 2
 
   As an author I am always immensely grateful for your support.
 
   For a limited time only this book will come with the following BONUS content:
 
   Sexy Beast 
 
   Masquerade, 'One wild night'.
 
   These two FREE books have been included with your purchase purely for your enjoyment. You Don’t Own Me 2 will finish at 35%, Sexy Beast at 73%, and Masquerade at 99% on your kindle.
 
   There's also a sneak peek of my coming soon release: 
 
   THE BAD BOY WANT’S ME.
 
   I am giving you this information as many readers like to know how far they are into a book and don't like the ending to come as a surprise.
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Russian Terms
 
   Russian terms of endearment are different from English ones. Here are the translations for the ones that are used in this series.
 
   lyubov moya” (my love), “kotik” (pussycat), “kotyonok” (kitten), “zaika/zaichik” (bunny), “malysh” (baby), “lapochka” (sweetie pie), “zvezda moya” (my star), “zolotse” (my gold). “rybka” (little fish), “myshka” (little mouse),
 
   
  
 



‘YOU DON’T OWN ME’
 
   ‘Yes, I fucking do”
 
   


 
   
  
 



- I’ll tell you just how much a dollar costs
 
   it is the price of having a spot in Heaven -
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



One
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   (Training)
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zLfCnGVeL4
 
   I let their names fall away a long time ago. They are still here in the graveyard of my soul, dragging their dismembered bodies, cursing and swearing at me, but I don’t hear them. I have mastered the art of pretending the blood dripping from my hair is my crown, my liquid crown. But she came, and like a spade slicing into the earth she is turning up forgotten thing, buried things. I have started to hear their voices. Faintly, but getting closer … 
 
   ‘Aleksandr,’ my father calls from his tall leather armchair that is as big as a throne. 
 
   I leave my toy soldiers in their battle formations on the floor of my room and run to stand next to his knees. 
 
   ‘Yes, papa.’
 
   I am in awe of papa. He is tall and strong with forearms as meaty as ham shanks. He can lift mama with just one hand as if she weighs nothing more than a bottle of vodka. Not taking his shiny black eyes off me, he brings his large hairy wrist up to his right ear and listens to his watch. 
 
   ‘Looks like my watch has stopped working again.’ He takes his hand away from his ear and puts on his thinking face. ‘Hmmm … I can hear mama making a cake in the kitchen, but it’s not my birthday, and I don’t think it’s hers either.’ He raises his bushy eyebrows. ‘Is it yours?’
 
   ‘Yes, papa. Yes,’ I cry excitedly.
 
   ‘Well then, how old are you today, my son?’ he asks.
 
   ‘Seven. I am seven today,’ I tell him, standing as straight and tall as I can. 
 
   There is a hint of a smile playing about his lips. There is something familiar about that smile. I don’t know why, but the apartment suddenly becomes strangely quiet. Even the noises of mama cooking in the kitchen stop. It is so quiet I can hear papa’s watch ticking. Tick. Tick. Tick. I start to remember something from long ago. Something horrible. Mama is bleeding and I am hiding under the bed. How could I have forgotten such a thing?
 
   Frightened, I take a step back.
 
   Then my papa grins at me, and it is the happy grin from before his accident. From when I was still a small boy and we used to huddle up together in his big chair and drink sweet black tea from the same mug. I realize it must have been just another bad dream. Mama was not bleeding and I was not hiding under the bed. I grin back at papa. I love my papa. I’d do anything for him. I wish we could drink tea from the same mug again.
 
   Papa leans forward. ‘Shall we try on the gloves?’ he whispers.
 
   I nod happily. When I was born papa bought me a pair of boxing gloves and every birthday since I can remember we try them on to see if they fit. Until now they have not.
 
   ‘Go fetch the boxing gloves.’
 
   I run to papa and mama’s room and open the drawer where they are kept. The battered ones that are bigger than my face belong to papa, and the small, bright red ones, shiny with newness are mine. I run back to papa with them.
 
   ‘Take your T-shirt off,’ Papa says.
 
   I quickly pull it over my head and the winter air makes me shiver. 
 
   ‘Brrrrr …’ I say, purposely making my teeth chatter and my body shiver. 
 
   Mama would have laughed and called me a clown, but papa doesn’t. I stop chattering my teeth and shivering and stand still while papa puts my gloves on my hands and binds them securely around my wrists. 
 
   ‘Papa, they fit,’ I tell him with a whoop with joy. Finally papa is going to teach me to fight.  He has been waiting patiently for this day to begin my training. 
 
   ‘Yes, they do. You are a man now, Aleksandr,’ he says.
 
   ‘I’m a man now,’ I echo as I look at my gloved hands. Papa says if I train everyday I will become as big and strong as him.
 
   ‘And what do men do?’
 
   ‘They fight,’ I shout proudly.
 
   ‘That’s my boy,’ papa says with a big, happy smile. 
 
   I am so happy my heart feels as if it will burst in my chest.
 
   ‘I hope you ready to begin your training.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, papa,’ 
 
   While papa puts on his gloves I hold my fists in front of my face and start dancing on the spot the way the boxers on TV do. Feeling powerful and happy-I’m a man now-I even throw a few jabs in the air with my right hand.
 
   ‘Are you ready?’ papa asks.
 
   I stop moving my legs. ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Hold your hands up over your head.’
 
   Immediately I raise both hands.
 
   ‘The first lesson is learning how to take a punch like a man,’ he says and punches me in the ribs. 
 
   The blow hurts, but I am able to keep my hands up. 
 
   Papa looks me in the eye and nods with approval. I feel a flash of pride. I truly have become a man.
 
   I take a deep breath and he punches me again. I breathe in sharply. That one was more painful.
 
   ‘Good,’ he encourages before hitting me again, harder still. Then, before I can recover properly he gets the fourth one in. It knocks the wind out of me and I double over, my hands automatically going around my belly to protect myself.
 
   ‘Hands up,’ he orders.
 
   I stare up at him, shocked. I don’t recognize the man glaring at me angrily. This is not my papa.
 
   ‘Hands up,’ he says sternly. ‘I’m doing this is for your own good.’
 
   Slowly I straighten my body and raise my hands up.
 
   ‘Let’s see if I have a son or a daughter,’ he says.
 
   Then his arm shoots out. Wham. So hard hot tears fill my eyes. I don’t want to cry. I’m a man now.
 
   ‘If you can’t take this how are you going to be the greatest fighter in the world?’
 
   Wham.
 
   ‘For God’s sake, stop sniveling like a little girl, I’m not even using half my strength.’
 
   Wham.
 
   He laughs. ‘You think it’s so easy to be the best fighter in the world, huh?’
 
   Wham.
 
   This time I fall to the ground, unable to breathe.
 
   My father flies out of his chair. ‘Get up, you pathetic little sissy,’ he spits furiously.
 
   He grabs a handful of my hair and pulls me up to my knees. I start crying. He brings his face so close to mine I see the little holes in his skin and the mad light in his shining eyes.
 
   My mother appears at the doorway. Her face is white. ‘That’s enough now,’ she pleads. ‘Please Igor. That’s enough for today. He’s just a child.’ 
 
   My father carries on staring at me, at the tears rolling down my stunned face, at the snot running from my nose, at my shivering body.
 
   ‘You disgust me,’ he says and lets go of my hair. 
 
   I fall back to the floor, but he is not finished. 
 
   ‘Stand up,’ he orders.
 
   ‘Please Igor,’ my mother begs. Her voice is shaking with fear. 
 
   ‘I said stand up,’ my father shouts.
 
   I get on my hands and knees and stand unsteadily. My head feels dizzy, my knees are like jelly, and my stomach and ribs are so full of pain I am sure that I am dying. 
 
   ‘Now fucking put your hands up.’
 
   I am trying my best not to cry, but my entire body is shuddering with agony as I lift my hands up.
 
   My father throws a punch. It is so vicious my body goes flying backwards, crashes into a chair, and both the chair and I slide along the floor and slam into the wall. 
 
   ‘Get up and fight,’ papa screams.
 
   Whimpering, and twisted into a heap, I stare bewildered at my mother. She is running towards me, but she never reaches me. My father grabs her by the hair and jerks her back. I see her mouth open, but no sound come out. He throws her and she goes hurtling backwards and slams into the wall with the most awful thud. Winded and shocked she lays propped up against the wall. Mama legs are open wide and I can see her underwear. 
 
   Papa hisses at mama like a snake and calls her a bad word. ‘Stay out of this you, witch. This is for his own good.’
 
   Then he turns towards me. I can see mama beginning to crawl on the floor.
 
   ‘Don’t hurt him, Igor,’ she snarls.
 
   Papa freezes, his face twisted and ugly. He turns around, goes back to her, picks her up as if she is a doll, and smashes her face against the floor. Blood gushes out of her nose. I can’t breathe. I can’t say single word. Gasping sounds come from my mouth. 
 
   ‘Don’t interfere,’ Papa says as he kicks mama again and again in her poor belly. She curls up into a ball and doesn’t make a single sound. 
 
   ‘Mama!’ I scream again and again, but nobody pays any attention to me. 
 
   I get up even though my whole body feels the way my finger felt when it was crushed under a rock, and rush screaming towards my mama. ‘Stop, papa. Stop. You killing mama.’
 
   Papa grabs me as I lunge towards him.
 
   ‘Scream will you?’ he bellows, and kaboom, punches me in the side of head. My whole body sails backwards. Then there is no more pain. Just blackness…  
 
   


 
   
  
 



What you want baby, I got.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Two
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Supreme excellence consists in breaking 
 
   the enemy’s resistance without fighting  
 
   - Sun Tzu
 
   I turn the handle and open the door without knocking. Only one lamp is lit and the room is full of long, still shadows. I can make him out sitting fully clothed on the armchair by the window. His legs are crossed at the ankles and resting on the low glass table in front of him. 
 
   Our eyes meet. 
 
   His are luminous, like that of a wolf. My heart lurches and suddenly my knees feel weak. I close the door and stand leaning against it.
 
   ‘You shouldn’t have kidnapped my sister. It was a despicable thing to do,’ I say, my voice making ripples in the heavy silence.
 
   He doesn’t move. ‘How else would I have made you come to me?’
 
   ‘What you did was wrong. My sister had nothing to do with us and you made her suffer.’
 
   ‘If only all the suffering in the world could be that mild,’ he says callously.
 
   ‘My mother went out of her mind with worry. She is old and she didn’t deserve that.’
 
   ‘Yeah? I didn’t deserve to feel the way I did either.’ 
 
   I sigh. We’ll be going in circles. ‘Anybody else would have just asked me out.’
 
   ‘I didn’t want to ask you out. I wanted to steal you away and own you; do whatever I wanted with you.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   He leans his head back against the back of the chair. ‘I don’t know why. I just knew I had to have you. From the moment I laid eyes on you.’
 
   ‘That’s no excuse for what you did.’
 
   ‘It is you who is trying to find an acceptable excuse for me. I don’t need one. I don’t wait for anybody to give me what I want. I just take it. I wanted you and I took you. Now you are mine until I say otherwise and heaven help anybody or anything that comes between you and me.’
 
   ‘You talk of me as if I am your possession.’
 
   ‘You are.’
 
   ‘I’m not. I’m a person,’ I say, but my voice has neither strength nor conviction because I am drawn to something sad and lost in him. He is like a big, still lake. Full of secrets. Underneath the surface I can see things floating around in the darkness. They are as pale as corpses and they frighten me. I want this man so much it hurts to imagine even for a second that I might not be able to call him mine. That I’ll just be another body he used for a month. 
 
   He closes his eyes tiredly. ‘Have you not enjoyed being my woman, little fish?’
 
   I purse my lips. God, I am so conflicted, so confused. No man has ever made me feel this way. ‘Yes,’ I say truthfully, ‘but I hate that you made my sister and mother suffer.’ 
 
   ‘Deep in your gut have you not known that it was I who took your sister?’
 
   A chill runs up my spine and I freeze. The very idea is revolting, shocking, ugly, but it is not unfamiliar. We are two wolves. Neither can hide from the other. In the wind, hidden to all but me, I have already sensed it. Yes, oh God, yes, I’ve always known, but I hid it from myself so I’d have an excuse to do the thing I was dying to do: submit to him.
 
   Now that he has opened the door I never wanted to open there is something else to face up to before I can go forth. Something else I need to know. I have pretended to myself all this while, but no more. I can’t be an ostrich, my head buried in the sand if I am take control of my situation. I have to know the truth, and if it is what I suspect it may be, and he refuses to change then I can’t stay. No matter how much it hurts I will walk away. Clearing my throat I fumble for the words and will myself to say them. ‘Are you … involved in … people trafficking?’ 
 
   ‘No.’
 
   I feel myself sag with relief. 
 
   ‘But Daisy said that there were other girls there. They heard their voices.’
 
   ‘They came from a tape recorder. So it’d look real to authorities.’
 
   ‘I see.’ One more thing, Dahlia. Just one more last thing. ‘Are you in any way involved with child porn?’ I ask.
 
   He looks disgusted. ‘Never. Not in a million years.’
 
   I blink away the tears of pure joy that want to pour down my face. I could never be in a relationship with someone who could abuse children, or is in anyway involved in such a barbaric activity. That’s a deal breaker, a hard limit for me. Everything else I can work around.
 
   My voice is soft. ‘I would have been yours if you had just asked me?’
 
   He turns his head. ‘Be that now then.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ I whisper, watching him with hypnotized eyes.
 
   A cruel glint comes into his eyes. ‘Show me that I own you … yield.’ His voice is soft and suggestive.
 
   My heart starts beating hard. ‘How?’
 
   His eyes begin to smolder and his voice is a sensual caress. ‘I want you to take off your clothes, sit in front of me, and brush your hair.’
 
   I stare at him surprised and curious. Definitely curious. ‘Why?’
 
   He remains deathly still. ‘Because I asked you to.’
 
   My throat is so tight the words stick. ‘And after I have brushed my hair?’
 
   ‘What do you think comes after that?’
 
   ‘We fuck?’
 
   His eyes are fierce and penetrating but his voice is so light it is almost playful. ‘Tsk, tsk, why so crude, rybka?’ 
 
   There are so many ways I can do this. I can do it angrily, flirtations, carelessly, sexily, coldly, or even reluctantly, but I decide to own it. Why not? I love the thought of taking off my clothes and brushing my hair for him, then watching the lust come into his eyes, seeing his erection grow right before my eyes. I want to feel beautiful, desired, needed by him. 
 
   Why pretend he is forcing me when I desperately want to do it?
 
   I kick off my shoes, grasp the edges of my sweatshirt, lift it upwards, and tug it over my head. Shivering in the chill of cold air touching my skin I let the sweatshirt fall to the ground. His eyes roam my exposed skin hungrily. The chill I felt goes away and a familiar warmth  
 
   I unzip my jeans, push them down my legs, and take off my socks. There are sock marks around my ankles, but he doesn’t seem to notice. I undo the clasp on my bra and let my breasts pop out of them. Unconsciously, I sigh with relief that the restrains are gone. I feel the lace scrape my skin as it travels down my arm. With a whisper it touches the ground. 
 
   I hook my fingers into the waistband of my panties and drag them down my legs. Then I am standing there naked, my back straight, my bare toes gripping the carpet and my breasts aching for him. 
 
   He takes his feet away from the table he has been resting them on. 
 
   ‘Sit,’ he invites softly.
 
   I draw in a shuddering breath and walk to the table. Going around it I sit facing him, my palms flat on either side of me, my knees close together. The glass is cold under my bottom and thighs and goose bumps scatter my skin. 
 
   I lift my head and look at him. 
 
   Without saying a word he gets up, goes to the bathroom, and comes back with a hairbrush. He holds it out to me. I take it and he resumes his position on the sofa. I turn my head to the side and looking at a point on the curtain, drag the brush through my hair, the downward sweep slow and rhythmic. When all my hair swings straight and shiny I put the brush down on the table beside me and look up at him. 
 
   His eyes are veiled, but something raw throbs between us. His eyes slide down to the tips of my breasts. I feel his gaze like fingers, full of warmth and texture. The invisible fingers slide lower. 
 
   ‘Spread your legs,’ he says, his voice thick.
 
   I open my legs and expose my swollen wet sex to him. 
 
   ‘Do you know your pussy is … quivering. It’s all soft and pink and ripe and quivering for me?’
 
   I draw in a sharp breath as he reaches out a hand and lets his fingers slip into the opening between my legs. A finger rubs my swollen clit and I gasp.
 
    ‘Lean forward,’ he whispers.
 
   I take a shuddering breath. I know what he wants me to do. He wants me to spread my sex on the glass.
 
   ‘Why do you want me to do these humiliating acts?’
 
   ‘I want to know that I have total control over you. If you can say no, then I am still not your master.’
 
   To hunt the snake the eagle must fly into the undergrowth. I spread my legs and press my bare sex on the cold glass. My breasts hang forward. 
 
   He gets off the sofa and lies down under the table so he right under my spread open, slick flesh.
 
   ‘Now rub that naughty pussy until she comes,’ he says.
 
   I close my eyes. Some part of me wants to obey. Wants to do these degrading things while he watches. So I allow him to lie under me while I shamelessly angle my dripping sex on the glass and rub myself on it until I climax. Even after I climax I don’t get up and walk away. I know its not over until his cock is buried deep inside me … and I am waiting for that. 
 
   He gets up off the floor and comes to stand in front of me. He doesn’t say a word, but his eyes are full of lust and triumph. My deviant hands immediately start unbuckling his belt. His cock is so hard it jumps out into my hand. He stuffs it into my mouth and I suck until an animal sound emanates from his throat and he explodes deep inside my throat. 
 
   I keep him inside my mouth. I don’t know what he will do next. Is he going to turn away again? For a moment we are both frozen in an act of master and sexual slave. Can he never love me back? Will my love remain forever hopeless and unreciprocated? Then he does this one thing. It’s an unconscious thing, and it is only a tiny thing and perhaps it will mean nothing to anybody else, but it is a big thing to me. 
 
   He strokes my hair. 
 
   Just once. 
 
   But it is enough for me. He cares. Maybe just a little, but he cares. My grandmother used to say, everyman, even the most hardened criminal, has a soft spot in his heart. Maybe, just maybe I can be that soft spot in this man’s heart.
 
   I lift my feet up on the table and get into a crouching position. Reeking of sex I drag my breasts up along his body until my erect nipples brush his face and I am standing a head taller than him. Bracing my hands on the planes of his hard chest our faces loom, dangerously close, separately only by the cast iron bars of mutual distrust. His eyes, so radiant they are azure, stare back into mine. 
 
   Unnerving. Beautiful. What is he seeing, I wonder. 
 
   Feverishly, I cup his cheeks between my palms and press my mouth against his. A long trapped moan escapes. We kiss. Kiss? No, He opens his mouth, our tongues entangle and we hold on tight, and fucking drink. So deeply it is as if we are desert nomads who have travelled for weeks to find a vein of cold water in the ground. Succulent. Succulent. He is. 
 
   We flood our senses with each other and the room disappears. The whole world stops spinning. Raw desire courses through every fiber in my body. It is madness. It is obsession. We fuse irrevocably and indisputably. Time passes in our singular state. Eventually, I raise my head breathing hard, and look into his eyes. They are impossibly dilated. My breath hitches. 
 
   ‘Have you ever heard the story of the scorpion that asked a frog to help him across a river?’ he asks, his voice low and strange.
 
   I stare into the crystalline eyes. They are inscrutable crystal worlds. Fabulously beautiful but inhospitable to carbon based creatures. Slowly, I shake my head and feel the strands of my hair brushing my bare shoulders.
 
   ‘The frog said, ‘No. You could sting me while we are halfway across the river and I will die.” The scorpion said, “If I sting you I will die too.” That logic made sense to the frog so it said, “All right. Climb on my back and I’ll give you a ride.” Halfway across the river, the scorpion stung the frog. The frog cried out in mortal pain. “You stupid scorpion, now we are both going to die. Why did you do it?” And the scorpion replied, “What do you expect I’m a scorpion. That’s what I do.”’
 
   I feel an eerie sense of calm permeate my whole body, perhaps even my soul. He doesn’t know it is too late to turn back.
 
   ‘The frog should have learned to fly. He should have taken the battle to the air where the scorpion would have been disorientated,’ I whisper, my jaw tight.
 
   He smiles sadly. ‘You’d have made a good mafia general,’ he says.
 
   ‘Actually I got the idea from Olga,’ I say.
 
   ‘I take it back. You’re far too truthful to be one.’
 
   ‘I’ve told my share of lies. Ask my mother,’ I say lightly.
 
   ‘I’m a ruffian and a murderer, Dahlia.’
 
   ‘Difficult to tame, I know,’ I say softly, ‘but not impossible.’
 
   He stands immobile and as tense and sprung as a fully stretched catapult, ‘I don’t want to break you.’
 
   ‘Don’t worry. I’ll bend.’
 
   He lifts me off the table. I curl my thighs around his hips and he carries me to the bed and lays me on it. I lie on my back and look at him shedding his clothes and think, you are mine. You don’t know it yet, but you are mine. For ours is not a monkey love. It’s pure and beautiful. One day he will realize that jut having animal sex with me is not enough. 
 
   He lies down beside me.
 
   ‘I own you, Dahlia. I own every inch of you,’ he states possessively.
 
   ‘How can you say that if you are planning to give me away in less than a month’s time?’
 
   ‘I’m not giving you away, rybka.’
 
   I squash the urge to grin like an idiot. I open my mouth to reply and he places a finger across my lips.
 
   ‘Don’t speak,’ he says, and his eyes are so desolate I feel frightened for him. What is it that this man hides? Why does he suffer so?
 
   I stare up him mutely. He says nothing more and eventually I fall asleep inside the tight circle of his arm.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Three
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   I wake up the next morning alone, touch the indent in the pillow, and sigh. I have no idea where he is or when I will see him again. My relationship with Zane reminds me of a falconer training a wild falcon. He brings the bird to ‘flying weight’. It is a euphemism for keeping the bird hungry. Only through small gifts of food will it recognize the falconer as a benevolent master and hunt for him. Like a falcon in training I feel underfed for his attention. 
 
   I get out of bed, use the bathroom, and going up to my own room get dressed before I go downstairs to the kitchen. Yuri is sitting at the counter. When he sees me he nods in acknowledgement, but his eyes slide away quickly.
 
   ‘Good morning,’ I say with as much dignity as I can muster. He saw me fall down the last few stairs yesterday. I turn towards Olga. She is standing on tiptoe putting something away in a top cupboard. She pops her head out from behind the door of the cupboard and smiles cheerfully. ‘Good morning.’
 
   ‘Can I please have a word with you, Olga?’
 
   Yuri stands up and brushes crumbs off his clothes. ‘Right I’m off.’
 
   I watch him leave and take the seat next to the one he just vacated. Olga closes the cupboard, goes to the coffee machine comes back with a mug of coffee that she puts in front of me. 
 
   ‘Thanks Olga,’ I say and take a sip.
 
   She sits opposite me. ‘So … how can Olga help?’
 
   ‘I wanted to ask you something.’
 
   ‘Hmmm …’
 
   ‘Last night you said that I have a chance of finding a way to Zane …  well, Aleksandr’s heart.’
 
   ‘Yes, I said that.’
 
   ‘What made you say that?’  
 
   She tilts her head and regards me speculatively. ‘Because he looks at you as if he can’t believe his eyes. Like a boy looking into a shop window full of the toy he wants most in the world, but can’t have.’
 
   I shake my head. ‘I’m starting to feel like a Japanese tourist here. Give me a map please.’
 
   She smiles. ‘With all the others he was doing basically the same thing. Different positions with different bodies to vary the boredom. But what he does with you. This is beyond what he ever dreamed of.’
 
   I blush. ‘Oh, you mean the sex.’
 
   ‘I’m sure that is very good but no, not that. How can I explain to you? It’s like you woke him up from a deep sleep.’
 
   I think of the way the gentle stroke on my hair that escaped out of his iron mask last night.
 
   ‘You’re the only one he wants, little fish,’ Olga says softly.  
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   After a breakfast ruined with confusing thoughts I step out through the French doors into the garden. There is no one about and it is so quiet and tranquil I can’t even hear the faint sound of traffic from here. I take a deep lungful of the fresh, cold morning air and it kinda starts to clear the cobwebs in my head. Maybe I should spend a little time alone in nature. 
 
   I drift around the side of the house. My destination is the Japanese garden that I saw from Zane’s study window. Leaving the springy grass I step onto a stony path and follow it until it opens out to a secluded stone garden. 
 
   I stand by a rock and look at the meticulously exact garden. There is no grass just a rectangular plot full of stones that have been so carefully raked the lines are as straight as a ruler. I guess it is beautiful the way a brand new chrome coffee machine is beautiful. In a cold, modern, flawless and functional way. 
 
   Me, I like a garden with flowers, weeds, bees, birds, worms, the occasional frog, a messy dog running through my flower beds, digging things up, barking, and the sound of children playing. 
 
   I rub my cold face with my hands.
 
   Still, I guess this is Zane. This is the world he is trying to create inside and outside him. A flawless, exact, cold world where cascading water is represented by carefully placed stones. Something moves in my peripheral vision and I half-turn in that direction. It is in the window of Zane’s study. 
 
   Sunlight makes the glass glint so I have to lift my hand to shade my eyes in order to see into it. To my surprise I see him standing there watching me. For a few seconds we simply look at each other. Static starts up on my skin and I feel as if I am drowning in his gaze and all these crazy emotions swirling inside me. 
 
   As if pulled by a magnet I start walking towards him. 
 
   I reach the window and place my palm on the glass. The glass is freezing. Slowly, like a man in a dream he lifts his hand and places it on the other side of glass facing my hand. I smile at him and a ghost of a smile tugs the corners of his mouth. Behind him, I see the door open and slimy Lenny enters the room and waits by the door. I bring my gaze back to Zane and watch him change right before my eyes. 
 
   First his smile dissolves.
 
   A distant and wholly professional smile takes its place. Then his eyes become cold and forbidding. Fascinated and transfixed I watch his chest lift and fall heavily before he takes his hand away from the glass. Then he turns away from me and faces the world with his mask firmly in its place. I retract my hand and walk back in the direction I came from, my mind’s eye replaying his transformation. 
 
   As I reach the swing, my phone rings. I hit accept and Stella starts shrieking into my ear. It is a long and melodramatic screech and I begin to laugh. When she runs out of breath, she takes a quick snatch of air, and carries on all full speed.
 
   I sit on the swing. ‘Stop it,’ I tell her with a laugh.
 
   ‘I want to, but I can’t,’ she says and keeps up the shrill sound.
 
   It is so infectious I almost want to join her. We’ve done it before. Both of us shrieking away. It’s actually quite fun, but if I start I’ll probably have all Zane’s staff out here in a second. ‘So you like them then?’ I ask instead.
 
   ‘Like them? Like them?’ she screams in my ear. ‘I’m fucking in love with them. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I thought I was seeing things.’ She pauses suddenly and in a far more, by far more, sober voice asks, ‘They’re not knock-offs from China, are they?’
 
   ‘No, they’re real,’ I say reassuringly and put the swing into motion.
 
   ‘Oh Jesus! I nearly gave myself a small heart attack there!’ she exhales with relief. Then she is back into gush mode. ‘Oh my God, Dahlia. They are fabulous. It’s the best freaking present ever. I couldn’t believe it when I opened the door and postman goes, ‘Been shopping have ya? I was half-asleep and I thought you had sent me the shoes from that woman with the Hong Kong connection, which of course, I would have been over the moon with, but bloody hell! Jimmy fucking Choos! I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.’
 
   ‘Have you got them on now?’ I ask with a smile.
 
   ‘Don’t be daft. I’ve made an altar in my bedroom and placed them there.’
 
   I laugh, feeling the cold wind in my face as the swing rocks me. ‘Do they fit?’
 
   ‘Of course, they fit. If they didn’t I’d have cut my feet to fit,’ she declares intensely.
 
   ‘You’re so mad, Stel.’
 
   ‘That’s no insult. That’s a gift. Haven’t you heard we throw the best parties. Talking of parties, we have to go out and celebrate my new shoes.’
 
   ‘Oh yes, lets, but hang on. Didn’t you go out on a date last night?’
 
   ‘Oh, screw him,’ she dismisses in a disgusted voice.
 
   ‘Why what happened?’
 
   ‘I’ll tell you everything when I see you,’ she says cheerfully, ‘I’ve got loads of exciting things to tell you. Shall we meet tonight?’
 
   ‘Tonight is good.’
 
   ‘Let’s go to Jamie’s. We’ll get drunk on something completely vile.’
 
   ‘Jamies! I can already taste the hangover.’ She can’t see me but I am nodding happily. I really miss Stella. She’s as irresistible as a laughing child. 
 
   ‘I’m on a diet by the way,’ she says, ‘so can we meet early? That way I can just drink my dinner.’
 
   ‘You mean to say we’re not going to end up at Taki’s afterwards?’
 
   ‘I said I was missing dinner not supper.’
 
   I laugh.
 
   ‘Seven OK with you.’
 
   ‘Yup.’ 
 
   ‘Oh, and I might be wearing my new shoes.’
 
   ‘You’re wearing them now, aren’t you?’ I ask.
 
   She laughs. ‘You know me too well.’
 
   We say goodbye and I get off the swing and go in search of Noah. As I get to the doors I turn back to look at the garden. At the bottom of it I can see Nico, a young shy boy, filling the bird feeders with seeds. I stand for a minute watching how quickly the blue tits come to feed. As I watch a robin comes and chases the smaller bird away. 
 
   That surprises me. I know from watching the birds from my window that the pigeons can be belligerent and antagonistic to each other, but it has never crossed my mind that the pretty Robin could be so aggressive. It reminds me of Zane’s assertion that the world is run by ferocity.  Even the thought he could be right makes me sad.  
 
   With a sigh I open the door and enter the house. I tell Noah that I am meeting up with Stella at Jamie’s at seven o’clock and he doesn’t bat an eyelid. 
 
   ‘I’ll check with boss and let you know if it’s OK,’ he says.
 
   ‘You can check with him all you like, but I’m going to see Stella tomorrow no matter what,’ I say coolly and walk out of the kitchen door. 
 
   My morning is mapped out. I’ll work for a bit, then I’ll work out in the gym and use the steam room. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Four
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Humidity’s rising, barometer’s getting low …
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   The steam room is made entirely from some highly polished black stone. There is a bench carved out of the same material pushed up against the opposite wall. I close the door and go to sit on it. The seat is full of cool water droplets. I lean back against the wet wall, close my eyes, and breathe in the hot damp air. Minutes pass and my body begins to bead with sweat. 
 
   My eyes fly open when I hear a sound. I see a hulking shape through the frosted glass door. Someone is outside hanging up his towel. It can only be Zane. I straighten my spine and touch my hair self-consciously. It is impossible to look good in a steam room. The door opens and Zane walks in.
 
   For a few seconds he towers over me, naked, his thick cock standing proud between his thighs. Then he walks over and kneels in front of me. Tiny droplets of steam billow between us. His black hair is plastered to his head and for some inexplicable reason he seems … dangerous. 
 
   Heart in mouth, I stare at him. I can’t look away or speak. I feel like a freaking rabbit, huddled, small and helpless. From the very first night he has had this ability to completely immobilize me purely by his presence. My lips feel hot and swollen, and I lick them nervously.
 
   Without saying a word he unclasps my bikini top, and when it falls off, he bends forwards and takes a nipple in his mouth. 
 
   ‘I’m all sweaty,’ I protest.
 
   He sucks.
 
   A warm gush of excitement spreads through my veins. My body arches. My hands rise up to curl on the hard, shiny muscles of his shoulders. His skin is feverishly hot, but my hands are so wet they slip on his skin. I look down at him and his piercing eyes are watching me intently. He holds my nipple between his teeth and not taking his eyes off me me bites down. The deliberate cruelty sends a jolt of sensation right down to my groin. 
 
   I cry out. 
 
   ‘Real lust is like this,’ he whispers thickly, and licks the throbbing tip. Soothing it. Coaxing it into arching again into his mouth. He rewards it by sucking it gently. I fidget and moan restlessly. 
 
   He moves to the other nipple and I snuggle closer to his powerful body, my hips rocking, rubbing, wanting.  Wrapping his arm around my waist, he lifts me off the bench, and lays me on the damp floor. My mouth parts in invitation as he drags my bikini bottom down my legs and flings it behind him. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ I whimper.
 
   He crouches like wolf over my naked body and hungrily sucks and licks every inch of me. Finally he eases my swollen lips apart and slips a finger into me. I gasp loudly and arch my back, involuntarily making his hand shove deeper into my wet heat. 
 
   ‘Your pussy is so fucking hot and tight,’ he says and finger fucks me roughly while I writhe and twist on the floor. 
 
   I almost scream when I feel his warm mouth suddenly latch on my distended clit. He sucks it hard and my body starts shaking uncontrollably. Waves of pleasure explode out of my core and ricochet inside me as I come hard and long. He laps at my folds, greedily drinking my juices.
 
   ‘Your turn,’ I whisper, my body still tingling. 
 
   ‘My turn,’ he agrees, and reaches under the bench for a little black object. About five inches long and smooth, it has the thickness of a frankfurter sausage, but narrows down to a blunt tip no bigger than my little finger. The other end looks like a plunger. 
 
   ‘What is that?’ I ask intrigued.
 
   He smiles slowly. ‘It’s to hold you in place.’
 
   I rise up to my elbows. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘Let me teach you how to use this,’ he says, uncoiling to his feet. He strides to the door and opens it, and marvelously cool air flows into the room. I stay on my elbows and watch him take bottle from one of the metal shelves and pump a good dose of gel onto his palm. He comes back into the steam room and coats the black object liberally with it. The sweet scent of strawberries hits my nostrils.  He holds out his hand, I slip mine into it, and he pulls me upright.
 
   Zane slaps the object, plunger first on the wall, and with a sucking sound it sticks to the smooth stone.
 
   ‘Wha-’ I say, but I am cut short. 
 
   Zane pushes me up against the wet tiles and I look up at him with startled eyes. Water runs down his face in rivulets and drips from his eyebrows and nose. He pushes his hips into my flesh so I feel the wood of his cock press into me. My mouth parts with invitation. 
 
   ‘My sweetness and my hope,’ he mutters. 
 
   Then our tongues touch and searing heat fills me. Dizzily, I reach between our bodies, wrap my palm around his hard shaft, and tug on it vigorously. Without breaking the kiss he curls his large powerful hands around the backs of my thighs and lifts me clean off the floor. I wrap my legs securely around him and he immediately reaches under me and jams his thumb into my pussy. 
 
   I am so wet his entry makes a squelching sound. Distracted by his thumb thrusting in and out of me I don’t realize he has hoisted me to the black object stuck to the wall. The tip presses into my back.
 
   ‘Zane,’ I breathe looking into his lust glazed eyes.
 
   ‘What?’ he asks. 
 
   ‘I’ve never had anything up my ass,’ I whisper anxiously.
 
   ‘A virgin ass. How sweet?’ His eyes glitter with satisfaction. 
 
   Unwrapping my legs from around his hips I stand. 
 
   ‘Ready?’ he asks huskily.
 
   I nod. 
 
   ‘Bend your knees,’ he instructs and guides me so the tip of the plug touches the puckered entrance of my ass. 
 
   ‘Now push up against it,’ he commands and watches as I slowly push myself onto the lubed up plug. The tip is rounded and fine so it eases past the initial resistance easily and quite suddenly it is inside my ass. And I am like a butterfly pinned to a board.
 
   ‘Look at you,’ he says, staring at my open and exposed pussy. ‘You’re dripping like a leaking faucet.’ 
 
   He is not lying. This is a new pleasure for me and I am so turned on I can feel my own juices gushing onto my thighs as the plug traveling deeper into me sends intense shivers of pleasure running up and down my spine. I hang my head and take several deep breaths before I push it in a little more. Once it is about three or four inches deep he caresses my back and says, ‘Relax.’
 
   ‘Take me hard, Zane. Make me scream.’
 
   ‘I fucking plan to,’ he growls. 
 
   Taking a step forward he slams his hard cock so forcefully into me, I become so deeply impaled on the plug that I feel the cone of the plunger spreading my ass cheeks. 
 
   God, this is amazing,’ I gasp, my mouth open with surprise. 
 
   I never thought I would, but I love the sensation of being double penetrated. It is amazing to have his giant cock stretching my pussy and the slippery black plug in my ass.  
 
   ‘You wanted it hard,’ he says as he pulls me away from the wall and thrusts hard into me. Both his dick and the plug jam into me at the same time. 
 
   ‘Yes, give it to me,’ I pant.
 
   Again his cock and plug are withdrawing from my body. ‘Tell me you’re my little bitch.’
 
   ‘I’m your little bitch,’ I breathe unsteadily, as I take both him and the plug again. 
 
   ‘Who’s your daddy?’ he asks on the next withdrawal.
 
   ‘You. You’re my daddy,’ I groan.
 
   And so it went. Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. Until I am sweaty mess, my thighs are trembling, and my cunt is gripping him like a vise. Hot and excited and shivering like someone who has a fever I teeter wildly on the brink of coming.
 
   ‘I can’t hold on much longer,’ I cry.
 
   ‘Scream for me,’ he orders and sinks himself to the hilt. 
 
   I come apart, shuddering violently, animal grunts tearing from my throat, as he roars and shoots his load deep inside me. Covered in sweat and panting hard we stare at each other. 
 
   ‘You liked that?’
 
   I nod breathlessly.
 
   He exhales deeply and withdraws out of me and watches his seed leaking out of me. Then he pulls me away from the plug on the wall, lifts me into his arms, and carries me out of the steam room.
 
   ‘No. No. Don’t do it-,’ I scream as he chucks me into the swimming pool. I emerge spluttering, push hair out of my eyes, and look for him. He is in the water a few feet away watching me. His eyes are mocking. 
 
   The water is wonderfully cool on my flushed skin.
 
   ‘Fuck you,’ I say, and turning on my back lazily swim in the opposite direction. I’ll get my own back eventually. A few strokes later he pops up next to me. We do two laps languidly, with him keeping to my idle pace. 
 
   Then he stops, curls his hands around my waist, and pulls me upright. He encircles my waist and draws me closer to him. Our naked bodies touch and I sling my arm around his strong neck.
 
   ‘I’m meeting Stella for drinks tonight.’
 
   His body stills but expression doesn’t change. ‘Want me to get a table for you at the Matrix?’
 
   ‘Nah, we’re just going to go to Jamies.’
 
   He raises a soaked eyebrow. ‘Jamies?’
 
   ‘You won’t have heard of it. It’s very low rent and a bit of a dive really, but it’s our local and we like it. They play the kind of music we dig.’
 
   He nods. ‘Right. What time will you be home?’
 
   My stomach flutters. We sound like a real couple. ‘I guess around midnight.’
 
   ‘Midnight? All right, I’ll be waiting for you.’ 
 
   The thought comes unbidden. I’m so in love with you, Zane. I hurriedly drop my gaze so he does not see anything he shouldn’t in my eyes. I let my fingers trace the crevice of the scar on his face. ‘How did you get this?’
 
   ‘He had a knife and I did not,’ he says simply.
 
   ‘What happened then?’ I prompt.
 
   ‘I got a scar and he lost his life.’ His voice and face are devoid of any emotion. 
 
   Oh God! How can I possibly live in his world? Yet I cannot walk away. Not yet.
 
   ‘Do these stars mean anything?’ I ask softly, tracing the blue star tattoos on the front of his shoulders with my fingers. 
 
   For a few seconds I think he is not going to answer then he gives a slight shrug. ‘Since you ask I will tell you. They denote the highest distinction that can be reached in Vor v Zokone’ 
 
   ‘What is that?’ I am very curious about his past, but I keep my tone light. This is the first time he has ever offered any information about his past and I don’t want to scare him off by being too insistent or intense. 
 
   ‘A rough translation would be Thieves in Law.’ 
 
   I look at him levelly. ‘Thieves in Law?’
 
   ‘Vor v Zokone is the elite of Russian organized crime and operates under a very strict code of ethics. Breaking the code is punishable by death. When I got these stars they meant something. Nowadays, a lot of young men have them without belonging to the organization.’
 
   ‘Why do you have the same design on your knees?’ 
 
   ‘The stars are worn to declaring an intention never, no matter what the circumstances, to kneel or co-operate with what we call musor or pigs. but you probably know them as the police or government officials.’ 
 
   ‘So you are a member of this elite organization?’ I ask cautiously. 
 
   ‘I did. A long time ago.’
 
   I stare into his eyes, so luxuriously fringed by thick, wet lashes. ‘You are no longer part of it?’
 
   ‘When the Soviet Union collapsed the character of the Russian mob changed. The stupid ones quickly ended up behind bars, the highly connected ones bought up state resources for a song and became billionaires, others looked for new homes far from the motherland to run their often ingenious smuggling operations.’ 
 
   ‘Ingenious?’
 
   He shrugs, the movement careless, elegant and foreign. ‘They were clever scams.’
 
   ‘Yeah. Like what?’
 
   ‘Like dyeing wood grain alcohol blue, labeling it windshield washer liquid, shipping tanker loads of it back to Russia, un-dyeing it, and selling the stuff as vodka. The goal was to avoid paying alcohol taxes.’
 
   ‘I see.’ I say softly. ‘So you were one of those who came to England?’
 
   ‘Uh …. hmm.’
 
   ‘Did you run the alcohol scam too?’
 
   ‘Nope.’
 
   ‘Drug dealing?’
 
   ‘I used to. I still have good contacts and I can arrange a major deal.’
 
   ‘Drugs kill people,’ I whisper.
 
   He looks at me completely unrepentant or ashamed. ‘Drugs are not produced in Russia. I was just the middle-man. Find out who guards the opium fields in Afghanistan and South America then come and lecture me.’
 
   I bite my lower lip. ‘So what did you do? Prostitution?’ 
 
   ‘That’s a great money making model, but it’s not for me. Too messy. I don’t like dealing with people and all their dependences, obsessions and compulsions. I like clean operations.’
 
   I nod. Relieved. ‘What else did you do?’
 
   ‘Arms dealing.’
 
   I suppress the frown that wants to knit my forehead. ‘Gun running?’
 
   ‘Not just guns. After the fall of communism there was a lot of government arsenal for sale. Long range missiles, tanks, submarines, everything.’   
 
   ‘Did you sell to the terrorists?’
 
   ‘Does the butcher care who buys his meat? I sold to the highest bidder, but I’ll tell you this: the greatest terrorists are governments since I mostly I sold to government-funded terrorists.’ 
 
   ‘If all this is in the past what do you do now?’ 
 
   ‘I specialize in cyber crime.’
 
   ‘What kind?’ 
 
   ‘We use sophisticated software to get around the security of banks and the credit card companies, take over their systems, and transfer money into thousands of different accounts that we control. We then move the money so fast and zigzag it through so many different continents it becomes impossible to track.’
 
   I look at him doubtfully. ‘Really? Hackers get caught all the time.’
 
   He shakes his head. ‘The media make a huge fuss over the handfuls of small time hackers operating from their parent’s basement that the authorities catch because they know they can never touch the real criminals. Banks will never reveal how much they are losing because if you knew how many billions are stolen every year by organized crime you would never keep your money in the bank.’
 
   I clear my throat. ‘Is that what you are doing with Lenny?’
 
   His face becomes suddenly stony. ‘I warned you before. Don’t get involved in my business, Dahlia. The less you know the safer I can keep you.’  
 
   A sudden fear drops into my stomach. I think of the elaborate security measures that are in place around him. ‘Even you’re not completely safe are you?’
 
   ‘It comes with the territory,’ he dismisses. ‘There is also someone who is ready to betray you, who wants what you have.’
 
   ‘Why did you chose this life? Constantly being on guard for your life and the threat of prison looming in the horizon.’
 
   ‘I didn’t have much of a choice.’
 
   ‘You told me once that ultimately everything is a choice. Some are more difficult than others to make, but it’s a choice nevertheless. 
 
   ‘I had as little choice as you had when I used your sister as my bargaining chip,’ he says quietly.
 
   I feel light headed. ‘What happened to you, Zane?’
 
   Something flashes into his eyes and for an unguarded instant he looks haunted. ‘I don’t want to talk about the past,’ he mutters, and starts swimming away from me.
 
   ‘Why won’t you let me in, Aleksandr Malenkov?’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Five
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   (Mama)
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmzFDEu2RoA
 
   When I wake up my whole body is in so much pain I just want to huddle up and cry, but I force myself not to because Mama is lying next to me and watching. My mama is purer than a white swan. She has black hair and blue eyes like me. She is perfect except for one dark tooth and a broken jaw, which makes her mouth look ever so lightly lop-sided. 
 
   She broke her jaw when a door hit her in the face before I was born, and the tooth went dark when she fell down some steps and banged it. She told me it happened one night when she was pregnant with me. Mama said she was very lucky she did not lose the tooth or me. She said I could have fallen right out of her stomach that night. I have put my finger in mama’s mouth and I know that the dark tooth is loose. It rocks in her jaw the way my front tooth did before I pulled it out. 
 
   ‘You’re alive,’ I say in wonder and reach out to touch her swollen face.
 
   ‘Of course, I am,’ she smiles. 
 
   ‘Mama your tooth!’ I gasp. There is a hole in her smile. 
 
   ‘It’s gone,’ she says cheerfully. ‘I’m glad. It was rotten.’ She pushes her tongue through the gap. ‘It’s saved me a trip to the dentist.’
 
   ‘Does it hurt?’ I ask worriedly.
 
   ‘No. Not even a bit.’
 
   I touch her broken lip. ‘Does this hurt?’
 
   ‘No. Some things look worse than they are.’
 
   ‘Shall we put a bandage on it, mama?’
 
   ‘No,’ mama says with a small laugh.
 
   I stare at her. ‘Are you sure? It looks painful.’
 
   ‘Yes, I’m sure. You know I would never lie to you.’
 
   I nod. That’s true. Mama never lies. ‘Where is papa?’ I whisper.
 
   Her blue eyes look sad. ‘He’s gone out.’
 
   ‘Has he gone to work?’ My papa works odd hours. Before his accident, when he hurt his head and the doctors had to put metal plates in back of his head, he used to go away for days. Mama says he works for the government. She says what he does is secret, like James Bond, so we can never ever know where he goes. All my friends are frightened of my father. Their parents smile at me a lot, but they always look nervous when I am in their house.
 
   ‘Yes, I think so,’ mama says softly. 
 
   ‘Is he still very angry with me, mama?’
 
   ‘Oh my dear, dear Aleksandr, he is not angry with you at all.’
 
   ‘Yes, he is. He thinks I’m a coward, because I cried. I tried not to cry, but I couldn’t help it, mama.’ The tears are trying to come, but I blink them away.
 
   ‘You’re not a coward, my little star. You are braver than most people I know.’
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes, that is the absolute truth.’
 
   ‘But papa doesn’t think so.’
 
   ‘Papa loves you and just wants you to be a great fighter like him, but sometimes he can’t control his temper. He is not himself. It was accident. It changed him. Remember I told you about it.’
 
   ‘Yes, I remember.’
 
   ‘One day he will get better. You’ll see,’ she says.
 
   ‘I hope so.’
 
   ‘I know so,’ she says fiercely.
 
   ‘I’m sorry he hurt you, mama. It was my fault.’
 
   ‘He did not hurt me and it was not your fault. Never say that again.’ Mama smiles softly.
 
   I nod. ‘Mama,’
 
   ‘Yes, my love.’
 
   ‘Maybe I shouldn’t start my training yet. Maybe we should wait until papa is better.’
 
   Tears fill mama’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry, my darling, but you will have to train. You are a man now. Papa will expect it. It will only be once a week, maybe twice. It will get better. I promise.’
 
   She lays a gentle hand on my ribs and I gasp with the terrible pain.
 
   She pulls her hand away quickly. ‘Did I hurt you, lyubov moya?’ 
 
   I shake my head. ‘No, mama. You’ve never ever hurt me.
 
   Mama presses her lips together and her eyes are so sad I want to wrap her up in cotton wool and hide her in a place no one can ever find her. 
 
   ‘Come we will play the piano together,’ she chokes out.
 
   Slowly, very slowly, because I am in so much pain, I get out of bed and together we stand. She holds out her hand and I put mine in it. It is hard to take big breaths. We begin to walk out of the room and I see that she is limping.
 
   I stop and look up at her anxiously. ‘Is your leg hurt, mama?’
 
   ‘No, lybo moya. I have a lazy leg. It just went to sleep. I feel no pain.’
 
   ‘Me too, mama. I feel no pain either.’
 
   We sit at the piano together and mama looks at me. ‘What shall we play?’
 
   ‘You choose, mama.’
 
   ‘Shall we play something happy?’
 
   ‘Yes, let’s.’
 
   ‘How about Chopin’s Spring Waltz?’ she suggests brightly.
 
   ‘That’s a good idea, mama.’
 
   ‘Ready?’
 
   ‘Ready.’ 
 
   We begin to play and music fills the air and enters my body. It is so beautiful tears roll down both our cheeks. This is the only time mama ever cries. We play happy songs and we cry and cry. We are allowed to because the music mama and I make together is so beautiful. So very beautiful. We can escape into it and say to each other what our lips dare not say.
 
   Listen …
 
   


 
   
  
 



Six
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   I am first to arrive at Jamie’s. Someone is having a birthday party and it is hot, crowded, and very noisy. Fortunately, a couple stand to leave just as we arrive and Noah immediately swoops down on their table even though they are still in the process of getting into their coats. The woman gives us a dirty look, but her man says nothing and avoids any eye contact with Noah.
 
   ‘Want me to get you something to drink?’ Noah offers when they are gone and I am seated.
 
   ‘Nah, I’ll wait until Stella gets here. Thanks,’ I say with a smile.
 
   ‘No problem. I’ll be over there at the bar,’ he says jerking his chin at one corner of the bar.
 
   ‘OK,’ I say. 
 
   Stella and I love coming here. It’s a bit of a dive but the booze is cheap, the atmosphere is great, it’s close to our apartment, we know the staff, they always play a fantastic selection of songs, and there is a small dance floor at the back that we always dance the night away on.
 
   I am dressed in jeans, a pair of brown boots, and a emerald sweater, but Stella swans in dressed in a stripped black and white mini dress, a short white faux fur jacket, her new Jimmy Choos and her hair cut short and dyed Little Mermaid red. She looks stunning and heads are turning all over the place.
 
   ‘Jesus, Stel. Your hair,’ I squeal, standing up to greet her.
 
   She strikes a pose and tosses her head this way and that so I get to see her new hairstyle from all angles. 
 
   ‘You look like a freaking star,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘Don’t I just?’ she mouths, grinning cockily. 
 
   ‘And what have you done with your face?’ I ask. ‘Your skin is glowing.’
 
   ‘Honey, baking soda, and lime juice mask,’ she throws nonchalantly as she air-kisses my cheeks. I watch her put her purse on the table, slide into her seat, and fix me with stern, narrowed eyes. ‘You don’t look so hot though. What’s with you?’
 
   ‘Tell you in a minute. First, what are we drinking?’
 
   ‘Who’s paying?’
 
   I grin. ‘Not us.’
 
   Her eyes shine. ‘Bubbles have no calories, have they?’ she asks impishly.
 
   ‘Absolutely not. They are just round bits of clean air covered with a negligible film of champagne,’ I say virtuously.
 
   ‘In that case,’ she says with matching virtuousness, ‘we really should be good and stick to bubbles.’
 
   ‘Excellent choice, Miss Spencer. I’ll nip over to the bar and get it, and in the meantime you can go say hello to Noah. He’s over there.’ I nod towards the edge of the bar where Noah is nursing a bottle of beer. 
 
   Stella jumps up and practically skips over to him. I watch her throw her arms around his neck like a big kid and wonder what to make of this new fun and full of joie de vivre version of Stella. It is like the girl I met for lunch the other day is a totally different person. Then I suddenly remember that she used to be like this when I first met her, before she started crushing on Zane and going about with a long, depressed face.
 
   Andy, the barman looks surprised when I order champagne. ‘Celebrating?’ he asks.
 
   ‘Just treating ourselves,’ I reply.
 
   He finds a bottle at the back of a fridge, plunks it into a narrow plastic bucket, and pushes it and two glasses towards me. I pay him and carrying my loot, I go over to where Noah and Stella are standing. Stella has one hip pushed out provocatively and Noah’s eyes are roaming her body as he talks to her.
 
   ‘Want to join us, Noah?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No, I’m all right. You girls go ahead and have fun.’
 
   ‘You sure, big boy?’ Stella pouts.
 
   He looks her up and down, his eyes assessing in the way only a man’s can be. ‘Don’t play with fire, babe.’
 
   Stella takes my wrist in her hand. ‘Ooooo, promises, promises,’ she taunts cheekily and starts walking backwards away from him.
 
   He just shakes his head and turns back to his beer.
 
   ‘Why are you flirting with Noah like that?’ I ask when we get back to our table.
 
   Stella shrugs. ‘Just something to do, I guess.’
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘Well he’s hotter than a brick shit house, but he’s always so controlled and professional I kind of like provoking him to see how far I can go before he snaps,’ she says giving a sly sideways glance in his direction.
 
   ‘But wouldn’t you like to date him though?’ I persist hopefully.
 
   ‘I never really thought about it, but I don’t think I’m his type.’
 
   I look at her curiously. ‘How do you know you’re not?’
 
   ‘Come on. When a man really wants you it oozes out of his pores.’
 
   ‘I don’t know. From what I saw he seems to like you well enough,’ I say, tearing the foil on the champagne bottle.
 
   ‘Enough is the key clue. I don’t want enough. I want desperately, can’t live without, dying for, madly, deeply, etc. etc. You know, the kind of stuff you have with Zane.’
 
   I ease the cork out with a quiet pop. ‘What should we drink to?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Hot men,’ she says with an impish grin.
 
   I fill our glasses and we clink glasses. 
 
   ‘Hot men,’ we say in unison and giggling like two naughty schoolgirls let the bubbles slide down our throats.
 
   ‘Oh God, yes. Mmmm … Heaven,’ Stella moans and rapidly flutters her eyelashes to indicate just how blissed she is with the taste.
 
   ‘Come on tell me how your date went.’
 
   She pulls a face. ‘Ugh … he was an insufferable idiot.’
 
   ‘Really? What did he do?’
 
   She leans in. ‘He asked me out to a restaurant and proceeded to gobble up everything in sight including my leftovers. I swear he was like a bloody turkey. When he was not eating he was boasting about himself. Brag, brag, brag. How much money he had. How good he was at his job. How much property he owned. God, you should have heard him. Anyone would have thought I was sitting with Warren Buffet.’
 
   I smile at her. 
 
   ‘Honestly, I’ve come to the conclusion every father should tell his son what my granddad told my brother. When a man starts bragging he’s compensating for something small between his legs. The consequence of that small heart to heart between my granddad and brother is: my brother never brags.’ 
 
   She pauses to take a sip. 
 
   ‘Then, when this turkey had just about talked my head off he called for the bill and started tapping and fumbling about in every pocket he could find on himself. 
 
   So I was sitting there watching him and,’ she taps her hair, ‘you know the brain underneath all this pretty, was going, oooo this guy must think I fell off an Irish turnip truck.’
 
   I start giggling. I can almost picture the scene.   
 
   ‘After he had tapped the shit of all his pockets he looked at me all innocent and astonished and told me he must have left his wallet in the side pocket of his car door. Then came the big ask: would I be so kind as to get the meal first and he would see me all right later? Mind you, it wasn’t like it was an expensive place or anything.’
 
   ‘What did you do?’ I ask her.
 
   ‘I looked him in the eye smiled really seductively and said, “You run along and get your wallet and I’ll wait right for you, honey.” 
 
   ‘Wow, you’re really brave to call him out like that. If someone did that to me, I’d just pay for the meal and never take his calls again.’ 
 
   ‘No way. I’m a pretty laid back person, somebody calls me a bitch and I’m like, true, but I’m not down with what he did. Paying for that meal would have been encouraging him to go out and do that to another poor girl. It was a matter of principle,’ she says firmly.
 
   ‘And just in case he was planning on doing a runner, I scratched the inside of his thigh and told him I had something super special planned for him when we got back to my place. To seal the deal I looked at him as if he was going to get the best damn sex of his life.’
 
   ‘Stop, you’re killing me,’ I say.
 
   ‘What a blinking idiot. He actually thought he could stiff me with the bill. I mean, I’m all for women’s lib and everything.’ 
 
   She takes a sip of champagne. 
 
   ‘I hate a man opening a door for me as much as the next girl. Not. But for fucks sake don’t invite me out for dinner and then pretend you’ve left your wallet in the car.’
 
   ‘So did he come back with his wallet?’
 
   ‘Of course he did. He was out of that restaurant like a bat out o hell and back in six minutes.’ She toggles her eyebrows meaningfully. You have no idea how powerful my thigh scratch is.’
 
   ‘So he drove you home …’
 
   ‘At breakneck speed.’
 
   ‘And then?’
 
   ‘And then … I got out of the car and told him the next time he decides to be such a cheapskate he should just suck his own dick.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Seven
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZGwHtGBZJU
 
   ‘Well, you must teach me that thigh scratch of yours,’ I tell Stella when I stop laughing.
 
   She looks at me with bright, inquisitive eyes. ‘Why? It doesn’t look like you need me to teach you anything.’
 
   To my surprise I flush bright red.
 
   Scenting good gossip, she leans forward eagerly. ‘Oh my God! Look at you. You’re redder than my hair. I want to know everything that’s going on with you.’
 
   ‘It’s just hot in here,’ I say taking a gulp of champagne.
 
   ‘Oh no, you don’t get off so easy,’ she threatens. ‘I’ll be needing details. You know, stuff like measurements, girth, frequency of emissions. The lot!’
 
   ‘I thought you didn’t want to know.’
 
   ‘Well that was before I quit making a fool of myself.’
 
   ‘Huh?’
 
   ‘Yeah. I suddenly realized that Zane and you hooking up was the best thing that happened to me. You were right all along when you told me to let it go and move on. I can’t believe I let myself get so down over him. For fucks sake the guy didn’t even know I existed and there I was wasting my life away waiting for him to notice me. Me? Super duper delicious me. It was almost as if I was under a spell. And now when I look back I’m like …’ she pulls back as if in horror. ‘I did that.’ She jerks even further back. ‘I said that.’ Then she slaps herself comically. ‘God, I was such a sad bitch I want to send myself a sympathy card.’
 
   I can’t stop grinning. ‘Oh Stella, I’m so happy you’ve moved on. You can’t imagine how bad I felt about Zane and me.’
 
   She winks. ‘Yes, I realized you must have been really sorry: the bathroom never looked so clean during that period.’
 
   I look shamefaced. ‘So you forgive me?’ 
 
   She reaches out and grasps my hand. ‘There’s nothing to forgive, babe. It’s not like you broke up my happy meal, or anything. I was so miserable when I thought I was in love. Now when I look back I only see how completely stupid it all was. Why would anyone do that to themselves unless they were masochistic? And everybody knows I’m not. I love myself.’
 
   ‘I am actually really proud of you. I like this new and shiny Stella,’ I say smiling happily at her. In truth I am very relieved and impressed by how fast she has turned the corner on her infatuation.
 
   She beams back. ‘Well, join the club. I’m really proud of myself too. Now, enough about me. How big is Zane, really? Every queen needs a king size and I’m not talking about no bed.’
 
   I laugh.
 
   ‘Give me details, woman,’ she demands. 
 
   ‘OK, are you ready for this?’
 
   ‘Shoot.’
 
   ‘I got to practice what we learned at the blowjob course.’
 
   Her jaw drops. ‘You swallowed?’ she splutters.
 
   I nod calmly.
 
   She slaps her thigh. ‘What happened to discreetly spitting while pretending to swallow?’
 
   I shrug. ‘I couldn’t help it. It was rather delicious.’
 
   She gasps. ‘Never. You fucking liar. Spunk is not delicious.’
 
   I grin. ‘Actually it was.’
 
   ‘Forget it. Nobody, not even you, is ever going to convince me that sperm is delicious.’ 
 
   I chuckle at Stella’s expression. ‘I think I wanted to because I’m so crazy about him.’
 
   Stella leans forward, fascinated. ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I say. 
 
   ‘Wow! You’re really falling for him, aren’t you?’
 
   ‘I’m not falling for him. I think I’ve already fallen.’
 
   Stella is staring at me in astonishment. I know now would be a good time to drop the bombshell about Daisy. I’ve never been any good at keeping secrets, and anyway, I want her to know. Before Zane came into our lives we always told each other everything and I don’t want that to change. However, I already know exactly how she will react and I feel a little nervous flutter in my stomach.  
 
   ‘I want to tell you something, but I don’t want to you overreact,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘Me overreact. When have I ever overreacted?’
 
   I raise my eyebrows and look at her with a come-on-it’s-me-you’re-talking-to expression.
 
   ‘Don’t worry I won’t.’
 
   I look at her warningly. 
 
   ‘All right. All right. I promise not to. Go on, spit it out.’
 
   ‘OK, remember that you have promised. No hysterics.’
 
   ‘Go on,’ she urges impatiently.
 
   I take a deep breath and plunge in. ‘Zane is the one who kidnapped Daisy.’
 
   ‘What?’ she explodes so loudly a lot of heads turn.
 
   I look around us and notice that even Noah has turned to watch us. ‘Remember you promised,’ I hiss at her.
 
   She picks up her glass of champagne, drains it dry and carefully puts the empty glass back down. ‘Whoa, Dahlia. You’re not surely going to hold me to my promise. This is so mind-blowing. How can you sit there and tell me something like this so calmly? What is wrong with you? I’m fucking freaking out here.’
 
   ‘I reacted the same way when I first found out, but I’ve had time to assimilate.’
 
   ‘Time to assimilate? Fuck! When did you find out?’
 
   ‘Last night.’
 
   ‘Jesus, Dahlia am I going crazy, or are you still with him?’
 
   I pick up the bottle of champagne and fill Stella’s glass. ‘You’re not going crazy and I’m still with him.’
 
   ‘Oh my God. Oh my God! I don’t believe this. While I was not watching you’ve gone and morphed into one of these weird women who thinks it’s OK to write romantic letters to serial killers on death row, haven’t you?’
 
   ‘Stop being so dramatic.’
 
   ‘Dramatic? If I can’t be dramatic now, when the hell am I ever going to be dramatic?’ she demands intensely.
 
   I sigh. ‘Olga explained it all to me.’
 
   Stella’s eyes become dinner plates. ‘Olga? She’s the fucking cook! How on earth did she explain it all away?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. She made sense.’ 
 
   ‘He kidnapped your sister, Dahlia!’
 
   ‘Do you want to calm down and listen, or do you just want to rant for the next hour?’
 
   ‘I’m torn. I want to rant, but I’d really like to hear how his cook explained away a kidnapping too,’ she says sarcastically
 
   ‘Basically, she believes that Zane has suffered some horrendous trauma and that is why he is the way he is. He’s like a tortured soul,’ I pause, ‘and she thinks I’m the person to save him.’
 
   She folds her arms. ‘It’ll be interesting to hear how you plan to do that?’
 
   ‘Well, I don’t know yet, but I’m working on it.’ 
 
   She shakes her head in disbelief. ‘So you’ve forgiven him and all is hunky dory in your world.’
 
   I look at Stella’s understandably horrified face and I realize don’t know how to explain what Zane and I have. How can I tell her that I am so connected to Zane it feels as if I don’t derive my real nourishment from food and drink but him? Sometimes it is impossible for someone outside a relationship between a man and woman to appreciate or even comprehend the nature of the bonds that hold the couple. The bonds that hold me to Zane are like tempered steel. I want him. I need him and I cannot even imagine my life without him in it anymore. He holds my wellbeing in the palm of his hand. 
 
   ‘It’s not that I’ve forgiven him,’ I explain, ‘it’s just that I’m trying hard to understand him. I come from a loving, close knit family so I have no right to judge someone who might not have had the things I take for granted.’
 
   I shrug. 
 
   ‘I don’t know anything about Zane’s past. He won’t talk about it, but I can tell that he is the product of something unhappy. He exists in a violent world with brutal rules and has to abide by them just to survive, but underneath the cold exterior that he projects to everyone, I’ve seen glimpses of a beautiful but wounded and suffering man.’ 
 
   For a few seconds she simply stares at me blankly then she grabs the neck of the champagne bottle and pours herself another glass. I know she is trying her best to grasp what I am telling her, but it is hard for her. She takes a big gulp.
 
   ‘Did he know?’ she asks, jerking her head in Noah’s direction.
 
   ‘Apparently they had all guessed.’
 
   ‘Bloody cheek. Pretending to be all nice and helpful to me. I’ve a good mind to go there now and tell him off.’
 
   I reach out and grab her hand. ‘Don’t you dare do any such thing, Stel. It’s not his fault. This is between Zane and me. They didn’t know for sure. They just guessed.’
 
   ‘I’m surprised that you are not more angry.’
 
   I look down at my hands. ‘I guess it’s because I understand what it feel like to want someone so bad you’re willing to do almost anything to get that person.’
 
   She looks at me curiously. ‘Do you feel that way about him?’
 
   I bite my lower lip and nod slowly. 
 
   ‘Oh no,’ she gasps in horror. ‘What a mistake it was to let you go in my place that night.’ 
 
   I shake my head. ‘Don’t say that. I wasn’t even truly alive until I met him, Stel. Even if it all falls apart tomorrow I’ll never regret what I’ve had with him.’
 
   ‘Oh Dahlia. I hope and pray things work out for you,’ she cries softly, but her voice is full of doubt and worry.
 
   I smile. ‘Look no matter what happens I’ll survive, but here’s the thing, we didn’t come out tonight to be depressed. Remember we’re getting irretrievably wasted. Let’s just do that. Come what may.’
 
   She smiles back. ‘OK, bottoms up.’
 
   We empty our glasses and Gloria Gaynor’s I Will Survive comes on the music system. We both look at each other with widened, disbelieving eyes.
 
   ‘Is that the universe talking to us?’ Stella asks.
 
   ‘If it is what’re we waiting for?’ I ask, jumping up. 
 
   Together we race to the tiny little dance floor at the back of the wine bar. No one else is dancing, so we have the whole floor to ourselves. We’ve danced to this track is so many times.
 
   ‘Go. Walk out the door,’ Stella and I scream as we strut our stuff.
 
   It is just like old times, Stella and I kicking it on the dance floor. Well, all right, making a total fool of ourselves on the dance floor. 
 
   In the background Noah stands watching us. We call him over to join us, but he shakes his head and gives us a thumbs-up signal. Laughing we dance and down our drinks and dance some more and drink some more.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eight
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   ‘I am positively drunk,’ Stella slurs. 
 
   ‘Me too,’ I agree, my voice no less wobbly.
 
   ‘Kebab?’ she asks.
 
   I shake my head. 
 
   She grimaces. ‘It’s all right for you. You’ll be settling down to a super size sausage with lashings of sperm?’
 
   I pull a face. ‘Stop being so rude you.’
 
   ‘Come on. I’m hungry,’ she cries plaintively.
 
   ‘All right. Let’s get your ass to Taki’s. I suppose, I could eat a bag of fries.’
 
   ‘Panties are kinckers, and fries are chips in England,’ Stella corrects fuzzily.
 
   ‘Right. Bag of chips,’ I say.
 
   We stand up, stumble into each other, and start giggling uncontrollably.
 
   Noah comes to us. ‘Ready to go?’
 
   ‘We’re off to get some food from Taki,’ Stella says, still laughing.
 
   Noah scowls. ‘Taki?’
 
   ‘The kebab joint down the road,’ I explain.
 
   ‘Fine. Get in the car and we’ll drive down.’ Noah glances at his watch then back to me. ‘We don’t have that much time. You have to be back before 12.00.
 
   That perks Stella up. She turns to me and wags her finger. ‘What? You have curfew,’ she exclaims and nearly falls backwards on her Jimmy Choos.  
 
   I grab her waist and hold her upright. ‘No, I don’t. I just told Zane I’d be back before twelve.’
 
   ‘For tonight’s helping of sausage and gravy?’ she slurs.
 
   I glance at Noah, and his eyebrows are as high as I have ever seen them. It’s obvious he has no idea how to deal with two falling-down-drunk women. 
 
   ‘We’ll have to take Stella home first,’ I tell him.
 
   ‘No need. The driver will take her back and make sure she is safely through her front door, and I’ll take you back in my car.’
 
   ‘God, you’re very efficient,’ I say, swaying slightly because Stella is swaying like mad.
 
   ‘Here let me take her,’ he offers and swings her easily into the crook of his elbow. 
 
   With his great arm around Stella’s tottering body, and with her heckling and calling out friendship overtures to all kinds of strangers on the road, we make our way to Taki’s. There is a queue of people waiting to be served, but Taki throws half a chicken on the grill, calls something out in Greek to the other man manning the shop, goes to the vacant end of counter, and beckons us over. 
 
   He slings a tea towel over his shoulder and leaning with his forearms on the glass counter cries out expansively, ‘Aiiiii, it’s my favorite Kouklas.’ The word, he explained to us a year ago, means beautiful dolls in Greek. Not in pervy way Taki is old enough to be our grandfather. It is usually used to describe pretty young girls or babies.
 
   ‘Hey Taki,’ both Stella and I say in unison.
 
   ‘Long time you no eat Taki’s food? Where you been?’ 
 
   ‘It’s her,’ Stella complains. ‘She’s gone and found herself a man and now she won’t come out with me.’
 
   Taki raises both his veined, wrinkled hands and shakes them in front of his mustached face and says. ‘You find a man. So what? You still have to eat.’
 
   I grin and he looks over at Noah standing by the door. ‘Is that him over there?’
 
   ‘No, he just a friend,’ I say.
 
   ‘He’s big,’ he says puffing out his shoulders and widening his old eyes.
 
   ‘Do you think he is big where it counts?’ Stella whispers.
 
   ‘Stella?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Go have a feel,’ Taki urges with an evil grin.
 
   Stella turns to do just that, but I catch her by the waist. ‘Stella,’ I say warningly.
 
   ‘What? He’ll never know. I’ll be discreet’ she says innocently.
 
   ‘Don’t do it. You’ll regret it in the morning,’ I whisper under my breath.
 
   ‘Just one quick feel,’ she wheedles.
 
   ‘Remember the last time you were this drunk and you didn’t listen to me.’
 
   ‘When I set fire to that bouncer, you mean,’ she says with a little giggle.
 
   ‘And what happened to us after that?’ I prompt.
 
   ‘We got banned from ever going there again,’ she says sulkily. 
 
   I turn to Taki. ‘She’s been drinking on an empty stomach so please don’t encourage her.’
 
   He raises his hands in surrender.
 
   ‘What’s there to eat then?’ Stella asks Taki, and emits a huge hiccup. She covers her mouth. ‘Ooops. Sorry.’
 
   Taki waves towards all the raw meat inside the glass case.
 
   While Stella leans against the glass counter and looks at the food on display, I order a bag of chips, and turn to Noah to ask if he wants something to eat. He shakes his head quickly and turns his attention back to a group of young guys outside who’ve had a lot of drink and are obviously spoiling for a fight.
 
   ‘What’s the lowest calorie thing you have here?’ Stella asks.
 
   Taki picks out a lemon slice decorating the edges of a plate full of skewered meat and, grinning widely, holds it up to Stella. 
 
   ‘Ha, ha. Very funny,’ Stella says and leans her cheek into her palm. ‘You know what. Fuck it. I’ll break my diet for tonight. Give me a large lamb kebab with salad and lots and lots of garlic sauce since I won’t be kissing anyone tonight.’
 
   ‘Oki-doki,’ Taki says and goes off to shave some meat from the rotisserie. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   We stand by glass window and wolf down our food between sips from cans of coke. Afterwards, we walk back towards the place where the driver’s car is parked. Noah stuffs Stella into the backseat of the car and shuts the door. 
 
   ‘Wait here,’ he says to me. ‘I’ll bring my car around.’
 
    The back window winds down and Stella pops her head out. 
 
   ‘Where’s he gone?’ she whines.
 
   ‘To get his car.’
 
   She grabs my hands. ‘I know I’m drunk and raving, but you do know that I love you with all my heart, don’t ya?’
 
   I feel such a great love for Stella at that moment I want to hold and protect her from every man that could ever try to hurt her. ‘You know I really love you too, right,’ I choke.
 
   For a second Stella looks like she is about to burst into tears and I bend down and kiss her cheek. 
 
   She grabs me tightly. ‘I can’t wait for you to come back. You don’t have to clean the bathroom anymore. I’ll do it,’ she says in my hair, her voice wobbly and I feel my heart clench with sadness. I truly am going to miss this girl. I know I will have to tell her soon that I don’t know when I will be coming back, but I have no heart to say it then. Another day. I’ll say it another day.
 
   At that moment Noah’s car roars into the street and both Stella and I turn to stare at the massive black machine with surprise. It is like something from a superhero comic book. 
 
   ‘Wow. Is that a bat mobile?’ Stella asks.
 
   ‘I don’t think so, but it sure has one heck of an angry engine.’
 
   Stella hiccups. ‘My brother calls them go-home-in-a-neck-brace cars.’
 
   ‘Your brother better not be right. I have to get into it.’
 
   Stella laughs uproariously.
 
   Noah stops next to a car behind us and signals the driver to go. The car starts to move and Stella emerges out of the window waist high and waves her arms at us. 
 
   ‘Nite, nite, my babes,’ she shouts, her voice sloppy and happier than I have heard in a long time.
 
   ‘Get back in,’ I shout.
 
   She quickly gets back into the car and a couple of seconds later I hear her scream in a high-pitched voice ‘weeeeee,’ and see a pair of long legs waving slowly out of the window in a slow scissoring motion. Just like a Folies Bergère dancer. Laughing, I pull my phone out and take a video of her legs. I’ll post it on Facebook in the morning. I bet she won’t remember.
 
   ‘Let’s go,’ Noah calls.
 
   As I am about to turn away one of her shoes comes off her foot and falls to the side of the road. Before I can do anything the traffic lights change, Stella retracts her legs, and the car speeds off. Stella is so plastered she doesn’t even realize she has lost a shoe.
 
   ‘Come on, Dahlia’ Noah urges again.
 
   ‘Just hang on one sec,’ I say, and run the few yards to pick up her precious shoe, but as I get to it a man who was coming from a different direction bends down and takes it in his hand. He straightens and my mouth drops open.
 
   ‘Mark,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Hello Dahlia,’ he says softly, and holds the shoe out to me.
 
   I take it from him. ‘What are you doing here?’ A gust of wind blows hair into my face. I push it back and stare at him. 
 
   ‘I was in the neighborhood,’ he says.
 
   Even in my intoxicated state the statement doesn’t make sense. ‘Look Mark, I-’ I begin when I feel Noah step next to me. I turn my head and look up at him and his face is like granite. His eyes are cold and hostile and his mouth is an intimidatingly straight line.
 
   ‘All right, Dahlia?’ he asks, his eyes never leaving Mark.
 
   ‘It’s all right, Noah. This is my friend, Mark,’ I explain hurriedly.
 
   Mark immediately holds out his hand, but Noah rudely ignores it. ‘We should go,’ he says still staring at Mark.
 
   Mark lets his hand drop to his side. 
 
   ‘Nice to see you again, Mark,’ I say awkwardly.
 
   For an instant it looks as if Mark is going to say something, then he flashes a lop-sided smile and says, ‘Yeah, it was great to see you again. You look beautiful.’
 
   Next to me Noah stiffens even more.
 
   To diffuse the situation I trust Stella’s shoe into Mark’s hand. ‘Give this to Stella for me, will you?’ I say. 
 
   He grasps the shoe and nods.
 
   I smile and follow Noah to his car. When we get to it I turn around and Mark is still standing there clutching the shoe. I wave and he waves back. I feel something strange inside me, like a warning, or an instinct that something bad is going to happen, but I am too tipsy to make any sense of it. 
 
   I slide into the passenger seat, Noah closes the door, and the feeling evaporates. I turn around in my seat to look at Mark, but he is gone. I crane my neck looking for him, but he has completely disappeared. Maybe he went down one of the side streets. 
 
   Noah gets in and starts the car. I quickly text Stella and tell her that Mark has her shoe before turning to Noah.
 
   ‘What kind of car is this?’ I ask. The interior smells of leather, glue, resin, and polished metal. A truly masculine smell. 
 
   ‘It’s a TVR Sagaris.’
 
   ‘Hmm … it’s a gorgeous car.’ 
 
   ‘Thank you.’
 
   ‘How fast can it go?’
 
   ‘Zero to 60mph in 3.9 seconds.’
 
   ‘Wow, and the top speed?’
 
   ‘185mph,’ he says instantly and there is quiet pride in his voice. 
 
   ‘I bet you get a lot of speeding tickets.’
 
   He grins. ‘I don’t get speeding tickets.’
 
   I turn to look at his profile. ‘How come?’
 
   He winks. ‘Trade secret.’
 
   I lift my hands up as if in surrender. ‘OK.’
 
   There is a pause. 
 
   ‘Have you worked for Zane for long?’ I ask and I don’t imagine the wariness that enters his body. 
 
   ‘Not really.’
 
   ‘Have you lived in London all your life?’
 
   ‘No,’ he says shortly. 
 
   ‘What about Zane?’
 
   ‘You’ll have to ask him that yourself.’
 
   Just to see his reaction I ask, ‘What’s Zane favorite color?’
 
   He scowls. ‘I have no idea.’
 
   Jesus, getting information from him is like getting blood from stone. I throw my hands up. ‘Is there anything at all you can tell about Zane?’
 
   He glances at me. ‘Not really.’
 
   I reach forward and switch on the stereo and a Russian pop song comes on. 
 
   ‘Who’s singing?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Pussy Riot.’
 
   I stare at him. ‘Are you kidding me?’
 
   ‘Nope. I’m a big fan.’
 
   I shake my head. ‘Of a band called Pussy Riot?’
 
   He gives me a cocky look. ‘With a name like that what’s not to like?’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nine
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37FGwDMMZEg
 
   Yuri opens the door for us and says something to Noah in rapid Russian who looks at his watch and immediately starts walking towards the study. I guess we didn’t make the twelve o’clock curfew.
 
   ‘Thanks for bringing me home, Noah,’ I call to his retreating back. 
 
   He lifts his hand in acknowledgement but doesn’t break his stride. 
 
   ‘Goodnight,’ Yuri says.
 
   ‘Yeah, same to you,’ I reply and run up the stairs. 
 
   I actually feel a bit queasy. Getting into such a low swung fast car after drinking so much and eating a whole bag of greasy fries is not exactly a good idea. 
 
   I quickly clean my make up off, brush my teeth, use the toilet, change into my nightgown and go down to Zane’s bedroom. I open the door and he is already there. I have the impression that he is full of leashed energy, that he was pacing the floor impatiently, even though he is standing with his legs shoulder-width apart and looking at me with a deliberately blank expression. Sexy as hell, actually.
 
   ‘Hi,’ I greet.
 
   ‘Noah says a man was waiting for you,’ he says neutrally.
 
   ‘Mark was not waiting for me,’ I scoff. ‘We just ran into each other outside the bar.’ I shake my head. ‘I can’t believe Noah is such an old woman. Imagine running to you with that bit of gossip.’
 
   ‘It’s not a bit of gossip. It is Noah’s job to notice even the smallest inconsistencies. You didn’t just run into him. He was waiting for you and only approached you when you were alone.’
 
   I frown. I guess he is right. Mark was waiting for me. I shrug. ‘It doesn’t matter. We’re just friends now.’
 
   ‘Is he the boyfriend that you talked about?’ His voice is very quiet, his eyes intense.
 
   ‘Yes, but I ended it before I came here and our relationship had not become physical.’
 
   ‘Are you still in contact with him?’
 
   ‘Yes. He’s a nice guy.’
 
   ‘I don’t want you to see him again.’
 
   ‘Why? We’re just friends. I feel nothing for him but friendship.’
 
   He walks up to me, swirls my hair in his fist, and pulls my face upwards. From every pore of his body seeps raw masculinity, neither manufactured no harnessed, just a true force of nature. An Alpha in the truest sense of the word. 
 
   ‘You might feel just friendship,’ he murmurs, ‘but he lusts for you, Dahlia. A man who waits on the street for a woman is crying out for her.’
 
   I lick my lips.  
 
   His head swoops down. He takes my bottom lip between his teeth and sucks it. ‘You can tell him this. If I catch him within ten feet of you I’ll stuff his dick into his ass.’
 
   I stare into his searingly bright eyes. ‘His dick in his ass? How Neanderthal of you,’ I say to lighten the mood. 
 
   ‘Call it what you want, but do not make the mistake of thinking it’s an idle threat because it isn’t,’ he says softly, and nibbles my earlobes. He raises his head and looks down possessively at my breasts, but his voice is cold and businesslike. ‘I don’t take kindly to other men sniffing around my woman.’
 
   ‘OK, I’ll tell Mark.’
 
   His eyes become less guarded. 
 
   ‘What did you do tonight?’ I ask.
 
   He bends his head and brushes his mouth against my cheek. I close my eyes and revel in the sensation of his warm lips against my skin. ‘I waited for you,’ he whispers.
 
   Something inside me starts melting like butter in a hot pan. I’m going to blow it. I’ve had a bit to drink and I can’t be trusted not to throw my arms around him and admit that I’m in love with him. Activity. I should engage in activity.
 
   Silently, I start unbuttoning his shirt. He helps me by unzipping his pants and pulling them down his legs. He kicks them away and I get onto my knees. When I am mouth-level with his boxers, I lean in and catch the waistband with my teeth. I tug it outward and over his turgid cock and pull it down his legs. When I rise up the long thick shaft is millimeters away from my lips. 
 
   I extend my tongue and delicately lick his cockhead. It is satiny smooth.
 
   ‘Your cock is so fucking beautiful,’ I say. 
 
   Zane kneads his fingers into my hair and groans, as I swallow the tip and bob my head up and down the shaft. I look up at him and he is staring down at the sight of his cock disappearing into my face. It is sexy and I hungrily take him even deeper, but when he touches the back of my throat I get a sudden uneasy sensation in my stomach. My eyes widen with shock. 
 
   Oh my God, no. No fucking way. No, this can’t be happening to me.
 
   I pull away abruptly, but it is already too late. Vomit is hurling out of my mouth and landing directly on to his crotch and thighs. Bits of fries are hanging from his balls. Ugh. Yuck. And the smell. 
 
   Until that moment I have never known what it is like to wish for the ground to open up and swallow me, or for lighting bolts to blitz the room I was in. Totally mortified I cover my mouth with both my hands and look up at Zane’s face. I’m pretty sure vomiting while giving a blowjob is a major passion killer, but I don’t know what I expected. Probably him staring down at the mess I have made of him with revulsion, shock and maybe even irritation, but what I see is a man who doesn’t seem to care that I have been sick all over him. Instead he stares down at me with deep concern etched in every line of his face. 
 
   He reaches down and pulls me up by my upper-arms. As I am pulled upwards I see his cock is already at half-mast. Shit. How embarrassing. All I can think of at that moment is: thank God I didn’t have a kebab or a burger. Bits of undigested meat will look so much more disgusting.
 
   ‘What’s wrong? Are you ill?’ he asks, frowning.
 
   I am so horrified I can hardly bear to meet his eyes. ‘I think I’m not used to being in a sports car after drinking so much. I’m so sorry,’ I mutter, awkwardly using the backs of my hands to wipe my chin. 
 
   He lets go of my arms, picks up his shirt, and roughly wipes his groin and legs. Then he takes me by the hand and leads me to the bathroom. I follow him like a lamb. He switches the shower on and helps me undress.
 
   ‘I’m so sorry,’ I apologize again. ‘I bet nothing like this has ever happened to you.’
 
   ‘No,’ he admits. 
 
   ‘Oh God, I groan.
 
   ‘Hey,’ he says suddenly. ‘It’s only the contents of your stomach? I’m planning on putting my tongue in your ass!’
 
   Struck dumb, my face reddening, I stare at him. 
 
   ‘It was nothing. A bit of vomit,’ he says kindly.
 
   ‘I … er … should brush my teeth,’ I say and move to basin. I squeeze some toothpaste on my toothbrush and quickly clean my teeth. Our eyes meet in the mirror.
 
   ‘You should have seen your face though,’ he says, his eyes full of mischief.
 
   ‘You should have seen yours,’ I retort.
 
   He smiles and so do I. We are like two kids trying to make friends for the first time. He stops smiling and so do I. He bites his lower lip in such an unconsciously seductive gesture I feel something inside me contract and can only hope it is not my stomach. I quickly look away, spit, rinse my mouth, and put my brush back into its holder. I look up and he is still looking at me.
 
   ‘I’ll clean up the mess. The smell …,’ I trail away embarrassed.
 
   ‘It’s OK,’ he murmurs. ‘We’ll sleep in your room tonight.’
 
   By now the shower stall has filled with steam. He opens the door and we step into it. Deliciously warm water sprays down on us and washes away my sick. Zane pours liquid soap into his palm and rubs it on my chest, my breast and down my body. 
 
   I squirt some onto my hand and rub it on his abs, his flat stomach, and lower still. I notice that his cock is no longer at half-mast but hard as fucking steel. I pour more soap and languorously stroke his cock. My slippery hands pull at it and he groans. I cup his balls and massage them gently while my other hand carries on tugging firmly at his cock. 
 
   He pivots me around and my palms slap against the tiles. I exhale as he grabs my hips and tilts them upwards. Warm water beats down on my head and back with sensuous insistence as the blunt head of his cock starts to part then slide into my pussy. I push eagerly towards it taking him deeper into my body until I feel his balls on my pussy lips. I wriggle my ass and it sends tremors of pleasure shooting into my veins. 
 
   ‘Don’t stop,’ he growls and I hear the thick hot lust in his voice.
 
   I press my legs together to make my sex tighter and grind myself into his groin. 
 
   ‘Oh fuck. You’re so fucking tight,’ he groans. 
 
   My pussy throbbing with pleasure I attain greater and greater heights of pleasure. My eyes turn half-shut. My pussy wants to feel him explode inside, feel his hot cum shooting deep into it. I start bouncing on his shaft, harder and harder, but it’s not enough. The craving for him is like fingers inside my belly. I want him to thrust like the wild beast he is.
 
   ‘Take me harder than you’ve ever done,’ I cry harshly.
 
   He doesn’t need a second invitation. He grabs my hips and pounds me so hard and so damn deep my feet come off the floor and I am suspended in the air. He keeps going like that, his hard cock punishing my wet and hungry sex until a shuddering, pulsing climax overtakes us. For a while we remain joined and breathing heavily, the soft rain sluicing down our heaving bodies, then he withdraws and the water washes away all history of our coupling.  
 
   In a rare moment of tenderness he wraps me in a towel and gently pats me dry. I stare at his dark head. If only it could always be like this. 
 
   If only.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ten
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jWFb5z3kUSQ
 
   I am ten years old tomorrow. I can punch and I can take a punch. There is no school tomorrow. I hang my uniform in my cupboard and hear my father roar at my mother from the living room. There is something wrong with his tea. It may be too sweet or not sweet enough. The walls are thin and I hear my mother walking into the living room. 
 
   I close the cupboard. It is one of those old ones with a beveled mirror on the door. I look at my reflection. The first thing everyone sees when they first meet me is my eyes. I look into them and it is like looking into a stranger’s eyes. I hear my mother reply, her voice is muffled, placating, frightened. Then come the inevitable flat, dull sound of her flesh being hit. I turn away from the mirror and walk to my door. I open it and go into the living room.
 
   ‘Papa,’ I say.
 
   My father turns his murderous gaze my way and starts advancing on me. He is drunk. My mother grabs his arm and tries to pull him back. 
 
   ‘Leave him alone,’ she pleads. 
 
   He elbows her in the neck and she falls to the floor choking.
 
   My fists clench. God, I hate my father.
 
   Blood pulses through my ears, the world becomes silent. There is only me and him. He comes up to me and swings his fist. I evade it easily. With a roar of anger he swings again. This time more wildly. I duck. He misses. His fist crashes into the wall. His eyes almost pop with pain and he bellows with fury.
 
   I don’t say anything. My heart feels cold. I know I will eventually have to let him hit me, but it is better if I tire him out first. Once he banged his head on the wall and knocked himself out. That is the best case scenario. When he woke up he was livid but it would be worth it. 
 
   Cursing, he nurses his injured knuckles in his hand for a few seconds. Then he flexes them and clenches his hand into a lethal fist. He looks up at me, his face twisted with hate. 
 
   ‘If you don’t stand still boy I swear I’ll kill your mother with my bare hands,’ he snarls
 
   This is it. The fight is over. I lock eyes with him and stop moving. He comes towards me and punches me in the gut. I don’t see it in slow motion like in the movies. His hand flashes through the air and suddenly it is in my stomach. Kaboom.
 
   My mother screams. 
 
   I love you, mama. 
 
   Forever and ever.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eleven
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   For my birthday, buy me a politician.
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4kTei0XrCs
 
   ‘Hey Molly,’ I say into the phone.
 
   ‘How’s it going, doll?’ Molly’s cheerful voice comes through my cellphone.
 
   ‘Great. How are you?’
 
   She sighs. ‘I’ve got a client who insists on wearing leopard and tiger prints at the same time. If it gets out that she consulted me, my reputation will be in tatters.’
 
   I laugh. ‘You’ll make it work.’
 
   ‘I do hope you’re right. So what can I do for you today?’
 
   ‘I need something to wear to the races.’
 
   ‘At this time of the year you’re presumably going to Cheltenham?’
 
   ‘Yes, I am.’ 
 
   ‘It’s less high fashion than Ascot, but it can be lots of fun and very romantic if it rains.’
 
   ‘What? English rain is just wet and cold.’
 
   ‘The object is not to go into the rain, but snuggle up to each other in the bleachers.’
 
   ‘Sorry, I’m not going to hope for rain.’ 
 
   She chuckles. ‘Coming back to your outfit. I think I have exactly the thing for you. I just saw it like three minutes ago at my friend’s boutique. It’s very, very French. A two piece skirt suit.’
 
   ‘Brilliant.’
 
   ‘Do you want to wear a hat?’
 
   ‘A hat? I haven’t worn a hat since I was a kid.’
 
   ‘Then you must wear one. The races is one of the last few places left that one can wear a hat to anymore.’
 
   ‘You have successfully convinced me,’ I say with a laugh. 
 
   ‘When are you going?’
 
   ‘Day after tomorrow.’
 
   ‘Oh, that soon.’ She pauses. ‘I have your measurements so I’ll see if I can get a milliner to make one to match your outfit. Marney should be able to do it, but I’ll call you back and let you know if she can’t, and I have to find something readymade instead.’
 
   ‘OK,’ I say, impressed by Molly’s list of contacts and her ability to rustle up the perfect outfit at moment’s notice.
 
   ‘Right see you tomorrow night,’ she says crisply.
 
   ‘Thanks, Molly.’
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   I slip into nude block heels (Molly says high heels will simply mean I’ll spend my day balancing on the balls of my feet on grass) and stand in front of the mirror looking like a character from Beverley Hills Housewives. My dress is immaculately tailored, lush pink, knee-length number. It comes with a coat in the same material an inch longer than the dress. The hat is a side sweep felt concoction in a delicate shade of blush, and decorated with three silk camellias dyed to match my outfit.   
 
   ‘Go knock him dead, Dahlia,’ I whisper to my reflection, and go down the stairs to Zane’s room. 
 
   As I open the door he is getting into a dusty-black single-breasted jacket. His shirt is bottle green and his tie mustard brown. Wow! He looks precious yes, but complicated. Somehow astonishing. Like coming across an extinct saber-toothed tiger and knowing that loving him or bringing him into your world can only mean loss. But he is real and I love him. The visceral desire to protect him is so strong I feel it like something the size of a fist in my throat.
 
   He stops mid-shrug and stares at me. 
 
   Don’t address him seriously or carefully. This is a light occasion. I clear my throat and I twirl around. ‘Well, what do you think?’ My voice is light and easy. 
 
   He pulls the lapels of his jacket together and walks up to me. ‘I think,’ he says brushing the back of his hand on my cheek, ‘it is cruel that one woman should have been given so much beauty.’
 
   I grin. ‘And I think it is cruel that one man should have been given so much charm.’
 
   He smiles. ‘That is one adjective I’ve never heard used on me before.’
 
   ‘That’s probably because you didn’t decide to lay it on thick before.’
 
   His eyes glow. ‘There was no one worth laying it on thick for.’
 
   I place my hand gently on his chest and look up into his gorgeous eyes. ‘Good. I’m glad.’
 
    He smiles. ‘Have you got your betting money ready?’
 
   I lift up my pink purse. ‘Yup.’
 
   He smiles. ‘It’s going to be very difficult for me to keep my hands from sliding up your dress today.’
 
   I laugh.
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   We go outside and there is a spanking new, astoundingly beautiful Aston Martin DB11 waiting outside. Noah opens the passenger door for me and I slip into it feeling like a movie star. The seat is snug, deep and form fitting. It doesn’t smell of masculinity like Noah’s car, this one just smells like something very, very expensive. Practically every surface – including the headliner and rear deck has been finished in luxurious leather or some other exotic material. 
 
   I touch the smooth leather as Zane slides into the driver’s seat. 
 
   ‘That’s handcrafted raccoon,’ he says.
 
   ‘You shouldn’t have told me that. I like raccoons.’
 
   ‘Yeah, well, when I die Aston Martin is welcome to my skin if it’s going to end up in a car like this.’ 
 
   ‘You’re one crazy Russian,’ I tell him.
 
   Zane grins and guns the car. Raucous doesn’t describe the full glory of a V12 engine’s menacing roar. There is no point screaming over the noise so Zane switches on a Bang and Olufsen stereo system that is powerful enough to counteract the thunder of the engine, and the car fills with lively violin music. An hour and a half later and we are at Cheltenham Racecourse. 
 
   As Zane drives up I see Noah and another member of Zane’s security team, I think his name is Boris, are already there. We get out of the car, and Boris gets into it and goes off to park it. 
 
   I look around us in wonder. Everyone is colorfully dressed, which is rather unusual in Britain, and there is an air of festivity and excitement about them as they mill about talking and laughing. 
 
   The three of us make our way to one of the private boxes. Zane’s friends and acquaintances are already there. Rose champagne and canapés are served by smiling staff.  For the first time I get to see Zane interact with other people and I am shocked to see how different he is with other people. He hardly speaks and allows the other person to make most of the conversation while he inclines his head politely and listens and gives the occasional nod. There is almost an invisible force field around him that discourages anybody to get too familiar or close. 
 
   After about fifteen minutes Shane and Snow arrive and I smile happily at them. They are such a beautiful couple everyone turns to watch them. They come up to us. 
 
   ‘Hey Dahlia,’ Shane says.
 
   Snow kisses me on my cheek. ‘You look absolutely wonderful,’ she says with a lovely smile.
 
   ‘So do you,’ I say, sincerely looking at her long sleeved powder blue dress. It has little birds embroidered on it. 
 
   As we are making plans to have dinner together, Lenny comes through the door, and Snow pales. Shane puts his arm around her waist and she looks up at him. He smiles down at her and in that look he gives her there’s everything I would love to see in Zane’s face. There’s love, there’s protection, there’s reassurance, there’s lust, and there’s permanence. I’m here forever. 
 
   My eyes slide to Zane and he is looking at Lenny. Lenny is talking to some other people.
 
   ‘Don’t worry. I won’t leave your side and he will never approach us,’ Shane tells his wife.
 
   ‘It’s OK. I’m prepared. It’s not like I didn’t know he’d be here,’ she says with a shaky laugh.
 
   ‘We’re going down to the paddock. Want to come with us?’ Zane invites them.
 
   ‘Shall we go see the horses,’ Shane asks Snow.
 
   ‘No, I want to do this. I want him to know I’m not afraid of him,’ Snow says.
 
   ‘OK, sweetheart.’
 
   ‘We’ll see you guys later then,’ Zane says, and leads me away. I look sideways up at Zane. ‘What was that all about?’
 
   ‘Snow used to be with Lenny.’
 
   ‘What?’ Even the idea that someone as beautiful as Snow could be with a man as repulsive and slimy as Lenny is unthinkable.
 
   ‘It’s a long story.’
 
   ‘I don’t like Lenny.’
 
   He frowns at me. ‘I told you to stay out of it.’
 
   ‘I’m not interfering. I’m just stating my opinion.’ 
 
   ‘Just stay as far away from him as you can, Dahlia,’ he says softly.
 
   ‘Don’t worry I plan to.’
 
   Here we are. This is where one comes to see how a horse is behaving before the race starts.  
 
   I have never been to a racecourse before and Zane explains me that horses are like people. They have good days and bad days and the paddock was the place to see if they are nervous and sweating a lot (the ones with big dark splotches on their coat) or even ill if the sweat patch is near its kidneys. He shows me the difference between a preppy horse eager to race, and a jittery one, biting, rearing and turning in circles. That horse he tells me has spunk but is wasting its energy before the race and should be avoided.
 
   ‘Do you go to the races often?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Yes. There’s not much to beat spending the whole afternoon and evening watching horses racing and performing at their peak ability.’
 
   ‘Is that a good horse to pick?’ I ask pointing to a beautiful black stud with a white star on his forehead.
 
   ‘I wouldn’t,’ he replies.
 
   ‘No? Do you have a recommendation then?’ I ask curiously. Stella has asked me to place a bet for her too.
 
   ‘Last Arabian.,’ he says pointing to a gleaming brown horse tossing its head proudly.
 
   ‘How much should I put on it?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Everything you’ve got,’ he says seriously.
 
   My mouth drops open in astonishment. I lean forward and whisper. ‘Are you saying the races are fixed?’
 
   ‘Not all, but that one is.’
 
   I stare at him in disbelief. He is so beautiful yet so spectacularly foreign to me. ‘How do you fix a match in this day and age?’
 
   ‘Pay the other jockeys to throw the race.’
 
   ‘Oh my God,’ I gasp. I have never met anyone who was so relaxed and casual after doing such a criminal thing.
 
   He looks at me curiously. ‘Why are you so shocked?’
 
   ‘Of course, I’m shocked,’ I whisper fiercely.
 
   He seems surprised. ‘Why? The most important things in this world are fixed. From gold prices (twice a day) to mortgage rates, to which country gets to host the Olympics. Even the results you see on Google are completely manipulated. It’s all corrupt, but so well hidden that you never know about it.’
 
   ‘Why isn’t what you already have enough, Zane? Why do you need more money?’ I ask sadly.
 
   He reaches out a hand and brushes a stray lock of hair away from my cheek. ‘To enter the mafia,’ he says, ‘is to become a shark. The shark must perpetually swim if it is to breathe and therefore exist. We must constantly expand. We must take more than we give, even to the extent of eating our own young.
 
   ‘If the mighty empire has to eat its young to expand then it’s not sustainable and must die an agonizingly long and horrible death.’
 
   ‘To the contrary in my profession death is usually brutal but quick.’
 
   ‘This life you have chosen is so dangerous. I am so afraid for you,’ I whisper, my voice full of dread.
 
   ‘I really meant it when I said I’d rather die a violent death as a lion then live forever as a rat in a sewer.
 
   ‘I know you said you didn’t have a choice to enter this brutal world, but you have a choice now. You can stop. You can walk away from this life.’
 
   ‘This the only life I know, rybka.’
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   Last Arabian wins his race in the last few seconds. It looks so real. No one could have suspected. I look at Zane and his face is no different than any other gambler there. Shane and Snow don’t stay. Lenny keeps away from me.
 
   We go into the restaurant and eat a five-course delicious meal with an international twist to it. I talk and laugh and put on my happy face. Stella calls and is disappointed that I did not put any money on a horse. I will tell her later about Last Arabian. I know she will understand that I have put, but a foot in Zane’s world and only because it is the only way I know to stay in there long enough to try and pull him out of it.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twelve
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   ‘You know it is Aleksandr’s birthday tomorrow,’ Olga says when I go downstairs for breakfast. 
 
   I look at her in amazement. ‘Oh? He never said anything.’
 
   ‘He never does. That is why I am telling you. In case you wanted to celebrate it in some way …’ She lets her voice trail off as she packs the cavity of a duck with herbs and sausage meat and orange slices.
 
   I frown. ‘What usually happens on his birthday?’
 
   She glances at me. ‘Absolutely nothing.’
 
   ‘What? Not even a cake with some candles on it?’
 
   ‘I’ve been working for Aleksandr for nearly ten years and not once has he celebrated his birthday. I’ve never so much as seen a birthday card arrive.’
 
   I look at her curiously. ‘Why will nobody even send a card?’
 
   She shrugs. ‘Probably because he doesn’t tell anyone it’s his birthday so no one knows to do anything.’
 
   ‘How do you know it’s his birthday then?’
 
   ‘Well, I saw his passport sitting on his desk one day and peeked into it,’ she confesses.
 
   ‘Olga,’ I shout and burst into laughter. Honestly, she is so cute.
 
   She makes a face. ‘It’s not like I harmed anyone. I just wanted to know how old he was.’
 
   ‘So how old is he?’
 
   ‘He is thirty-four tomorrow.’ 
 
   I think for a moment. ‘Should I plan something for him, Olga, or is that just going to make him angry that I have been putting my nose where he obviously doesn’t want anybody’s?’
 
   ‘It’s up to you, but I could bake a cake if you asked me to,’ she says, looking at me hopefully, willing me to pick up the gauntlet and run with it. 
 
   For a few seconds I hesitate. What if he is one of those sour people who don’t like anyone to make a fuss over their birthdays? Stella’s grandfather is like that. He goes mad if anybody even wishes him happy birthday, let alone buys him a present. He grumbles that presents are a total waste of money. Then I think: what the heck? I should throw a little surprise party. It’ll be fun. This house is way too dead. 
 
   ‘Yes, bake a cake, Olga. We’ll surprise him with a party. Nothing grand or too intrusive, just the staff.’
 
   Olga smiles and nods with approval. 
 
   ‘I think we’re going out for dinner, and when we get back I’ll bring him into the living room. It has to be dark and when he switches on the light everyone can pop up from their hiding places and scream surprise. Then you can bring in the cake with lighted candles. We’ll all sing happy birthday and maybe have a toast.’
 
   Olga smiles happily. ‘That sounds like a wonderful idea. I’ll make strawberry cake. It’s his favorite.’
 
   I smile back excited by the idea of throwing a surprise party for Zane. ‘Thank you for telling me, Olga. He should have a proper birthday.’
 
   ‘Yes, he should,’ she says softly. 
 
   ‘I’ll go out today and buy him a present.’
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   That afternoon I go out with Noah. First we pass by my workplace to drop off read manuscripts and pick up more. Then we go shopping.
 
   It’s hard to know what to get for a man who already has everything. Of course, Noah is no help. Just for fun I get him a set of 4 Star Wars flash drives. They are really cute and they should make him smile. I chose Darth Vader, Yoda, Chewbacca and C-3PO. 
 
   With my flash drives safely in my bag I get the driver to take me to Coco De Mer. Neither the driver nor Noah show any reaction. Noah waits outside while I go in and buy an A10 Cyclone hands free Male Masturbator and the lubricant that goes with it. 
 
   Outside, Noah’s eyes drift to my package. ‘Done?’
 
   ‘Nearly. I just need to quickly pop into Non Stop Party in Kensington to pick up some stuff. 
 
   At Non Stop Party I buy loads of silver and black balloons, streamers, banners, wrapping paper and a funny card with a grinning monkey with the words:
 
   Don’t panic. You’ve still got it.
 
   For my last item I walk into Dune and buy every scented candle they have in stock. It comes up to just over a hundred.
 
   ‘All done,’ I tell Noah. 
 
   ‘If you think of something else you need let me know. I’m around anytime,’ he says.
 
   ‘Why thank you, Noah,’ I say.
 
   A small smile tugs at the corners of his mouth. ‘Glad to be able to help,’ he says gruffly. 
 
   Once we get home he helps me carry all my purchases up to my room. After he has gone, I sit down on the bed and begin to wrap them up. A part of me can’t wait for tomorrow. To see Zane’s reaction. Halfway through wrapping Yoda, my sister calls me on Skype.
 
   ‘Hey you,’ I say cheerily. 
 
   She doesn’t even say hello. ‘Are you still at your friend’s house?’ she asks.
 
   Shit, she has recognized the background. ‘Yeah. I’m kind of staying here. I know I said it was a friend’s house, but actually it’s my … er … boyfriend’s house.’
 
   She frowns, her eyes narrowed and suspicious. ‘What? Why would you hide that from me?’
 
   ‘Ummm … it’s kind of complicated, but basically, I wasn’t sure if it was going to come to anything so there was no point in saying anything if it was going to be a non event.’
 
   She rolls onto her front on the bed and lays her chin in her folded hands. ‘You haven’t told mom either, have you?’
 
   ‘And have her quiz me about it all the time? No thanks!’
 
   She grins. ‘So come on, who is he?’
 
   ‘Uh … his name is Zane, well, that’s like a nickname. His real name is Aleksandr Malenkov.’
 
   ‘That’s not an English name,’ she notes.
 
   ‘No. He’s Russian.’
 
   Her eyes widen. ‘You’re going out with a Russian guy?’
 
   ‘Yup.’
 
   ‘Is he nice?’
 
   ‘Here let me send you a pic of him,’ I say and send a pic over to her.
 
   ‘OMG!’ she exhales. ‘He looks so big and fierce. What’s he like, a wrestler or something? 
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘So what does he do?’
 
   ‘Umm … he’s a businessman.’
 
   ‘Oh, what kind of business?’
 
   ‘Er … something to do with credit cards,’ I say vaguely.
 
   My sister is on to me straight away. ‘Are you hiding something, Dahlia?’
 
   ‘No, why?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. You sound sort of evasive. Is everything OK?’
 
   ‘Of course. It’s his birthday tomorrow and I’m just sitting here wrapping some presents for him.’
 
   ‘Oh yeah. How old is he tomorrow?’
 
   ‘Thirty-four.’
 
   ‘God, that’s old.’
 
   ‘No, it’s not,’ I say immediately.
 
   What did you get him anyway?’
 
   I pick up the unwrapped Star Wars flash drives and show them to her.
 
   ‘Cool,’ she says.
 
   ‘So what about you then? Everything OK with you?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Yeah. I think I might get promoted soon.’
 
   I beam at her. ‘Really? That’s fantastic.’
 
   ‘Yeah, Mr. Stevens said I was doing a fine job and that he might have some really good news for me next month.
 
   ‘That’s awesome, honey. You always give your best and you sooooo deserve it.’
 
   Daisy looks pleased.
 
   ‘Daisy?’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Um … you know when you were kidnapped?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘You don’t have any lasting ill effects from it do you?’
 
   Her forehead creases. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘I mean like flashbacks or bad dreams … or any phobias?’
 
   ‘Nah,’ she says immediately and I feel a great sense of relief. ‘Now it feels more like a dream. It’s so surreal. But I’m more careful now though. I wouldn’t trust strangers as easily as before.’
 
   ‘Do you hate the people who kidnapped you?’
 
   ‘No, but I feel guilty.’
 
   ‘Guilty? Why?’
 
   ‘Sometimes I think about those other girls. What has happened to them? Where are they now? Are they still even alive?’
 
   It makes me feel really bad that I can’t tell her there were no other girls. It was just a tape recorder. ‘Girls are abducted every day, Daisy. It just never directly touches us so we never think about it, but even if we did what can we do about it? In that respect we are as helpless as they are.’
 
   ‘I guess you’re right,’ she says slowly.
 
   ‘Just don’t think about them, OK. You can’t help them and you’ll just end up being less grateful for all the blessings you have.
 
   ‘Dahlia, can I ask you something?’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Is this man you’re going out with the one that helped to find me?’
 
   My heart feels heavy. I’ve never deliberately kept a secret from my sister, but how can I ever tell her this? ‘Yes,’ I say. In a way it is not a lie. He had a hand in her release.
 
   ‘Maybe one day I can thank him myself,’ she says.
 
   ‘OK,’ I say with a smile.
 
   ‘Yeah, I’d like to. I feel really grateful to him. Give me your address and I’ll send him a card.’
 
   I text the address to her and we end the conversation. For a long time I stare at the Chewbacca flash drive feeling guilty and confused. It is such a big secret to keep forever, but maybe I won’t have to. Maybe one day when I have learned how to fly, when I have pulled Zane out of this life, I will sit Daisy down and tell her everything.
 
   I wrap the flash drives and go downstairs to see how Olga is coming along with her preparations for the party. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirteen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   http://mp32016.xyz/play/happy-birthday-russian-song
 
   As it turns out, Zane is busy in the early evening and asks me to meet him at the restaurant at eight o’clock. This works out brilliantly as it means I can help prepare the living room and the bedroom. Olga and I fill the living room with balloons and streamers, hang up Happy Birthday banners, then I go upstairs to the bedroom and fill it with the hundred candles. I make a path that leads to the bed. Olga says she will get Noah to call her when we are ten minutes away from the house.
 
   Then I have a long soak in the bath and think about the night ahead. My crafty plan is to don a very simple, sleeveless black dress with a high neck. Boring as hell and suitable for funerals, but it is the perfect cover story for what I plan to wear underneath. A halter neck chemise dress with horizontal slashes from the neckline to hem, and a lace-up back that basically leaves my bare bottom peeking out of the crisscross of the laces. With it I will team black thigh highs and scarily high heels. Naturally, I won’t wear any panties. Evil grin. He won’t know what hit him. 
 
   Nun outside and slut inside, I go with Noah to meet Zane at Parma. We proceed to have a lovely dinner, but it kind of shocks me how utterly secretive he is. At no time during dinner does he ever mention that it is his birthday. His demeanor is so normal that I begin to doubt that it’s his birthday. Who completely ignores their birthday? What if Olga got it wrong? But it is too late to change my plans and so what if it is not his birthday? A party is a party, so I smile, laugh, eat, drink and tremble inside with suppressed excitement at the thought of what I have planned for him. 
 
   It’s nearly ten thirty by the time we leave the restaurant, and I have to marvel at how fantastic these Russian men are at keeping secrets. There is nothing in Noah’s face to indicate he’s in on the plan. No secret wink, knowing smile, or tap on the nose. God, with all these stoic people around I pray my party doesn’t fall flat on its little face. Where is Stella when I need her?
 
   We walk in through the front door and from the corner of my eyes I can see Noah holding back. 
 
   ‘I’m so sleepy today,’ I say, affecting a huge yawn. 
 
   ‘It’s 10.30,’ Zane says.
 
   ‘Maybe one drink,’ I say, and start walking towards the living room where everyone is hiding. I open the door and suddenly Zane grabs me by my upper arm and jerks me back so I tumble against his body. A yelp of shock exits my mouth. What the hell? With lightning speed Zane closes the door and with his hand still gripping my arm turns towards Noah. 
 
   ‘Why are there no lights in that room?’ Zane asks urgently. His face is wary, and his voice is low and tense.
 
   I look at Noah and very nearly laugh. For a second his face is a classic picture of shit-what-the-fuck-do-I-do-now? But I have to hand it to these Russians. They really are closed books, by closed what I mean is super-glued shut. 
 
   With a totally straight face Noah says, ‘It’s my fault. We had a short circuit earlier, the electrics tripped, and I forgot to switch the lights back on.’ 
 
   ‘I’ll go and turn them back on,’ he offers. 
 
   Zane visibly relaxes. His hand uncurls around my arm. ‘No, it’s OK. You can leave now. Thanks.’
 
   Even though he has been reassured, he does not let me go in first. ‘Wait here,’ he says and opens the door. He goes in, switches on the light, and in a flash all his staff jump out from the hiding places and scream ‘Happy Birthday.’ 
 
   Zane freezes, frowns, shakes his head as if in disbelief, then looks at me with a confused expression. ‘You did this?’
 
   ‘S-DYNOM va-RYEN’-ya!’ I yell. Olga taught it to me: Happy birthday in playful Russian. Russian is apparently not like English. There is also the serious version. I hope I pronounced it right.
 
   Zane lips curve with amusement, which means I obviously didn’t.
 
   Then Olga brings the cake with all the candles towards us. It has intricate black candy melt mesh and is decorated with lots of fresh strawberries on top. Music starts and everybody sings the Russian birthday song. It has the kind of beat that I associate with Zorba the Greek. Zane just stares at everybody with a slightly dazed expression. I can see that he is totally floored at being ambushed in this way. The song stops and everybody claps.
 
   ‘Za-ga-DAT-zhi-LA-nee-ya,’ Olga says. I know she is telling him to make a wish. 
 
   His eyes dart towards me. I smile widely at him. He takes a deep breath and blows out the candles in one puff. Everybody cheers and claps. Glasses of vodka are produced and passed around. One quickly finds its way into my hand. 
 
   Noah shouts out a strange thing, ‘Ah, the cake is bitter.’
 
   I look at him in surprise. What the hell is he talking about? The cake has not even been cut. Zane turns to look at me.
 
   ‘What?’ I ask looking around because everybody is looking at me with a teasing expression.
 
   ‘It’s an ancient Russian custom. Your guests are asking you to make it sweeter with a long sweet kiss.’
 
   I pass my glass to Nico, the boy who feeds the birds, and smile cheekily at him. ‘I’m game if you are.’
 
   Zane sweeps me into his arms in a grand and dramatic gesture dips me back over his arm. ‘Don’t drop me,’ I laugh.
 
   Then he starts kissing me. I imagined it would be a quick peck or a little comedy kiss to entertain the crowd, but our lips lock, and to my surprise everybody starts counting the seconds off. 
 
   One, Two, Three …
 
   After the count of five I stop hearing their voices. My mouth opens. The kiss becomes magical, like a kiss from a fantasy. I’ve never been kissed so passionately in front of so many people. There is so much emotion in the kiss, the world around me becomes an indistinct blur and finally ceases to exist all together. There is no one else but Zane and I. 
 
   I could have remained in that beautiful fantasyland forever, but Zane lifts his head and rights me. Everybody stops counting and raises their glasses in a toast. For a few seconds Zane’s eyes are dark with passion then he takes a deep breath, his nostrils flaring, and straightening me, turns to face everybody. My knees feel like jelly. Oh, God, please don’t let that kiss and that look be only a stolen moment.
 
   ‘Osvezhit,’ Noah says.
 
   ‘That means refresh,’ Zane translates for me. 
 
   Our glasses are quickly refilled. 
 
   The next toast is by Yuri and literally translates as no long breaks between the first and second toasts. 
 
   ‘Because we Russians don’t allow long breaks between toasts,’ Zane explains and everyone downs the second lot of alcohol.
 
   More vodka is poured. Olga is already starting to look red-cheeked.
 
   ‘Nu, poneslis,’ everyone yells, and down the hatch the vodka goes.
 
   ‘Here we go again,’ Zane translates for me. 
 
   ‘How many more toasts are there going to be?’ I ask, feeling the burn in my veins.
 
   ‘We cut the cake now,’ Olga says. She cuts the cake and puts the slice on a little plate and offers it to me.
 
   ‘First one is for the birthday boy,’ she says.
 
   I break off a piece and put it into his mouth. He catches my fingers and licks them. Around us the staff are milling about eating cake and helping themselves to all the delicious goodies Olga has made. I look into Zane’s eyes and all I want to do is tell him I love him, but I can’t. I know it’s too soon. 
 
   More glasses of vodka are passed around. ‘To the beautiful women in this room,’ Zane says looking into my eyes.
 
   I know that it is probably just another Russian custom because all the men are echoing it in Russian, but for some crazy reason I blush with pure pleasure. The vodka is going to my head and I really should stop or I’ll ruin all my plans. 
 
   I fork a bit of crabmeat salad into my mouth and watch Zane surrounded by his staff. They treat him the way people who have suddenly discovered a lion is tame do. They try to touch it, but carefully, and with great caution. There are many birthday cards for Zane, but I notice that nobody has bought him anything. I guess they had the same problem as me, but can’t buy him a masturbator like I did. After about an hour Zane calls the last toast. 
 
   ‘Na pososhok,’ he says, and everybody drinks the last drink. 
 
   He takes my hand and we leave them to carry on drinking. When the door closes he looks down at me. ‘So you threw me a surprise party, huh? How very American of you?’
 
   I grin. ‘An American party with vodka, Russian toasts, and strawberry cake?’
 
   ‘So … who told you it was my birthday?’
 
   ‘Er … I’m not really at liberty to say.’
 
   ‘Olga then.’
 
   ‘I’m not saying.’
 
   He grins. ‘I might want to give her a raise.’
 
   ‘Do you really?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘Maybe.’
 
   ‘You’ll have to promise that you will before I consent to reveal my source,’ I say sternly.
 
   ‘You’ve already revealed your source, silly dove.’ He musses my hair. ‘Thank you. I haven’t had a birthday party since I was twelve.’
 
   ‘Wow! Why?’
 
   A cloud passes across his face. ‘That’s a story for another day,’ he says.
 
   I don’t let that cloud rain on my parade. I smile seductively. ‘I’ve got one more surprise for you.’
 
   ‘Oh yeah?’ he asks cockily.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fourteen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Have some candy.
 
                            -King Candy
 
   ‘Oh yeah,’ I say, and take him upstairs to his room. I open the door and find the two girls have had time to slip upstairs after the cake was cut and light more than a hundred candles. The flames are flickering and dancing all over the floor, on the bedside table, the dresser, the windowsill. The candles on the floor are arranged to make a clear path towards the bed. I turn around to look at him and he is gazing around the room with a bemused expression. I lead him to the bed and placing both my hands on his chest push him. He falls back on the bed and looks up at me.  
 
   In the yellow flickering light of the candles he is as beautiful as a fallen angel or a wonderful marble statue. The aquiline nose and strong jaw are like something a Renaissance stonecutter might have spent years sculpting in his drafty studio. 
 
   ‘I come bearing gifts,’ I say to him.
 
   His eyebrows rise. ‘You’re the gift, babe.’
 
   I giggle. ‘No, you’ll like this one, and I want you to know that I didn’t use your credit card to get these, OK?’
 
   ‘OK,’ he says almost warily, and sits up.
 
   I reach out and take the two packages covered in silver wrapping paper.  I sit on the bed and give them to him. He shakes it and the little Star Wars flash drives rattle in their box. 
 
   ‘Go on open it,’ I urge.
 
   He tears the wrapping paper and opens the box. ‘You got me toys?’ he asks incredulously.
 
   ‘They’re not toys. They’re flash drives.’ I take Chewbacca from the box.  ‘See, pull it apart and there you go.’
 
   ‘Right. Great. Thanks,’ he says.
 
   That didn’t go down too well. Maybe Star Wars flash drives are really a Star Wars fans sort of thing. Never mind. Luckily I got the male masturbator. ‘Now open the other one,’ I say, holding that out to him.
 
   He takes it, opens the packaging, and looks up at me with even more incredulity than he had shown when he thought I had given him toys. ‘You got me a male masturbator?’
 
   ‘Yeah, and the lubricant that goes with it. You insert your dick in here,’ I say pointing to the hole in the gadget.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he says dryly.
 
   His lack of enthusiasm is perplexing. I think it’s a great present. ‘Don’t tell me you already own one?’
 
   ‘No,’ he denies quickly.
 
   I switch it on. It makes a gentle whirling sound as all the little fingers in the hole start their massaging movements. ‘Don’t you think it is fun?’
 
   He switches it off firmly. ‘Sure, but I’d rather insert my dick into you.’
 
   ‘This is for when I’m not around,’ I say softly.
 
   He turns away, puts the presents on the bedside cabinet, and leans back against the pillows. ‘Since you’re around now. Give me my real present.’
 
   My mouth goes dry with the sexual heat in his eyes. Our bodies seem to pull at each other. He wants me so bad I can feel it like an invisible, powerful magnet. In that moment I feel powerful and strong. Smiling provocatively, I stand and slowly and deliberately start unzipping my dress. It pools around my high heels and I am standing in my chemise with its horizontal slashes all the way down the middle. His eyes drift from the slit exposing the round fullness of my breasts down to the one that reveals my pussy. 
 
   ‘Jesus, Dahlia!’ he mouths. ‘You’re pure woman. Every inch of you is just such a fucking turn on.’
 
   I snake my hands above my head, whirl slowly around, and pushing my butt out gyrate my hip sensuously. I can feel my bare ass rubbing against the laces running across it. I swivel my head back to look at him. His eyes are entranced, lost, staring at the soft, wet flesh between the diamond-shaped gap at the top of my thighs. He lifts his gaze up to meet mine.
 
   ‘Tell me what you want, Aleksandr Malenkov?’ I ask softly. ‘The spirits I have consumed have made me daring, so tonight I’ll do anything you want me to.’
 
   His eyebrows rise. ‘Anything?’
 
   I turn around. ‘Any … fucking … thing.’
 
   ‘I’ll have to take a rain check on any … fucking … thing, cause tonight I only want your tight, wet cunt fucking my cock in that dress.’
 
   Crouching down, I take off his shoes and socks, and drop them on the floor before climbing on the bed and crawling in my stripper shoes over to him. Holding his eyes I unbuckle his belt, undo his trouser button, and pull down the zip. His cock is so hard it pokes out of his underpants. Urgently he lifts his hips so I can slide his pants out from under him. I peel his briefs down his hips and his dick springs free. I pull the material down his legs and sit on his thighs, inches away from his throbbing cock. Unhurriedly I unbutton his shirt. He lifts off the bed and, rising to my knees, I take off his shirt to reveal his nudity. 
 
   I can’t take my eyes away from his glorious body. 
 
   It’s not that I want to stare. I simply can’t stop myself. No matter how many times I look at him, the sight makes me want to lick him all over. His inked chest moves up and down with the rhythm of his breath. It makes me crazy for him. I want to crawl into his skin. I move my wet pussy over his cock, grazing it. 
 
   ‘Touch yourself,’ he says thickly.
 
   I spread my legs wider and stroke my swollen clit. I plunge a finger in and moan, ‘I want you inside me.’
 
   He reaches forward and pulls my dress so it is bunched up around my waist.
 
   ‘Sit on my cock. I want to see my cock disappear into your body.’
 
   I grasp the thick shaft, point his cock at my slick opening and thrust down. The sensation of being so suddenly penetrated and stretched so full makes my body arch. His cock jumps inside me. 
 
   ‘All the way,’ he commands. 
 
   I slide down that thick shaft until I feel the hard muscle of his thighs. Then I lean forward so my throbbing clit is touching his pubic bone and grind my pussy on it. The sensation is amazing. I love it. I move faster and faster, sliding up and down that glorious shaft of hard meat. 
 
   When I feel the ecstasy begin, I ride him as hard as I can, my thighs quivering, juices squirting out of me. There is no stopping me now. My pussy clenches, my skin starts tingling. Let him fuck me until he understands that I am his. Mind, body and soul. 
 
   But without warning he grabs my waist and pulls me clear off his cock.
 
   ‘Nooooo,’ I protest, but he lifts me off his body. 
 
   ‘I want you to sit on my face and move your wet cunt all over it. I want to eat you out until you come,’ he growls, and holding my pussy suspended over his face, he inhales my aroma as if it is heady perfume.  
 
   I drip onto his tongue. 
 
   ‘This pussy is mine,’ he mutters and lowers me onto his mouth. First he swipes his silky tongue along the entire pulsing crack to lick up all my juices, and then he starts lapping at my pussy just like a thirsty dog. My head is thrown back and my body arches and twists against his mouth. Gripping my hips he fucks me with his tongue. Then he-oh fuck-sucks my clit into his mouth until I am screaming. Just screaming. 
 
   I ride out my orgasm grinding into his face and yelling out his name. My juices gushing into his mouth, and running down his face and neck. He grabs my ass cheeks and keeps on sucking, fucking, and licking my pussy, forcing me to come again. And again. My muscles are still shaking and convulsing, and his face and hair are soaked and glistening in the candlelight when he moves abruptly. He rolls me to my side, gets on top of me and, opening my legs wide, plunges into my hot flesh.
 
   ‘Oh yes,’ I cry. ‘Take me hard, Zane.’
 
   ‘Like this?’ He grabs my wrists and, holding them high over my head, slams even harder into me. 
 
   ‘Fuck yes,’ I whimper.
 
   ‘And this?’ he says thrusting savagely into me. To my astonishment I can feel myself starting to climax again.
 
   My mouth opens in a gasp. ‘I can’t control myself,’ I burst. ‘I’m going to come all over your cock.’
 
   ‘No,’ he says, slowing his movement down. ‘You’ll come when I tell you to come.’
 
   My body jerks spasmodically and my head turns from side to side in desperation. ‘I’m gonna come, Zane. Sorry. I just can’t hold on.’
 
   He pulls his cockhead clear out of me, waits for a second, then rams back inside. Burying himself to the hilt. Like a greedy thing my pussy pushes upwards to meet the thrust.
 
   ‘Fuck, baby. I’ve got to come. You gotta let me come,’ I beg.
 
   ‘Not yet. This is my pussy. Mine. I’ll decide when she comes.’
 
   He bends his head and bites my nipple. The pain brings me back from the edge. He licks the throbbing tip rapidly and a gloriously warm sensation spreads out from that nipple into the rest of my body.
 
   I grip his erection tightly.
 
   ‘You’re so damn tight,’ he shudders, as he starts slamming and pounding into me with a real frenzy, grunting, chasing his release. Every time his body touches my clit, I squirm, coil and writhe like a cut snake underneath him. I am holding on to my own release by my fingernails, waiting for him to say, ‘yes, let go.’ 
 
   He rides me until the muscles of his shoulders and neck begin to strain, and there it is, the permission to come. 
 
   ‘Come now,’ he orders … and instantly I come. Excruciatingly. Laid bare. Raw. Wild. Naked. Exposed. My heart wide open.
 
   He is still exploding inside me when I whisper, ‘I love you.’
 
   He gazes down at me as my shuddering pussy milks the last drops, the very last seed out of his cock.
 
   Something in his eyes. They can’t look into mine.  He heard me.
 
   I capture his chin and wait until his gaze meets mine. ‘It’s OK. You don’t have to say it back.’
 
   He stares at me and I wonder what horror has brought such sorrow into his eyes. Then he bends his head and takes my lips. The kiss is so full of soul and tenderness that suddenly I know. 
 
   His body is telling me what his tongue cannot say. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fifteen
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   Mama comes to help me stand up.
 
   ‘I’m all right,’ I tell her. 
 
   ‘Shall I get you some tea?’ she asks. 
 
   ‘No, I’m fine.’
 
   I look at her. Her face is white. How the years have changed her. She has become more and more silent. Her spirit is broken. He broke her spirit.
 
   ‘Mama, why don’t we run away?’
 
   Her lips tremble. She presses them together. ‘There is nowhere to go. I have no money,’ she says. 
 
   ‘I can work. I’m old enough.’
 
   ‘You’re twelve.’ 
 
   ‘I can fight for money. I can beat grown men.’
 
   She grasps both my hands together and shakes her head vigorously and fixes me with a desperate stare. ‘No. You will not fight. You will go to school. You will study and you will become something special. I’m all right. If only you wouldn’t interfere when we argue, my precious son.’
 
   ‘I’ll never let him hurt you,’ I say angrily. 
 
   ‘He doesn’t hurt me. A few punches. Nothing serious. These things happen between adults.’
 
   ‘I hate him,’ I mutter.
 
   ‘Hush. Don’t ever say that,’ she says sadly.
 
   ‘Why not? He is horrible.’
 
   ‘I will always be grateful to him.’
 
   I stare at her in disbelief. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Because he gave me you.’
 
   I close my eyes in despair.
 
   ‘And because he has no one else. When he was well, before that trauma to his brain, before that bullet lodged in his head he was a good man. A really good man and I promised to stay with him through sickness and health. So now that he is ill, and he is ill, Aleksandr, it is an illness, I can’t abandon him just like that. I made a promise to be loyal to him and I can’t break it.’ She smooths my hair away from my forehead and kisses me gently.
 
   ‘One day you will fall deeply in love with someone and you will understand that no matter what the other person does you will be unable to kill the love you have for them.’
 
   ‘I will never fall in love with anyone,’ I swear bitterly. ‘Never.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sixteen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   I wake up two mornings later and Zane says to me, ‘We’re going to Rome.’
 
   ‘What? When?’ I ask with a big stupid grin plastered all over my sleepy face.
 
   ‘Today.’
 
   ‘Huh? Why?’
 
   He shrugs casually. ‘Weekend break.’
 
   ‘But why didn’t you warn me?’
 
   ‘It’s a surprise. A bit like your surprise party.’
 
   ‘OK, great.’
 
   ‘We’ll be travelling incognito though.’
 
   My grin dies away. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘We’ll be travelling as Mr. and Mrs. Zhivanecskaya.’
 
   I stare at him stunned. ‘You mean we’ll be using fake passports?’
 
   He reaches to the bedside cabinet drawer and extracts two passports. He looks into the first, then passes me the second one. I look at it and there it is. The photograph of me that Yuri took for security purposes teamed with the name Dahlia Zhivanescskaya.  Age 24. 
 
   ‘I can’t even pronounce my last name,’ I whisper.
 
   He says it slowly.
 
   My eyes narrow suspiciously. ‘Why do we need fake passports? Are we going to be smuggling drugs, or some kind of contraband?’
 
   ‘Not drugs. You’ll be carrying 15 million Euros worth of diamonds.’
 
   The passport falls from my hand. ‘What?’ I splutter.
 
   He actually looks at me sheepishly, as if asking someone to illegally carry 15 million Euros worth of diamonds is a sheepish matter. ‘Don’t worry,’ he adds in a conciliatory tone, ‘there is no chance of us getting caught. We’ll be flying private and I know the people at the airport.’
 
   I shake my head in disbelief. Us? He means me! ‘You want me to be a diamond mule?’ I’m not sure if that is what the idiot carrying the diamonds is called, but this conversation is so out there my brain can’t compute. Then I become absolutely livid. ‘How dare you even ask me to do such a thing?’
 
   He seems surprised by my reaction. ‘Do you have a problem with it?’
 
   ‘Yes, I fucking have a big problem with it.’
 
   ‘The others didn’t,’ he says mildly.
 
   I glare at him. ‘I don’t know what kind of women you’ve been dating, but yes, I do mind very much. I’m not carrying diamonds for you. You must be out of your head to think I would do something like that.’ Then another thought occurs to me. ‘And how am I supposed to be transporting these diamonds?’
 
   ‘Inside your vagina,’ he says slowly.
 
   My mouth drops open. ‘Oh my God. I don’t believe this. You think it is OK to ask me to stuff a bunch of diamonds up my vagina and take them across borders for you? I really thought better of you.’
 
   ‘Will you at least think about it?’ he asks in a wheedling voice.
 
   That fucking makes me explode. ‘Fuck no,’ I yell. 
 
   ‘Damn. Does this mean I’ll have to take someone else instead?’ he ponders, staring away from me.
 
   Then it hits me. ‘You bastard!’ I cry and, pulling up a pillow, smack his head as hard as I can. He goes down laughing.
 
   ‘I really thought you were serious,’ I say, and continue hitting him. 
 
   He grabs a pillow and swings it into my body. Immediately I slam my pillow back at him really hard and feathers start flying around us. I get on my knees to take my attack to the next level but he tackles me and brings me down. Pinning me down with his body he grins at me.
 
   ‘You’re an asshole, you know?’ I pant.
 
   ‘You deserve it for assuming I’d ask you to do a low thing like that,’ he says with a laugh. 
 
   ‘I don’t know you well enough for you to play those kinds of jokes on me,’ I say primly.
 
   He raises his eyebrows. ‘You don’t know me well enough? How well do you have to know me? I suck your pussy!’
 
   ‘Nevertheless it was a horrid prank,’ I say, pretending to be angry.
 
   He smiles at me. ‘Sorry. I couldn’t help it. You’re delicious when you are outraged.’
 
   I crack a smile. He is so gorgeous it is impossible to even pretend to be angry with him. I want to kiss his throat. ‘So why are we really going?’
 
   ‘Because the oppressive heat of summer is gone, Italy is an explosion of color. Autumn is also harvest season for truffles, chestnuts, and pumpkins so it is the best time to eat pasta al tartufo or pumpkin risotto.’ 
 
   I look at him curiously. ‘I got all that, but why are we travelling incognito?’
 
   ‘Because I love it. Incognito means there is no need for security. We will go to a villa that Boris has rented and paid for in cash. Nobody will know where we are. We will be completely free to go anywhere we want and do anything we want.’
 
   ‘Just the two of us?’
 
   He nods.
 
   ‘No one is coming with us?’ I ask because it is such a novel idea.
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   ‘No Noah?’
 
   He shakes his head again. 
 
   ‘No Yuri or Boris?’
 
   He repeats the movement of his head.
 
   ‘Not even the driver?’
 
   ‘Just you and me, rybka.’
 
   ‘Actually it sounds awesome.’
 
   ‘I think so too,’ he says softly. He reaches into the drawer again. I lift my head up to look. ‘What’s that?’ I ask curiously. 
 
   Taking my finger he slips a platinum ring with a massive stone on it. 
 
   ‘That’s a diamond by the way,’ he says casually. Then he adds a plain band on top of the first ring. 
 
   My lips part with a strange emotion, but neither the gesture nor the moment has any real significance to him. 
 
   ‘There, it fits perfectly,’ he says.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I whisper. I take a deep breath. I have to act normally. I have to be cool. Maybe a little humor. ‘You do realize that you won’t be getting these babies back after the vacation, don’t you?’
 
   ‘They’re yours,’ he says, an odd inflection in his voice.
 
   I swallow hard. Does he even realize what he is saying? Quick change the subject, Dahlia. ‘Are you sure travelling with fake passports is safe? What if we get caught?’
 
   ‘These are real passports. The owners died in a car crash and their families sold them on to forgers. These here are exactly the same type of documents used by Mossad agents. There is absolutely no way anyone can tell the difference unless they investigate deeply, but nobody’s going to investigate us deeply. We’re just going to spend the weekend in Rome.’ 
 
   ‘OK, but if we end up in prison …’ I warn.
 
   He drops his voice to a whisper. ‘It’s an adventure, little fish.’ 
 
   His hands start spreading my thighs. I glare at him. ‘I’m still angry with you.’
 
   He slips a finger inside me. Of course I have to be soaking wet. ‘No, you’re not,’ he says with a chuckle.
 
   Ah, what the heck. It’s hard to pretend to be angry when you’re having such fun, anyway. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Seventeen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q0wZQbK938Y&nohtml5
 
   (Happiness)
 
   I’ve been to Venice before, but never to Rome so it is all, as Stella would say it in a fake post accent, ‘terribly exciting’. We are just like two tourists. I really get into character. I catch myself wondering what Dahlia Zhivanescskaya would do right then. Even in my wildest dreams I never imagined travelling on a fake passport with a Russian mob boss. 
 
   I must admit my heart races like a bullet train when we are asked to show our passports, but Zane doesn’t even bat an eyelid, and quite right he was to be so chilled about it all. We were waved through after a cursory examination of our passports. The adrenaline spike dies down and at this point I am beginning to really appreciate the adventure I’m on. I’ve just broken God knows how many international laws and you know what? It feels absolutely brilliant. 
 
   Maybe even a bit Bonnie and Clydeish. 
 
   Like any other tourists we go pick up our luggage like everyone else and walk to Customs. We don’t hold hands. That would be silly at this stage of the relationship … until that is, he takes my hand and then it’s panic stations …  Oh my God: we are holding hands! 
 
   The weather outside is beautiful. Bright and pleasantly warm. We get into a taxi and Zane gives him the address. Twenty minutes later we’re in fabulous Rome. Wow! What an amazing city. I stare at all the wonderful buildings full of history and beauty. We pass the Coliseum and I crane my neck out of the taxi to stare at it.
 
   ‘We’ll see it tomorrow,’ Zane says. 
 
   I turn to him. ‘Great. I’ve always wanted to see it.’
 
   ‘It is one of the most fascinating places on the earth,’ he says quietly.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The villa is located in Formello about twenty kilometers from Rome, and is surrounded by lush trees and greenery. The wrought iron gates are opened by a small, white-haired man who nods at us formally as we drive through to a gorgeous house painted in burnt orange. It has a white stone balustrade and slated wooden shutters painted duck-egg blue on the windows. There is an ancient green Mazda parked by the side of the house. 
 
   We step out onto the dusty road and a tiny woman comes out of the large wooden door and smiles in greeting. The man who opened the gates comes up the driveway as the taxi driver is taking our bags out of the boot. 
 
   ‘Benevenuto Senor e Senora Zhivanecskaya,’ the woman says. Her face is full of wrinkles and her eyes are brown and rheumy, but her smile is real and full of spirit. 
 
   ‘Grazia, Senora Rossi,’ Zane says.
 
   I smile at her.
 
   By now the sprightly old man is upon us and his weathered face is split into a large welcoming grin. He reaches forward and grasps Zane’s hand in both of his. To my surprise Zane starts talking to him in fluent Italian. After a while the man lifts his hand and bids us both goodbye. The woman, presumably his wife, nods at us, and they both get into the rickety car and drive off.
 
   ‘It’s just you and me now, rybka,’ Zane says with a wink.
 
   ‘I didn’t know you could speak Italian.’
 
   ‘Many Russians can speak German, French, and Spanish too.’
 
   ‘Wow! Impressive.’
 
   Zane hauls up our luggage and we go into the villa. It is cool inside with terrazzo flooring and cold white walls. The hallway leads to a very large lounge with exposed beams, a massive fireplace, and a graceful rusted-iron chandelier. It is sparsely filled with reproduction rococo style Italian furniture and an upright piano in one corner of the room. 
 
   The lounge opens up to a dining room with a long, highly polished table and eight tall chairs. At the back of the house there is a large country style kitchen with a much smaller farmhouse table and wooden chairs with straw seats. All the rooms wrap around an oriental style courtyard in the middle of the house. 
 
   Up a flight of stone stairs there are three spotless double bedrooms with en-suites. We put our bags in the master bedroom. It is a beautiful room with a king-size bed covered in a damask bedcover, a large tapestry on the wall, and a velvet daybed. I go over to the window and see that there is a swimming pool right underneath the window. To my delight there is also a lemon grove in the grounds. 
 
   It is nearly five by now and I turn to Zane with a happy smile. ‘What do you want to do, Mr. Zhivanescskaya?’
 
   ‘Guess, Mrs. Zhivanescskaya?’ he says, coming towards me.
 
   ‘Oooo, but Mr. Zhivanescskaya I—’ The rest of my words are cut out by his mouth swooping down on mine.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   I lie on the softly scented pillow and I think that though all our other sex sessions have been awesome this one has been undoubtedly the best. Why? Because Zane is a different man. His body is without that strung-wire tension and his eyes don’t house that peculiar wariness that I always associate with him. He even looks younger. 
 
   A gust of wind redolent of the smell of lemons and fallen leaves comes in from the open window and blows over our heated skin. Outside it’s still light, but it is a kind of translucent light never found in England. I turn my head and look at Zane. A lock of his hair has fallen on his forehead. I push it away with my hand. He opens his eyes and looks at me.
 
   ‘Do you think it will rain?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No,’ he says softly.
 
   ‘I really like it here,’ I say, yawning and stretching lazily.
 
   He takes the opportunity to slip his finger into me. It makes my body arch and his finger crooks in me and starts stroking the delicate tissues inside me.
 
   ‘Oh, Zane,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘I love watching you come,’ he says and continues playing with me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eighteen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   We shower and get dressed. Zane wears a charcoal suit with a silk, oyster shirt and I slip into a white dress with a full skirt and knot a pale blue sweater around my neck. Doing my make up I watch him in the mirror. His hair is still damp and he looks virile and full of vigor. 
 
   ‘I’ll wait for you outside,’ he says. 
 
   ‘I’ll come out when I finish putting on my face,’ I say.
 
   I keep my make up very light and, wearing blue pumps with espadrille heels, I go outside. The air is beginning to cool. I find him smoking a cigarette on the terrace. The last embers of the sun are in the sky, giving his hair a reddish hue. When he hears me he turns around and looks at me. I shiver, intoxicated by the magic of that moment.
 
   His eyes light up as if from within and he smiles slowly. ‘Oh fuck, I’m going to be fighting off men all night, aren’t I?’
 
   I blush and twist my pretend wedding band around my finger. ‘And I’m going to be scratching out women’s eyes all night, aren’t I?’
 
   ‘You really think so?’ he asks cockily.
 
   ‘I know so,’ I tease, feeling shy. He is so, so, so different, so out of character. I love this warm, cheeky, gorgeous man.
 
   He takes a last drag of his cigarette and kills it in an ashtray on the wrought iron table, then comes towards me. ‘How hungry are you?’
 
   ‘Starving,’ I admit.
 
   He puts his hand on the small of my back. ‘Good. Let’s go.’
 
   There is a bright yellow Fiat Cinquecento waiting outside.
 
   ‘Where did that come from?’ I ask.
 
   ‘It was in the garage,’ he says looking at me closely. ‘Don’t you like it?
 
   ‘Yeah, it’s cute, but I didn’t expect you to hire one.’
 
   ‘When in Rome …’ he trails away, and opens the passenger door for me.
 
   I get in and it smells of new leather and the sickly sweet smell of air freshener. I turn around to watch Zane get into the driver’s seat. The sight of him folded inside the interior of such a small car makes me giggle.
 
   ‘Rome is not made for big cars,’ he explains. 
 
   I soon see why. The streets are narrow and full of parked cars. There is hardly any parking space, and when Zane parks in a minute space with only an inch front and back to spare, I see the wisdom of the tiny car. 
 
   He locks the car and we walk down a narrow Roman street with only a little sliver of sky above us. There is no sidewalk and cars and mopeds whizz by right past us. Laundry hangs out of first floor windows and in tiny balconies filled with flowerpots. 
 
   Street musicians are playing outside the restaurant. There are tables outside and people are sitting at them. They have the air of locals and look at us curiously. A balding man in a white shirt and black apron rushes out to greet Zane.
 
   ‘Ahhh Aleksandr,’ he calls loudly. ‘Che meravigliosa sorpresa.’ 
 
   ‘He’s telling me what a marvelous surprise,’ Zane translates for me.
 
   The man’s dark eyes slide towards me. ‘E chi è questa bellezza?’ he asks.
 
   Zane looks down at me and winks mischievously. ‘This beauty, Luca, is my wife, Dahlia.’
 
   Intense heat creeps up my neck and into my face. How casually he had called me his wife. How awesome if we were not pretending. If we were really married. If I was really his wife.
 
   Luca makes a circle with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Bellezza,’ he cries dramatically. ‘But of course a beautiful man catches a beautiful woman for his bride,’ he says switching to English.
 
   ‘Hello,’ I say.
 
   He tilts his head. ‘English?’ he asks with a frown.
 
   ‘American,’ I confirm with a smile. 
 
   He holds up a knowing finger. ‘Ah, I knew it.’
 
   ‘Come, come,’ he invites warmly, and gestures us towards a table covered with a black and white striped table cloth. As we are being seated, he says, ‘Let Luca make something,’ he brings together his thumb, index and middle fingers together and kisses them with a loud smacking noise, ‘for you.’ 
 
   ‘OK.’ I grin at him appreciatively.
 
   He looks at Zane. ‘Cacio e Pepe con Tartufi?’ 
 
   Zane looks at me. ‘Would you like to try a handmade egg pasta with Pecorino Romano cheese, black pepper, and black truffles?’
 
   ‘Sounds great.’
 
   Zane looks to Luca. ‘What would you suggest for the main?’
 
   ‘Saltimboca.’
 
   ‘That’s Roman dialect for ‘jump in your mouth,’ Zane tells me. ‘It’s a fry up of tender veal wrapped in Parma ham and sage and marinated in white wine.’
 
   ‘Yeah, sure. I’m game,’ I say.
 
   ‘Va bene,’ Luca approves, and goes away, head held high and humming to himself, oblivious to all the people in the restaurant.
 
   ‘What a character he is,’ I whisper to Zane.
 
   Zane smiles. ‘It’s all a charade. He’s as sharp as nails. He counts the parmesan shavings he drops on his customers’ plates.’
 
   I laugh. 
 
   The waiter arrives with aperitifs for us.
 
   ‘What’s this?’ I ask.
 
   ‘It’s Luca’s sense of humor,’ Zane says. ‘He made you an Americano.’
 
   ‘An Americano for an American. Nice one.’ I try it. ‘Hmmm … not bad. What’s in it?’
 
   ‘It’s a twist on the Negroni. Campari, Martini Rosso vermouth and soda.’
 
   The diamond on my finger catches the light and sparkles. I resist the impulse to stare at it.
 
   ‘I know so little about you,’ I say.
 
   ‘There’s not much to know.’
 
   ‘Zane, I don’t even know what your favorite color is.’
 
   ‘Magenta.’
 
   I tear open a packet of breadsticks and take one out. ‘That’s not a very masculine color. Why do you like it?’
 
   ‘I don’t know why. Maybe because it’s so rich and strong. What about you? What’s your favorite color?’
 
   I break the breadstick in half. ‘I love baby blue best, but I also love black and pink and green, and orange, and most shades of yellow.’
 
   He smiles and looks at me the way one does a child. Indulgently.
 
   ‘What’s your favorite food? Like if you had to live on it for the rest of your life,’ I ask, putting the breadstick into my mouth.
 
   ‘Hmmm …  Probably Argentinian steak and Hong Kong style French toast.’
 
   ‘What the heck is a Hong Kong style French toast?
 
   ‘Two pieces of toast slathered with peanut butter, soaked in egg batter then fried in butter and served with more butter and syrup.’
 
   ‘Jesus, that sounds like it would give a whale high cholesterol.’
 
   He takes a sip of his drink and looks at me over the rim of his glass. ‘It’s very, very good though.’
 
   ‘Maybe I’ll try it one day.’
 
   ‘Maybe you will,’ he says softly.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nineteen
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Whoa. That brings me out in goose bumps. ‘Ok, my turn now’ I say quickly. ‘My rest-of-my-life food is chocolate, pizza, warm brownie and ice cream, fried chicken, Peking duck, melted cheese on tacos, baked potatoes with cheese and beans—’
 
   He starts laughing. ‘That’s cheating. You’re supposed to pick your favorites.’
 
   ‘Sorry. It is impossible to choose between them,’ I tell him.
 
   ‘Right.’
 
   ‘Favorite alcoholic drink?’
 
   ‘Vodka I suppose. Yours?’
 
   ‘I love champagne and ... Margaritas and ... Boozy Bubbly Sherbet Punch … and also … Baileys.’
 
   He makes a face. ‘Do I want to know what a Boozy Bubbly Sherbet Punch is?’
 
   ‘Oh yes, you do. It’s frozen raspberries, ice-cream, vodka, ginger ale and pink lemonade, and all of that goodness is topped with champagne.’ 
 
   He smiles. ‘I seem to remember you are partial to White Russians too.’
 
   I grin. ‘That’s true, I have to admit a weakness for those.’ I pause. ‘Now favorite movie.’
 
   ‘Matrix.’
 
   ‘Really? Is that why you named your restaurant Matrix?’
 
   ‘Yeah. What about yours?’
 
   ‘Pretty Woman.’
 
   He stares at me blankly. 
 
   ‘Have you never seen it?’
 
   ‘Nooo,’ he says slowly.
 
   ‘Well, it’s a romantic comedy.’
 
   ‘That’ll be why I haven’t seen it.’
 
   ‘OK. Let’s get to serious stuff. Name a leader you admire.’
 
   ‘Putin,’ he answers promptly.
 
   My eyes widen. ‘Putin? As in the Vladimir Putin? The President of Russia?’
 
   He nods. ‘Uh … huh.’
 
   I lean forward and wave my breadstick at him. ‘Are you kidding me?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘He’s a strategic leader.’
 
   ‘You can’t be serious!’ 
 
   ‘Why not? He’s good for Russia.’
 
   ‘He’s a criminal,’ I exclaim passionately.
 
   ‘I really don’t think we should talk politics,’ he says mildly.
 
   As Stella would say: ‘Why ever not?’
 
   He grins lasciviously. ‘Unless you want to end up fighting and having rough make-up sex.’
 
   I look at him with raised eyebrows. ‘Aren’t you able to have a civilized discussion about politics without fighting, then?’ 
 
   He looks amused. ‘It’s not me I’m worried about, little fox. It’s you who won’t be able to control yourself.’ 
 
   ‘Whoa! I think I am perfectly capable of controlling myself. Perhaps you are afraid that I might destroy your untenable position that Putin is as pure as the driven snow.’
 
   His amusement deepens. ‘I didn’t say that, but out of curiosity, how much do you know about him?’
 
   ‘Enough,’ I say confidently. ‘I read the newspapers and I catch the news on TV.’
 
   ‘Yes, I thought so.’
 
   ‘What the heck is that supposed to mean?’
 
   ‘It means you are not qualified to talk about the issue at hand.’
 
   I jerk my head back. ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘All right, I’ll enter into a discussion about him with you if you can tell me one positive thing about him.’
 
   ‘Well, I … um, I don’t—’
 
   ‘See what I mean. Nothing in this world is either totally bad or totally good, rybka.’ He grins. ‘Yet all the material you seem to have read and heard about him is negative. It means you’re getting all your information from biased sources. That makes you unfit for a rational discussion of the subject at hand.’
 
   I don’t know what I could have said to that, but thank God, divine smelling plates of food arrive. I’ll have to think about what he said later when my adventure as Zane’s wife is over. Now there is the matter of a food to deal with.
 
   Luca himself comes over with a mini grater and a small truffle the size of a pigeon’s egg. He handles the truffle with the care and deference a jeweler might employ to show a rare and precious stone to a customer. He actually waves it slowly under my nose to let me have a whiff of the mushroom. 
 
   To be honest it doesn’t exactly endear me to it. Musky, earthy and kind of garlicky. Maybe even reminiscent of the faint odor of old sweat, or dare I say it, urine. With theatrical flourish he shaves a tiny amount of paper-thin flakes on the top of our pasta. 
 
   ‘Bon appetito,’ he cries gaily.
 
   We thank him and he moves away looking extremely pleased with himself.
 
   ‘Have you had truffles before?’ Zane asks.
 
   ‘Only chocolate truffles.’
 
   ‘In that case,’ he says and lifts a fine shaving on his fork and moves it towards my mouth. Not wanting to let the side down I obligingly part my mouth. It lands on my tongue. The taste is well, strong and unique, but surely this is not what the fuss is all about. I move it between my teeth. 
 
   ‘Well?’ Zane asks.
 
   ‘Unusual,’ I say vaguely.
 
   ‘Now try it with the pasta,’ he suggests.
 
   I roll a bit of pasta on the tines of my fork making sure a few flecks of truffles get caught in the pasta, slip it between my lips and let it settle on my tongue. Suddenly my eyes widen with surprise. 
 
   He grins. ‘Good, huh?’
 
   ‘Fuuuuuck yeah,’ I say rolling the food around my tongue.
 
   He laughs, as carefree and happy as I have ever seen him.
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   We leave the restaurant and walk down the street. The temperature is lovely and cool and stars stud the sky. 
 
   ‘Where are we going?’ I ask. 
 
   ‘Nowhere, but we might see some beautiful sights along the way.’
 
   He is right. There is beauty everywhere; in the stone fountains, the cobblestones streets, the beautiful squares full of stylish Italian youth, the illuminated ruined buildings. 
 
   We stop to buy chestnuts from an elderly man roasting them in a huge round pan. His face is rosy from the fire and his hands are blackened with soot. He fills a paper cone with hot, sweet smelling nuts, and holds it out to us. Zane hands him two euros and we walk to a stone bench to eat the nuts. 
 
   ‘You remind me of my grandmother,’ I tell him, peeling a nut and slipping it into my mouth.
 
   ‘Whoa! Don’t go overboard with the compliments, will you?’ he says.
 
   I grin. ‘No, I mean the way you eat. Simple. Enjoying the taste of the ingredients fully. You know, not smothering things in ketchup and barbeque sauce. My grandmother used to eat from small plastic trays like what they use on airplanes, so she could enjoy each taste separately.’
 
   ‘That sounds more like OCD,’ he says.
 
   I jostle him with my shoulder. ‘It wasn’t. She was a connoisseur of food.’ 
 
   He gazes at me, a sudden softness in his eyes that makes my throat tighten. ‘The only thing I am a connoisseur of is your sweet pussy.’
 
   I lift my face and kiss his mouth. ‘You’ve got me so wet I could do you right here,’ I whisper into his mouth.
 
   His grin flashes in the night light, dazzling and dangerous. ‘What did we learn today?’
 
   ‘You like pussy and I’m wet?’
 
   ‘Drop ‘like’ and try ‘crazy for’ and you’d be there.’
 
   I widen my eyes flirtatiously. ‘Prove it.’
 
   ‘Can you wait until I get you home and naked?’
 
   ‘Is this place too public for you?’ I taunt.
 
   ‘You just got me hard,’ he mutters, and shifts uncomfortably.
 
   I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing, but he catches the laughter in my eyes.
 
   ‘It won’t be so funny young lady when you are at the end of my dick,’ he growls, his expression hot and sexy.
 
   I snuggle up to the warmth of his big body. ‘Oh, Zane. I want you so damn much it’s not funny at all, and I’m terrified of losing you.’
 
   I hear the sharp intake of his breath as his arm tightens protectively around me. ‘Let’s go back,’ he says gruffly.
 
   When we get back to the car there is another vehicle double-parked and blocking us in.
 
   ‘I can’t believe someone did that,’ I say. ‘What do we do now?’
 
   ‘What the Romans do,’ he says, and opening his side of the door leans on the horn. Almost immediately a man sticks his head out of a first floor window and says something in Italian.
 
   ‘He’ll be down in a minute,’ Zane translates.
 
   The man rushes out in less than a minute and, with an apologetic smile and a wave, gets into his car and drives off.
 
   ‘You sure know this city, don’t you?’
 
   ‘Like the back of my hand.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



You eat, and you eat well. What does it matter that that the world is bleeding and dying at your feet?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   We are woken up the next morning by the sound of the Rossis arriving in their old Mazda. 
 
   ‘Don’t get out. They’re just bringing our breakfast,’ Zane says, vaulting out of bed. 
 
   He pulls on a pair of old track bottoms and heads out to meet them. I move over to where the warmth and smell of Zane still remains and listen to him talking to them. There are no carpets on the floors and I can hear the echo of their conversation. Just when I start to think I should get out of bed, Zane comes back carrying a tray. There is a vase with a rose in it on the tray, steaming mugs of cappuccino and pastries. 
 
   I sit up. ‘Wow, breakfast in bed. I can’t remember the last time anyone did that for me.’
 
   The pastries are still-warm Maritozzis; delicious, yeasty buns thickly filled with fresh cream and studded with raisins, candied orange peel, or pine nuts. Another appropriate name for them would be sugar bombs. I dip my finger in the cream, smear it on Zane’s nose, and smile at my handiwork. He looks surprisingly cute.
 
   ‘Lick it off,’ he says sternly. 
 
   ‘Thought you’d never ask,’ I say, and resting on my palms, extend my tongue to the maximum and lick him, making it wet and sloppy, the way an overeager hound would. 
 
   He jerks back. ‘Are you looking for trouble?’
 
   ‘Take your pants off and I’ll tell you what I’m looking for,’ I counter.
 
   He puts the tray on the floor and, catching me by the shoulders, rolls me onto my back. I look into his eyes. ‘I have to freaking spell everything out to you, but damn you’re still my dream man,’ I tell him, and clawing my fingers into his hair, I pull his sweet mouth down to mine. 
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   Later that morning, Zane takes me to the ruins of the Coliseum. Of the three concentric ovals only a third of the original stone exterior remains and it is the inner oval that is most intact. The sheer immensity of the structure gives me the unsettling feeling that these ruins were the dwellings of beings much larger than me. 
 
   Standing on the moss-covered bricks at ground level I look up at the huge stone stadium, and for a second I get the feeling for what it must have been like to stand in the stadium during ancient times. To hear thousands of people baying for your death. 
 
   ‘Ten years to build, using sixty thousand Jewish slaves with eighty entrances, thirty-six traps doors, accommodating fifty-thousand spectators for festivals that lasted up to one hundred days. During which half-a-million people were slaughtered and a million animals were brutally killed. It is one of the greatest and most unashamed celebrations of human violence. I guess we were all more honest in those days,’ Zane says.
 
   ‘Humanity has come a long way since then,’ I tell him quietly.
 
   He sits on the stone seat. ‘Don’t you see the sheer ferocity that runs your world?’
 
   I shake my head. ‘No. I see it run by law and order, by democratic governments.’
 
   He sighs. ‘Your government is the biggest example of naked ferocity.’
 
   ‘What?’ I say with a laugh.
 
   ‘In fact, I’d go so far as to say there is no difference between what your government does and what I do.’ 
 
   I snort contemptuously. ‘That’s ridiculous.’ 
 
   ‘Why is it ridiculous?’ he queries. His eyes are watchful and I realize that he is very serious about what he is saying. As bizarre as it sounds to me he actually believes what he is telling me.
 
   ‘OK,’ I say slowly and go to sit next to him. ‘Correct me if I am wrong, but agents of state don’t lie, extort money, murder rivals, train and initiate uniform enforcers, constantly go to war with their neighbors to protect their borders, and enforce protection rackets. I could go on …’
 
   His mouth twists into a smile. Sexy or Cruel? Maybe both. The arrogant tilt to his chin tells me I have walked directly into his trap. 
 
   ‘I hate to break it to you, my innocent little fish,’ he says, his voice a sly caress, ‘but governments routinely undertake all those activities you mentioned and more. Governments do protect their borders, they lie all the time, and they extort money through taxes. Try not paying your taxes and see how ferocious your government really is. What are extrajudicial killings and kill lists, but the state assassinating its enemies and rivals? Just as I have enforcers they have their police and army to implement their policies. They provide their citizens protection for reasons I maintain law and order on my turf. The only real difference between them and me is my borders are smaller and more fluid.’
 
   I frown. ‘It’s not the same,’ I insist, but as always when he speaks, he shows another side to an argument that I have never even considered might exist.
 
   ‘There is none so blind as she who will not see,’ he says, and taking my hand pulls me to my feet.
 
   He takes me to one of the trap doors through which the slaves and animals that were held underground were unleashed into the arena and I feel a chill in my body. I turn towards him. 
 
   ‘Even if the whole world is violent. Even if the very government we look upon as our protectors is violent, I never want to use that as a justification for my own violence.’
 
   He gazes at me with unreadable eyes.
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   We have lunch at a sidewalk café and I order exactly what I had the night before. Pasta with cheese and pepper. There are no truffle shavings on it, but it is still incredibly good. Zane has the same. 
 
   Afterwards, we go to the Borghese Park and walk in the fallen leaves. It is very beautiful with the changing colors of fall. I look up at Zane and can hardly believe that this is my life. This is the kind of dreamy fantasy existence I expect to find in my favorite books. 
 
   We eat gelato, soft Italian ice cream, in the fresh air. Then the highlight of our trip: Zane has arranged a private tour for us of the Sistine Chapel.
 
   We arrive as all the other tourists are leaving. A woman in a green trouser suit carrying a clipboard comes up to us. She looks at it and haltingly pronounces our incognito surname.
 
   ‘Mr. and Mrs. Zhivanescskaya?’
 
    ‘Si,’ Zane and I say, and she smiles. 
 
   Her name is Claudia. Friendly and chatty, she leads us down the one-way system through the long corridors of the main buildings towards the Sistine Chapel.  Her voice echoes down the empty corridors, and as we get closer she starts telling us about the chapel’s eight thousand square feet of restored frescoes depicting stories of Genesis, Moses, Jesus, and the famous Last Judgment. 
 
   She informs us that far from being elated, Michelangelo regarded his Sistine Chapel commission from the Pope with the utmost suspicion, because he believed that his enemies and rivals had concocted the idea to see him fail on a grand scale. As far as he was concerned God had chosen him to be a sculptor and not a painter.
 
   Finally we reach the chapel. 
 
   She is still speaking, telling us about how the challenge of painting at a height of sixty-five feet required a certain amount of ingenuity with scaffolds and platforms slotted into the specially made wall opening, but her voice has become just an echo. I stand and stare in awe at the ceiling. 
 
   Michelangelo might not have thought he was a painter, but he created a transcendent work of genius. It is completely magnificent and grand in a way that no photo can ever do it justice. I could have stood there for hours. 
 
   Realizing that her explanations are no longer necessary Claudia falls silent and moves to the door. I turn to look at Zane, and he is watching me. Neither of us says anything. I am not a religious person, but while standing there with Zane in complete silence the power of Michelangelo’s painting of God reached out and touched me. I swear I could almost feel his hand in mine. 
 
   ‘Look,’ Zane whispers and points to a section of the painting where a robust bearded man is holding a knife in one hand and from his other hangs something that looks like a dripping garment with a sad face. 
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   ‘See that big figure there,’ he says. ‘That’s Saint Bartholomew. He was skinned alive and beheaded in Armenia, and that’s a portrayal of him holding the knife of his martyrdom and his own flayed skin.’ 
 
   ‘Oh wow,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘But here’s the fascinating thing. The face in that empty envelope of skin is meant to be Michelangelo’s self-portrait.’ 
 
   I exhale my breath at that piece of strange knowledge.
 
   ‘Why did he do that?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘It’s a metaphor for the artist’s tortured soul.’
 
   I stared at the grotesque skin. It is hideous and yet I’m not sorry I saw it. It adds a fascinating new layer to the stunning beauty stretched out above and around me. I know Michelangelo’s tragic and anguished skin will haunt my dreams, but then again so will the splendor of his creation.
 
   I take Zane’s hand in mine. ‘Thank you for this experience,’ I whisper and tears come into my eyes.
 
   He frowns down at me. ‘Are you OK?’
 
   My face cracks a wobbly smile. ‘Yes. Just happy.’
 
   When it is time to leave I can’t resist looking back one last time, knowing that this moment will last in my mind forever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-one
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Back at the villa we go for a swim in the pool. Splashing and laughing we chase each other like children in the heated water. Afterwards, Zane sits me on the edge of the pool and eats me out while I gaze at a reddening sky and smell the citrusy scent of the lemon grove.  
 
   A bird flies overhead as I climax and I feel in my bones that today is special. No matter how long I live I will never forget this day, when I was in a foreign land with a gorgeous man I would have turned myself inside out for. 
 
   Exhausted and satiated, I let my palms slide along the tiles until I am lying down.  The cool tiles feel so good on my back.  Zane pulls himself out of the water and, dripping water on my body, picks me up and carries me to our bedroom. The shutters are drawn closed against the afternoon sun and it is cool and shady. I am nearly dry as he lays me on the bed and with his mouth, tongue, and hands he worships my body. Like I said before, today is special and I will never forget it.  
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ljDcvhkRuOc&nohtml5=
 
   (Who Wants This Music Tonight?)
 
   That night I persuade Zane to take me back to Luca’s restaurant so I can have exactly the same dish I had the night before. He suggests other restaurants but I refuse to give anything else a chance. What else could be as good? 
 
   ‘If you’re absolutely sure you don’t want to go elsewhere …’
 
   ‘I’m very sure. We are leaving tomorrow and I might never come back to Rome in October and there was a lot of tartufo left in Luca’s hand last night.’
 
   Zane just laughs.
 
   After dinner he takes me to a club called Roxy. It has a mahogany bar front, marble floor, brass fittings, potted palms, and plush, deep-red, velvet rococo style armchairs. The effect is one of uber-luxe sophistication. Populated by the oh-so-chic, perma-tanned men and women in designer shades, it has the definite air of wannabes trying to be cool and trendy, but probably trying too hard to be that.
 
   We are shown to a table by an effusive, smooth talking waiter. 
 
   ‘I brought you here to try the affogato. Ice cream with a cup of espresso poured over it.’
 
   ‘OK,’ I agree readily, my senses already open to another new experience.
 
   Zane orders an affogato for me and a cognac for himself, while I look around curiously. Next to us two men are playing chess. There is a small stage with a white piano on it, but it is in darkness at the moment. I catch the eye of a deeply tanned man who raises his glass at me. I turn away and my gaze collides with Zane’s. 
 
   ‘Making friends?’ he bites out softly.
 
   ‘Nope. I’ve got all the friends I need right here at this table,’ I say with a massive grin plastered on my face.
 
   Something passes briefly over his face, an old hurt, or betrayal, then it is gone. I reach out and touch his hand. ‘Hey, trust me. I’m not going to hurt you.’ His hand grasps mine hard.
 
   My affogato arrives in a little glass dish and he releases my hand. I dip the spoon into the ice cream floating in coffee and taste it.
 
   ‘Mmmm … very nice,’ I say. ‘Want to try?’
 
   ‘No, there is still a bit of your taste in my mouth and I don’t want to lose it,’ he drawls lazily.
 
   I blink, my pulse quickening. Hell, this man sure can throw me off guard at the drop of a hat.  
 
   Just then the spotlights for the stage come on and I drag my eyes away. A man in a white velvet jacket and a bow tie goes to sit at the piano and the audience claps. He starts playing the piano and a woman with wavy hair in a long red gown comes to stand next to him. 
 
   She picks up a mic from the top of the piano and starts singing an Italian song. She is actually very beautiful, in that inimitable Mediterranean way. Her dark and soulful eyes search the room restlessly until they find Zane in the crowd, and fix on him. For an unguarded moment I see her freeze and falter, then she catches herself. Flicking her luxuriant hair she turns her back on her audience and sings the next line facing away from us. 
 
   By the time she turns around to face us, she is strong and confident again. Her voice is smooth and her gaze fixed on Zane. She is singing for him! I swivel my eyes surreptitiously to look at Zane, and he has gone completely still. My heart falls like a stone.
 
   On stage the woman drapes herself erotically on the white piano. 
 
   Taking a deep breath and trying to look normal, I spoon some ice cream into my mouth. I feel the cold travel into my stomach, and try to stop the sensation that it has all been unreal, just a dream. That I was just fucking with myself. 
 
   There is nothing between us, except his lust and my stupidity. 
 
   He brought me here knowing she would be here. It’s as obvious as hell that they used to be or still are lovers. Why do that to me? Why rub my nose in it? Unless I am here to make her jealous!
 
   I lean back into the plush seat. I can’t even get up and leave. I wouldn’t know where to go. Plus I am here on a fucking fake passport. I’ll just have to sit here like a sour lemon and watch some other woman eyefuck the man I am in love with. I sit stiffly as she finishes her song. It seems to last for hours. I don’t look at Zane.
 
   ‘Grazia,’ she breathes seductively into her mic, and starts gyrating towards us. I take a deep breath. Behave, Dahlia. Be dignified. Be the better woman.
 
   ‘Zane,’ she calls. Even his name on her tongue is like a mating call. She has no eyes for anyone but him. I don’t even register. 
 
   ‘Ciao, Silvia,’ Zane says softly. 
 
   She leans down and kisses his cheek close to his mouth leaving behind a lipstick mark. ‘I’ve missed you,’ she whispers, but I still catch her words and instantly feel acid pouring into my stomach. How dare they do that in front of me? If I stay here a moment longer I’m going to scratch her eyes out and I’ve never been violent with another human being before and I really don’t want to spoil my perfect record. Well, except that time I tried to slap Zane and that other time I tried to attack him, but I was horribly provoked.
 
   I am about to stand and excuse myself in the iciest voice I can manage when Zane says to her, ‘I didn’t know you worked here now.’
 
   ‘Why? Wouldn’t you have come if you knew?’ she asks lightly, but it doesn’t hide her terrible sadness. 
 
   She is in love with him, but I don’t care. I want to jump up and do a happy dance right here. He didn’t know she would be here. He didn’t bring me here to humiliate me, or make her jealous. It is just one of those weird coincidences.
 
   She opens her mouth to say something else but Zane says, ‘Silvia, meet Dahlia, my wife. Dahlia, meet Silvia, a very old friend.’
 
   The news hits her hard. She blinks with shock and confusion. Reluctantly she turns towards me, her eyes flying to my rings. 
 
   ‘Congratulations,’ she says hoarsely. ‘You are a very lucky woman.’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ I say.
 
   ‘I really should go back to my routine,’ she says.
 
   ‘Nice to have met you,’ I say.
 
   She nods then turns to Zane. ‘I hope you will be very happy,’ she chokes.
 
   Zane doesn’t say anything, just nods solemnly.
 
   She turns on her heels, goes back to the stage and starts belting out a fast number, strutting across the stage and looking like the consummate professional. Her heart is broken but she has her pride.
 
   The mood at our table has become strange and strained. Zane turns to me. ‘We can leave now … if you want.’
 
   I nod silently.
 
   We walk in the streets still full of people, both of us lost in our own thoughts. Then I slip my hand into his. He looks down at me and smiles. God, I love him. Every day I love him more and more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-two
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   I loved you at your darkest.
 
                                -Roman 5:8
 
   We arrive at the villa and as we pass the swimming pool it suddenly occurs to me that I might not have such a good opportunity again, so I turn towards Zane and push him as hard as I can backwards. For a second he hovers in the air, his total bewilderment etched across his face, then he lands in the water with a great splash. I slap my hand over my mouth and try to suppress the hysterical laughter that is bubbling up into my mouth. 
 
   His head and shoulders pop out of the water, and he immediately starts peeling off his clothes. There is no swearing, no scolding. In fact, he seems so unconcerned about being in the water it surprises me. I watch him undo his trousers, kick them off and let them sink to the bottom of the pool. Next his shirt. Then he swims to the side where I am standing and hauls himself up so his forearms are resting on the edge of the pool.
 
   He grins at me. ‘You’re not coming in, bella?’
 
   I cross my arms over my chest. ‘No, thank you.’
 
   ‘Too bad,’ he says and suddenly his hand shoots out and curls around my ankle. 
 
     I freeze and look down at the wet hand encircling my ankle then back to his eyes. They are sparkling with suppressed laughter. ‘What’s the matter, little fish?’
 
   ‘Please don’t,’ I plead.
 
   ‘Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t?’
 
   I say the first thing that comes into my head. ‘I’ll do something really special for you.’
 
   One eyebrow arches. ‘I’m intrigued. Carry on.’
 
   ‘Show me your thigh.’
 
   Keeping his hand firmly curled around my ankle, he lifts his leg out of the water and rests it on the edge of the pool.
 
   I crouch close to him. ‘This is just the beginning,’ I say smiling enticingly, and scratch his thigh the way that Stella had taught me to that night at Jamie’s. I must have done it right because his eyes widen and underneath his wet boxers his cock is a soldier standing to attention.
 
   ‘Now let go of my ankle for the rest of the technique,’ I croon.
 
   He lets go of my ankle, grabs me around the waist, and chucks me into the water. As I am flying into the water I am actually in such a state of shock I don’t even scream. Stella could make a stranger drive her home at breakneck speed for a promise of the rest and I couldn’t even get my lover to defer retaliation. 
 
   The water is actually surprisingly cold. I emerge swearing and spluttering. 
 
   ‘You’ve ruined my good dress,’ I grumble, treading water.
 
   ‘You ruined my good suit,’ he replies reasonably.
 
   ‘Now you’ll never know what I had planned for you,’ I say huffily.
 
   He grins. ‘What, after the thigh scratch?’
 
   ‘You know about the thigh scratch?’ I ask incredulously. Stella gave me the distinct impression that it was her own personal invention.
 
   He shrugs. ‘Everyone knows about it. It’s just a cock tease. Nothing comes after it.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   He laughs. ‘Yeah, whoever taught you didn’t tell you that?’ 
 
   I’m going to knock Stella’s head hard the next time I see her. I swim to the side where he is standing with his hands on his hips, and he holds out his hand. I put my hand into it and he grasps it tightly and hauls me out in one smooth move. He kneels down and takes my shoes off.
 
   ‘Come on,’ he says, and we run barefoot and dripping into the house. I leave my wet clothes on the floor and he towels me dry so vigorously that I am quite pink and glowing by the time he finishes. He brings a hairdryer, plugs it into the wall, and makes me sit between his knees while he dries my hair. 
 
   ‘I love your hair,’ he says.
 
    I look up at him with a warm smile. ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’ He is silent for a while then he switches off the dryer. ‘There. All done. Feel like a hot chocolate?’ 
 
   I twist around to look at him. ‘You’re gonna make it?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘I’d love to have a cup.’
 
   I sit on a stool huddled inside a fluffy bathrobe and watch him chop a bar of chocolate into small pieces. Then he pours milk into a glass saucepan and puts it on gentle heat. As it warms he drops the chocolate in and whisks it until it is a rich thick mixture and the delicious smell of chocolate fills the air. He pours the hot chocolate into two mugs and puts a mint leaf into each one 
 
   ‘Now for the secret ingredient,’ he says and adds a dash of peppermint schnapps.
 
   We go outside and cuddle up on the outdoor seat that is big enough to be a double bed. The weather is beautiful and the sky is full of stars. He gets on it first and pats the area next to him. I climb in carefully holding on to my mug and curl up to his big warm body. We drink in silence, a delicious feeling of languor spreading through my body. 
 
   I put our mugs on the ground and stretch and yawn lazily. I feel safe, cherished and protected, but I want him to feel that too. I know he has demons and I want badly to be that formidable woman who holds them at bay. 
 
   ‘God, I could stay here forever,’ I whisper.
 
   I feel his hand tighten fiercely around me. ‘I’m sorry about Silvia.’
 
   I look up at him. There is tenderness in his eyes. ‘It’s OK. You don’t have to be sorry. I understand how she feels. I would feel the same in her shoes.’
 
   He looks down at me, his brow creased. ‘So why did you push me into the pool?’
 
   He thought I had shoved him into the pool because I was mad about Silvia. Well … I grin evilly. ‘Revenge. Remember when you chucked me into the pool back in England?’
 
   He throws his head back and laughs, a low sexy rumble. ‘Remind me never to cross you,’ he says.
 
   ‘Yes, I’d strongly recommend that course of action.’
 
   He touches my cheek as if it is as fragile as a soap bubble. ‘You’re driving me insane, rybka.’
 
   ‘Good,’ I say staring up at him. There are stars behind his head. Heavy lidded he looks at me. Heavy lidded he takes me. 
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   I feel him leave my body and, very gently, so as not to wake me up, slide out of bed. Quietly, he pads across the bedroom and opens the door. The click of the door closing is soft. I breathe quietly. I already know where he is going. I let a few minutes pass then I sit up and go to the door. I open it a crack and listen. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   I walk out into the landing and I hear the first strains of music. Quietly, I go down the stairs and sit on the bottom step listening to him playing the piano. I close my eyes and get lost in his dark and brooding music. Oh, Zane. If only you will allow me into your world. 
 
   It gets cold but I don’t move. I huddle up, eyes closed and listen. I don’t know for how long I sit there listening to song after song, but suddenly I feel I am no longer alone. My eyes snap open and see him standing there.
 
   I spring up, one foot on the first stair, ready to run. 
 
   ‘Don’t go,’ he says.
 
   I stare at him.
 
   ‘I don’t want you to be afraid of me.’
 
   ‘I’m not,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Then why are you running away?’
 
   I shake my head wordlessly.
 
   He comes up to me and touches my face. ‘You’re freezing,’ he murmurs.
 
   I realize how cold I am. He lifts me into his arms and carries me upstairs and lays me on the bed. I hang on to his shirt.
 
   ‘Who taught you to play the piano?’ I whisper.
 
   His eyes become bleak. ‘Don’t get too close, Dahlia.’
 
   ‘Let me in,’ I beg. ‘I’m always open and naked for you.’
 
   ‘If I wanted to hurt someone, the first thing I would do is take someone important to him, his wife, his child, his mother. If I let you in you will become all those things to me. You will also become the target, and I will become vulnerable.’
 
   ‘Do you know the saying, “just when the caterpillar thought his life was over he became a butterfly”? Why can’t you give up this life? We don’t have to live in England. We can live here, or we can go somewhere else. I’d go anywhere with you.’
 
   He shakes his head sadly. 
 
   ‘What is the point of all this money and wealth if you’re not happy?’ I ask desperately.
 
   ‘But I am happy,’ he says and begins to take my nightgown off. He stares at my naked skin. ‘You look like the teardrop Beauty shed,’ he says wonderingly.
 
   A smile trembles on to my lips. I love this man so much it hurts. ‘Really, you’re just a musician and a poet at heart, aren’t you?’
 
   ‘If I was a poet I would have said your eyes are two smears of chartreuse in the dark.’
 
   ‘Exactly my point.’
 
   He moves to kiss me. 
 
   I hold his face between the palms of my hands. ‘Do you know when your lips touch mine you make me feel like I am flying?’
 
   His lips touch mine. ‘Then, fly Dahlia fly. Fly as high as you can.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-three
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   ‘Mama, I wrote a piece of music for you.’
 
   Mama’s mouth opens in a gasp of surprise. ‘You did what?’
 
   ‘I wrote a piece of music for you,’ I repeat.
 
   Mama stares at me curiously. ‘Since when have you wrote music?’
 
   I shrug. ‘Writing music is easy, Mama.’
 
   ‘You wrote it for me?’ she asks, touching her chest with her right hand.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I say happily. Her blue eyes shine like stars and make me feel proud.  
 
   ‘Let me see it,’ she says, wiping her hands hurriedly on her apron.
 
   ‘I’ve called it Crying Angel,’ I tell her as I hand the sheets over. She takes them as if they are something rare and precious. I see her eyes moving from side to side, and her head nodding slightly, as if she is listening to the music in her head. She reaches the end and looks up at me. ‘Oh Aleksandr, this is beautiful,’ she says excitedly.
 
   ‘Shall I play it for you?’
 
   ‘Yes, but quickly. Papa will be home soon.’
 
   I sit at the piano and open the lid. The keys are yellow with age. Mama stands behind me. I lay my fingers on the ivory colored wood and begin to play. We are both so engrossed in the music we do not hear or see papa arrive.
 
   ‘What the fuck is going on here?’ he roars.
 
   My fingers still, my mother jumps with fear. We turn towards my father guiltily. He is standing in the middle of the room and swaying on his feet, his head is tilted down, his eyebrows are raised and his eyes are wide open. He looks like a bull about to charge.
 
   ‘I thought I told you never to touch that fucking piano. How are you going to be a fighter if you play a sissy instrument like that?’ he rages. 
 
   I stare at him mutely.
 
   ‘What are you staring at you little fucker? Come here,’ he screams. 
 
   ‘Wait. Wait. It’s all my fault,’ my mother says in a trembling voice and moves quickly so her body blocks mine.
 
   ‘Of course, it’s your fault, bitch. I should smash the motherfucking thing to pieces. Fucking piano. Turning my boy into a weak-willed fucking freak.’
 
   ‘Please, please don’t,’ mama begs desperately. ‘It’s my mother’s. I promise I will never let Aleksandr play the piano again.’
 
   He crosses his massive arms over his chest and glares at me. ‘I want to hear him say it.’
 
   My mother starts crying softly. I stand up and position myself in front of my mother. ‘I promise never to play the piano again,’ I say clearly. 
 
   ‘Right. You better not be lying to me. I swear if I ever see you playing that fucking instrument again, I’ll smash it to bits,’ he says.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-four
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Purely by accident I find the sheets of music two days after we return from our holiday. I go into Zane’s bedroom to get the book I was reading the night before, and find them lying on the bed. One look at them and I immediately recognize them as Zane’s writing. Zane, I can hear, is in the shower. He must have brought them upstairs with him and left them there while he took a quick shower. 
 
   For a few seconds I do nothing. Simply stare at them. Then I move. I don’t think, I just pick up the notes and run upstairs to my room. There is a fax/copier machine up there that I sometimes use to copy stuff for work. 
 
   I switch it on and wait for the damn thing to warm up.  
 
   ‘Come on, come on,’ I whisper, but it slowly takes it time making its bleeps and clicks. The light turns red. 
 
   ‘Come on,’ I urge. My palms are starting to sweat.
 
   Finally, after forever and a bit passes, the light turns green.  
 
   Immediately, I feed the first page. There is a whirling noise as it starts its slow journey. I never realized how freaking slow this machine is. The paper wheezes out at the other end and I feed it the second page. It goes through at a snail’s pace. I open my door and listen. There are no sounds from below.
 
   I feed the next one, and the next one, but I am too nervous to finish. I have four pieces. That should be enough. I collect all the papers and rush downstairs. I don’t know what I will do or say if Zane is out of the bathroom, but thank God, he is still there. I replace the sheets on the bed exactly how I found them and run out of the room. My heart is in my throat, and there are patches of sweat on my T-shirt under my arms, but a small secret smile curves my lips.
 
   ‘Thank you, God,’ I whisper as I skip up the stairs back to my room. 
 
   I switch off the machine, and hide the photocopies under my pile of unread submissions. Then I call Stella.
 
   ‘What’re you doing?’ I ask her.
 
   ‘Painting my toenails yellow and waiting for the oven to ping,’ she says.
 
   ‘What’s in it?’
 
   ‘Nothing yet. Just warming it up so I can put a pizza into it.’
 
   ‘What happened to your diet?’
 
   ‘I decided that diets are not for people like me. There’s just no point living if you have to starve yourself all the time.’
 
   I laugh. ‘You don’t need to lose weight anyway. I don’t know why you bother.’
 
   ‘It’s all these damn celebrities and their air-brushed photos. If I lived in America I would sue them for giving me an inferiority complex.’
 
   ‘Where did you get the pizza from?’
 
   ‘Antonio made it.’
 
   Antonio works in an Italian pizzeria down the road from Stella’s apartment and he makes pizzas to die for. ‘What type of pizza is it?’
 
   ‘Pepperoni with extra cheese.’
 
   ‘How much longer before the oven is ready?’
 
   ‘Mmm less than ten minutes. Why?’ 
 
   ‘Can I come over and share your pizza?’
 
   ‘You better hurry then.’
 
   ‘I’m leaving now.’
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   Noah isn’t around, but Yuri gives me a lift to Stella’s.
 
   ‘Call me when you’re done. I’ll be at Starbucks across the road,’ he says.
 
   ‘OK,’ I say and using my old key let myself into the building and race up the stairs. I open the front door and the whole place smells of baking pizza.
 
   ‘Fantastic timing,’ Stella says, opening the oven door. She is wearing a red tank top, Daisy Dukes, and is walking about barefoot with toe separators attached to her toes. 
 
   I go to the cupboard and take out the big pizza plate and two smaller plates. I put the big plate on the countertop and Stella slides the pizza on it. She uses a pizza cutter to slice it into eight parts.
 
   ‘Are we having salad?’ I ask.
 
   ‘I wasn’t going to, but we can if you want to.’
 
   I open the fridge, pull out a bag of salad and dump it into a bowl. Stella smothers it with bottled dressing and we carry everything to the sofa. Stella sits on one end with her feet up and I take off my shoes and sit on the other end. The soles of our feet touch and we smile at each other. Just like old times. Stella picks up a slice and bites into it. 
 
   ‘Oh fuck,’ she groans with her mouth full. ‘God, I’ve missed you,’ she tells the pizza slice. ‘Mmmm ...’
 
   I chuckle and take a bite. ‘Mmmm … Really good, isn’t it?’
 
   She wipes her mouth on a paper towel. ‘If Antonio wasn’t already married I swear I’d marry him.’
 
   ‘He isn’t married, is he?’ I ask curiously.
 
   ‘Yeah, he is. She was there with their kid the other day.’
 
   I take a bite. ‘I forgot to ask, has Mark come around with your shoe?’
 
   ‘Yup, he came by the next day. Funny thing was he brought it to me in a box, which kind of impressed me. Most men wouldn’t have known the value of a Jimmy Choo.’
 
   ‘He’s a nice guy. It’s sad it turned out this way for him.’
 
   She stuffs the last bit of her slice into her mouth, chews and swallows. She pops open her can of Coke and takes a sip. ‘Don’t worry about him he’s rather dishy. Someone else will snap him up.’
 
   ‘You know, Stel, I actually wanted to talk to you about something.’
 
   She reaches for another slice. ‘You’re not coming back to live here,’ she says and bites into her pizza.
 
   I smile apologetically. ‘Well, if you don’t mind I’d like to carry on paying rent for a while and see how things go with Zane.’
 
   She waves her hand. ‘You don’t have to pay rent while you’re not living here, Dahlia.’
 
   ‘Zane has put a lot of money in my account so I want to. It will make me feel safe and confident if I know I have this place if things don’t work out with Zane.’
 
   ‘Sure, babe. You can have this place for as long as you want.’
 
   ‘Thank you, Stel.’ 
 
   She pulls a pepperoni slice from her pizza, pops it into her mouth, and chews. ‘Now tell me what you’re really here for?’ 
 
   I grin at her.  She knows me so well. ‘Well, I wanted to ask you about that composer, Andre Rieu. What’s he like?’
 
   She shrugs and looks at me curiously. ‘He’s a bit like my dad, but he’s actually quite friendly. He’s a fan of Tintin.’  
 
   ‘So he’s friendly then?’
 
   ‘Yes. I would say so.’
 
   ‘When is your next appointment with him?’
 
   ‘Well, he lives in a castle in Mastritch. He only books me when he’s touring in England. Why?’
 
   ‘Oh, so you won’t be seeing him soon,’ I say disappointed. 
 
   ‘Afraid not.’
 
   For a second I feel deflated then I try another tack. ‘Don’t you have any other clients who are in the world of classical music?’
 
   ‘As a matter of fact I do. Andre referred me to this violinist and a cellist.’
 
   ‘And do you see them often?’
 
   ‘Actually I think I have an appointment with the violinist, his name is Eliot, tomorrow.’ 
 
   ‘Can I come with you? I need to see him just for one minute.’
 
   She looks perplexed. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I want to show him a few pages from a musical composition I found. Just to know what he thinks of it. What sort of quality it is.’
 
   She frowns. ‘Musical composition? Whose?’
 
   ‘Zane wrote it.’
 
   Her eyebrows rise. ‘Zane? Zane? That big scary Russian mafia boss who kidnapped your sis so he could do you writes music? Next you’ll be telling me he plays with dolls.’
 
   ‘Very funny.’
 
   ‘No, I’m serious. Are you really telling me Zane writes music?’
 
   ‘I knew he played because I’ve heard him play and he’s really, really, really good, but I didn’t know he composed until today. I need a professional opinion of his ability.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I just think he has more talent than he realizes. I think he could be something great in the music world.’
 
   ‘Sure, I’ll ask Eliot and if he doesn’t mind, you’re welcome to tag along. And if he doesn’t want to do it we’ll try Katherine, the cellist. She’s very friendly.’
 
   ‘Great,’ I say, and take a big bite of my pizza.
 
   Stella sighs. ‘I guess I better get something green into me. Pass me that bloody salad, will you?’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-five
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   I’m so glad I put the music sheets into a clear plastic file. My hands are so clammy they would have been soaked right through by now.
 
   ‘Stop fidgeting, you’re making me all jittery,’ Stella gripes, glaring at me.
 
   ‘I can’t help it,’ I tell her.
 
   We are in the lift going up to Eliot’s flat. She turns to me and adjusts the scarf around my neck. ‘Will you please relax? I’m supposed to be the drama queen, remember. It’s all going to be just fine. You’ll see.’
 
   ‘I just so want for Zane to have a choice. To know that he doesn’t have to be a criminal when he’s so talented. I wish you could hear him play.’
 
   ‘I’m not into classical music. Puts me to sleep.’
 
   ‘I wasn’t into it either … until I heard him play. He is truly brilliant with an intuitive feel for every note.’
 
   She smiles placatingly. ‘OK, OK, don’t get you knickers in a twist, I believe you. Anybody who can make classical music sound brilliant to a person who never used to listen to it must be eye-wateringly good at it.’
 
   I smile back. ‘He is, Stel. He really is.’
 
   The lift doors open and we walk along the short corridor. Stella turns to me in front of a door. ‘You ready?’
 
   My stomach churns and I feel as nervous as I used to feel before an exam that I was unprepared for. I take a deep breath and straighten my spine. ‘Yes.’
 
   She places her finger on the bell and looks at me, her face serious. ‘Are you absolutely sure?’
 
   I grin. ‘You’re an idiot, you know?’ 
 
   She laughs and presses the bell. ‘At least I’m not a moron.’
 
   ‘There’s no difference,’ I tell her as the door opens.
 
   Eliot is exactly how I imagined he would be. Glasses, nondescript clothes, wispy brown hair, and grave eyes that regard me with unconcealed curiosity. 
 
   Stella makes the introductions and he takes my hand in an unexpected death grip. His hands are soft as a baby’s, though. 
 
   ‘Come into the living room,’ he says, and leads the way into a dark blue corridor. His living room is minimalist and neat to the point of being clinical, with brand new cream leather sofas and a gleaming stereo system. The blue walls display a collection of framed photos of him receiving various awards.  
 
   ‘Have a seat,’ he invites.
 
   ‘Thank you,’ I say, and perch at the end of the nearest sofa. Stella comes to sit next to me. 
 
   ‘Would you like something to drink?’ he asks.
 
   I look at Stella. I’m not sure whether to say yes or no. Perhaps the offer was extended out of politeness and accepting it would serve only to make this encounter longer and become more awkward, but refusing might make it seem as if I’m only interested in one thing.
 
   ‘Thanks but I don’t drink before a session,’ Stella says with a smile.
 
   ‘I’m fine too,’ I add quickly.
 
   ‘Right,’ Eliot says stepping forward. ‘Let me see this little composition of yours before you completely destroy it,’ he says with a smile.
 
   I realize that I am holding my file so tightly it’s almost crumpled into a ball.
 
   ‘Oh,’ I say with an embarrassed laugh and, smoothing it ineffectively, hold it out to him.
 
   He takes the file, pulls the photocopied sheets out, and looks at me warily. ‘Why are these a photocopy?’
 
   My fingers twist painfully in my lap. ‘Oh, well. They’re … they’re … not my music,’ I stutter, suddenly feeling guilty for no reason. I clear my throat. ‘I’ve not stolen them, or anything like that. They’re actually my boyfriend’s and I didn’t tell him that I’m bringing them to you. I wanted to surprise him if … if you have good news to give me, that is.’
 
   ‘I see,’ he says with a curt nod and looks down at the papers. He frowns. ‘This looks like a symphony for a full orchestra.’ He remarks with surprise. ‘You say your boyfriend wrote this?’
 
   ‘Yes, his name is Aleksandr Malenkov. I’ve put his name, address and phone number at the back of the last sheet.’
 
   He doesn’t turn to look at the last sheet.  Instead, he gazes at the music, then looks up at me in disbelief. ‘Did you say he has had no musical training?’
 
   ‘That’s what I believe.’
 
   ‘He’s not a musician?’ he asks again. His voice is full of incredulity.
 
   ‘No. He’s a … um … businessman.’ 
 
   ‘That’s incredible,’ he declares, his eyes scanning the notes excitedly.
 
   I glance quickly at Stella. She widens her eyes at me. 
 
   ‘Is it good?’
 
   ‘Good? It’s amazing. This is the work of someone extremely talented and accomplished. There are very few people in the world who can compose at this level.’
 
   ‘Really?’ I ask, beaming with happiness.
 
   ‘I’d like to show this to someone and get back to you.’ Eliot looks buzzed and as excited as I am feeling.
 
   ‘Oh yes, please. That would be just brilliant,’ I say eagerly, leaning forward, my whole body straining with joy.   
 
   Before Eliot can answer, my phone goes. I take it out and see that it is Mark. I instantly reject the call and put the phone back into my bag. 
 
   ‘Sorry about that. I should have switched it off,’ I say as my phone rings again. I flush bright red. I take it out and it’s Mark again. I hit reject and smile apologetically at Eliot. ‘Sorry. This is such amazing news,’ I say, and my phone rings again. I frown. This is not like Mark. Mark has never done that. 
 
   ‘You should take that call. It’s sounds urgent,’ Eliot says with a grin.
 
   ‘Thanks. Please excuse me,’ I say, and press answer.
 
   ‘Mark?’
 
   ‘Thank God I got you,’ he says, relief pouring from his voice.
 
   ‘What is it?’
 
   ‘Where are you?’ 
 
   ‘I’m with Stella. Why?’
 
   ‘You’re not anywhere near Malenkov’s house, are you?’
 
   ‘No. Why?’
 
   ‘I don’t have time to explain right now, but just tell Malenkov that there’s a bomb planted in one of his cars. I don’t know exactly but I think it’s set to go off when the engine starts.’
 
   ‘What?’ I explode.
 
   ‘Look, I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but I promised to be the best friend you have, and this is me keeping that promise. Call him now and tell him to stay away from all his cars today. There’s a bomb in one of them. Most probably the one he uses most.’
 
   ‘Is this a joke?’ I ask desperately.
 
   ‘It’s not a joke. It’s fucking serious, Dahlia. I can’t tell you more at the moment. Just warn him, he’ll understand, and please, Dahlia, keep safe. I’ll call you later.’
 
   ‘How do you know this?’ I ask, my voice quivering with fear and confusion.
 
   He sighs. ‘I’m about to enter a tunnel and I won’t have any reception for a while, but I’ll explain everything later.’
 
   He disconnects the call. 
 
   ‘What is it?’ Stella asks.
 
   I shake my head. ‘I’m not sure,’ I say, and hit Zane’s number on my phone, but it goes straight to answer machine. He always answers my calls. That sends me immediately into panic mode. 
 
   ‘What is it?’ Stella asks again, her voice bordering on hysteria.
 
   For an instant I look at her blankly, not really seeing her, then my mind becomes single pointed. I spring to my feet. I can’t waste a single moment explaining anything to anybody. Zane is in danger. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got something important to do. I’ll liaise with Stella and contact you again,’ I tell a surprised Eliot. 
 
   My body pumping with adrenaline, I turn to Stella. She is staring at me with her famous WTF expression. Maybe later, if this turns out to be a sick joke, we’ll laugh about this, but now I’m too frightened by Mark’s tone to do anything but run to Zane. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later, OK?’ I tell her quickly, and rush out of Eliot’s home. 
 
   The lift is old and it was slow on our way up so I don’t use it. I open the fire exit door and run down the three flights of stairs. Outside, I realize that it is going to take too long for me to call Noah and wait for him to come. As far as he was concerned I was going to wait for Stella to finish her massage and we would be an hour. Who knows where he’d be right now?
 
   As if the Gods are with me, I see a taxi turning the corner into the street and its light is on. I run to the edge of the street and hail it. I get in quickly and give him Zane’s address.
 
   ‘Sorry, love,’ he says shaking his head. ‘Can’t take you there. There’s a huge jam in that area. Big accident earlier. People died,’ he tells me. 
 
   ‘Just get me as close as possible, and please hurry,’ I say to him.
 
   ‘It’ll cost ya,’ he warns.
 
   ‘Charge me whatever you want, but please get me there as quickly as you can,’ I say anxiously.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-six
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
    “Where there is only a choice between cowardice and violence, 
 
   I would advise violence.”
 
                                                                           -Mohandas Gandhi
 
   It is a winter afternoon. Big, soft, white flakes of snow swirl down from a black sky and fall on me. I quicken my footsteps through the deserted street when a bitter wind starts biting into my face. As I run up the stairs to the second floor and put my key in the door, I have no other thoughts than how glad I will be to get into the warmth of our home. 
 
   As soon as I open the door I hear it, the dull thud coming from the kitchen. It is not a good sound. I’ve heard it before. Many times before. Flesh hitting a hard, flat surface; like a wall, a floor. I fling my schoolbag on the ground and run towards the noise. 
 
   My father is kneeling astride mama and he is strangling her. 
 
   In the thick, iron grasp of his red, meaty hands, her neck looks as thin and white as a swan’s. The sound I heard is the weak thrashing of her legs against the floor. As if he was waiting for me to arrive before the real action starts, he turns his head slowly, a cruel smile creeping across his face. The spooky smile of a madman. Fear slams into my body.
 
   ‘Nooooo!’ I yell and, rushing forward pounce on him. 
 
   I rain blows on his head, neck, and back, but he was always a man possessed of extraordinary strength. Like the locking jaws of a pit bull that will not let go even after the dog he’s attacking has expired, his death grip cannot be disengaged. My mother’s eyes are bulging out of her head. He starts shaking her by the neck like a ragdoll. He is killing her right before my eyes. 
 
   I have to stop him. In desperation, I rush to the counter for something to bang on my father’s head.  Something, anything. I could have come across a heavy bottomed pot, or even mama’s heavy rolling pin, but what I see is a knife. 
 
   Eight inches of shining steel. 
 
   My mother was cutting a chicken with it. The carcass lay decapitated and partly dismembered on the chopping board next to the knife. I swallow back the fear. I don’t think. I have to save mama or she will die. With my heart racing and the blood roaring in my ears, I pick the sharp blade up. 
 
   The handle has ridges that fit my grip perfectly. 
 
   Turning around I swing it downwards directly into my father’s broad back. It slices through his clothes and without any resistance at all embeds itself to the hilt into his dirty flesh. My father grunts like a hog in pain, but he does not let go of his quarry. 
 
   I grab the black handle with both hands and pull it out. Dark blood rushes out of the wound like a fountain of red. The jet of red splashes onto my legs and shoes as I raise the knife high over my head and, with a shout of blind fury and hatred, bury it into the side of my father’s bull-like neck. It makes a sickening wet sound. Squelch. Like when you kill a bug, but a thousand times worse. 
 
   Blood sprays everywhere: over my mother, the cabinet, the peeling linoleum, the walls, my father, and me. Everything is scarlet, like the brightest flowers in full bloom.
 
   After that I go crazy. A red mist descends and I stab him over and over, compulsively, until he falls to the floor with a muffled thump. I kick him away and pick my mother off the floor. I cradle her lifeless body in my arms. 
 
   I don’t rock her, and I don’t shake her. I know it’s too late. She is gone. Her skin is as pale as a starfish, and her beautiful blue eyes are fixed and vacant. Like stones. Dead. I have never seen anyone dead in real life before and I know nothing will ever be the same again. 
 
   Everything I love is gone. 
 
   My heart feels like it has turned to stone. I take her hand, still wonderfully warm and familiar, lay it on my cheek, and close my eyes for a moment. In that eternal instant I feel her warm, kind presence again. We should have played the piano together. We should have had a different life.
 
   I hear a sound and turn my head. My bull-like father is still alive. The blood is no longer rushing from him. It is flowing out like a lazy river. He is lying in a pool of his own blood. As a matter of fact, I am also sitting in that pool of cold blood. It feels no different than wet mud.
 
   His expression of suffering is exaggerated by the dark shadows around his eyes, and the pallor caused by being drained of blood. A sick, feeble grin curves his mouth, but the mirth and the triumph don’t make it to his bleak eyes. I look down at him, as passionless as an executioner.
 
   ‘You did well,’ he chokes, blood trickling from his mouth.
 
   The man is insane: he wanted to be killed by his own son. I watch as the life ebbs out of him. The flat falls eerily silent. Like a soundless dream. Carefully I lay mama back on the floor. Sitting up against the kitchen cabinet, I pull my knees to my chest and look at my hands. My bloody hands. I’ve just killed my father. No amount of horror can prepare a child for that tearing knowledge. I’m a killer, forever tainted by my father’s blood. But I don’t scream, I don’t cry, I don’t break the sacred silence. Mama’s spirit might still be around. 
 
   I stand, go to the sink and wash my hands until they are clean. I look up and see my reflection in the window. Blood is dripping from my hair onto the collar of my shirt. I hold my head under the running water and rub my hair until the water runs clear.
 
   There is blood on mama’s cheek too. 
 
   I take a tea towel, wet it, and go back to clean her face. There. Her face is clean. I sweep away the lock of hair that has tumbled over her cheek. Then I close her eyes so she’d have the look of someone asleep and dreaming peacefully. 
 
   I exhale heavily. ‘Shall we play one last time, Mama?’ I whisper.
 
   In my head her voice, happy and free at last, says, ‘Yes, lyubov moya.’ 
 
   ‘Let me open a window first. It smells like the butcher’s shop,’ I tell her. 
 
   I go to the window and open it. A blast of freezing cold air rushes in as I turn to walk to the piano. We kept our promise to my father and it has been nearly a year since I played. 
 
   I open the lid and all the old memories rush back. I forget that my parents are lying dead on the floor. I play mama’s favorite pieces, and I swear it feels exactly as if she is sitting beside me, her long, white fingers moving on the keys. 
 
   I am so lost in the music I don’t hear the man come in. It is only when he stands right in front of the piano that I notice he is there. I stop playing and look up at him. He has dark, dark eyes and he is wearing a shiny red shirt, a thick gold chain, and an expensive long black coat. 
 
   ‘I killed him,’ I say, shivering in the cold air blowing in from the open window.
 
   ‘You saved me the trouble,’ he replies.
 
   I continue to look up at him.
 
   ‘Well,’ he says finally. ‘You might as well come with me. We could do with a good foot soldier.’
 
   I knew he was a bad man, but I left with him. Mama was good, but was no match for bad. I learned that papa was no spy. He was not like James Bond. He was just a member of a group of thieves. Bad men. 
 
   From now on I will be bad. Bad always kills good. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



I no longer have an appetite for violence
 
                                     - Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-seven
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   Pay the ticket, take the ride
 
   The journey is excruciating. I never managed to contact Zane despite the fact that I tried his number numerous times. Finally, the taxi arrives a few blocks from the house. The taxi driver was right; the road ahead is chock-a-block with standstill traffic. It is only four o’clock, but it’s already dark and starting to rain. I thrust some money at him and jump out of the taxi. 
 
   ‘Please, God. Let me be on time,’ I pray. 
 
   I start running down the street and realize that the smart heels I am wearing are doing me no favors. I kick them off, and with the cold, wet pavement under my feet, I start to sprint hard, avoiding people on the street. I run as fast as I can, the freezing evening air shocking my throat and lungs as I inhale faster and deeper. There doesn’t seem to be enough air as I fly forward. My lungs feel as if they will burst. 
 
   The urge to stop and take a rest is overpoweringly strong, but I fool my body into thinking my goal is only until the next streetlight. Just until the next, and the next, and next until finally, just when my thighs feel as if they are burning, my breath is like thunder in my ears, the muscles in my stomach are trembling, and a frightened scream is locked in my throat, I round the corner into our street. 
 
   Taking great big lungfuls of air I try to increase my pace, but the muscles of my calves give way and I pitch forward, and almost fall on my face. Thank God, I land on my palms. I push myself up and continue running. I can already see Zane’s blacked out Mercedes parked along the kerb on the opposite side of the street about twenty yards away from the house. Fear twists my insides. Something is very wrong. The car is always parked on the side the house is on. 
 
   To my horror I see the first car, usually with Anton in it, pull out into the road. I know the security drill. Anton always goes first, then the car carrying Zane, followed by the car with Noah. 
 
   That means the Mercedes will be pulling out next! 
 
   I’m only a few yards away, but I don’t shout because I know no one will hear me. I just increase my speed until it feels as if my feet hardly touch the ground. I reach the car and, grasping the handle with both hands, wrench it open. Gasping for breath, I look at the interior of the car blankly.
 
   There is no one there.
 
   For a second I feel relief then I hear my name being called. I turn and see Zane running towards me. 
 
   ‘Run, Dahlia. Run,’ he is shouting.
 
   For a second I freeze.
 
   Great, he’s not in the car … oh fuck.  
 
   The adrenaline rush takes over, and I race away from the car towards him. I can see his face lit by the streetlamp. It is white with terror. 
 
   I can make it, I think.
 
   I see the light first, flaring out behind me and reflecting as an orange hue on Zane’s face as he runs towards me, then I hear the noise – wow, deafening, and finally I feel the heat at my back. 
 
   The force of the explosion lifts me off the ground and I feel myself rushing upwards, the wind whooshing by my ears. Look, Olga, I’m flying. I see the horror on Zane’s face. I open my mouth and start screaming with fear. Then something slams into the back of my head. For an instant it feels as if my entire head is on fire, then it all goes black. 
 
   I don’t feel my body hit the ground, and I don’t see Zane hold my unconscious body in his arms, and bellow, ‘No, no, no, no, noooooooo.’ I don’t see him crane his neck backwards and, with his eyes squeezed shut, howl like a wild beast in terrible pain, the sound tearing from his throat and lifting into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



I loved her and she went away from me.
 
   There is nothing more to say.
 
                                                                 - Zane
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-eight
 
   Zane
 
   I stand at the window looking down at the hospital’s drab car park. It is raining, an icy, mean, diagonally driving mix of sleet and freezing cold rain that pounds the asphalt and breaks up into chaotic splashes of water. 
 
   A woman opens her car door, pokes a pink umbrella out of the gap, and unfurls it before she gets out. I kept a woman once who used to do that. I can’t remember her name, and I’d have difficulty picking her out of a line-up, but I remember that odd detail. She had hair that would become curly if it got wet. I turn my eyes away from the woman in the car park and look at the sky. It is full of dark grey smudges.  
 
   Jesus, how come I don’t feel a fucking thing? 
 
   I feel like a block of ice. My hands are shaking though. I reach out and touch the glass. It is cold. Her blood is on my sleeves. I couldn’t protect her. All the guards, the twenty-four-hour surveillance, and I couldn’t keep her safe. There is not one damn thing I can do for her now. It is completely out of my hands. I’m like a leaf in the river.
 
   Her phone rings and startles me. I take it out of my pocket and look at the screen.
 
   Stella
 
   I feel the name like an icepick to my heart. This is a part of her life, a part I never took any interest in. What have I done? 
 
   I accept the call.
 
   ‘Where the bloody hell are you? You bolted out of Eliot’s like a bat out of hell and just disappeared. I was worried. I’ve left like a hundred messages on your phone,’ a woman’s quarrelsome voice scolds.
 
   ‘This is Zane,’ I say quietly.
 
   For a few seconds she goes completely silent. ‘Why are you answering Dahlia’s phone?’ she asks in a tone that gives me goose bumps.
 
   ‘Dahlia was in an accident and—’
 
   ‘Accident? What the fuck are you talking about?’ she demands aggressively.
 
   ‘There was bomb, a car bomb,’ I say. Even to my own ears it sounds incredible, implausible and fantastic.
 
   ‘What?’ Her voice is a screech of disbelief, a dagger shoved into my brain.
 
   ‘It was an accident. She was not the intended target,’ I tell her. My voice is quiet and calm as if I don’t care, but maybe that is a good thing. It won’t do to fall apart now. I have to be worthy of her.
 
   ‘Target? What are you talking about?’ she asks with growing frustration.
 
   ‘The bomb was meant for me, but she opened the car door and set it off. It was timed to go off thirty seconds after the door was opened,’ I explained.
 
   ‘Where is she now?’ she whispers.
 
   ‘She’s in surgery now. If you want, you can come to the hospital.’
 
   ‘She’s in surgery?’ she repeats in a daze. 
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘How bad is she?’
 
   My jaw clenches hard. I loosen it deliberately. ‘I don’t know. She never regained consciousness after the explosion.’
 
   She starts sobbing. ‘This can’t be happening.’
 
   ‘Shall I send someone to pick you up?’ I ask. 
 
    She stops weeping, her voice suddenly strong. ‘No. What’s the name of the hospital?’
 
   I give her the details, ring off, and put Dahlia’s phone back into my pocket. I should call her family. I know I should, but I don’t. Not yet. It will be better once the surgery is over, and I can give them good news. No need to worry them. There is nothing they can do anyway. 
 
   I walk over to one of the couches and sit down. On the wall across from me I see a poster of a human being without skin, all his tendons, muscles and blood vessels exposed. I stare at the image without seeing it. Stella is right. This can’t be real. This can’t be happening.
 
   ‘Fuck.’ The word explodes out of my mouth as my hand moves downwards in an unconscious striking motion, venting my frustration and fury. 
 
   ‘Fuck,’ I shout again.              
 
   Noah flings open the door, rushes in, takes one look at me, and goes out quietly closing the door behind him.
 
   ‘Shit.’ 
 
   She didn’t deserve this. Why the hell did she run to the car and open the door? Why? In my mind’s eye I see her face that moment when I called to her and she turned around terrified, then she saw me and her whole face sagged with relief. Relief that I wasn’t in the vehicle. The thought chills me: she knew about the bomb in the car. She thought I was in it and she was running to it to warn me. 
 
   Who told her? Who sent her there? I stand up and pace the floor. I stop and run my fingers through my hair. 
 
   ‘Fuck.’
 
   The door opens and Stella walks in. I stare at her. She must have been really close by. Her face is red and her eyes swollen. She strides up to me. ‘What the hell is going on with Dahlia?’ she demands.
 
   ‘She’s still in surgery.’
 
   She shakes her head as if she cannot understand what I am saying or can’t take it in. She is obviously in shock.
 
   ‘Sit down,’ I tell her.
 
   She covers her eyes with her palms, her face contorted. ‘I don’t want to sit. I want you to tell me what happened.’
 
   ‘She was with you last. Can you tell me if you know any reason that would make her rush to my house and run to my car to look for me?’
 
   She frowns and tries to remember. ‘She got a call from Mark. It was something urgent. I don’t know what it was, but it made her run out of the flat we were in.’
 
   ‘Mark?’
 
   ‘Yeah, Mark called.’
 
   ‘What’s Mark’s last name?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I can’t remember.’
 
   ‘Wait here,’ I tell her and walk out of the door. I walk down the corridor and stand by a vending machine. Taking out her phone I scroll down to the last number received, and hit it.
 
   ‘Dahlia,’ a man says urgently.
 
   ‘No. This is Zane.’
 
   ‘Where is Dahlia?’ he asks hoarsely.
 
   I can barely hold on to my fury, but my voice is dead calm. ‘What did you tell her?’
 
   ‘Where is she?’ he pleads.
 
   ‘She was caught in a bomb explosion, Mark. It was you who sent her right into it, wasn’t it?’
 
   He makes a strange sound of anguish. ‘No, no, no,’ he says. Hearing him break down makes my heart feel like it will explode. He has no right. He has no fucking right. That’s for me to do and I can’t do it, because I have to be strong for her.
 
   ‘Why the fuck did you do that?’ I ask, my whole body clenched.
 
   ‘I know I shouldn’t have. I acted unprofessionally, but I couldn’t take the risk that she might get caught in the middle of a bomb that was meant for you. I was trying to protect her, warn her.’
 
   ‘How did you know about it?’
 
   He hesitates. ‘I can’t reveal my sources.’
 
   I knew then. He was a fucking musor. Pig!
 
   ‘I want to see her,’ he says.
 
   ‘You come anywhere near her and I’ll fucking kill you. You’ve done enough. Stay the fuck away.’ 
 
   I disconnect the line and grab my head in frustration. Why did he have to call her? Why did she have to interfere? Everything was going so smoothly. I knew what Lenny was planning. As if I’d ever trust a sewer rat like him. I let him make his move and I was about to execute mine. Everything was ready to go. They were about to fall into my net in one fell swoop. Then she goes and foils it all. 
 
   Why Dahlia? Why? 
 
   I feel the fear building, my breath starting to come in shallow and fast. I can’t submit to it. I have to get control. Put it somewhere it cannot seep out. She’ll be all right. I know she will. She has to. I’ve got the best surgeons working on her. 
 
   I feel a dull ache in my eyes. I turn around to go back to Stella when Noah approaches me, his face horrified.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.
 
   My mind buzzes like an electrical circuit fried by overload. Images get scrambled in my brain. I see her alone running barefoot in the rain as if the hounds of hell are after her. I lash out. My fist swings out hard and lands on his chin. He is not expecting it and stumbles backwards, slamming into the vending machine. 
 
   ‘Where the fuck were you?’ I snarl. ‘You had only one thing to do. One fucking thing. Trail her. Never let her out of your sight.’
 
   He holds his chin in the palm of his hand. ‘She didn’t want me to come in. It is standard. We always wait for her at the nearest coffee shop, and when she’s finished she calls and we go and collect her.’
 
   ‘That’s not what we agreed. You let her decide? Have you gone soft?’ I grit out between my teeth. 
 
   ‘We can’t follow her into people’s homes. She wouldn’t let us. This is the first time she left without calling me. There was nothing I could do.’
 
   I slam my fist into the wall. It cracks and bits of plaster and white powder fall to the ground. 
 
   A busybody in a nurse’s uniform comes towards us. ‘Excuse me,’ she says sternly.
 
   Both Noah and I round on her with such maniacal expressions of rage that she stops and backs away, a terrified expression on her face. 
 
   ‘I’m really sorry, boss,’ Noah says again.
 
   The rage goes away. The ice re-forms. ‘Have you picked him up?’ I ask, my voice icy.
 
   ‘Yes, he’s in the warehouse.’
 
   ‘And the rest of them?’
 
   ‘Pig food.’
 
   I turn from him and walk away. From the corner of my eyes I can see two detectives coming up to me. Well, they’ll get nothing from me. I’ll be sending them directly to my lawyer.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-nine
 
   Zane
 
   Dr. Hassan Medhi, the neurosurgeon, comes in. I turn away from staring out of the window and Stella stands. He looks tired and somber. He’s been in surgery for the past seven hours.
 
   ‘How is she?’ I ask, my voice tight.
 
   ‘Come and sit down,’ he says moving to the chair opposite the one Stella was sitting on. 
 
   Stella resumes her seat and I take the one next to hers.
 
   Dr. Medhi clasps his hands and clears his throat. ‘I’ve done all I could. Her skull was badly fractured and basically the entire left side of her brain was bleeding and covered in blood clots. I’m afraid I was forced to remove ten percent of her brain.’ 
 
   I gasp, rising to my feet and towering above him.
 
   Dr. Medhi’s face twitches. He’s afraid of me. Most men are. He clears his throat again. ‘It was too risky to remove all the skull fragments. She’s on life support at the moment and I’ve inserted pressure-monitoring devices inside her brain, which will allow us to intervene if the pressure in the brain increases, but I’m afraid you must prepare yourself for the worst. The likelihood of her even making it through is very slim, and even if she does make it, she may never become cognizant.  You do understand my meaning … become aware … conscious of her surroundings.’
 
   Stella appears frozen with shock. 
 
   My throat constricts and my muscles coil uneasily. ‘Dr. Hassan I chose you because you are supposed to be the best neurosurgeon in Europe. I don’t want to hear anything from you except how you’re going to make her better.’
 
   For a few seconds a stunned silence prevails. 
 
   Then Dr. Medhi speaks and his voice is filled with a quiet pride. ‘I can assure you, Mr. Malenkov, that Miss Fury has received the best treatment she could possibly get, not just in Europe, but anywhere in the world.’
 
   I take a deep breath. The understated confidence in his voice some how soothes me. Yes, she is in the best hands possible.
 
   ‘The next twenty-four hours are critical,’ he says, ‘but you will be able to see her in two hours’ time. We’ll talk again after tomorrow.’
 
   He stands.
 
   ‘Wait, Doctor,’ Stella says, standing up herself. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ he says politely.
 
   ‘I don’t understand. Is she going to be OK?’
 
   The corner of his lips turn down in a deprecating gesture. ‘God willing,’ he says softly. Then he walks out. Not looking at Stella, I walk out of the room. In the corridor I meet Shane.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, man. I’m so sorry. I just heard from the guys.’
 
   I nod.
 
   ‘Look, let me take care of Lenny. You stay with your woman. She needs you.’
 
   I look at him and feel as if I finally know the definition of the word bleak. For me, time has stopped. I hear him talking. I see people walking by us, but I don’t feel anything. I know I am breathing, and I know my right leg is shaking restlessly, but I can’t feel it. 
 
   ‘No need,’ I tell him. ‘Dahlia’s not about to come around for some time. I’ll take care of him. He’s mine’
 
   He frowns. ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Absolutely,’ I say, and walk towards the toilets. I get in there and I vomit my guts out. Then I wash my face, dry it with some paper towels, and go out of the hospital. I stand at the entrance and smoke a cigarette. I have two hours to kill. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Tiptoeing in after washing our hands to see Dahlia is the saddest occasion of my life. She is unrecognizable. Her head is bandaged, an oxygen mask is over her face, there are countless IV tubes coming out of her connecting her to beeping machines. We are only allowed to stay for five minutes. 
 
   ‘You can try to talk to her, if you want,’ the nurse says with a smile, but both Stella and I are so horrified we don’t say a word. 
 
   Once the five minutes are up she herds us out and we stand in the corridor for what seems forever, unable to comprehend that the person in that room is Dahlia.
 
   ‘Do you need a lift somewhere?’
 
   She bites her lower lip and shakes her head.
 
   It is three o’clock in the morning. ‘Come on,’ I say to her. ‘Noah will take you home.’
 
   She follows me like a lost lamb. We part in the car park. The rain has stopped and I stand for a few seconds watching them get into the car and drive off. I think I’m putting off the moment I reach home, or maybe I just don’t want to leave her here.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The whole street has been cordoned off and Anton has to drop me at the edge of the police tapes before driving away. The blackened car is still there and the place is crawling with policemen and their forensics team. One of them calls to me. He is wearing a cap and holding a clipboard.
 
   ‘I live there,’ I tell him, pointing to my house.
 
   ‘Right, you are,’ he says.
 
   Yuri opens the door for me. He doesn’t try to offer any words of condolence because he is like me in that way. He recognizes words for what they are. Ultimately empty. He nods respectfully and disappears into his station. 
 
   As soon as he closes his door the house feels like a tomb. There is not a single sound. I walk up the stairs quietly. I open my bedroom door and my eyes glance at the bed. I need a shower. I get into the bathroom and look in the mirror. 
 
   That is when I come apart. I lose myself. The ice melts. The pain slams into my solar plexus and I remember the way her face felt against mine, the way she would smile at me, and the tears start falling, at first lightly, then a deluge. 
 
   I hang on to the sink and bawl my eyes out like a fucking baby. I didn’t tell her that I loved her. I never once told her. She was willing to give up her life for me and I wasn’t brave enough to tell her I love her.
 
   ‘I love you, baby. I love you,’ I sob.
 
   I switch on the shower and get into it. The water washes away the sweat, the tears, the blood. I come out, dry myself and pad over to my bed. I lie on it and stare blankly at the ceiling.
 
   She has to come out of it. She has to. I will make her come out of it. I get up, dress, and call her sister. It’s not an easy or a short call. A bomb blast calls for a lengthy explanation. 
 
   After the call, I go downstairs and Yuri comes to the door. He opens his mouth to say something, but I raise my hand and he snaps it shut. 
 
   Without a word I leave the house and drive to the warehouse. I have business to take care of.
 
   


 
   
  
 



I’m gonna show ya, what’s really crazy.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   Lord, have mercy on us
 
   Christ, have mercy on us
 
                  -Mozart–Requiem
 
   The early morning air is cold with more than a bite of frost in it and it chills my lungs just to breathe it in. I switch on the music and listen, my ears pricked up like those of a leopard.  Even though the stereo is old and cheap, the empty warehouse — well, it’s empty except for a desk and a chair — has such good acoustics it makes the individual notes shimmer and sparkle. 
 
   Beautiful, soul stirring stuff. 
 
   I can remember playing this piece with mama. It was in another lifetime, but the notes are as alive and vivid as goldfish swimming in a pond. The sounds fill my head. I can still see her. As pure as a white swan. Ah, Mama. Tell me of the days to come, when we will walk in meadows full of wild flowers.
 
   I breathe it into my body, and prepare myself for the task at hand.
 
   He grunts and I turn to look down at him.
 
   Naked. Shivering uncontrollably. Trussed up to a wooden chair. His mouth stuffed with his own smelly sock and taped shut. Tough guy. He makes another sound, frightened, desperate, turkey-like. I start walking towards him. I am furious, fucking livid. My hands are clenched and my heart is racing with adrenaline. I could kill with my bare hands, but I don’t hurry. 
 
   I stroll. I am a consummate professional. 
 
   The music reverberates in my head. I remember the first time I came into the room and found Dahlia sitting on the carpet in front of the fireplace in a toweling robe listening to this piece. She turned her head and smiled at me. ‘This is your song,’ she told me, and smiled that sweet smile of hers. Like a goddamn angel. She doesn’t smile anymore. She just lies there. 
 
   Because of this greedy, stupid monster. 
 
   I stand over him. ‘Hello, Lenny.’
 
   His skin is very white. Without clothes he is no more than a worm, squirming, cowardly, waiting to be squashed. He makes more desperate sounds. He wants to talk. Beg. Plead. Bargain. 
 
   No dice.
 
   ‘Your death will be long and slow,’ I tell him calmly.
 
   His eyes bulge with fear. 
 
   I kick the chair viciously and he falls backwards, his eyes nearly popping out of his head. Comical, if I had been of a mind to laugh.
 
   With superhuman strength I pick him and the chair up, and effortlessly throw both towards the wall. The chair breaks noisily. His scream is muffled by the sock. I walk up to him and kick his lily white ass with the cold ferocity of a crocodile. Tears start pouring from his eyes. Jesus!
 
   Then I take out my gun, a PB/6P9, Army issue. Sleek. Russian, of course. It’s old, 1967, but I like it. I grew up with it. The metal feels cold in my hand, but I know from experience it takes on human body heat very quickly. I screw on the silencer and he looks at me with begging eyes. Silly man. He has no idea. I wasn’t called the meanest son of a bitch on the face of the earth for no reason.
 
   With a steady hand I aim the gun at his pale right kneecap. He goes crazy behind the sock. Smiling grimly, I curl my finger around the trigger, and empty my first bullet dead center into his kneecap. A professional hit, fine entry wound and bleeding only from the gaping exit mess behind his knee.
 
   He screams and soils himself.
 
   I take aim and put another bullet into his left knee.
 
   He twists and turns vigorously, but he needn’t have bothered. I couldn’t have missed if I’d tried.
 
   I gave him a Jesus wound, just above the metatarsals.
 
   He howls and twists even more furiously.
 
   Aim. Fire. A matching Jesus wound on the other foot.
 
   With great precision, amazing really once you consider I haven’t done wet work in nearly twenty years, I aim and fire into all his major bones. I reload and aim it between his legs, at the pale shriveled worm nestled there. It explodes into a bloody mess. He is slobbering now, but in fact, he is not in pain. After the first shot, shock releases endorphins into the bloodstream that cause the pain to numb. Like yeast. Pain needs time to grow. In about an hour the wounds will marinate and swell up to the size of grapefruits and lemons. 
 
   Then the philharmonic orchestra of pain will play its first note. 
 
   I turn and walk away from him and the sickening smell of his shit. I put my feet up on the desk at the edge and listen to the music as I wait. I don’t think of her. She wouldn’t approve of what I am doing. But she’s too good for this world and I’m not. 
 
   ‘Kiss the rain, whenever you need me,’ she once said.
 
   ‘I kissed the rain last night and you never came,’ I whisper.
 
   From the bleeding, slowly darkening hunk of meat on the floor comes whimpers, cries, howls, growls, groans, sobs, and screams of pain. When I can no longer bear to listen to his cowardly cries, I walk over to him.
 
   Even without his dick and every major bone in his body shattered he still desperately wants to live. I see it in his eyes. 
 
   I point my gun at him and aim.
 
   ‘See you in hell,’ I say, and fire. Bull’s eye. Right between the eyes.  And you could almost call it a mercy killing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty-one
 
   Zane
 
   (Coma)
 
   Coma! The word reverberates in the room and my head swims with horror. I feel a cage closing in, all the exits being sealed off. It is not going to be all right. She’s in a … I can’t even believe it … coma. 
 
   ‘Coma,’ I echo blankly.
 
   ‘As bad as it sounds in her present condition it’s not actually a bad thing,’ Dr, Medhi explains cautiously. ‘It allows her brain to essentially rewire itself. In the darkness of the brain the one hundred billion odd cells can find each other again. If enough connections are made her brain will wake up. The human brain is an amazing thing.’
 
   ‘If?’ I ask warily. 
 
   ‘Of course, there is still a chance that she will never wake up.’
 
   My mouth drops open. ‘There is a chance she will never wake up?’
 
   Dr. Medhi’s hands open out. ‘On the Glasgow Coma Scale assessment she scored 3.’
 
   ‘What is that? Is it good or bad?’
 
   ‘The scale assesses the degree of brain impairment or injury and measures the patient’s brain functionality. Responses elicited include eye opening, verbal responses and motor responses such as movement. The responses are then ranked on a scale of 3-15 with 3 being the lowest and 15 being the highest.’
 
   I stare at him in horror.
 
   ‘Well, a deeper coma alone does not necessarily mean a slimmer chance of recovery, because some people in deep coma recover better than others in so-called milder comas. Many factors determine the final outcome, severity of the injury, length of time the person is in a coma.’ He spreads his hands out, as if he is a used car salesman trying to convince me that he’s just an honest guy. ‘It is a thing we still don’t understand very well.’
 
   ‘What are the chances of her waking up?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, but what I can tell you is, research at London’s Royal Hospital for Neuro-Disability found that nearly a fifth of the patients studied who were thought to be in irreversible comas eventually woke. Many remember being conscious of what was going on around them but were unable to communicate.’
 
   ‘How long will the process take?’
 
   ‘No one knows. It can take days, weeks, months even years. The longest persistent vegetative state is forty-two years. She may be in a vegetative state for long a time, or she may come out of it in the next few days.’
 
   ‘What is recovery? Will she just open her eyes one day and be well again?’
 
   He makes an expression that can best be described as a facial shrug. ‘Recovery usually occurs gradually. In the first days, they are awake for a few minutes and the duration of time awake gradually increases. Some patients never progress beyond very basic responses. Others go on to live a totally normal life.’
 
   ‘Can she take a turn for the worst and … die?’
 
   ‘The most common cause of death for a person in a vegetative state is secondary infections, such as pneumonia which can occur in patients who lie for extended periods.’
 
   The more he talks the more cold I feel.
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   I remember walking out of the little office we were in. I remember heading down the corridor. Using the lift. There are other people in it, but they are like shadows. The doors open. I get out with them. Another corridor. Reception room. People waiting in seats. Then into my view. Stella. She is hurrying towards me.
 
   ‘What did the doctor say?’ she asks. Her voice sounds like it is coming from underwater.
 
   I shake my head and carry on walking.
 
   ‘What did the doctor fucking say?’ she screams at me.
 
   I turn around. She looks quite ridiculous with her red hair and her crumpled clothes. Her hands are held open beseechingly. It’s a grand gesture, almost biblical in stature. Dahlia always laughingly said she was a drama queen of the highest order.
 
   ‘He said she’s in a coma that she might never wake up from,’ I say. My voice sounds normal, casual even.  
 
   Numbly, I watch her sink to the ground. A man goes to help her and I turn around and walk out of the hospital. Noah is outside. He must have seen me because he is holding the car park ticket.
 
   ‘Where to?’ he asks me.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ I say.
 
   We get into the car. ‘Want me to take you home?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘How about some food?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Want a drink?’
 
   It is ten o’clock in the morning and I haven’t slept all night. ‘Yeah.’
 
   To my surprise he takes me to his home. A large apartment in Kensington overlooking the park. If I had been of a different mind I would have appreciated the luxurious décor and congratulated him on his taste. I would have been happy that all the little deals I passed his way have not been blown away on women and wine. But I’m not of a mind to think those things. I remain numb. From head to toe I can’t feel anything. I sit on his couch and watch him pour a large measure of brandy. He walks over and puts it in my hand.
 
   I take it and down it in one long swallow.
 
   ‘Her mother and sister will be here in eight hours. If you want, I can go on my own to pick them up from the airport,’ he offers. 
 
   All your sins come back to haunt you. ‘No,’ I say. ‘I’ll go with you.’
 
   We drink together in complete silence. Not one word is exchanged. When the bottle is empty Noah opens another. I can feel myself going down and it is a relief. It is a relief to let go and sink somewhere where there is no me and no Dahlia. There is just nothing. It’s a good place. 
 
   ‘You’ll wake me when it’s time?’ I ask blearily.
 
   Noah seems totally unaffected by the amount of alcohol he has consumed. ‘Yeah, boss. Sleep now. I’ll wake you.’
 
   With a sigh I give in to blessed sleep.
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   Daisy is nothing like Dahlia. She is dark blonde with freckles, a boyish figure and sky blue eyes. I can imagine her smiling. She has that type of face. At the moment though she is not smiling.  She is holding on to her mother protectively and looking around anxiously. Dahlia’s mother on the other hand looks completely lost and frightened.
 
   I smooth down my freshly showered hair and walk up to them.
 
   ‘Mrs. Fury,’ I say.
 
   She turns to me with searching, wide eyes. ‘Yes,’ she whispers. 
 
   ‘I’m Zane.’
 
   ‘Oh,’ she gasps. ‘You’re the one who’s taking care of my daughter.’
 
   I wince inwardly. ‘She’s still in hospital. If you come with me I’ll take you there after you’ve had a little rest at the hotel.’
 
   ‘Yes, that would be good,’ she says, her eyes confused and uncertain. Now I know why Dahlia is so protective of her mother and treats her as if she is a little kid.
 
   ‘No, I want to see Dahlia straightaway,’ Daisy says. She turns to her mother. ‘It’ll only take a little while to see her, Mom. Let’s go see Dahlia first.’
 
   Her mother nods vigorously. ‘Yes, yes, that’s a much better idea.’
 
   I turn towards her sister. ‘Good to finally meet you, Daisy.’
 
   She nods slowly. ‘Yeah. Thanks for taking care of my sister.’
 
   ‘Right, let’s go,’ I say, picking up the suitcase. Daisy is carrying a backpack. ‘Would you like me to help you with that?’
 
   ‘No, it’s not heavy,’ she replies.
 
   We get outside and Noah takes the suitcase off me and the backpack off Daisy. While Noah is putting their luggage into the boot, I open the door, and first Daisy, then her mother slip into the car. I close the door and get into the front passenger seat. We drive in silence. The only sound comes from the stereo system.
 
   We get to the hospital and I wait outside in the corridor while they go into Dahlia’s room. They are with her for about fifteen minutes. When they come out both are in tears.
 
   ‘I can’t believe it,’ her mother cries.
 
   ‘I’m very sorry, Mrs. Fury,’ I say automatically. ‘My driver will take you to your hotel,’ I tell them. 
 
   ‘Can I talk to you alone for a minute?’ Daisy asks.
 
   ‘Yeah, sure. If you step this way.’ I show her to the door of the stairwell.
 
   ‘Why is there a security guard outside my sister’s room? Is she still in danger?’
 
   ‘No. No. It’s just a precaution.’
 
   Her brow knits and she looks at me suspiciously. ‘A precaution against what?’
 
   ‘Nothing. I’m just paranoid.’
 
   She hugs herself and shivers. ‘The bomb was meant for you, wasn’t it?’
 
   For a moment the world goes very black. If she only knew how the guilt is eating me alive. I nod.
 
   ‘Why?’ she asks curiously. ‘You’re not just a businessman?’
 
   ‘No. I’m a criminal,’ I admit flatly. I guess that is what I am.
 
   Her eyes pop open. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Organized crime. That’s my game. I run a large and successful criminal enterprise.’ 
 
   She takes a deep breath. ‘What is it that you do?’ she asks.
 
   ‘It’s not important. Your sister knew what I did.’
 
   ‘And she was OK with what you do?’ she asks incredulously.
 
   ‘No,’ I choke.
 
   ‘So why are you still doing it?’
 
   ‘Because I’m good at this.’ In fact, I’m fucking brilliant at it. I’m so good I make it look easy. Lenny couldn’t help himself. He thought he could take over my show if he got rid of me.  
 
   Daisy stares hard at me. ‘Can’t you see that you have only reaped what you have sown. You’ve hurt others and now you are being hurt. You have to stop or this cycle of pain will never end. You have to tell her that you have stopped. You sent her away. You have to bring her back.’
 
   I don’t say anything. I just freeze.
 
   ‘Do you or don’t you love my sister?’
 
   ‘I do.’
 
   ‘Then go and make it better. Stop what you’re doing.’
 
   She takes a step towards me and I have to suppress the urge to step back. I am holding on to my sanity by a thin thread. Her innocence and naivety threatens it.
 
   ‘We should go,’ I say, my voice harsh.
 
   ‘Yes, run. Run as far as you want, but you can never run away from the knowledge that you can do more for her. Much more. You can bring her back.’
 
   I open the door. Yes, I’m running away. I have to. I can’t let her go on.  She doesn’t know: I’ve got nothing. There is nothing in me worth believing in. I’m the reason Dahlia is lying there, bandaged, silent, with machines keeping her alive. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty-two
 
   Daisy Fury
 
   ‘Mom, do you mind if I just have a moment alone with Dahlia?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Of course not. I’ll just go get a cup of coffee,’ mom replies, and bustles out of the room.
 
   I go close to Dahlia. Her injuries are severe, but they are all internal. Except for the tube in her mouth, her face is as clean and pure as a sleeping angel. Looking at her I still can’t believe what has happened. When I first wake up in the morning and I am still foggy with sleep, the thought of Dahlia being hurt in a bomb blast feels like it must have been a nightmare from the night before.
 
    ‘Mom and me have to go back this evening, Dahlia,’ I tell her, stroking her skin tenderly. ‘You know that promotion I was talking about? Well, turns out being management means you can never take time off unless you book it well in advance. I’ve been told that if I don’t go back soon I’ll lose my job. We need the money, especially now, with you being ill and not able to send money back anymore. I’ll have to support Mom on my own.’
 
   I clear my throat. 
 
   ‘I feel really, really bad, but Stella—I really, really like her by the way—said there is no point in my staying, and that coma, or no coma, you wouldn’t want me to hang around doing nothing. Especially since, in her own words, “you’re a fat lot of good to her staying here.” She’s funny, your Stella.’ 
 
   There is truly nothing to chuckle about, but I force one.
 
   ‘Anyway, the good thing is Stella said that as soon as you get out of ICU and she’s allowed to bring her phone into your room, she’ll either FaceTime or Skype me so Mom and me can see you and talk to you.’
 
    I pause.
 
   ‘Mom really wanted me to leave her here with you, but she looks so lost and frightened, Dahlia.  Without me here she’d be an emotional wreck and of no use to you anyway, so I’m taking her back with me. I’m afraid she might go into a deep depression. It’ll be better for her to be home with all the things she’s familiar with.’
 
   There is no reply but the steady rasp of the machine breathing for her.
 
   ‘Besides, Zane says we can come back anytime, and he’ll even pay for us so we’ll both be back real soon.’
 
   I bend down and kiss her cool cheek. 
 
   ‘I’ll pray for you. I’ll pray real hard, sis. You will get better. I know you will.’ 
 
   Dahlia makes no response.
 
   I go really close to her ear and whisper, ‘I know it was Zane that took me and I forgive him. So there is nothing for you to worry about or feel guilty about. I love you with all my heart.’
 
   I think I must have really believed that she would open her eyes then, but she doesn’t. I straighten, and bite back the sob that rises up my throat at the thought of leaving her.
 
   ‘Bye bye, Dahlia. I love you,’ I say, my fingers trailing on her skin.
 
   I go outside and my mother is standing in the middle of the corridor.
 
   ‘I thought you were going to get yourself some coffee,’ I say.
 
   ‘I changed my mind,’ she says, but in such a small voice I realize she was probably too frightened to go and get it in case she got lost in this maze of corridors. She has never been to England before. It’s all so foreign and frightening to her. Seeing her standing there makes me feel a bit better about my decision not to leave her behind. 
 
   I will have to trust in Zane’s love. At least for now.  
 
   I call Noah. ‘I’d like to see Zane before we leave today,’ I say.
 
   ‘Sure. I’ll arrange something with him and call you back.’
 
   Zane
 
   ‘Do you believe in miracles?’ Daisy asks.
 
   I shake my head slowly.
 
   She smiles, a thing that makes her glow like she is lit up from the inside. ‘I do.  I believe miracles happen all the time. My rescue was a miracle.’
 
   I keep my face expressionless. Her rescue was no miracle. It was a ruthless gamble. A brutal mating technique.
 
   She comes closer and again I have that uncomfortable sensation to move back. Perhaps because she is too pure, too innocent. It’s like a sinner going too close to the altar. 
 
   ‘I’ve been on the net researching comas and there is no doubt that miracles happen. There are all kinds of miraculous accounts of patients coming out of comas even after long periods of time. Some of the stories were about people who woke up after days, weeks and months, but some were truly miraculous. A guy called Terry Wallis spontaneously began speaking after nineteen years in a minimally conscious state.’ 
 
   She is speaking fast and with suppressed excitement.
 
   ‘And then this Polish guy had to be introduced to his eleven grandchildren who were all born while he was in a coma! After all those years he woke up. Then there is this other guy who was in a vegetative state for seven years.  One day his family was arguing in his room about what to do about an illness he’d contracted.  They were trying to decide if they should go ahead with surgery to remove some fluid from his lungs or simply let him die, when he started talking. There were so many cases of people coming out of comas when music was played to them. One girl that the doctors said would never wake up again smiled to Adele’s music, and two days later she woke up from her long sleep.’ 
 
   Her eyes shine brightly. 
 
   ‘In another case a man woke up and said, “Pepsi.” A lot of the survivors said the compassion and caring of the people around them helped the most. They said that even though they couldn’t move they could hear.’ 
 
   She sniffs and tears suddenly swim in her eyes. 
 
   ‘The reason I’m telling you all this is because I recognized a great strength in you back when we spoke in the staircase landing. A weaker man would have lied, but you told me the truth about who you are and what you do, even though it was brutal and ugly.’
 
   Tears start running down her cheeks, but she ignores them. 
 
   ‘I know I have no right, and it’s a very big ask, but I’m asking you here and now, before I leave, to use that strength to help my sister. Please, Zane, don’t give up on her, no matter how difficult it seems. She is in there somewhere, and maybe she can even hear us. She just needs some time to find her way out again. She will come out of it. I know it. I feel it.’ 
 
   I hang on to her words ferociously. In my black cage her words shine like gold, or fools gold. Whatever she’s selling I’m buying.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Time passes by slowly, tearing us to pieces. The event is unredeemable, 
 
   almost like an ancient and cursed action.
 
   -Giancarlo Signorini
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty-three
 
   Zane
 
   After Daisy and her mother leave I spiral into something akin to madness. I become highly-strung, restless, prone to fits of violent rages, and lose all interest in business. When I undertake it, it is without pleasure and reluctantly. I don’t even know why I do it any more. Money is wasted on me. I have no real use for it as I have no desire to do anything. I stay away from society, hiding from everyone, and hating everything. 
 
   I haven’t even played the piano. 
 
   I jump when the phone rings and answer it with my heart banging in my chest until I find out the reason for the call has nothing to do with her. When I go to visit her I pause, every nerve in my body trembling, before I enter her hospital room. I’m terrified I might find that she has stopped breathing. 
 
   I am shit scared I will lose my little fish. 
 
   My home has become a prison, and some nights while I am wandering alone in this vast house I feel like Michelangelo’s envelope of skin. Tortured, empty and suffering endlessly. 
 
   Once I went to confession.
 
   The priest had an easy answer.
 
   Repent.
 
   ‘Will that bring her back?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Well, no, but it will save your soul.’
 
   I don’t care about my fucking soul. That’s irretrievably damned. Everything that is still sane in my body tells me it can’t be that easy. Say I’m sorry and wipe out all the pain and suffering I’ve caused? No, no, no. That’s a fool’s game. Her sister is right. This is my punishment. A living hell. I walked out of God’s house even more desperate than when I entered it.
 
   In the end it is Noah who holds out a rope for me to climb out of my deep darkness. He arranges for me to go to Nimes in France to meet with a very brave Frenchwoman called Bernadette. She lives in a house she custom built, and named Mas du bel athléte dormant— the House of the Beautiful Sleeping Athlete. 
 
   Her story started when her husband, Jean-Pierre Adams, a famous footballer, went for routine knee surgery to repair a sports-related injury. He never woke up from the anesthesia. He was thirty-four years old and that happened thirty-three years ago. 
 
   A part of me doesn’t want to meet her. I refuse to believe that Dahlia won’t wake up in the next few days or weeks, but another part of me knows that I can learn a lot from her. Dahlia has just been moved out of ICU and I don’t want to keep her in hospital a day longer than necessary. I know I can get a better and a more dedicated staff to care for her at home, and I am terrified she will succumb to one of these virulent strains of antibiotic resistant bacteria that exist in hospitals. Dr. Medhi’s warning about pneumonia still sends shivers down my back. 
 
   Bernadette is seventy-two years old, but her nails are painted red, her make-up is immaculate, and her blonde hair beautifully coiffured. If I saw her in the street I would not have picked her out to be the extraordinary woman who has dedicated her thirty-three years of taking care of her vegetative husband in the hope that he will eventually wake up. 
 
   She tells me they met at a dance in the 1960s. The memory makes her smile. ‘He was joie de vivre in human form’ she says wistfully.
 
   Now her husband feels, smells, hears and jumps when a dog barks, but he cannot see, crack a joke, laugh, or dance. 
 
   Her day starts before seven. After a solitary breakfast it becomes a mix of changing clothes, shaving, preparing and blending food, feeding him, helping him go to the toilet. Sometimes when he has a bad night she spends the night with him too. 
 
   She takes me to his room and something inside me dies. He has hardly aged but for a few white hairs. However, he is a shell of the vibrant joie de vivre man in the photographs she showed me. He lies there as still as a breathing corpse. I simply cannot imagine this life for Dahlia and me.
 
   ‘He can recognize the sound of my voice,’ she says looking at my aghast face.
 
   I turn towards her in surprise. ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ she confirms.
 
   ‘How can you tell?’
 
   ‘When you love someone you can tell,’ she says with conviction.
 
   ‘I see,’ I say politely.
 
   ‘Yes, that is why you must keep talking to her. It is love that heals beyond all else.’
 
   At the end of my visit I take her hand in mine to thank her for agreeing to see me, and she grasps my hand with both of hers and says, ‘It is worth keeping her alive, Zane. Medical science evolves. If one day they know what to do with her, you will be ready. One day she will come out of it.’
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   In two hours I am back in England and I go straight to the hospital. I walk in on a nurse washing Dahlia and it is almost too painful to watch. To see those beautiful limbs that had been so full of life and vitality handled as if they belonged to an inert puppet. The nurse looks up at me and smiles in an encouraging fashion. 
 
   ‘I’m going to clean her face now. Often it will stimulate them to open their eyes when we perform intimate things like brushing their teeth or shaving for the men.’ 
 
   I move closer and stare at the nurse as she squeezes water out of a piece of yellow sponge and gently starts to clean around the life support machine tube. I hold my breath as she lays her thumb on Dahlia’s temple and wipes her closed eyes. My heart clenches with hope. 
 
   This is it. She is going to open her eyes. 
 
   But of course, she does not. 
 
   The nurse looks at me, her expression both disappointed and reassuring. ‘It can happen anytime. You know, the best thing you can do by the bedside of a loved one in a coma is to talk to them. They can hear you. Tell them you love them. Let them know you’re going to stay with them. You’re not giving up on them. Offer them hope.’
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   The next day I begin to make the necessary arrangements to move Dahlia back to the house. 
 
   I hire two twenty-four hour nurses to take turns to watch her and to move her every hour so she doesn’t have bedsore or skin problems. I also contact a kinesiologist recommended by Dr. Medhi to ensure her lungs are clear and her muscles exercised to avoid choking and atrophying.   
 
   I also hire a professional to come to the house and make a list of everything that needs to be done before a patient with Dahlia’s needs can be catered to. He gives us a long list. It runs from a bathroom for the nurses with hot and cold water to a reputable back-up generator for the life support machine in the event there is any kind of disruption to the electrical supply, to the best carbon based air filters on the market. 
 
   Going on his recommendation I decide to house Dahlia on the ground floor in the living room with the French doors. Once the location is decided, my secretary organizes a team of workers to come in and build a bathroom in there. They are also told to move the piano from its present location to Dahlia’s new room. She wanted to hear me play. She’s going to hear me play.
 
   Because I am prepared to pay whatever it takes for quicker service and fly in everything that is needed from any part of the world, the house is ready for Dahlia in five days’ time. 
 
   Tomorrow my little fox comes home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty-four
 
   Stella
 
   For a long second I stand outside the door to Dahlia’s new living quarters, close my eyes, and take a deep breath. Then I open the door and sail into the room. 
 
   ‘Hello, Sleepyhead,’ I call cheerfully.
 
   The nurse stands and smiles. I return the smile. ‘You must be Corrine,’ I say.
 
   ‘And you must be Stella,’ she says pleasantly.
 
   ‘At your service.’ 
 
   ‘I’ll be outside,’ she says, and heads for the door.
 
   ‘You might as well take a break and go to the gym or something. I’ll be at least an hour,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘Thank you. I might have a quick swim.’
 
   She leaves and I go up to the bed and give a loud smack on Dahlia’s cheek. I run my eyes over her face. Her hair is starting to grow and it has been neatly combed. I pick up her hand and her fingernails are short and nicely filed, but bare, like a child’s. The sight stirs me. She used to love her nail polish. 
 
   My chin trembles. 
 
   I still can’t believe this terrible fate has befallen her. If only I had not forced her to go in my place that evening. I feel the tears sting at the back of my eyes, but I grit my teeth and plaster a smile on my face even though she can’t see it. 
 
   ‘You’ll never guess what I brought for you. Perfume and makeup. Yes, yes, I know what you’re going to say, nobody is going to see you etc., etc., but honestly you really shouldn’t let yourself go like this,’ I say chattily. 
 
   Opening my bag, I take out a brand new container of eye shadow. 
 
   ‘All of this is dermatologically tested so it is kosher for sleepyheads.’ Carefully I apply a very subtle amount of brown eye shadow, blend it with a bit of highlighter, and stand back to look at the effect. 
 
   ‘Oh wow. You won’t believe how good I am at this.’ 
 
   I dig into my bag. 
 
   ‘Now this is raspberry pink lip gloss. It’s raspberry flavored, just in case you want to have a little lick, or … Zane does,’ I say, and apply a coat on her lips, working carefully around the tube in her mouth. I stand back. 
 
   ‘Oh yes. Ten times better.’ 
 
   Then I open a box of blusher and rub a tiny amount on each pale cheek. Amazing how quickly she lost her lovely color. I take my hand away and regard my handiwork critically.
 
   ‘You look amazing. I really am in the wrong profession. I should be a beautician. I thought about getting you nail varnish, but decided maybe that’s not such a good idea. You know, the fumes and stuff. If you want to have nice nails, I suggest you get your American ass out of that bed quick.’
 
   She says nothing, just the steady whoosh of her ventilator, so I reach again into my bag. ‘Look what else I got you.’ 
 
   I slip a bracelet made out of organic cotton with little pink love hearts on it that reads HUG ME. 
 
   ‘Hmmm … it really suits you, Dahlia. I’m really glad I got it now. I found it at a new shop that opened around the corner from us. It was so pretty I got us each one. I’m wearing mine now too.’  I hold my wrist out, turning it, as though she is watching.
 
   I put all the cosmetics back into my bag and sit down next to her. 
 
   ‘Mark came around. He’s really cut up about what happened to you. He even cried. I was livid with him and I had planned to punch him in the throat when he walked through the door, but I took one look at his face and all my anger died away. He looked terrible.’
 
   I stare at her fingers. For a second I am sure her middle finger moved. I stand and watch it carefully while I speak 
 
   ‘I started to feel sorry for him. I saw how destroyed he is by it all and he did mean well. It must be awful to know you caused the person you love so much damage. Anyway, we went out for coffee, and we talked about you the whole time. It’s like we’re connected. We’re both survivors of a tornado called Dahlia. Both of us connected by our guilt. I keep thinking what if I had insisted you switch off your phone when I switched mine off.’ 
 
    I am babbling nonsense and staring so hard at her finger I don’t even blink.
 
   ‘He told me everything. How he was part of a police force investigating some guy called Lenny, and while they had him under surveillance they found out that he was plotting to get rid of Zane, and how he happened to see you coming out of Zane’s house that time you went in my place. It was a bit creepy but he had such a thing for you, he followed you home, and then, pretended to bump into you at the supermarket the next day. I know how it sounds, but at heart, he’s a really nice guy. He is dying to come and visit you, but of course, Zane won’t ever allow it.’
 
   I never take my eyes off her fingers, but they never move again. It must have been my imagination. Disappointed, I resume my seat.
 
   ‘Not that I blame Zane for holding him responsible. I did too. You should know that I’ve changed my mind about Zane, too. I believe he really loves you. He’s like all cold and distant, but I can feel how much he loves you. From what I have seen of Zane, I know now that you’re never coming back to stay with me. It’s obvious as hell both of you are going to get married and play happy families so I’ve got myself a flat mate. She’s from this unpronounceable little village in Ghana.’
 
   I sigh unconsciously and quickly make my voice bright and peppy again. 
 
   ‘She’s all right, I guess. I took her to Jamie’s the other night, but she doesn’t really drink. She had one glass of white wine all night, and she doesn’t like the music there either. So really, I desperately need you to wake up and come for a girls’ night out with me.’
 
   Zane
 
   I come into the room and the nurse stands up, smiles politely and leaves. I wait until she closes the door before I approach the bed. I see instantly that Dahlia is wearing makeup. I can only imagine that Stella must have dolled her up. I go up to her. The sight is bittersweet:  she looks so beautiful, like Snow White lying in her glass box, but I can’t wake her up, take her in my arms. 
 
   I go really close so I can feel the heat of her skin, and watch the tiny pulse in her throat beating. She’s not gone yet. She’s still alive. I just have to reach in and find her.
 
   ‘You look beautiful tonight,’ I tell her. ‘Want to listen to some music?’ 
 
   Of course, she doesn’t answer. I go to the piano, open the lid and begin to play for her. 
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Thirty-five
 
   Zane
 
   Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thoughts.
 
   - Percy Bysshe Shelley
 
   As soon as I finish the call I rush to Dahlia’s room. The nurse is exercising her legs, and usually I would come back, but today I cannot wait.
 
   ‘Could you finish that in a bit?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Certainly,’ she says and, placing Dahlia’s leg gently back on the bed, covers it and leaves the room.
 
   Dahlia’s hair has started to grow back. It is not yet two inches long, but it is enough for Stella to bring some pink clips and get the nurses to decorate it with them. To be honest, I don’t like the clips. I’ve never known Dahlia to wear anything so babyish. She was always a woman thru and thru and now between Olga, Stella and the nurses she’s always dressed like a kid.
 
   I run my finger on her cheek. ‘Oh, Dahlia, Dahlia,’ I sigh softly. ‘When will you wake up and come back to me?’ 
 
   Careful not to touch any of the tubes and lines running into her, I rest my forehead against hers. My lips brush her eyelashes. I close my eyes with the familiar sensation. This should have been such a happy moment, but it feels so sad. 
 
   ‘You did it. You really did it. Guess what you did, my little thieving angel?’ I whisper. ‘I just had a phone call from the great Andre Rieu. I thought it was a prank call until he told me that a violinist named Eliot Scarborough had called him. I know you went with Stella to a client called Eliot so I pricked up my ears and listened.’ 
 
   The sharp edge of the plastic juts into my cheek. I lift my head, take off the clip and smooth her hair.
 
   ‘He said Eliot sent him a few pages photocopied from a symphony I composed that my girlfriend had apparently given to him. It was all meant to be a great surprise. And believe me it was. An unbelievable surprise,’ I say.
 
   ‘Anyway Andre said he wanted to personally thank my girlfriend because during his many years as a celebrity composer and conductor with his own orchestra, he is inundated daily with phone calls, emails and letters from people who have composed arias, overtures or waltzs, all begging him to play their work. Over time he came to the conclusion that a new Johann Strauss or Mozart were things of lore, until he played my music.’
 
   I smile at her. Please be listening, Dahlia. Please respond to this news. 
 
   ‘He said he almost fainted when he heard it. He thought it was grand, exciting, romantic, and fabulously enthralling … and, wait for it, he wants me to send the rest of my notes because he wants his orchestra to play my symphony!’
 
   I stop and put in as much excitement as I can into my voice.
 
   ‘You did that, little fish. You made it happen,’ I say, my voice throbbing with excitement, while my heart weeps with sadness.
 
   She doesn’t wake up when I hold her, thank her, touch her or talk to her. 
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Thirty-six
 
   Olga
 
   It is Dahlia’s birthday. I have baked a chocolate cake from a recipe I found in the American cookbook I bought, and the girls have spent the morning decorating her room with lots of balloons. I have also cooked a lot of food for the boys, and Noah has brought in a crate of vodka. The house looks festive, but there is an air of sadness that cannot be erased. She was the light of the house. When she came she brought fun and laughter and noise and now that she has fallen silent the house has become like a tomb.
 
   I saw Zane this morning and he looked as he always looks nowadays: haunted.
 
   I hear the doorbell and I know it is Stella. When she comes in I see that she has been crying. I open my arms out and she runs into them.
 
   ‘Oh, Olga. I can’t bear to see her like this.’
 
   ‘Shhh ... she will wake up. Give her time,’ I say gently.
 
   She pulls out of my arms and dashes away her tears roughly. ‘What if she doesn’t?’
 
   ‘I know she will.’
 
   ‘What makes you so sure?’
 
   ‘I don’t know why I’m so sure. I feel it inside me. Just like I knew when she came to live in this house that she would become the mistress of it one day. I just know she will wake up.’
 
   ‘Well, you’d better be right,’ she says gruffly.
 
   ‘Do you want a cup of coffee or do you want to go in and see her now?’
 
   She sniffs and blows her nose from a tissue she finds in the pocket of her jeans. ‘Thanks. I’ll just go see her first.’ She wipes her eyes. ‘I’ve got a surprise for her.’
 
   ‘You do?’
 
   ‘Yup.’
 
   ‘Run along then, child.’
 
   ‘OK, see you later.’ 
 
   Stella
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nrIPxlFzDi0
 
   I pop my head around Dahlia’s door and find both the nurses standing by the window chatting. They turn to look at me. Jane, the older nurse, grins.
 
   ‘Will you look at this place?’ she asks.
 
   I step into the room in wonder. ‘Wow! Are balloons a Russian thing?’
 
   She giggles. 
 
   ‘It was that kid Nico. He was like a monkey climbing up the walls.’
 
   I glance at Dahlia. No change there.
 
   ‘Well, give us a shout when you’re finished,’ Corrine says.
 
   ‘OK,’ I say taking off my coat.
 
   When they have gone out and closed the door I approach. ‘Happy Birthday, Sleepyhead. How are you today?’ I ask as I take my computer out of my bag and put it on the table next to her.  ‘Mark sends regards and birthday wishes. I told him I’ll bring him some birthday cake.’ 
 
   Later I will call Daisy so that she and her mom can wish Dahlia Happy Birthday, but not yet.
 
   ‘I’ve realized what is happening in this place,’ I say. 
 
   ‘Zane is filling your head with classical music and as much as you claim to like that stuff you must be really missing the good stuff by now.’ I take out my iPhone and my Beats Pill Bluetooth speaker from my bag, turn the volume up, and hit play. The sound of the Rolling Stones blasts into the room. 
 
   Zane
 
   Everyone is gone. The party is over. I drank a lot, but I don’t feel drunk. I pick my way through the streamers lying on the floor and go over to the French doors and stare into the darkness. All that noise and shouting and she never woke up. 
 
   My shoulders slump as I exhale. 
 
   Suddenly the spotlights in the garden come on. A fox and her two cubs have wandered into the garden. The first thought that crosses my mind is, I wish Dahlia could see this. Then the thought: she will fucking see it if it’s the last thing I do.
 
   I take my phone out and film them sniffing around. The cubs are small, fluffy, and playful, and I know they will make her smile. They came to visit her while she was sleeping.
 
   The creatures find nothing, and eventually they disappear into the area of the garden not illuminated by the lights.
 
   I sit next to her and gently lay my head on her arm. 
 
   ‘I got you a birthday present,’ I whisper. ‘Two tickets to Beyonce’s concert. Stella told me you’ve always wanted to see her perform. Here’s the best part, I’ve arranged for you to go backstage to meet her. It’s next month. The 18th of next month. We’re going together. I’m just going to put these tickets right here until the day comes.’ 
 
   I go and sit at the piano and I play for her with all the pain and passion that exists in my body. I play until the early morning hours. Then I page the nurse, and when she comes I go to bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



March
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirty-seven
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3YxaaGgTQYM&nohtml5
 
   (Bring Me to Life)
 
   I am standing very still in a white room. There is nothing in the room but a white table and six white chairs. The room has no windows, but it is filled with a white light that is very bright but it is not blinding. It has no source, just seems to be everywhere. It permeates everything. Even me. It flows through me giving me perfect peace, perfect bliss.
 
   Time doesn’t exist, at least I don’t feel it passing. I know I am waiting for something or someone, but I don’t know what. I don’t feel anxious. I feel peaceful. Sometimes I think I can feel someone touching me. I’m not sure because I can’t see that I have a body. A nurse. She has cool, impersonal hands. A needle pricking my arm. A tube down my mouth, my neck lifted up … and yet I have no body. 
 
   Strange. Bewildering and alien, but I am not afraid. Everything is perfect here. 
 
   Other times another touch. A man. I know him very well, but I can’t understand what he is doing there. Our fingers entwined. It’s familiar and fills me with longing, but I don’t know what for. 
 
   There are other voices. Indistinct but happy. They reassure me. I’m glad they are there even though I cannot make any sense of what they are saying or why they are there.
 
   Often I hear beautiful music, and there is so much love and sadness in the music. It feels as if it is calling to me but I cannot get to it. 
 
   Zane
 
   So what if we didn’t make it to the concert. There will be others. 
 
   Stella
 
   Oh! My smokehouse! You are not going to believe what happened, Dahlia. This is big. This is real big. Mark and I kissed!
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Thirty-eight
 
   Noah
 
   I rush to Zane’s study and knock on his door. Even before he can call, ‘come’ I open it and enter. 
 
   ‘What is it?’ he says springing up in alarm.
 
   ‘You have to come with me. I have to show you something,’ I say quickly. I can barely contain my excitement. My heart is beating in my chest.
 
   His face becomes pale under his tan. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asks urgently.
 
   ‘Just come with me,’ I urge, and start pulling him down the corridor.
 
   He falls into step beside me. Outside Dahlia’s door I pause and look at him. There are lines on his face that were not there a few months ago. How much he has changed. I turn the handle and let him enter.
 
   He stops almost immediately. Then he runs to her bed, his hands outstretched. He touches her skin. He stares down at her face. He listens to her chest. Then he turns to me. 
 
   ‘What the hell?’ he shouts wildly.
 
   ‘The new maid accidentally turned off the wrong switch while she was vacuuming,’ I say.
 
   He starts laughing. Like a mad man. ‘Fuck, Noah. She’s breathing on her own,’ he shouts.
 
   I start laughing too.
 
   His eyes are shining. ‘This is good,’ he says. ‘It’s fucking good.’ 
 
   I nod and he rushes to me, throws his arms around me and pulls me into a great big bear hug. For a second I am too shocked to do anything, then I hug him back tightly. 
 
   When he lets go there are tears in his eyes
 
   ‘Shit. I’m crying,’ he says. He wipes them with the sides of his hands. ‘I’ve never cried tears of joy in my life. I never even knew what the phrase meant.’
 
   ‘I’m really glad,’ I say softly.
 
   ‘Who took the tube out?’
 
   I point at Jane who is standing silently by the curtain. ‘Jane did.’
 
   He turns to look at her. ‘Great. Just great. Well done.’ 
 
   Then he turns to look at me, shaking his head and grinning from to ear to ear. He turns back to Jane. ‘Have you called the doctor?’ he asks suddenly.
 
   ‘The doctor is on his way,’ she says.
 
   ‘Well done,’ he tells her. He faces me. ‘About the maid, give her a bonus, two years’ wages, and fire her. Get someone more experienced to clean Dahlia’s room.’
 
   ‘Yes, boss.’
 
   He goes back to the bed and looks down at Dahlia, his eyes roaming her face possessively. 
 
   He turns his head to me. ‘I can’t believe it, Noah,’ he says with a big grin.
 
   ‘I know,’ I say. ‘I nearly had a heart attack myself when I came in and saw what she had done.’
 
   He laughs again. A deep belly laugh of pure joy
 
   ‘Right, I’ll be outside if you need me,’ I say, and leave the room.
 
   Stella
 
   ‘You may not be able to see me right now, Dahlia, but I’m freaking killing it doing the happy dance!’ 
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Thirty-nine
 
   Zane
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Dat9CRV800
 
   It’s a hot, muggy night, and it’s been one of those days when I feel her loss more keenly. As Bernadette told me, there’ll be good days and bad days. You just have to weather the bad days and the good days will roll on in.
 
   I decide to go and have a drink at the Matrix. 
 
   Not since Dahlia was ripped away from me have I been there. I enter the club and look around. Nothing has changed. I walk to my usual table and sit. A waitress comes to ask what I want to drink. She must be new. I haven’t seen her before. I order a large vodka. 
 
   ‘And bring the bottle,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘Yes, Sir,’ she says.
 
   She brings a full bottle and a large vodka on a tray. ‘Will there be anything else, Sir?’
 
   ‘I’ll let you know,’ I say, picking up the glass and raising it to my lips. 
 
   She slips away, and I drink. More than half the bottle is gone when a woman’s voice asks, ‘Zane?’
 
   I lift my head. A woman with curly blonde hair and a tight short dress is standing in front of me with her head tilted and her eyebrows raised. I frown at her. She looks familiar. Yup, I think I remember her. We met through a mutual acquaintance at a Casino. She is Swedish or Norwegian.
 
   She smiles. ‘Remember me?’ she prompts.
 
   ‘Vaguely,’ I say. 
 
   ‘I’m Abbie, a friend of Zio Tito. We met in Monte Carlo, last year?’
 
   I nod.
 
   ‘Are you alone?’
 
   I spread my hand out and let it flop down.
 
   She laughs. Low and sexy. Yes, I remember that. Abbie, the consummate flirt. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’
 
   I gesture to the space next to me and she takes a seat, gracefully aligning her body so her smooth legs are ever so slightly apart and slanted towards me. She has the kind of golden skin that only true Nordics can have. 
 
   ‘So what’s Zio Tito up to these days?’ I ask.
 
   She pulls a face. ‘Doing time in Italy.’
 
   I smile dryly. Of course he is. ‘What’s he in for?’
 
   ‘Some kind of ticket touting online racket.’
 
   Truth is, that is the fate of most criminals. In and out of prison.
 
   The waitress comes and Abbie orders a White Russian. I didn’t expect it to hurt that much, but I feel it like a stab in my gut. That’s Dahlia’s drink. What the fuck am I doing here? We sat here. Right here on this very seat. A deep painful breath shudders through me. 
 
   She immediately puts her hand on my thigh. ‘Are you OK?’
 
   The shock of having another human being touch me makes me instantly look at her hand. For a second my intoxicated mind believes it is Dahlia’s sweet hand. It is the thigh scratch. My confused gaze flies up to the face that goes with the hand. And there it is: the invitation to fuck. As clear as daylight. 
 
   Do I want to fuck? 
 
   Yes. 
 
   It must have shown in my face because she moves closer. Her perfume hits me, foreign and thick, and suddenly I am nauseated. Sick to my stomach. I stand up unsteadily. I want to fuck, but not you. I want my Dahlia.
 
   She stands too. ‘Are you all right?’
 
   I wave my hand at her. ‘I’m fine.’
 
   I weave through the crowd, pushing people out of the way. I don’t belong here. I need to get back. I need to keep watch. She may open her eyes and not find me there. I need to get back. I reach the door, and Noah grabs my shoulder. 
 
   ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘Let’s get you home.’
 
   I look into his eyes. ‘Yeah, take me home.’
 
   I slump at the back of the Merc with my hands over my eyes. I don’t know how much longer I can hold on. I can’t go on like this. Something’s got to give. The car lurches, and my head hits the side of the door. 
 
   God, I’m such a fucking mess. 
 
   The car stops and I stumble out. Noah tries to help me but I push him away. Yuri has the front door open and I sway past him. I go down the corridor and open the door to her room. The nurse is reading a book by the lamp. When she sees me, she immediately puts the book down and stands up.
 
   ‘Go now,’ I tell her harshly.
 
   Quietly, she goes past me. I take a few steps into the room and look at my little fish lying on her bed. Fuck, it never fails to amaze me how perfectly still she sleeps. Even if I watch her for hours she will never move a muscle, and yet I know she is in there. I walk up to her still body. I am glad for the silence. I used to hate the eerie rasp of the ventilator. I love watching her breathing. It means she is alive. I touch her face.
 
   ‘Wake up, little fish. Please. Wake up.’
 
   She doesn’t open her eyes. Something tears inside me. I gently push the blanket covering her. She is dressed in a soft loose cotton shirt. I lift it up. She is wearing a diaper. Gently, I undo it. It is clean. The skin around the tops of her thighs is without redness or rashes. Good. The nurses have instructions to check her diaper and turn her once every hour to ensure she never gets bedsores. 
 
   I stare at her pubic area. The hair has grown back. It is not trimmed or clean-shaven as she sometimes used to have it. Strange, how totally unerotic it looks.  In my head I can hear that nurse say, ‘Sometimes when we brush their teeth or shave them they will open their eyes.’ 
 
   Maybe.
 
   I look at her sleeping face. 
 
   Tenderly, I spread her legs and put my tongue into the damp slit. No one sees me. Not even the moon. As soon as my tongue touches her soft flesh my eyes begin to fill with tears. Oh shit. What the fuck am I doing? Tears pour down my face as I lick her. She doesn’t even taste the same anymore. 
 
   Wake up, Dahlia. Wake up. 
 
   She doesn’t become wetter. She doesn’t wake up, and I just feel worse than the most disgusting pervert. I fix the diaper back and cover her with the blanket. I kiss her cheek.
 
   ‘I love you, little fish. I really, really do,’ I whisper.
 
   She makes no response.
 
   ‘OK, sleep well. I’ll see you in the morning.’ 
 
   I lurch away from the bed and open the door. Immediately, the nurse gets up from her chair. She goes into the room and closes the door. I trudge upstairs and lie on my bed, but I can’t sleep. I am filled with an indescribable restlessness. Eventually, I get out of bed and go to the cupboard. Inside a drawer I find the box. I open it and take the male masturbator out. ‘For when I am not here,’ she said.
 
   Oh, Dahlia.
 
   I lie on the bed propped up against the pillows. I apply the lube and switch on the gadget. I think of myself licking her, not the way she was today, but the way she was when she first came to me.  She had been so full of life and as proud as a queen. God, how different I would have been if I had known then what I know now. If only I’d known how little time there was. 
 
   The machine whirls softly. In my head I part her thighs and enter her delicious body. She writhes and moans in ecstasy. 
 
   ‘Fuck me hard, Zane. Fuck me.’
 
   Her eyes are closed. Her body is arched. I take her nipple in my mouth and she groans with pleasure. 
 
   ‘Come inside me, Zane. Fill me with your hot cum.’
 
   I climax hard, my body jerking, crying out for her. 
 
   For some time I lie there, too exhausted and defeated to do anything. Then I take the masturbator off and clean myself. I crawl under the duvet and try to sleep. Tomorrow. Maybe tomorrow she will open her beautiful chartreuse eyes.
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Forty
 
   Zane
 
   I’m just reminding you, little fish, that Andre Rieu’s concert is only a month away. I’ll be playing at the Royal Albert Hall in front of hundreds of people but the performance will be just for you. There is a box seat waiting for you. Will you please try to come and watch me play, Dahlia? After all, this is your dream … 
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Forty-one
 
   Olga
 
   ‘At midnight I saw the sun shining as if it were noon.’
 
                                                                -Apuleius, The Golden Ass
 
   I bend down and stroke her hair. ‘It’s time to wake up,’ I tell her, as I have done every single day since she came back from hospital. ‘Come on. You can do it.’ 
 
   All these months I got no reaction, and yet today something is different. I can feel it. I touch her cheek. ‘Wake up, brave American eagle and catch your snake,’ I whisper fiercely.
 
   Then I straighten and watch her. 
 
   There. 
 
   A twitch. 
 
   Her face twitches. 
 
   I clasp my hands together and start praying. I should go call the nurse, but I don’t. Instead I will her to wake up. 
 
   ‘Wake up. Wake up. Today is a very important day. You must wake up. Come on. Zane needs you today. You must wake up, brave eagle.’
 
   I wait.
 
   Then.
 
   Her finger … moves. 
 
   I stop breathing. Oh God, please let her wake up.
 
   


 
   
  
 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YQHsXMglC9A
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty-two
 
   Dahlia Fury
 
   In the beginning I heard indistinct voices, but I could never tell if I was dreaming or not. They seemed to be very close to my ear. I dropped in and out of consciousness effortlessly and without any control. I had strange dreams. Often there were balls of fire. I thought I was a child again walking in a meadow. 
 
   Sometimes I’d feel my body being moved around on the bed.
 
   Slowly, I heard the voices of all the people I loved. I understood everything they were saying and I wanted to reach out, oh how much I wanted to talk to them, but I was like a tree, voiceless, unable to move my limbs on my own.
 
   I know that the big concert is today. 
 
   Zane will be playing the piano at an Andre Rieu concert. I am so proud of him. No matter what, I cannot miss this performance. I pull my eyebrows upwards with all my might and manage to half-open my eyes. The light is like knives, entering my eyes and piercing my brain. It blinds me and I snap my eyes shut. I feel a rush of movement, then I hear the curtains being drawn closed I struggle again and open my eyes, this time fully. In the dimness of the room I slowly make out a blurry figure. The figure comes closer to me.
 
   ‘Oh, my darling, darling girl, you’re awake!’ the person says excitedly.
 
   Olga. That’s Olga’s voice.
 
   ‘This is amazing. You woke up today. I knew you would. Zane is playing the piano at a concert tonight. He is already at the concert hall. I’m going to go and call him. He’ll be so happy. This is a miracle.’ 
 
   I dart my eyes to the side and back to her, and she frowns. ‘You don’t want me to call Zane?’
 
   I move my eyebrows and blink.
 
   For a while she stares at me, then realization dawns. ‘You want to go to the concert. You want to surprise him.’
 
   Tears fill my eyes and run down the sides of my face. I move my eyebrows and blink again.
 
   She starts crying. ‘You have really learned to fly, haven’t you,’ she chokes out. ‘OK, I’ll call Noah and Stella. They’ll know what to do. Stella will make you pretty, and Noah will sort out how to transport you there. Don’t worry, between us we’ll get you there.’
 
   I wriggle my eyebrows. There seems to be more movement and it was so much easier to perform. At that point I feel myself slipping into sleep again, but I know they will wake me up in time for the concert.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   When I wake up again it is because Stella is screaming in my ear. I open my eyes without difficulty, and the room is pleasantly dim. I open my mouth and one word struggles out.
 
   ‘Kebab.’ It sounds high-pitched and strange to me.
 
   ‘Oh, you big idiot, you,’ she says, and hoots with laughter. She grabs my face in both her hands and kisses me on the mouth. 
 
   ‘I love you, Dahlia. I love you,’ she sings.
 
   I smile up at her.
 
   ‘I’ve called Molly,’ she says, ‘and she’s bringing a dress for you. Two sizes smaller. I’m afraid you’ve become one of them skinny bitches,’ she says cheerfully.
 
   ‘I … don’ … t … want … t … o …  wear … a … dia … per,’ I say.
 
   ‘I agree. It’s not a good look.’ She grins.
 
   Olga brings pillows and puts them behind me so I am propped up. Slowly, bit by bit, the words start forming and exit from my stiff, out of practice, throat. Stella calls my mom and Daisy and both of them sob with happiness. Daisy declares it a miracle, but I know it is something else. Love. Zane’s deep love reached out and touched me while I was in that still white world. I was always waiting for him. Always.
 
   After the call I watch in a daze as Stella gives me a manicure and a pedicure. My nails are painted pearl pink. 
 
   ‘Mark,’ I say.
 
   And her eyes light up. ‘Oh, Dahlia. I think I’m in love with him.’
 
   I beam with happiness. ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes, really. He’s wonderful,’ she gushes.
 
   ‘Happy. So. Very happy for you,’ I say.  
 
   At that moment Molly arrives with the dress. 
 
   ‘I’ll tell you everything tomorrow,’ Stella promises.
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   The dress is unveiled and it is beautiful: velvet, halter neck, deep green, and long. Both girls help me dress, then Noah comes and gently, as if I am the most precious thing on earth, lifts me off the bed and puts me into the wheelchair that Zane apparently ordered nearly a year ago. 
 
   I look up at them all, full of love and gratitude. 
 
   ‘I love you all,’ I whisper.  
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cZXxI2kQwns&nohtml
 
   From my box I watch the musicians come on the stage and take their places. My heart beats frantically as I wait for the pianist to arrive. Finally, he comes into the spotlight. Oh! Wow! How beautiful he looks in his white tie formal orchestra dress code: long black tailcoat, white wing-collared shirt and bowtie. 
 
   That there is my man. 
 
   I tremble with love for him. He turns towards the crowd and bows stiffly. The audience claps. 
 
   Then, as if against his will, his eyes stray towards my box. He does a double take when our eyes touch. Suddenly the rest of the audience falls away. We stare at each other. He shakes his head as if he can’t believe his eyes. 
 
   I smile at him.
 
   His mouth drops open as his hands rise up in a gesture of incredulity. His eyes move to my left and fall on Noah. Only then does he believe his eyes. A fellow musician touches his arm, and he glances around at the man. He says something to him then immediately turns back to me, as if he is afraid that I am only an apparition. His face full of joy and love, he takes a step as if to come to me, but I shake my head slightly. It stops him. 
 
   ‘Play for me, Aleksandr Malenkov,’ I mouth and smile at him.
 
   He nods slowly before going to take his position at the gleaming piano. From there he gazes at me until Andre Rieu comes on stage and he is given a standing ovation. 
 
   To my shock he starts telling the audience about me! 
 
   About a woman who secretly found her boyfriend’s music notes and took them to a fellow musician. He made it funny by adding in the bit about the masseuse connection. 
 
   ‘It’s a tale of great love. This brave woman while trying to save him fell into a coma that lasted a year. The doctors thought she might not make it, but against all odds she is here today. Please welcome Dahlia Fury.’ 
 
   He raises his right hand and waves it towards me. Every eye in that place settles on me curiously as they clap. 
 
   Heat flames up my neck and face. How on earth could Andre Rieu know I’d be here? In my confusion and embarrassment I look to Zane. He smiles at me as if his heart would burst with pride. I turn my head to look at Noah, and suddenly I know. Oh, Noah. Silent, strong and loyal to the bone. You told Andre Rieu.
 
   ‘Now … for the first time ever … in his debut performance, ladies and gentlemen: Aleksandr Malenkov.’
 
   The entire audience erupts into applause.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Zane’s composition is beautiful beyond words, but so familiar to me it is as if I have heard it a thousand times. Even though I fight the cloak of sleep with all my might, I slip back into unconsciousness halfway through. I have no awareness of how I get home. 
 
   I come back again to the blurred sight of Zane sitting beside me in our bed. 
 
   ‘You’re awake,’ he says, and it feels like no time has passed. Was it not yesterday I took his notes to Eliot’s apartment? The rest is fuzzy. I was running. Fast. Nearly falling. There was an explosion. A ball of fire. I flew. Then blackness. I frown trying to remember. 
 
   ‘What is it?’ he asks.
 
   ‘Someone was trying to kill you,’ I whisper.
 
   He nods.
 
   ‘Who was it?’
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter now. It is all in the past. The only true regret I have is what happened to you. Especially since I know it was because of me.’
 
   ‘No, it does. I need to know. Who was it?’
 
   He sighs. ‘It was Lenny.’
 
   ‘Oh my God. I knew I never trusted him. What if he tries it again?’ I ask worriedly.
 
   He looks at me, a hard light entering his eyes. ‘He can never hurt you or anyone again. I’ve walked away from it all. You’re all I need now. Thanks to your ingenuity and bravery, I am a musician now.’
 
   ‘You were wonderful tonight,’ I whisper. ‘Like I always knew you would be.’
 
   He shakes his head. ‘No, you were wonderful.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry I fell asleep halfway through.’
 
   ‘Oh, baby. I love you.’
 
   ‘I know you do,’ I say with a smile. 
 
   He touches my face wonderingly. ‘You do?’
 
   I smile. ‘Yeah. I heard you telling me while I was asleep.’
 
   ‘Good. Did you hear the bit about how worthless life was without you and how much I missed you?’
 
   ‘Maybe, but tell me again.’
 
   ‘I want to show you how much, but I’m almost afraid to touch you.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘What if you fall asleep halfway through? I might never recover from the hurt.’
 
   I laugh gently. ‘Oh, Zane. I am so lucky.’
 
   He sighs. 
 
   ‘So are we going to have sex or not?’
 
   ‘We’re going to make love, endlessly. I’m going to rediscover and reclaim every inch of your body again, but not tonight. Let’s get the doctor to look at you tomorrow first.’
 
   ‘But what will we do tonight? I don’t think I want to sleep.’
 
   He grins, boyish, beautiful, and irresistible. ‘I have so many things to show you and tell you. You missed a whole year.’
 
   ‘What did I miss?’
 
   He takes his phone out of his pocket. ‘To start with, one night while you were sleeping, a vixen and her cubs came to visit. Let me show you.’
 
   I watch him scrolling through the videos he has made for me and I know. It’s going to be all right.
 
   


 
   
  
 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bnVUHWCynig
 
   


 
   
  
 



Forty-three
 
   Aleksandr Malenkov
 
   Methinks I lied all winter, when I swore 
 
   my love was infinite, if spring make it more.
 
                                         -John Donne, Love’s Growth
 
   I undress her. Slowly. Dragging each garment across her skin. I’m not going to rush this. I did it wrong before. This time I’m going to do it right. With love. With the kind of love that holds, cuts to the soul, and heals with just one touch, one look. She is mine and I am hers. And this: this is ours. Just ours.  
 
   Her top. Her skirt. 
 
   ‘Hurry,’ she pleads, her voice low and urgent.
 
   ‘Shhhh,’ I say, but I don’t increase my pace one tiny bit. Love is torture. I know. 
 
   Her bra. Her panties. 
 
   Her impatient gaze meets mine, locks. I let her look at me while my eyes roam her body hungrily, possessively. Let her see what I kept locked away for so long. 
 
   This is me, little fish. Adoring you. 
 
   Her eyes glaze over as I circle my tongue around one deliciously pink nipple. I draw that beauty into my mouth. My body burns for her. 
 
   ‘Ohhh,’ she moans, and arches into me. 
 
   We found each other. I suck gently. 
 
   She threads her fingers into my hair and makes those little kitten sounds. It’s the sweetest thing. God, I’ve missed them. I move my attention to the other beauty. Her breath catches.
 
   ‘Oh yes,’ she whimpers.
 
   It’s been so long. It’s been so long.  
 
   I raise my head and take her lips. I want to bite on that plump lower lip, ravish her like a caveman, but I don’t. I make our kiss slow and soft like butter. Our tongues rolling, lips melding, until I feel her melting under my touch. We burn, merge together, become one. 
 
   My hand curves under her ass. Gently, gently I slip a finger into her, and feel the tremor that goes right through her and vibrate in the moan she utters in my mouth. Inside me something is building and growing. Something I’ve never felt before. It climbs and climbs. I feel my heart hammering. My soul soaring. 
 
   She pushes her body up into my hand, desperate, seeking, wanting. Her eyes blazing with the same lust that is inside me.  
 
   ‘Don’t let me come with your finger,’ she begs, her eyes half-closed and glazed.
 
   I still vividly remember what I once did to her prone, unresponsive body. She laughed when I told her. ‘You should have carried on,’ she said. ‘I might have become the first person in a coma to have an orgasm.’ She only says that because she doesn’t know how utterly lost I was without her. How much I cried.
 
   I spread her thighs and feast on the sight before me: ah … my sexy, wet, hungry pussy. Her clit is a little white pearl protruding out of all that swollen flesh. My tongue waters to taste her, but there will be time for that later. I need to get inside her. My cock needs to sink into her tight, hot cunt. Her hips thrust forward. Her sweet sex is seeking my cock. 
 
   This is for real.
 
   After all this time I’m going to be inside my baby. Her hand reaches out and curls itself around the base of my dick.
 
   ‘Holy fuck, I forgot how big you are,’ she whispers, her face shining with excitement. Her finger smears the bead of liquid all over my cock head. 
 
   I groan. ‘Oh, yes.’  
 
   Watching her eyes, I spread her legs more open. She positions my erection, hard and hot, between the lips of her sex and rubs herself on it, before pushing it inside her, inch by fucking inch. The old urge to slam into her, to take what I want, doesn’t even arise. All I can think about is not hurting her. She is as delicate as a piece of bone china. I’m almost afraid of damaging her. Her breasts are smaller, I can see her ribs, her hipbones protrude, and her skin is so painfully pale.
 
   ‘Am I hurting you?’
 
   ‘No. It feels amazing.’
 
   Then she inhales sharply and stops moving.
 
   ‘Did I hurt you?’
 
   ‘No. I’m savoring you.’ 
 
   I know she is lying. I am hurting her. She is too tight after all this time. 
 
   ‘Let me,’ I say, and she removes her hand from the base of my cock. I pause and let her get used to being stretched again. 
 
   ‘I love the way you fill me up,’ she says, her voice low and throbbing.
 
   ‘I love filling you up.’
 
   ‘I’m ready. Fuck me now.’
 
   Very slowly, I ease my shaft all the way in, and she rises up to meet me. 
 
   ‘Oh wow!’ she breathes. 
 
   I set the rhythm. It’s not wild and it’s not crazy, it’s just perfect for two people who have survived being lost. It gives me time to take it all in: her expression, the noises that she makes, the scent of her, the feel of her skin, the sweat that glows on her face. I take it in as a miser collects money, or a magpie hoards shiny objects. Obsessively. 
 
   She tires quickly, her hips no longer matching my rhythm, so I come out of her, collect her ankles and push them up to either side of her ears. My pulse quickens instantly. This is what we were before. This will never change. I will always like to see her spread out like this. Her beautiful pussy opened wide for me. I slip my cock back into her slit and press down into that tight, wet channel. The walls of her sex grip me hard and I watch her eyes widen.
 
   ‘More,’ she urges hoarsely.
 
   I push deeper into her. She is tight. Incredibly tight.
 
   ‘I can take more,’ she gasps.
 
   I want to push all the way in, but I can see she is in pain. With a groan I stop and let her adjust to my size. She wriggles her hips and the sensation is like lava in my blood. I almost come.
 
   ‘I love having you so deep inside me,’ she whispers.
 
   I begin to thrust. Sinking into her, deeper and deeper, forgetting myself, until a quick ragged sound tears out of her throat and she climaxes. Immediately I let go, my breath explodes from my lungs, and semen pumps out of me. I come, as I haven’t in a long, long time, as only she can make me. Hard and brutal, my neck stretched, a strangled growl rumbling in my throat.
 
   Emptied and chest heaving, I look down at my love. Her skin is flushed and she is taking gasping breaths. 
 
   I curl her towards me. ‘I’m sorry I hurt you.’
 
   ‘No, it was the best sex I’ve ever had.’
 
   I listen to her ragged heartbeat with gratitude. Every heartbeat is a gift I treasure. 
 
   ‘I wanted all of you,’ she whispers. ‘I’ve always been able to take all of you, and I wanted to again.’
 
   ‘You will. When you’re ready. There’s no hurry,’ I tell her. ‘We have our whole lives ahead of us.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Dahlia Fury Malenkov
 
   (Five Years Later)
 
   I open the fridge door and a gust of lovely cool air blows on my face. I reach for a pitcher of lemonade, close the door, and Mark appears at the kitchen entrance
 
   ‘Hey,’ he says.
 
   ‘Hey yourself,’ I answer back.
 
   He comes into the kitchen. He is barefoot and wearing a pair of swimming trunks.  
 
   I hold up the pitcher. ‘Want some?’ I ask.
 
   ‘God, yes,’ he says, and comes to sit down at the counter. He watches me pour the lemonade out. I slide it over to him across the marble counter in a bartender move.
 
   ‘Fancy,’ he says with a smile, and takes a sip.
 
   ‘So what’s going on outside?’ I say, plonking myself on the stool opposite him. 
 
   ‘Isn’t life funny?’ he wonders aloud instead of answering me.
 
   ‘In what way?’
 
   ‘I thought you were the one for me. I mean, nobody could have told me otherwise. Like I told Stella, I was completely obsessed. From the first moment I saw you, I actually thought it was love at first sight. I followed you home, for god’s sake.’
 
   ‘Yes, that is a bit creepy,’ I chuckle.
 
   ‘Then I saw Stella and thought, yeah, great body, nice face, but not for me and yet, she is the one. We were always wrong. We didn’t fit no matter how hard I tried to make it so. With Stella I didn’t have to try. It just flowed like oil out of a jar. You were always meant for Zane and Stella was always meant for me. I can’t even imagine my life without her anymore.’
 
   I look at his kind eyes and feel blessed that four years ago I finally managed to convince Zane to accept him into our lives. Before I can answer him there is a shout. ‘Uncle Mark where are you?’ a voice hollers.
 
   ‘Anouska wants to torture you. Again,’ I say with a smile.
 
   ‘Oh well. It was too good to last,’ he says and stands up.
 
   ‘Good luck.’ I grin at him as he goes out into the bright sunshine.
 
   I look out of the window as Mark hauls my daughter up into the air and onto his shoulders. She clings onto his neck like a little brown spider and they head towards the pool.
 
   I hear a noise and Stella waddles in. She is seven months pregnant. ‘Jesus, Dahlia. What the hell are we doing in this confounded country? It’s way too hot. I’m just about to melt into a massive puddle.’
 
   ‘Well, we’re all here right slap bang in the middle of a Roman summer.  In two months’ time you’ll be having a baby, and you wanted to come, remember?’ I tell her.
 
   ‘That’s true. Somebody pass me a lemonade before I pass out,’ she says dramatically.
 
   ‘It’s air-conditioned in this kitchen,’ I remind her, putting a glass of lemonade into her outstretched hand.
 
   ‘Are you trying to ruin a diva’s moment?’ she asks before draining the entire glass and putting it back into my hand. 
 
   ‘Heaven forbid,’ I say, and watch her climb onto the island and lie flat on the cool granite top.
 
   I climb onto the island and lie beside her. ‘You always have the best ideas.’
 
   She turns her head. ‘Where’s Zane?’
 
   I link my fingers with hers. ‘Upstairs. Changing Alexei.’
 
   ‘Oh God. That’s another joy that awaits me.’
 
   I giggle. ‘It’s not so bad.’
 
   ‘Yeah, right. Next you’ll be telling me childbirth is beautiful.’
 
   I grin. ‘It is.’
 
   ‘Thank you very much, but having an eight pound bowling ball shoot out of my vagina is not my idea of beautiful.’
 
   I grin. ‘You’re a little bit scared, aren’t you?’
 
   ‘As a matter of fact, yes. I’m freaking terrified.’
 
   I laugh. ‘Trust me, it’ll be worth it.’
 
   ‘That remains to be seen, but don’t you think it is weird to have a little person living in your body, weeing and pooing inside you?’
 
   ‘Oh, Stella,’ I giggle, and squeeze her fingers. They are puffy in this hot weather. ‘Only you can say something like that and still look cute.’
 
   ‘Talking of cute, I forgot to tell you what your little me did yesterday.’
 
   ‘What did she do?’ I ask with a sigh.
 
   ‘Last week I explained to her that when you get the urge to do something bad it’s because the devil is whispering in your ear.’
 
   ‘Oh, so you told her that,’ I exclaim.
 
   ‘That’s not the point of this story,’ Stella says impatiently. ‘So yesterday I found her happily coloring the wall in my room. Of course, I scolded. “That is very naughty, Anouska. Next time I see you do that I’ll have to beat your little butt.” She frowned up at me and said, “Is the devil talking to you now Auntie Stella?”’
 
   I burst out laughing. ‘Oh my God. My daughter is terrible.’
 
   ‘I know. It’s like she’s my daughter. She’s got all my traits.’
 
   ‘She does,’ I agree, still chuckling.
 
   ‘Anyway, when is Noah coming?’
 
   ‘Tomorrow. He can only stay for a day though. He nearly didn’t come, but I twisted his arm.’
 
   ‘How does one twist Noah’s arm?’
 
   ‘Food.’
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Specifically, date and banana cake. He’ll walk miles for a slice.’
 
   ‘You’re kidding. He’s seems so impenetrable.’
 
   ‘No. That’s his big weakness.’
 
   She laughs. ‘He’s still single, isn’t he?’
 
   ‘Yup.’
 
   ‘Do you think he’ll ever find someone?’
 
   ‘For sure. He has a heart of gold. The woman who gets him will be very lucky.’
 
   I lift my head slightly and Zane is standing there with Alexei.
 
   ‘Well, well, what do we have here, Alexei?’ he says. 
 
   ‘Mommy, Mommy,’ Alexei calls, and Zane brings him over and fits him between Stella and me.
 
   His little fingers grasp my face as he plants a wet, gooey kiss on my nose.
 
   ‘Right. I’m off to see what Mark is up to,’ Stella says, trying unsuccessfully to pull herself upright.
 
   Zane holds out his hand, she grasps it and he pulls her into a sitting position.
 
   ‘Thank you, kind Sir,’ she tells him, before waddling out of the kitchen.
 
   ‘Hello beautiful,’ Zane says, coming around to kiss me.
 
   I sit up and hold Alexei in my lap. 
 
   Zane leans toward me, bracketing my body by putting his hands on the countertop.  ‘Happy?’ he asks.
 
   ‘Ecstatic,’ I reply.
 
   ‘I want to take you upstairs, Mrs. Malenkov,’ he whispers.
 
   ‘Like now?’
 
   ‘Like now,’ he says very seriously.
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Because it’s our anniversary.’
 
   ‘No, it’s not,’ I say immediately.
 
   ‘Yes, it is.’
 
   ‘What anniversary?’ I challenge.
 
   ‘The very first time I made you come.’
 
   I grin. ‘When I was forced by Stella to go massage the very dangerous Russian mob boss?’
 
   He nods. ‘He’s not a mob boss anymore, but he is still very Russian, and can be dangerous if provoked. Will you massage him?’
 
   ‘What about him?’ I ask, nodding at Alexei.
 
   ‘Just throw him in the pool,’ he says callously.
 
   ‘I have a better idea,’ I whisper, and thrusting Alexei into his arms, jump down from the counter. I snatch Alexei back and go out into the poolside area where Mark, Stella, and Anouska are playing. 
 
   ‘Can you take care of this little one for an hour?’ I say, holding my son out to Stella.
 
   ‘What am I? Your babysitter?’
 
   ‘Wait till your bundle of joy arrives and you want some,’ I say meaningfully.
 
   ‘Give me that baby,’ she says, holding her arms out.
 
   I give Alexei to her and run. 
 
   Yes, I run to my husband.   
 
   The End.
 
   This book is inspired by the idea that everybody 
 
   deserves a second chance …
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CJsiTpr9_7A&nohtml5
 
   and anybody can change
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gt5H-pSsyiM&nohtml5
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The Mouse On The Bar Room Floor
 
   Some Guinness was spilt on the bar room floor
 
   When the pub was shut for the night.
 
   Out of his hole crept a wee brown mouse
 
   And, in the pale moonlight,
 
   He lapped up the frothy brew from the floor,
 
   Then back on his haunches he sat.
 
   And all night long you could hear him roar,
 
   ‘Bring on the goddamn cat!’
 
   —An Irish Tall Tale
 
   


 
   
  
 



ONE
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   Layla
 
   Love is when a girl puts on perfume and a boy puts on shaving cologne and they go out and smell each other.
 
   —Karl, Age 5
 
   ‘What are you standing there for? Go use the upstairs bathroom,’ Ria says when she spots me at the end of the queue for the downstairs bathroom.
 
   She is right. The queue is long. ‘I’ll just use the portaloo outside,’ I reply.
 
   ‘Don’t be so silly. There’s a humongous queue there, too.’
 
   I bite my lip. Ria is BJ Pilkington’s second cousin and we are in his house, Silver Lee, a cavernous mansion built in the art deco style with massive windows that wrapped all the way around the front and sides. BJ threw this party for my brother, Jake, and his new wife, Lily. And while I like and socialize with Ria, BJ and I share a stinging mutual dislike for each other. 
 
   In fact, I hadn’t even wanted to come, but my mother forced me to. ‘It’s in your brother’s honor,’ she said in that displeased tone I knew not to disobey. ‘It’d be ignorant not to, and God help me, I didn’t bring you up to be ignorant.’ 
 
   ‘Are you really sure it’ll be OK?’ I ask, looking doubtfully up the long, curving, dark wood staircase. Nobody else seemed to be going up it. It is understood that the party is restricted to the four reception rooms downstairs.
 
   ‘Of course,’ she insists confidently.
 
   I give it one last attempt. ‘I don’t even know where it is, and I don’t really want to go wandering around by myself.’ 
 
   ‘Come on, I’ll show you,’ she says and, taking my hand, makes for the stairs. 
 
   ‘Thanks, Ria,’ I concede, following her meekly. I do need the bathroom rather badly. At the top of the stairs I look down and see all the beautiful people dressed in their absolute finest. That’s the thing about us travelers. We love our color. Peacocks, all of us. There isn’t a plain black gown in sight. Ria takes me down a corridor and half-opens a door to a blue and white bathroom.
 
   ‘See you downstairs,’ she calls cheerfully and walks away.
 
   I use the toilet, then wash my hands and stand in front of the mirror. My deep auburn hair comes down to the tips of my breasts. My eyebrows are straight and my eyes are dark blue. My nose is narrow, my lips are generous, and my jaw is well defined. 
 
   I am wearing a duck egg blue taffeta dress that I designed and sewed myself. It has a tight bodice and a wide bow at the base of my spine, the ends of which trail lower than the hem of my mid-thigh, Honey Boo Boo-style skirt. Underneath are layers upon layers of gathered electric blue tulle and lace petticoats. Crinolines, my grandma used to call them. 
 
   I fluff them up. I love petticoats. In my opinion, life is way too short not to wear petticoats that stick out from under your skirt. I reapply my lipstick, press my lips, and leave the bathroom.
 
   The corridor outside is deserted. Faint sounds of the party downstairs float up. As I walk down the carpeted passage I am suddenly and very strangely overcome by an irresistible curiosity. I want to open a door, just one, and see how BJ lives. I don’t know why, since I think him an arrogant beast. But just for those seconds, I want to see more than what everyone downstairs will see. 
 
   Oh! What the hell, just a quick look. 
 
   I open a door. The interior is plain; it’s obviously just a spare bedroom. I close it and open another. It, too, has an unlived-in appearance. Again, very plain. I try another door. It is locked. Okay, one last door and I’m out of here. I stop before another door handle and turn it.   
 
   Whoa! 
 
   BJ!
 
   I take a step forward, close the door behind me, and lean against it. And fuckin’ stare. Two rooms must have been merged into one to make such a massive space. The walls are black and the words ‘No Fear’ are painted in white using a large calligraphy font. They glow in the light from a real fire roaring in the fireplace. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen real logs. 
 
   A large chandelier hangs from an iron hook in the ceiling; it looks more like a meat hook than a decorative accent. The bed is a huge, wrought iron four-poster, obviously custom, with deep red fleur-de-lis patterned brocade curtains that have been gathered and held together by thick gold and black ties. On the bedside tables that flank it are elaborate candelabras with real candles that have dripped wax onto the gilt handles. 
 
   Wow! So this is what lies inside BJ. His cold, cold eyes hide the soul of a seventeenth-century lord. It is dark and dangerous but I am strangely drawn to it. With some shock I realize that there is something irresistibly seductive about my discovery. It’s like walking into BJ’s private world or looking into his soul. 
 
   I try to imagine the room with the candelabras lit. The candlelight dancing off the walls. My eyes move to the bed and I see me naked and crushed under BJ’s large, powerful body, the light making his muscles gleam. The image is so erotic; it is at once thrilling and disturbing. I feel a flutter in my tummy. 
 
   I frown. I hate the man. And that is putting it politely.
 
   And yet, here I am in his bedroom. A place I should never be. But, still unwilling to leave, I walk to the middle of the room, my petticoats rustling, the heels of my shoes loud and echoing on the hardwood floor. The fire crackles. It feels as if I am in a different world. Like Alice in her wonderland. 
 
   As if pulled by invisible hands, I head toward an antique, dark oak dresser. In a trance I stroke the metal handle. It is cool, smooth, full of all the events it has seen for hundreds of years, the squabbles, the trysts. A frisson of strange excitement runs over my skin. I pull at the metal handle. The drawer glides open with a whisper, smoothly, like it is on roller blades.
 
   I stare wide-eyed at the contents. 
 
   Velvet boxes. Piled on top of one another. So many secrets. BJ’s secrets. I take one and open it. A tiepin with a blue stone glitters up at me. I open another. A tiepin with a black panther, obviously old. I open another box and freeze. A gold tiepin that reads ‘Layla’ in cursive writing lays there. It ends with a small diamond at the end of it. I lift my head and look at the mirror above the dresser. I look different, strange, shocked. I shouldn’t be here. This is wrong. I look into my eyes.
 
   What the fuck are you doing, Layla?
 
   But I don’t turn away and run out of the room like any sane person would. Instead, I do a truly strange thing. Something I have never done before. I feel the blood pounding in my ears. So loud I cannot hear the logs crackling anymore. I take the tiepin out of its box, open my purse, and… oops… it falls in. Freaking strange that! I am a good girl, brought up as a proper Catholic. I don’t take what’s not mine. But my fingers snap my purse shut. The sound is loud and makes me jump. I can hear other sounds now, the merry fire and, faintly, the sounds of the party downstairs. 
 
   Slowly, almost afraid of what I will see, I raise my head and look at my reflection again. What I see there is far more frightening than a thief. My reflection is no longer alone in the mirror. BJ is standing in the doorway. His huge, muscular body fills it entirely.
 
   Oh God!
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWO
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   Layla
 
   Cold fear races down my spine. My pulse accelerates wildly while my mind jerks into overdrive. Maybe he didn’t see me lift his tiepin. Perhaps I could just slip past him. I could pretend I am lost and that I didn’t realize I was in his bedroom. Maybe. Just maybe. Very deliberately, I place my forefinger on the edge of the drawer, shunt it closed, and turn around to face him. Some men have looks, others have charm. BJ has presence. An edgy, almost menacing presence. The moment he appears in a room he owns it. He changes the atmosphere the way a grizzly coming into a room does.
 
   He is wearing a silver hoop in his right ear, a black T-shirt, army surplus camouflage trousers, and combat boots. He is half-pirate, half-smuggler. He remains perfectly still. Danger and power ooze out of him. My heart starts to hammer inside my chest. I can do this, I think defiantly. I’m not scared of you. I’m an Eden. Edens eat Pilkingtons for breakfast. Straightening my back and keeping my expression cool, I begin to walk toward him. I pray he cannot see my legs wobbling. 
 
   When I am five feet away I see his eyes. They are pools of gleaming black tar. No light there. They are flat and utterly impenetrable. For a fraction of a second I have the strangest impression of sexual tension. But of course, that is a trick of my overwhelmed emotions. His mouth is set in a forbidding line. I have seen it stretched in laughter, but never full on. Always from afar, by accident, and only from the corners of my eyes.
 
   A foot away from his looming form I stop. He really is so damn huge. The scar on the top of his left cheek appears alive in the firelight. I swear no man has ever looked more inhospitable, or made me feel more intimidated. 
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I say tightly. ‘I got lost and wandered in here by mistake. I guess I better get back to the party.’
 
   He does not step aside to let me through. He is so big, so meaty. He is like a predatory animal.
 
   I clench my handbag tensely. ‘Will you please move?’
 
   ‘You want to pass? Squeeze past,’ he suggests mildly, his face devoid of any expression.
 
   ‘How dare you? I’ll call my brother,’ I threaten. Attack is always the best form of defense.
 
   Something flashes in his eyes. I know then that I’ve made a mistake. I should have been more humble. It would have made my escape easier. He slips his large hand into his trouser pocket and produces a phone. 
 
   ‘That’s a good idea.’ His voice is silky with warning. ‘Call him. Last time I looked he was with his pregnant wife. I believe your mother was sitting nearby, too. They can all rush up here to my bedroom and save their precious little princess.’
 
   ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ I ask contemptuously. 
 
   His eyebrows rise. ‘What the hell is wrong with me? You’re a thief, Layla Eden.’
 
   My cheeks flame, but I am not giving up so easily. ‘I’m not,’ I cry hotly.
 
   ‘Then you have nothing to fear. Call your brother,’ he invites.
 
   I bite my lip. ‘Look. I’m sorry I was in your bedroom. I’ll just go downstairs and we won’t spoil anybody else’s night, OK?’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   My mouth drops open at my effortless victory. I close it shut. ‘Thank you,’ I say softly and add a smile of gratitude.
 
   ‘After you admit that you stole and … I’ve punished you.’
 
   A bark of incredulity explodes out of my mouth. ‘What?’
 
   ‘It’s only fair. You make a mistake, you pay for it.’
 
   My eyes narrow suspiciously. I knew it. I’ve always known it. He is no friend of our family. This is the proof I have been looking for—that he is just low, low, low. He has always been low and he will always be low. Enough even to blackmail me! Perhaps he wants me to reveal some of Jake’s business secrets. ‘What kind of punishment are you talking about?’
 
   ‘You should have what you’ve never had … a spanking.’ His tone is terrifyingly pleasant.
 
   I stare at him in disbelief. The idea is too ridiculous to contemplate. I laugh. 
 
   He doesn’t.  ‘I fail to see the comedy.’
 
   The laugh dies in my throat. ‘You can’t seriously mean to spank me?’ I ask incredulously. I feel a chill invade my body.
 
   He raises a challenging eyebrow. 
 
   ‘You seriously mean to spank me.’ I repeat stupidly.
 
   ‘The problem with you, Layla Eden, is that you were spoiled when you were young. Your Da and Jake were much too much in love with you to exercise any kind of discipline over you. As a consequence, you’ve grown up an unruly weed,’ he explains patiently.
 
   ‘How dare you—?’ I begin. 
 
   But he interrupts me coldly. ‘This is getting boring. The choice is simple: you apologize and submit to a spanking or we call your brother—or, if you prefer, your mother.’
 
   Jake? My mother? My pseudo fury drains out of me like water from a sink plug. I worry my bottom lip and imagine my mother’s eyes dimming with humiliation, Jake staring at me without comprehension. He has given me the best of everything. When we were young and poor, my mother says Jake would always forgo his share of something if I wanted it. 
 
   My actions are inexcusable. I have thoroughly disgraced and dishonored my family. I walked into a Pilkington’s bedroom and stole something from it like a common thief. Worse of all, I have no idea why I did it. I’ve never done anything like this before. It is the stupidest, maddest thing I have ever done.
 
   My gaze slides to his hands. They are as large as spades! My eyes jerk up to his tanned face. ‘Why do you want to do this?’
 
   He shrugs, nonchalantly, his face giving nothing away.
 
   ‘There’s nothing in it for you,’ I insist desperately.
 
   He smiles, an action devoid of any amusement. ‘How do you know what’s in it for me?’ 
 
   My stomach sinks. I look at the space between his legs. It would be undignified, but I could try diving through it. I think I could make it, but it is almost certain that he will catch me, and that would be worse. 
 
   ‘Look,’ I try to reason. ‘I’m really, really sorry I came in here. It was wrong of me to intrude on your privacy, but if you let me go now I promise I won’t tell a soul about any of this.’ I wave my hand at the room. ‘It’ll be our secret.’
 
   ‘That’s a very kind offer, but I’m afraid there are only two ways you’re leaving this room. With a spanking or,’ he holds out his mobile phone in the middle of a baseball-mitt sized palm, ‘or in your brother’s company.’ 
 
   I stare at the plain black phone. Physical punishment for me, or mental anguish for both Ma and Jake. Not much of a choice. I swallow hard and meet his eyes. ‘I’ll,’ I whisper, ‘take the … punishment.’
 
   ‘Great,’ he says softly, slipping his mobile into his trouser pocket and taking a step forward. Suddenly the room seems so much smaller. Instinctively, I take a corresponding step backwards. He kicks the door shut with his heel.
 
   ‘How do we do this?’ My voice is clear and matter-of-fact. I have to assert some sort of control. 
 
   ‘I’ll sit on the bed and you will position yourself on my lap. I will raise your skirt and spank you. Eight times.’
 
   Raise my skirt! My eyes stray to his right hand. God! I feel heat creep over my body. Oh, the shame of it. And yet, to my absolute horror, there is something else sizzling in my core, something dark and hot. Something I’d never dreamed would happen to me. How could I be turned on by such a depraved, dreadful prospect? I look into his eyes. They are blank mirrors. There is nothing to see, only what I am. A thief. 
 
   But as I stare into his eyes, I see a flash of something old. 
 
   And suddenly I know. This humiliation is not punishment because I came into his bedroom and stole his tiepin. It is because of what happened when I was thirteen years old, when I tripped over a tree root and fell down. My skirt flew up and my panties showed. I can remember them even now, white cotton with red polka dots. All the other kids and BJ saw them. I hated everyone seeing them. I wanted to jump up, but I was too winded to move. Utterly humiliated and ashamed, I remained sprawled on the ground, an object of ridicule.
 
   Some of the kids laughed. I knew them. They were afraid of Jake and they would never have dared laugh if BJ hadn’t been there. At that time our families—BJ’s and mine—were in a bitter generational feud. It is only recently that Jake and BJ had uprooted the barbed fences between our families. Since everybody knew about the bad blood, they thought they could ingratiate themselves with BJ by laughing at me. 
 
   But in a flash, BJ came to me and pulled me up easily. Even then he was a big lad. The other kids immediately ceased laughing. They were scared of him.
 
   ‘Are you all right?’ he’d asked.
 
   But I was so mortally embarrassed that he had witnessed my humiliation, I lashed out ungratefully. ‘Take your dirty hands off me, you filthy Pilkington, you,’ I spat. 
 
   He had a mohawk then and it looked strange when he flushed bright red. He jerked his hand away from me.
 
   I turned on my heel huffily, and limped away on my twisted ankle, my nose held high. I knew he was watching me but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of turning back to look. After that we became enemies. And now he had caught me in his bedroom. 
 
   Finally, he can exact his revenge. 
 
   He takes a step towards me and I nearly cower, but he only strides past me. Alarm plucking at my belly, I watch him sit on his enormous bed, slap his thigh and say, ‘Ready when you are.’
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   ‘Where force is necessary, there it must be applied boldly, decisively and completely. But one must know the limitation of force; one must know when to blend force with a maneuver, a blow with an agreement.’
 
   —Leon Trotsky 1879 -1940
 
   


 
   
  
 



THREE
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   Layla
 
   He holds a hand out to me. Dazed with disbelief, I walk up to him. Even now, I still can’t believe he means to go through with it. This surely must be the part where he admits it has all been a brutish Pilkington joke. My eyes plead frantically with him.
 
   ‘Lie across my lap,’ he instructs politely. 
 
   Oh dear God! For a moment I cannot move, my mind unable to accept that he really expects me to submit to such humiliation. 
 
   Unaffected by my silent pleas, he cocks a dark eyebrow and nods meaningfully at his lap. ‘No need to be shy. I’ve seen it all before, remember?’ he taunts.
 
   Our eyes lock. I flush furiously. Then my pride kicks in. No, you despicable, disgusting, insufferable man, you haven’t seen it all. So much has changed since you last looked. 
 
   My bottom is naked, but for three bits of string and the smallest triangle of black lace. It’s a far cry from the polka dot underwear he once saw. Only this morning, I had exfoliated my entire body until it was silky smooth, then rubbed Golden Brown Level 3 fake tan over every inch. I have nothing to be ashamed of. I am glowing!
 
   I lift my chin and stare down at him with a mixture of contempt and stiff hatred. His reaction is to twist his lips with amusement. 
 
   I drop my purse to the floor and, gritting my teeth, I put my hand into his and gingerly lower myself onto his lap. I flinch when my skin makes contact with the steel-like muscles of his thighs. I turn in his hard lap and bend forward, laying my palms flat on the floor to steady myself. In order to keep my legs firmly together, my knees are straight and stiff. The tips of my toes don’t touch the floor and hot blood floods into my head. The position is awkward and unsteady. My nose is less than a foot away from the dark floor and I can see the grain in the naked wood as it glows purple in the firelight.
 
   ‘Are you ready?’
 
   Hell would have to freeze over before I agree that I am.
 
   Glad that my hair is hiding my burning face, I close my eyes with impotent fury and shame. He grasps the many layers of my skirt and flips them over my lower back … and becomes completely still. So still it affects even the air in the room. A mad thrill runs through me. You haven’t seen it all have you, big guy? Another thought: he’s not immune. 
 
   I hear him inhale sharply before a large callused palm rests on the cheeks of my bottom. I know he can see the string of my panties between my pussy lips. Resentment races down my spine, but I am suddenly conscious that I am inexplicably wet. His palm is still resting on my skin. I feel it move slightly, almost a caress but not quite and I feel myself begin to tremble.
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   BJ
 
   Who’d have fuckin’ thought?
 
   Layla Eden’s damn near naked ass laid out like an eat-as-much-as-you-want banquet in my lap. I gaze down at my rough palm resting peacefully on her silky smooth skin in astonishment. Freaking unbelievable! How is this even possible? My cock gets busy inside my pants and I’m suddenly harder than I’ve been in my whole life. A state I’m clearly entitled to given the exceptional circumstances—I am, after all, looking down at Layla Eden’s golden bottom sprawled across my fuckin’ lap. 
 
   You got the peaches, I got the cream, babe.
 
   The desire to caress the pert, round shape is so powerful, its pull catches me off guard. Lightly, almost against my will, my hand brushes the smooth center of the twin globes of firm flesh. That almost imperceptible action makes her body jerk. A shocked ‘oh’ tumbles out of her full lips and her right arm lifts off the floor, sinking her balance. Suddenly it’s panic at all stations, her body tilts precariously and her deliciously long legs start flailing. 
 
   With pleasure, my other hand wraps firmly around her waist. She has a wasp-like waist. I could span it with my hands. She returns her palm back to the floor and some semblance of order is restored. 
 
   I gaze down at my catch. 
 
   Her ass is a coy little thing, prudishly hiding her anus. Originally, there’d only been just enough of a gap underneath her cheeks to show off a tantalizing triangle of lace-curtained pussy, however since the pointless panic episode, her legs have moved further apart, and she is now quite brazenly exposing a fair bit of her fruitcake. Which, I must say, for a thin girl is surprisingly plump and ripe looking. Between the fat, pink lips, the black G-string of her panties is stretched tight and cutting rather cruelly into her flesh. Update: wet flesh. Someone is getting a little excited for her punishment, methinks.
 
   It really is the most perfect sight. 
 
   Almost an open invitation.
 
   My fingers itch to push aside the ridiculous string and enter her pussy. What would she do? Scream blue murder, no doubt. And that wouldn’t be a bad thing. Hell, I’d love to fuck this woman spitting and hissing. I don’t think I’ve ever been with such a haughty bitch before. Even the thought has me salivating, but I’ve got to pretend that this is about chastisement and not pleasure.
 
   ‘You will count the blows or they will not register,’ I tell her, my voice dead detached. 
 
   She freezes and around my palm gooseflesh begins to form on her perfect skin.
 
   ‘Get on with it,’ she grates. 
 
   I smile to myself. Ah, Layla, you’re so fuckin’ transparent, so perfectly predictable. She is determined to get through this unpleasant business as soon as possible and never give me the satisfaction of hearing her cry out. 
 
   No can do, baby. 
 
   I open my fingers on her butt and she tightens her cheeks with anticipation. I can’t help it. My fingers curl and I squeeze the firm flesh. She moans and the unmistakable scent of her arousal hits me like a call during mating season. It’s the kind of smell that can drive a man—well, me anyway—crazy. Heavy, suffocating, insistent. I want to answer it. 
 
   Layla Eden may be a snooty, spoilt bitch, but l want to fuck her so bad I’m like those dogs that jump fences and break their legs just because a bitch in heat is passing by on the other side. Hers is the kind of body that I can spend all night, every night, diving into. I want to pick her up like the doll she is, open her legs wide, and suck until her flavor runs over my tongue and coats my throat. Hours later, when she is passed out cold, I want to be able to swirl my tongue and taste her in my mouth all over again.
 
   A voice in my head urges, Jump the fence then. Break a leg. It’ll heal. She bloody well asked for it. Didn’t she come into your bedroom of her own freewill? But another sane voice is already warning. Even this is madness. What the fuck do you think you’re doing with Jake’s fuckin’ sister? I listen to the sane voice. I have resisted the call of her delicious body off and on over the years. I can do it again.
 
   I could never really decide if I wanted to spank her saucy ass until it was scarlet or fuck her senseless. Now appears both impulses come from the same place. I watch her body. Frozen in place. Tense. Waiting for the flat of my hand. 
 
   I will hit her hard, hard enough to successfully convince her that this is a punishment and not the sexual encounter it is. I will be methodical. Each slap will land on a different spot. One cheek, then the other. Under the cups of flesh, and finally, where her thighs meet her body. 
 
   I rest the forearm of my left hand across her back and watch her toes curl. A delightfully involuntary response. I raise my hand and hold it suspended high above my head. Ms. Eden’s butt trembles helplessly.
 
   Oh! Yes …
 
   


 
   
  
 



FOUR
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   Layla
 
   I have never been smacked or beaten in my life. By anyone. Ever. And as soon as the heat from his palm leaves my skin I experience a wild second of pure, unadulterated panic. With my heart pounding like a war drum, I squeeze my eyes shut and prepare myself for the blow, but nothing happens. 
 
   What seems like an age passes. 
 
   Just as I think he has changed his mind after all, and relief starts pouring into my body, I feel him pull away slightly and a subtle disturbance in the air above me as his palm hurtles through it. 
 
   Thwack! His hand, heavy and hard, lands on my flesh. 
 
   I make no sound at all. First, I am absolutely determined not to give this vile beast of a man the satisfaction of a reaction. Second, the blow does not immediately register as painful. But a moment later I feel the effect. My eyes widen and my mouth opens in a silent O. By God, that really hurt! Tears of mortification well up in my eyes. I have to squeeze my eyes closed to try and prevent them from dropping.
 
   He pauses. ‘I’m waiting for a number,’ he reminds me casually.
 
   A number? What a sadistic bastard. He has no heart, this man. A hot needle of hatred for my tormentor stabs through me. I open my mouth. Shockingly nothing comes out. I try again. A totally unrecognizable shallow gasp exits. 
 
   ‘One.’ 
 
   Almost immediately his hand crashes again onto my skin, but this time I feel the searing pain straight away. Bravely, I suck in my breath. Other than calling out in a trembling voice, ‘Two,’ I make no sound to express the fiery agony I am in. I have never suffered such pain in my entire sheltered life.
 
   Another blow slams down and I bite back a scream. Even though each stroke has hit a different place, they all serve to build on the existing burn. My bottom feels like it is on fire. I press my palms so hard into the floor to refrain from wriggling and squirming or covering my bottom that my knuckles show bone white.
 
   ‘Three,’ I croak hoarsely. I hate, hate, hate him. I never thought it was possible to hate someone this much. I am getting closer and closer to unstoppable tears.
 
   The pitiless thrashing continues. The pain is now so intense I barely manage to call out, ‘Four.’ My butt screaming, I take shallow breaths. My hate has grown in direct proportion to the shame and pain he is forcing me to endure. Halfway there, I tell myself. And the thought is so disheartening I want to bawl my eyes out. 
 
   The fifth falls on the tender, fiery skin of the curve of my bottom and I feel as if I will die of pain. The sting is unbelievable. To my eternal humiliation, a howl slips out. 
 
   ‘Ooooowww.’ At this point tears are freely running down my face; I am like a baby. I can’t talk. I can’t breathe.
 
   ‘Call it out.’
 
   ‘Five, you asshole, five,’ I sob, all pretense and pride shattered. 
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   BJ
 
   The last imprint of my hand shows white for a second before it reddens to a deep pink to match the rest of her ass. There are still three strikes to go, but her defenses are already broken. She is sobbing openly, and I know that the next blow will elicit a full scream. 
 
   But that’s not what I want. 
 
   Not at all.
 
   My pelvis is brushing her beautifully reddened ass and my nose is filled with the smell of her. I am hot. My dick is like a hunk of wood straining against the zipper of my pants. I want to fuck her so bad. My hands itch to grab her by the hair, spread her thighs, and rip into her slippery little cunt so deep she hisses with pain and pleasure as her muscles flutter like crazy around my dick. I want to empty my balls into her while she sees stars. Fuck, yeah. 
 
   But, of course, I don’t.
 
   This is Jake Eden’s baby sister.
 
   Instead … I allow my little finger to spread out a little so it almost makes contact with her inner thighs, her sex. I rest my palm for a few seconds on her skin, my pinkie almost touching the glistening, salmon-colored flesh. The next time I raise my hand I will spank her pussy. Slowly, I lift my hand and let it hover in the air. Her tender skin is damp and glowing with sweat. Then I let the next wicked swing loose.
 
   She shudders with shock and white-hot lust. 
 
   My little finger comes away wet. I smile with satisfaction. She freezes, her breathing shallow. I want to see her face. Very deliberately, I put both my hands on the bed on either side of me. Coldly, I say, ‘I’m done.’
 
   Immediately she scrambles to the floor and, crawling away, crouches like a cornered animal. She looks up at me with big, wet eyes full of hatred. Tears sparkle on her eyelashes. Her mouth quivers with temper. The princess exterior has been stripped away. Only the raw and helplessly sexual animal inside every human remains. Just as I know her buttocks must be humming, I know she will never admit that she is more turned on than she has ever been. 
 
   ‘Are you satisfied now, you sick bastard?’ she spits. She is so furious her voice shakes. 
 
   ‘Fix your clothes and return to the party,’ I tell her callously.
 
   Using her palms to lever herself up, she springs to her feet and pulls her multi-layered skirts down over her stinging skin so roughly it makes her wince. She glares at me. 
 
   ‘I hate you,’ she whispers.
 
   ‘Join the queue.’ 
 
   ‘I know now why they call you the bat. You’re a fucking vampire, living in this ridiculous black dungeon.’
 
   I shrug and look at her without expression. Sticks and stones maybe. Words? Forget it.
 
   ‘I hope I never lay eyes on you again,’ she hurls bitterly at me. 
 
   I watch her snatch her purse from the floor, and start walking towards the door. 
 
   ‘Layla.’ My voice is a like whip. Even in her state she didn’t dare disobey it.
 
   She turns around and stares defiantly at me.
 
   ‘My tiepin.’
 
   She is so furious she very nearly breaks the clasp of her purse as she wrenches it open. She digs around, finds my tiepin, and violently flings it at my face.
 
   I catch it easily in one hand. ‘Enjoy the party,’ I advise calmly.
 
   ‘Pervert,’ she snarls and slams the door shut on my mocking laughter. Sure, I get it: hers is the tale of the Princess and the Pea in reverse. She didn’t enjoy being confronted with the animal inside her. Me, I am irredeemably base and animalistic, making me beyond excited to be acquainted with a newly created creature in my bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 



FIVE
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   Layla
 
   The sounds of the party float up to me as I stand shocked and frozen in the hallway. Then it hits me: any moment now he could open the door and come out. With a panicked sob, I turn left and run for the bathroom. I lock the door with shaking fingers, and lean back against it, panting hard. 
 
   Why, oh why, did I ever go into his bedroom? Now everything is messed up. I look in the mirror. A red-faced stranger with smeared make-up, a gaping mouth, and crazy eyes stares back. Anger and hate sparkle in my eyes, but there is something else too. Something more primal. 
 
   I drop my gaze hurriedly and turn on the tap, splashing cold water on my face. I feel hot, confused, angry, and ashamed. My bum is stinging like mad, but … God, I feel alive, in a way I have never felt. And … I am wet. So wet. 
 
   The primal look in my eyes is pure arousal. 
 
   Sexual excitement. 
 
   Jesus! Oh sweet Jesus. What the fuck is wrong with me? I cannot understand why I am aroused. I hate that son of a bitch. I’ve always hated him. He is a callous, uncouth man-whore. A sleazy, bag of shit who regularly sleeps with strippers and makes his money running sex clubs. He’s practically a criminal. I abhor men like him. Even through the tears that had filled my eyes, I had seen the satisfaction and gloating triumph on his face.
 
   I should be livid. 
 
   I am livid. The memory of his large palm, full of calluses landing on my bare buttocks fills my head. With that last strike he had deliberately slapped my, my unmentionables. He had allowed his dirty fingers to touch my sex! How dare he? Bastard! 
 
   I turn around, lift my skirt, and look back at my throbbing bottom in the mirror. It is lobster red. I feel the fury bubbling in my veins, but another sensation more powerful than anger intrudes. I don’t want to examine or address it. Taking deep, calming breaths, I repair my make-up with trembling hands, then open the door and stick my head outside.  
 
   The hallway is deserted. 
 
   I start walking down it, but as I pass his bedroom door I start running. At the top of the stairs I stop and walk down the steps slowly. No one has missed me or seen anything. Everything is exactly as I left it and yet I’m entirely different. My hands won’t stop trembling and there is a tight knot of tension in my stomach. All I want to do is run away. I will die if I have to see him again in the state I am in. I walk quickly towards the main room, my eyes darting around fearfully. Fortunately I spot my brother, Jake, standing head and shoulders above the crowd. The sight of him makes me want to start bawling. Squaring my shoulders I push through the crowd and go to him. He is looking down at Lily with a lovesick expression on his face.
 
   ‘Jake,’ I call, my voice tremulous.
 
   His head whips around, his body is immediately tense and his eyes narrow dangerously. ‘What is it?’ he asks.
 
   ‘I don’t feel well. I want to go home. Can you call me a taxi?’ 
 
   He takes a step towards me, his body relaxing with relief. He is over-protective I can’t even begin to imagine what utter havoc would ensue if he knew what BJ has done to me. 
 
   He puts an arm around my shoulder lovingly. ‘What’s wrong, little bear?’
 
   I want to throw my arms around him and cry my eyes out, but I don’t. I bite back my tears and lean against his strong, warm body. ‘I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me. I’ve just been sick in the toilet,’ I lie miserably.
 
   ‘Come on, we’ll take you home. Shane can give Ma a ride when she’s ready to go.’
 
   Lily comes forward, her eyes are concerned and she is playing along, but she is a woman and she does not believe my fairy tale.
 
   ‘I’ll go find BJ. I should tell him we are leaving.’
 
   I clutch his hand with both of mine and look up at him pleadingly. ‘Can’t you just call him from the car and tell him?’
 
   He looks as if he is about to say something, but thinks better of it, and nods. Then the three of us make our way to a smiling girl in a Playboy bunny costume who takes our tickets and gives us our coats. It is only when we get outside that I am able to breathe properly again. I hardly hear when Jake gets on the phone with BJ and then Shane to arrange Ma’s ride home. 
 
   I am too bruised and shaken.
 
   


 
   
  
 



SIX
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   BJ
 
   I stand at the curving windows with my back to the party and watch her leave, Jake’s arm curved protectively around her narrow back. Something within the darkest recesses of me whirls loose and flaps noisily in the wind. I had managed to ignore it for this long, but I know I cannot secure it back the way it was. You could say that the old hand is back, knocking at the old door.
 
   I don’t open the door. 
 
   My fists clench tight. I’ll find release in another body. It was only a base animalistic reaction. There is nothing special about her. I’ll find a body more suited to my taste and fuck it. A lush, full-figured woman. A pair of hips I can grab while I am ramming into her. Someone who won’t look at me as if I have crawled out of the sewers, as if I make her feel itchy and unclean. 
 
   Yet my behavior was rotten. I shouldn’t have given in to my crazy impulse. So unlike me and so fuckin’ foolish. 
 
   I turn away from the window. The party is still in full swing, but it is as if all flavor has been sucked out of it. A hand lands on my arm. I look down at it. Oval-shaped nails painted pearlescent, good skin. I let my eyes flow upwards. 
 
   Mmmm … tight, yellow dress clinging onto breasts like planets. Well, big enough to feed a small African tribe anyway. I like that. Abundance. That’s what stuck-up, spoilt Layla lacks. 
 
   And blonde. Yeah. I’m very partial to blonde pussy. 
 
   My eyes rise higher up to a plump, slightly sulky mouth. Perfect for sucking cock. 
 
   By the time I reach her eyes, it’s a done deal. Cornflower blue, of course. As pretty as flowers and no hint that she sees anything unclean or itchy about the view in front of her. 
 
   I vaguely recognize her. The memory is fuzzy, but I think she’s candy from one of Shane’s clubs. I sort of remember flirting with her at the party Jake threw to celebrate the reopening of Eden. However, if I remember correctly, I ended up leaving with another dancer. It occurs to me that I had seen Layla that night too, and she had been rude to me then too. Bitch.
 
   ‘Hello,’ Blondie drawls. ‘You went home with the South American dancer the last time.’
 
   I smile, letting it reach all the way up to my eyes. ‘I might have been a bit drunk and my cock might have been waylaid around the corner from you.’
 
   She leans closer. ‘You’re not drunk tonight, are you?’
 
   ‘As sober as a saint.’
 
   ‘Good. Cause my pussy’s been aching for that great fuck you promised ever since.’
 
   My smile widens. I could do with a dose of random cunt. There is comfort, immense comfort in anonymous curves. ‘I remember you now. You’re the one who can suck cock for days.’
 
   She smiles with satisfaction that I have remembered her. ‘That’s right. I can suck cock like you can’t believe.’
 
   I grab Blondie and, swinging her around, walk her backwards until her back presses against the wall, and she is hidden from the room by my bulk. I slide my hand under her dress and she helpfully spreads her legs. She is not wearing panties. Perfect. My kind of girl. She moans as my fingers part her slippery folds. She is so wet, even I am impressed. 
 
   ‘What’s this?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Tug it and see,’ she suggests.
 
   I tug at the metal stud in her pieced labia.
 
   She wriggles and tilts her pelvis towards me.
 
   I insert a finger into her and slowly fuck her with it. 
 
   ‘Harder,’ she urges throatily.
 
   I fit another two fingers in and pump her so roughly her body jerks. 
 
   ‘Yes, yes,’ she encourages fiercely, her eyes glazed with lust.
 
   She’s great, but she won’t be enough. Not tonight. Not when I am this wired. I’ve got too much energy to burn. She’ll be out cold before I’m finished. 
 
   ‘Listen cupcake, I’m looking for a threesome tonight,’ I whisper in her ear.
 
   ‘I have a friend,’ she gasps immediately.
 
   ‘Good. Go get her.’ I take my fingers out of her pussy and hold them in front of her mouth. She tilts her head forward and sucks them greedily the way she would a dick, while staring boldly into my eyes. Yup, definitely my kind of girl. 
 
   My fingers exit her mouth with a wet pop.
 
   I step sideways to let her pass, and watch her truly round and wonderful ass samba as she goes off in search of another body for me. I feel rather pleased with myself. It’s gonna be a goooooood night, after all. 
 
   I bring my hand up to my nose and smell it, but she has sucked away the smell of her pussy. All that is left is Layla’s scent, lingering like a rare perfume from a lost garden.
 
   Damn you, Layla Eden. Just damn you.
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   Her friend is a Rita Hayworth look alike, but with flaming copper hair. Obviously another dancer; I can always tell by the confident way they move. Unlike women who don’t use their bodies to earn money, dancers get that their physical form gives them immense power over mere men. She slides up to me sinuously. I swear I have never seen a woman to walk in such a serpentine fashion before. It is actually fascinating to watch. My cock twitches with interest. 
 
   ‘I have a thing for men with gleaming raven hair,’ she says, stopping less than six inches away from me. The tips of her perky breasts almost touch my abs.
 
   ‘Oh yeah?’ Her obvious attraction is a balm after Layla’s unconcealed contempt and disgust. 
 
   A knowing smile stretches across her scarlet lips. ‘Yeah. Is it true what they say about you?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, what do they say?’
 
   She lays her palms on my chest, stands on tiptoe, and whispers into the side of my neck. ‘That your mama gave you a horse cock.’
 
   I grin slowly.  
 
   She puts her hand on my hardening dick, rubs along the length of it through the material and slowly opens her mouth as if she is becoming unbearably sexually stimulated. It is a practiced but highly effective move. 
 
   ‘Oh! That’s no horse cock. That’s a whole python you have there in your jeans, Mister,’ she teases with a sly smile.
 
   Yeah, she’ll do.
 
   


 
   
  
 



SEVEN
 
    [image: Description: Description: BJ.jpg] 
 
   BJ
 
   The party is still going strong but I know my housekeeper, Marcel, will see to throwing everybody out when he starts to miss his bed. With a hand resting lightly on the small of each girl’s back, I herd them away from the party and up to the Green Room.
 
   I throw open the door and they enter like frisky lambs to the slaughter. I close the door, hit a switch, and a rotating disco ball with hundreds of colored LEDs comes on. Multi-colored light scatters around the room. I flick another switch and rap music throbs to life, Jason Derulo and Snoop Dogg go, ‘Wiggle, wiggle, wiggle.’ 
 
   The Green Room is the ultimate in bad taste. It has a mirrored ceiling, the largest bed in Britain dressed up with black satin sheets, red embossed wallpaper, a glass-fronted fridge with all manner of drink, and an Aladdin’s showcase of sexual toys. The girls squeal with delight. They know that when something is this fucking bad it has to be good.
 
   ‘Want something to drink?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No thanks,’ Rita says and Blondie giggles.
 
   ‘Get naked then.’
 
   They waste no time. Quickly and expertly they shimmy off the few garments they’re wearing. Blondie has the better body, but Rita’s ass makes my jaw hang. Her flaming copper pubes are trimmed into a heart over the top of her pussy and Blondie is freshly shaven, which kinda makes me think she isn’t a real blonde. In my experience, real blondes generally leave something behind as their badge of authenticity. 
 
   As if one mind, the girls gambol over to the showcase of toys. Both know exactly what they want. Rita gets a strap on dildo and Blondie chooses a vibrator and a long leather belt. They walk over to the huge bed with their toys and crawl to the middle of it. Getting on their knees, they face each other. Dappled light flows over their bodies, like they’re creatures from an eighties porn flick. 
 
   Blondie leans in and pushes her tongue into Rita’s mouth, her golden flesh pressing against Rita’s pale skin as they deepen their kiss. Then Rita, obviously the stronger character of the two takes over. She breaks the kiss and with a coy glance at me, bends her head and begins sucking Blondie’s red-tinted nipples. Blondie moans. Her hand moves downwards to finger Rita’s pussy.
 
   It’s a cute show. Real cute. My cock hardens, but my heart remains utterly unmoved and cold. I stroll over to the fridge and get a bottle of beer, uncap it on the side of the fridge, take a swig, and turn around to watch the girls.
 
   Rita falls away from Blondie. She lands on the bed on her back and spreads open her creamy alabaster thighs. Blondie immediately dives face first into her flaming muff and starts licking her out. Rita’s pussy must be a juicy thing. From where I stand I can hear the wet sounds of Blondie slurping and licking while Rita mews with pleasure.
 
   I concentrate on Blondie’s beautiful ass. She has it stuck high in the air in a deliberately provocative way with her legs stretched far enough apart to give me a graphic view of her pussy. It’s fucking beautiful. All baby pink and luscious. The stud catches the light and glitters. She bobs her hips suggestively to make it obvious that she is inviting me to fuck her. 
 
   I smile inwardly. As if I need an invitation. This is my show, babe.
 
   Then, all of a sudden, unexpectedly and for no good reason I can think of, a black string rudely separating Layla’s salmon-colored folds flashes into my mind. And I remember the heady private smell of her that made me fantasize about grabbing her by the waist and dropping her on my upright dick. The craving to see her securely impaled on my dick had been almost overpowering. Not even Blondie and Rita together could bring forth such an overpowering desire. The thought irritates me. 
 
   I’m fucking invincible. I have no chinks in my armor. None.
 
   And I don’t need no stuck-up princess in my life. 
 
   I put the bottle on the top of the fridge, undress and stroke my throbbing length as I walk over to the side table. I take out a condom and roll it over my length. I see both Blondie’s and Rita’s eyes excitedly swivel in their heads to watch my inked body and my horse cock.
 
   I kneel on the bed, grab Blondie by her full round hips and fucking bury myself so deep inside her, her head pulls back violently and her shocked mouth emits a strangled cry. Rita’s hands grab Blondie by the hair to guide her mouth back onto her shiny pussy. 
 
   I pause. ‘Too hard?’ 
 
   ‘No. She likes it rough,’ Rita says quickly.
 
   Full of Rita’s pussy, Blondie nods her agreement.
 
   That is all I need. 
 
   Like a jackhammer I pump my cock balls-deep into Blondie. Her whole body jerks with the force of my thrusts even if her cries are muffled against Rita’s snatch. We keep this up even while Rita climaxes with a howl to wake up the dead. Blondie’s job is clear. It’s licking up Rita’s juices until Rita says otherwise. 
 
   One final slam and I explode with a great roar. 
 
   I pull out of Blondie’s swollen, thoroughly fucked pussy and immediately Rita’s voice rings out, ‘Suck him.’
 
   No rest for the wicked.
 
   Blondie immediately makes a hundred and eighty degree turn on her hands and knees, her pendulous breasts bouncing. With admirable expertise she peels the condom off my dick with her lips and tongue. Opening her mouth, she takes my semi-hard cock deep into her warm velvety mouth. As she begins the task of sucking it into a full erection, I knot the used rubber and fling it over my shoulder. 
 
   Meanwhile, Rita ties on the strap on dildo and roughly plunges it into Blondie. Rita is so brutal I almost feel sorry for Blondie. Although, to give Blondie her due, she never complains or attempts to dislodge my growing dick from her mouth. The bigger I become, the more impressed I become with Blondie’s dedication and skill. Fuck, with Rita slamming into her, I am so deep inside her throat my balls are pressed into her chin, but the girl doesn’t even exhibit a gag reflex.
 
   Instead, incredibly, she is not only moving back and forth along my length, she is also slowly moving her tongue from side to side underneath my dick. It’s like a deeply satisfying and completely sensuous massage. Frothy white streams of pre-cum and spit gather at the corners of her mouth and dribble down her neck. 
 
   I throw my head back and look up at the mirror. 
 
   It’s fun to watch my dick disappear so completely into a pretty face and I dig the sight our bodies make in the mirror overhead. I am face-fucking Blondie while Rita batters Blondie’s poor pussy. With a grunt of satisfaction I shoot my load directly into Blondie’s stomach.
 
   


 
   
  
 



EIGHT
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   BJ
 
   I withdraw from her mouth and walk over to the fridge. After a swig of flat beer, I turn back to watch them. Rita is relentlessly hammering into Blondie. Sure looks like Blondie has picked the short straw. Rita has climaxed, I have come twice, and Blondie has had nothing. I walk over to the bed to pull Blondie off the dildo and open her legs. Shit, her pussy is really red and swollen. I lick it gently.
 
   ‘Don’t let her come,’ Rita says.
 
   Blondie’s eyes become huge. ‘Let me come. Please.’
 
   ‘You can come whenever you want to,’ I tell her, with an edge to my voice.
 
   I put my lips around her clit and suck gently. She comes explosively almost immediately.
 
   Sucking her has made me hard again. I lie on my back and Rita, who has discarded her strap on, fits a condom on my dick and climbs on top of me. Angling my cock to her core she pushes herself down. Her pussy is tighter than Blondie’s and it closes around me like a perfectly-fitted glove. I groan from the heat and snugness.
 
   ‘Fuck,’ she groans. ‘You’re so big it’s like fucking a bloody baguette.’ 
 
   That said, she begins to ride me slowly and deliberately. As soon as she judges that she can comfortably take all of me she begins to slam herself down on my cock. Her orgasm comes quickly, but it lasts a long time. Panting hard she rises off me and Blondie gets on. 
 
   ‘I want to suck your tits,’ I tell her and immediately she pushes her full breasts forward. I grasp them both in my hands, squeezing them together so I can suck both her nipples at the same time. 
 
   ‘Harder,’ she begs.
 
   Now I know why Rita was being deliberately rough with her. Blondie gets off on pain. I bite her nipples until she cries out. 
 
   ‘Want me to stop?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No,’ she moans. ‘Suck me until I am so swollen and raw even wearing my dress again will be painful.’ 
 
   And that is exactly what I do. I suck them hard enough for her to be in constant pain while she fucks herself on me and brings herself to another orgasm. 
 
    ‘Demi loves to have her ass spanked … hard,’ Rita tells me with that sly, almost evil smile of hers, her lips still glossy with my cum. 
 
   I look at Blondie/Demi. Her eyes are shining eagerly.
 
   My mind flashes to Layla. This is turning to be a strange night. Fuck, the last thing I want to do is spank anyone else. Still… 
 
   ‘Use your belt,’ Rita urges.  
 
   Blondie scrambles out of bed and brings the belt to me. ‘Let me have it,’ she begs. I take the belt from Blondie and she quickly goes and buries her face between Rita’s legs while her ass hovers tantalizingly in the air. 
 
   ‘She’ll suck me while you punish her,’ she says excitedly.
 
   I hold the belt in my fist and take the first swing. An angry red stripe blooms right across the middle of Blondie’s fair skin. She grunts, but carries on slurping Rita’s pussy. Rita nods in approval and wraps her legs around Blondie’s head. 
 
   Blondie wriggles her bum to indicate her approval of the situation. So I let her have some more. Her plump bottom and the backs of her thighs turn a brilliant scarlet and Rita groans with pleasure, but suddenly, I find myself starting to tire of their game. I want to bring it to a close. 
 
   ‘Widen your legs,’ I order.
 
   Blondie rushes to obey.
 
   I swing the leather right on her clit. She screams and climaxes instantly. Totally spent, she falls to one side. She is already snoring gently when I grab Rita and shove my never-ending erection into her mouth. She sucks on it willingly and voraciously, but it is not enough. For some reason I feel angry. With her. With myself. With the entire world. I grab a fistful of her hair and holding her head still, fuck her mouth hard and fast, but it is still not enough. 
 
   I pull out of her and push her so she is flat on her back. 
 
   I order her to raise her hips and she obeys immediately. While pinching her nipple I shove a finger into her ass. As I finger fuck her ass I tell her to do the same to her pussy. She does two things. She squeezes my finger with her ass and plunges two fingers into her gaping hole again and again until she squirts all over her own hand. Drops of dew glisten on her coppery, heart-shaped pubic hair.
 
   ‘I cannot tell you how much I enjoyed your performance,’ she whispers, her eyes sultry, her forefinger delicately tracing the ink on my forearm. She looks at me with a wheedling expression. God, I detest women who pretend to be weak in order to control men.
 
   I immediately start moving away from her.
 
   ‘Fuck Demi in the ass before you go,’ she says suddenly, her voice hard as pebbles.
 
   I turn around and look at her. She is smiling, but her eyes are fathomless pits of shadows. For an extraordinary moment something shimmers between us, her cruelty, my coldness. 
 
   My cock stirs to life. 
 
   I turn my head to look at the sleeping girl. She is lying on her side with her knees curled. Poor thing can’t sleep on her front because her nipples are so raw they are twice their natural size. Can’t sleep on her back because her ass is so angry. Even her pussy has been so battered it juts out like a peeled plum from between her thighs. It actually looks as sore as hell. 
 
   I turn back to Rita and her eyes are an open door into the darkness in her soul. At that moment I see into her. And suddenly I pity her … and myself. 
 
   Is this it for us?
 
   Is this all, we who save ourselves above everyone else, and thrive at the expense of others, will ever have?
 
   Anonymous, meaningless fucks with other damaged creatures of the night. Where there is no guilt because it is too dark to see the willful damage we leave behind. At moments like this, does a little part of my soul crumble into dust, and fly away? The secret to the labyrinth is always at the beginning. Before you enter. Once you do it is too late. The thought makes me feel empty and depressed.
 
   ‘Breakfast is included,’ I say coldly, as I vault off the bed.
 
   ‘Is sausage on the menu?’ she calls.
 
   I don’t answer her. Naked, I head for the shower. My hands are not clean. My greatest enemy is myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



NINE
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   Layla
 
   I walk into my local supermarket, pick up a basket, and head towards the milk section, where I grab a carton. I then quickly make for the yogurt shelves. I haven’t told anyone, not even Madison, my best friend, about the disgraceful thing I did in BJ’s bedroom two weeks ago, or the way he retaliated. It is a combination of confusion and shame. Specifically, my reaction to the punishment I received. Sometimes, at night when I am in bed, it pops into my mind and I quickly kick it away without examining it. 
 
   It seems to fit in with the tawdry mess that my life has disintegrated into. Only a month ago my life seemed perfect. I had a gorgeous boyfriend, I was training as an apprentice at a top interior design firm in Milan (a post Jake had secured for me), and I was feeling strong and independent. Then last month I walked out of my job without telling anyone and ran back home with my tail between my legs. It all began when I opened a little email that began with
 
   You are fucking MY boyfriend! 
 
   When it’s in Italian it sounds a lot worse. She had attached hundreds of photos going back five years, which indeed proved that I was fucking her boyfriend. They had celebrated birthdays, barbeques, parties, and countless occasions in the company of a whole crowd of friends, none of whom I had met, of course. 
 
   I sat at my desk utterly shocked and sick to my stomach. 
 
   But he told me I was the most beautiful woman he had ever met. That no one was more beautiful than me. And he was going to take me to meet his parents next week! 
 
   I stayed over in his apartment. There had been nothing to tell me that he was cheating and so blatantly. There wasn’t even a case of lipstick in his bathroom cupboard. The magnitude of his deception was inconceivable. Unbelievable.
 
   I looked at his handsome face in the pictures laughing, happy, and utterly devoted to the pretty, olive-skinned woman at his side. I hadn’t known him at all. Or was it simply that I was more naïve that even my brothers believed? I felt so stupid. So cheated. So hurt. I didn’t want anyone to know that I had been the victim of such an elaborate charade and I never wanted to see the slick bastard again. All I wanted to do was run home to my mother’s house and lick my wounds in private.
 
   Since he was one of the top designers in the firm, I simply dropped my belongings into a plastic bag and left without telling anyone. I went back to my apartment, packed my bags, and caught a business flight back to London. 
 
   I remember the guy next me on the plane, oily and expensively suited, who had tried to pick me up. The bubble of poisonous, unreasonable hate I had felt simply because he was Italian made me turn on him with so much revulsion that he shrank back with surprise. But even before we landed in Heathrow I knew I was not broken hearted. It was only my pride that was bruised. 
 
   I was not in love with Lupo. I had never allowed myself to be. 
 
   He was the most handsome man I knew, other than my brother, Shane, of course. He said all the right things. But he had always revealed his true self in bed. Especially at the beginning of our sexual relationship, when we had sex he would shout out puttana as he came. Prostitute. Even after I had asked him not to, he would sometimes slip up. And when I got mad, he apologized and told me it didn’t mean anything. It was the same as someone else screaming “Oh God!” during their orgasm. Nevertheless it had never sat well with me. And how right I had been.
 
   After I got back to my mother’s house everyone wanted to know why I had left Milan so suddenly. 
 
   ‘Did anyone upset you?’
 
   ‘Are you ill?’
 
   ‘Do you no longer want to be an interior designer?’
 
   I never told anyone, especially my second brother, Dominic. Knowing him, he would have taken the first flight out to Milan, beat the shit out of Lupo, and calmly taken the next plane back as if nothing untoward had happened. As far as everyone was concerned, except Maddy, of course, I had come back because I was terribly, terribly homesick.
 
   Now I am determined to start anew in London. On my own. Without any help from my family. I’ll get a job like everyone else. Jake told me I could have a try at cutting it on my own, but I had to live in one of his properties. So I moved into one of his London apartments. I was happy because I was only five tube stops away from the apartment Madison shared with her boyfriend.
 
   Absently, I pick up a tub of Greek yogurt from the shelf and place it into my basket. Turning away, I bump into Ria. 
 
   She screams with delight. She is wearing a grey blouse, brown leather jacket, faded blue jeans, and purple and orange sneakers. I don’t think I have ever seen her look so casual.
 
   ‘Hi,’ I greet and laugh at her infectious joy at bumping into me. 
 
   ‘Just the person I wanted to see,’ she exclaims with a huge grin. ‘I was going to call you to invite you to come to my birthday party on Saturday. I know it’s a bit last minute and all, but it is a last minute plan.’ 
 
   I smile. ‘Twenty-four, right?’ 
 
   ‘Yeah, but after this year I’m freezing my age. I’m gonna be twenty-four now until I am fifty, then I will commence the count again.’ She laughs her machine gun laugh.  
 
   I laugh with her. 
 
   ‘Will you come then?’ 
 
   ‘What kind of party is it?’ With Ria you have to ask. She’s totally unpredictable.
 
   ‘Dancing and drinking. Nothing big. Just some of my closest friends and family.’
 
   Ria’s idea of big is not mine. ‘How many people is that?’
 
   ‘About a hundred,’ she says airily.
 
   ‘You have a hundred close friends?’
 
   ‘Don’t you?’ she asks curiously.
 
   I struggle to keep a straight face. ‘No, Ria. I don’t.’
 
   ‘Oh!’
 
   ‘So, where’re you having it then?’
 
   ‘Laissez-faire.’
 
   A warning tinge swirls up my spine. ‘Isn’t that one of BJ’s clubs?’
 
   ‘Yup. Free drinks all night! Until last week I was going to keep it family only and have a party at my mum’s house, but then BJ offered his club and I couldn’t believe it.’
 
   ‘Look Ria. I didn’t realize that your birthday was going to be held in London. I am spending the weekend at my Ma’s.’
 
   Ria waves my objection aside. ‘No problem. BJ has already agreed to pay for cabs for all my single girlfriends.’ 
 
   I feel trapped. I can’t very well tell her I can’t go now after I have already agreed. ‘Um … will BJ be there?’
 
   ‘Well, he promised to drop in, but he said he won’t be able to stay for long.’
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘What time?’
 
   ‘People are going to start arriving around nine but the party will really only get going about ten.’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘When you get to the club just tell them you are there for Ria’s party. Oh! And for ID you have to wear red shoes or a red hat.’
 
   ‘Got it.’ 
 
   ‘So what’re you up today then?’ she asks with a smile.
 
   I shrug. ‘Not much. Unsuccessfully looking for a job.’
 
   She frowns. ‘Why? Can’t one of your brothers give you one?’
 
   ‘They can but I want to make it on my own.’
 
   ‘What for?’
 
   ‘Just to try.’ 
 
   She looks at me as if I am stupid so I quickly change the subject. ‘And where are you off to dressed like that?’
 
   ‘I’m off to a watch a bit of bare-knuckle fighting.’
 
    ‘Who’s fighting?’ I ask, even though it’s not too hard to guess.
 
   ‘I’m putting a hundred quid on BJ,’ she says with a cheeky grin. 
 
   ‘What are the odds of him winning?’ 
 
   ‘‘BJ’s never lost so the money will be shit. I’m just gonna bet on the amount of punches he has to throw or the minutes the other guy will last. That sort of thing.’
 
   ‘Sounds exciting,’ I say carefully, even though an underground fight where the opponents go on battering each other until one of them can’t take it anymore is not my idea of fun. ‘And where is it being held?’ 
 
   ‘Some godforsaken barn in the sticks. Patrick’s taking me. You remember Patrick, my second cousin, don’t you?’
 
   ‘Yes, vaguely,’ I say politely. Then words I never intended appear on my tongue. ‘Can I come?’
 
   She looks at me sideways. ‘Will your brothers be all right with it?’
 
   I know Jake won’t be okay with it. Lily told me how he wouldn’t even let her watch him fight BJ. But after my humiliating experience in Italy, I’ve decided that it’s time for me to grow up and experience things for myself. Take a few knocks if necessary. I don’t want to be the sheltered baby of the family for the rest of my life. I want to see what a bare-knuckle fight looks like. Besides, I’ll be with Ria. What can possibly happen to me?
 
   ‘I won’t tell them if you won’t,’ I tell her.
 
   She giggles conspiratorially. ‘My lips are sealed.’ 
 
   ‘When are you going?’
 
   ‘Now.’
 
   I look at my shopping basket. A carton of milk and a pot of Greek yogurt. I take the basket to the check-out counter and give it to the cashier. ‘I’ve changed my mind. Could you please ask someone to put them back on the shelves?’ 
 
   ‘Ready?’ Ria asks.
 
   ‘Yeah. I’m ready.’
 
   At that time I am just glad for a new experience. It has not yet occurred to me to do any mischief.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TEN
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   Layla
 
   In the middle of someone’s farm we find a barn that is alive with music and people. We pay our entrance fee and enter. Inside, I gaze around in surprise. The barn is packed to the rafters with far more people than there are cars outside. At a guess, I would say there are at least 300 people. Mostly men, but women of all ages too. Ria tugs my hand. 
 
   ‘Let’s place our bets then get a drink. I want to be up front.’
 
   I nod and follow her as she pushes her way through the crowd.
 
   A man in a green sweatshirt and two missing teeth grins at her. ‘What’ll you have, love?’
 
   ‘How much will I get if I put a hundred for BJ ‘The Bat” Pilkington to win in less than 2 minutes?’
 
   ‘A hundred and one pounds.’
 
   ‘One pound profit? For a hundred quid? That’s nothing!’
 
   He shrugs. ‘The Bat has won 92 fights and drawn once. You’re talking about a favorite, a machine that renders men unconscious, love.’
 
   Ria rubs the back of her neck. ‘How much for him winning in less than one minute?’
 
   ‘Twenty.’
 
   ‘That’s just crap. Less than thirty seconds?’
 
   ‘I’ll give you fifty for that.’
 
   She looks at him doubtfully, and then makes her decision. ‘All right, I’ll just take less than a minute.’
 
   She gives him five twenty pound notes and he passes it to another young man standing behind him, and writes something in his tatty notebook.
 
   He turns to me. ‘What about you, young lady?’
 
   ‘Me? I’m not…’ I pause. Why shouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t I bet like Ria? It’s just for fun. ‘What would give me a really good payout?’
 
   He grins. ‘The Bat to lose.’
 
   ‘Other than that?’
 
   ‘That The Devil’s Hammer lands a swing on The Bat’s face.’
 
   I frown. ‘Why’s that?’
 
   ‘Because except for his fight with Jake Eden, The Bat has never been hit in the face.’
 
   ‘How much will I get for my hundred?’
 
   ‘Two grand.’
 
   ‘Wow! That’s huge.’
 
   ‘Yeah, right. The payout’s so damn good, because it’s never gonna happen. Don’t do it, Layla. You might as well burn your money,’ Ria advises with a frown.
 
   ‘I like to live dangerously,’ I say with a grin and hold out my money. The bookie secretes it away in single hand movement. Like oil pouring from a drum. A smooth, effortless miracle of nature.  
 
   He jots my bet down in his little book and we move away towards the bar. The bar is a collection of huge metal drums filled with beer bottles, ice, and water. We each order a bottle of beer, drinking straight from the bottle since there are no glasses available. I am strangely excited. The mood of the crowd has affected me. There is anticipation in the air. 
 
   We go right to the front of the pit, a small area cordoned off with bales of hay, and find ourselves a spot where we have a good view of the fight. In minutes the first fight starts. Two young men, who seem evenly matched to me, start walking towards the pit. One of them takes a step into the pit and establishes his jab straight away. Moving his head from side to side and jogging around. Suddenly, without warning, his clenched fist shoots out. Bang, a body shot that leaves his opponent reeling backwards into the hay. The fight is over in seconds as the aggressor then lunges forwards and knocks him out in one punch.
 
   ‘Wow,’ I say to Ria. ‘He’s brutal.’
 
   ‘Wait ‘til you see BJ.’
 
   The next fight lasts a lot longer and is astonishingly violent. 
 
   I see it then for what it truly is, a festival of physical abuse. Men going for it, egged on by a baying crowd. There is no holding back. It’s in their blood. To decide who is the hardest of them all. The sport of legend, guts, honor, and heart. 
 
   Both men are bloodied and in bad shape when one of them spits out his mouth guard and falls to his knees. His friends have to carry him away. My heart is pounding hard. That had been too brutal. I hadn’t enjoyed it, but all around me the crowd has woken up. A thrill runs through them. An air expectancy hovers over us like that crackle in the air before a thunderstorm.
 
   ‘BJ is next,’ Ria says.
 
   ‘Now for the fight you have all been waiting for,’ the MC announces excitedly. ‘Tony “The Devil’s Hammer” Radley versus Billy Joe “The Bat” Pilkington.’
 
   The crowd cheers and whistles.
 
   ‘Tony “The Devil’s Hammer” Radley,’ the announcer screams over the whistles and calls. Queen’s We Are the Champions fills the air and BJ’s opponent, a huge, bearded man appears. He lifts his hands high over his head in acknowledgement and runs energetically towards the pit.  
 
   ‘And now for the undefeated champion, Billy Joe “The Bat” Pilkington.’
 
   Meatloaf’s Bat Out of Hell blares out and BJ walks out to the pit. The crowd goes absolutely crazy, clapping and cheering, banging their bottles on the wooden surfaces in the barn. There is no doubting the crowd’s favorite.
 
   He is wearing a plain black t-shirt and khaki trousers. As he walks into the pit, I notice that everything about him is different. His eyebrows are drawn straight, his eyes are pitiless, chips of black ice, and his face is devoid of any expression. It is like looking at a cold-blooded psychopath or a heartless machine. I try to imagine this cold, cold monster fighting warm, kind-hearted Jake and feel a tight knot of fear inside. No wonder Jake didn’t want Lily to see the fight. This man is exactly what the bookie called him – a machine that renders men unconscious. He is here for one reason and one reason alone: to completely decimate the other man.
 
   He is so different than the BJ I know, I am actually shocked.
 
   The way he angles his head forward combined with his shoulders rounded and his hands slightly curled at the elbows reminds me of a charging bull. At that moment he is the most coldly aggressive man I have seen in my life. He doesn’t look at the crowd. He has eyes only for his opponent. My gaze skitters over to The Devil’s Hammer. He is holding his hands up in readiness and jabbing the air while jumping around with quick nimble steps, but in his eyes, I see fear. In his head he has already lost. The only question left is how badly he’s going to lose.
 
   BJ steps into the pit and … and like a bull rushes towards him. It is an ambush, clear and simple. Blows rain on the unprepared man’s body so quickly and so relentlessly he is overwhelmed by the ferocity of the attack. The Devil’s Hammer flails uselessly. One power punch catches him flush on the chin and he flies backwards, landing on one of the hay bales. The crowds bays its approval. But The Devil’s Hammer is not beat. There is life in him yet. He pulls himself up painfully, and lunges unsteadily towards BJ. 
 
   BJ stands still. Like a bull readying itself for a matador. He doesn’t move a muscle. And suddenly I know what he is going to do. It’s the oddest thing, but I do. He is going to land the punch that puts The Devil’s Hammer to sleep. At the exact moment, as The Devil’s Hammer prepares to throw his own punch, I open my mouth, and with all the power in my lungs, scream BJ’s name.
 
   ‘BILLY JOE PILKINGTON.’ 
 
   Every person in the barn turns startled eyes in my direction. But my eyes are on BJ. He has turned towards my voice, an expression of total incomprehension on his face. I am the last person in the world he expects to see. His eyes find me and he looks as if he has seen a ghost. The Devil’s Hammer’s punch lands. It socks him in the face. A direct hit. The momentum causes BJ to stagger back slightly. His eyes rush away from me. When he straightens, he is an avenging angel.  
 
   He is so furious he looks as if he wants to tear the other man’s head off. BJ pummels his opponent with such barbaric brutality that I have to close my eyes. I hear the dull thud of the man falling, then the crowd going crazy. I feel hot and claustrophobic. My heart is beating too fast. I turn towards Ria. 
 
   She looks at me strangely. ‘Congratulations,’ she says. ‘You won your bet.’ 
 
   I nod. People are giving me sidelong glances. I’ve made a spectacle of myself, but I don’t feel embarrassed. In fact, I feel oddly detached. I think I am shocked at myself. At the harm I have caused to another. I have never harmed another human being before. I even hate it when I accidentally snap an insect or a frog in the garden with my hoe.
 
   ‘Can I borrow a cigarette?’ I ask Ria.
 
   ‘Sure.’ She gives me a packet. ‘The lighter is inside,’ she says.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I say with a tense smile, and pushing my way out of the barn, go outside. It is freezing. I don’t normally smoke, but I feel jittery. Even my hands are shaking. I walk to the side of the barn and light a cigarette. I have taken only one puff when I feel the air around me change. Become thicker. I turn my head slowly. Our eyes touch. 
 
   ‘Are we quits now?’ BJ asks.
 
   His left cheekbone is badly swollen and starting to discolor. I turn away from his cold, cold eyes. I feel raw. ‘Yeah, we’re quits.’
 
   ‘Can I have one?’
 
   I fit my cigarette between my lips and hold open the cigarette packet. He takes one. There is blood on his hand.
 
   ‘Does it hurt?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘I’m buzzing.’
 
   I flick open the lighter and hold the flame up to him. My hand is shaking. His other hand comes up to cup the flame. In the intimate glow, I see the heat rise from his skin like steam. And I smell the sweat and the trace of endorphins and adrenaline radiating from it. Our eyes meet again and we stare at each other. Yes, I am shocked, and yes, I am shaken, but there is something else struggling to show its face. He inhales, the cigarette burns orange, and I kill the flame with a click. 
 
   I turn away, dropping the lighter back into the packet. I return my forefinger and middle finger back on either side of my cigarette and inhale a lungful of warm smoke. It makes me feel light-headed. I exhale it out slowly and put my hand down to the side of my body. There is a foot between us, and an unmistakable element of danger. Like being on one of those roller coasters that inverts you. You are scared to death and unbelievably excited at the same time. 
 
   I grasp that I’m not only aroused by the violence I witnessed in the pit, I am excited by the tightly packed, rippling muscles of his body. He is giving off vibes that are calling to me. My life-long hatred of him seems to belong to another place and time. By a strange trick of the light it has morphed into an intense desire to meld my body with his. Shocked by that realization and super aware of him, I carry on staring out into the empty frozen fields. 
 
   He doesn’t say a word and neither do I. There is nothing to say. Words are superfluous in the wake of the thick, sexual tension crackling like electricity between our bodies. 
 
   Suddenly Ria is calling me. ‘There you are. I’ve been looking for you.’
 
   I let the butt of my cigarette drop to the ground and grind it with my foot. I hand her the packet. ‘Thanks.’
 
   BJ flicks the end of his cigarette away from him.
 
   ‘Hey Ria,’ he says quietly.
 
   ‘That was a great fight,’ Ria says.
 
   ‘Thanks,’ he says devoid of any emotion. As if he is totally unaffected by her compliment.
 
   My phone rings. I take it out of my purse. Shit. It is my mother. I consider not taking the call, but I know what she’s like. She will persist and persist until she gets me.
 
   ‘Hi Ma.’ My eyes flick over to BJ. He is watching me intently.
 
   ‘Where are you?’ she asks. 
 
   I gaze down at the frozen ground. ‘I’m with Ria,’ I reply. I don’t dare tell her where I am. I know she won’t approve. She’ll probably tell Jake and he’ll go mad.
 
   ‘Right. Can you be home in an hour?’
 
   ‘I guess so. Why?’
 
   ‘Shane’s coming around to your place. I’ve sent some food for you.’
 
   ‘Oh, OK.’ 
 
   ‘Call me when you get home, OK?’
 
   ‘Will do.’
 
   ‘But call Shane first,’ she says, and rings off.
 
   I put my phone back into my purse and look up at Ria imploringly. ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get home. My ma is sending my brother around to my place in an hour.’
 
   ‘Blimey,’ Ria says, widening her eyes. ‘You better call him and make it an hour and a half.’ She turns towards BJ. ‘I’ll see you this weekend then.’
 
   He nods and looks at me.
 
   ‘Bye,’ I say awkwardly.
 
   Then we are hurrying back into the barn in search of the guy we placed our bets with.
 
   


 
   
  
 



ELEVEN
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   Layla
 
   Saturday. It takes forever to come, but when it does it brings a hard, tight knot into my stomach. 
 
   I know Ria and all her mates will dress to kill, so I take a long time getting ready. I soak in the bath for almost an hour with my mother’s secret homemade masque recipe on my face and another of her concoctions in my hair. She claims it’s guaranteed to make my hair shine. My mother’s potions do a good job, my skin is glowing and my hair glossy and shiny. 
 
   I wear my white mini dress. It is sleeveless with a high Nehru collar, but what makes it daring without being slutty is a five-inch long oval cutout in the middle of the dress that reveals my nicely tanned torso and belly button. I stick a red beret on my head and slide into a pair of knee length, white suede peep-toe boots that were all the rage a few months ago in Italy. 
 
   I stand in front of the mirror and I know I look good. My thoughts go to that moment when BJ bent his head to me and we shared a flame. Unconsciously, my finger slowly circles my bare belly. 
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   Laissez-faire is a cavernous, totally modern nightclub with under-flooring lights that flash blue and white and gleaming metal structures on the walls and pillars. Ria is having her party in the VIP area upstairs. As soon as I enter the cordoned off area, she runs towards me. 
 
   ‘Oh! My! God!’ she screams. ‘You look awesome, babe. I LOVE your boots.’
 
   She looks glamorous in a red cowboy hat with a rhinestone band, a tight red and black striped dress, and the highest boots I have seen outside of a fashion magazine. The lights pick up the glitter on her lovely brown skin. 
 
   ‘Well, you look absolutely stunning yourself,’ I tell her sincerely.
 
   She flicks her long, summer-streaked hair. ‘You bet I do.’
 
   I smile. None of that false modesty for Ria. I hold out her present, a pretty chain belt I bought in Milan. ‘Happy Birthday, Ria.’
 
   She takes it, beaming. ‘Thanks. Come on. Let’s get you a drink.’ She winks at me. ‘We’re drinking champagne. BJ said we could have anything we wanted, so we ordered bubbly, but we didn’t go overboard and get the really expensive stuff though,’ she tells me chattily as we cross the room for the bar.
 
    We are halfway there when Ria’s favorite song, Justin Timberlake’s Sexy Back, comes on. With a shout of pure joy she puts her present on the floor, and gyrates provocatively around me. With a laugh I give in. We start bumping hips, twerking comically, and dancing around my present like two demented teenagers. Soon her other friends come onto the floor to join us. 
 
   When the song is over, Ria takes my hand and we attempt to continue our journey to the bar, but All About That Bass comes on and I love that song. I swing her around and we are at it again. 
 
   Laughing and breathless, we reach the bar five songs later. No sooner have we had a sip of our champagne than another of my favorite tracks comes on. Five of us girls rush off to the dance floor and give it all we’ve got. 
 
   The hours pass fast. The music is good and Ria is a great laugh. 
 
   It’s almost midnight. I know because the girl next to me is whispering that there is a surprise cake to be cut at the exact stroke of twelve. I am sitting at the table with Ria, feeling relaxed and merry when the air shifts. I look up and BJ is standing over us, looming even bigger and broader than I remember. He is wearing a khaki t-shirt tight enough to show off his impressive muscles and the V of his torso. His jeans hang low on his hips.
 
   But he is with a woman! 
 
   It takes a few seconds for that to sink in. But when it does—fucking hell!—I feel like the biggest fool this side of the equator. There was nothing between us after all. It was all in my imagination. I was wrong again. Just as I was wrong about Lupo. Without looking directly into his eyes, my eyes slide away to her. 
 
   She is voluptuous and hauntingly exotic with creamy skin, blue-black hair, either green or hazel eyes (it’s impossible to tell under the club’s lights), and high cheekbones that give her a feline appearance. She is wearing a short black dress that can barely contain her curves, and she has her hand possessively curved around BJ’s arm. Her nails are long and red and she is running them lightly along the inside of his forearm in a way that is profoundly sexual. I find the sight so disturbing I have to drop my head and stare into my drink.
 
   ‘Layla,’ BJ says by way of greeting.
 
   ‘Hi,’ I reply brightly, looking up, but not letting my eyes rise past his mouth. He has a sexy mouth. The lower lip is so deliciously plump it makes you want to nibble it. Jeez. How much champagne have I had? I return my eyes to my drink. Five glasses.
 
   To my horror Ria invites BJ to sit with us. She slides closer to me, and motions for me to scoot up further along the seat. The space she’s freeing up does not seem big enough for him. Fortunately, he tells us that he’s not staying. I look up with relief. 
 
   Big mistake. 
 
   He is staring at me and I am suddenly caught in his stare, unable to look away. I suck my bottom lip into my mouth. There is a curse word stuck behind my teeth. My skin comes alive and my heart dances in my chest.
 
   ‘Layla. Isn’t that an Arabic name that means the dark of the night?’ the woman he is with asks with a fake-ass smile.
 
   Before I can answer BJ speaks up. ‘No, the real Arabic translation of Layla means that light, giddy feeling one has after the first drink of the night. Not drunk but on the way to being there. It is the beginning of intoxication.’ 
 
   My breath catches in my throat. I stare at him shocked. The way he said Layla had been a sultry caress.
 
   The woman laughs, a hostile, angry sound. ‘Well, Arabic names on non-Arabs is a bit silly, really.’
 
   ‘I can’t imagine a more suitable name for her,’ BJ says, his coal black eyes never leaving mine. 
 
   Flustered by the look in his eyes, I stand up in a rush. His gaze drops to my navel. His lust is so blatant, fiery heat rushes up my neck and into my face. 
 
   ‘Excuse me. I need to nip over to the ladies,’ I tell the girls as I slide out of the banquette seat.
 
   I feel his eyes burning into my back as I leave the sectioned-off area. 
 
   I stand in front of the mirror and stare at myself. There are two spots of high color on my cheeks, my hair is an untidy mess, and my beret is no longer set at its jaunty angle. Someone has stepped on the side of one of my beautiful new boots and there is a brown mark on it. I pull out some paper towels from the dispenser, wet them, and try to clean it off, but I have to give up without much success. 
 
   The weird thing is, I am doing all these things on autopilot. Some part of my brain is going crazy. He came with another woman. It rankles. But then he goes on about my name and looks at me as if he wants to eat me. What’s he playing at? Is there or isn’t there something between us
 
   I run my fingers through my hair, apply a new layer of lip gloss and exit the toilets. As I walk along the frosted glass corridor a large hand reaches out from the darkness and slams me against an unyielding body. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWELVE
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   Layla
 
   What if we kiss? What then?
 
   My breasts are crushed against his hard muscles, but I don’t attempt to struggle. I have grown up with three brothers so I know how useless it is to fight with people who are bigger and stronger than you are. Instead I fix him with a venom-filled glare. He brought a fucking woman with him. 
 
   ‘Let go of me.’
 
   ‘Scared?’ he taunts, his voice rich and smooth.
 
   ‘Of you?’ I scoff sarcastically, as if even the idea is incredible.
 
   He laughs. It comes from somewhere deep inside him, a wicked rumble. But I like it. I like it a lot. 
 
   ‘Yeah me,’ he says. ‘I like to tie girls up and suck their pussies until they scream.’
 
   I feel my belly contract. How different this laughing man is from the one who shared a flame with me outside the barn. ‘Oh, you are disgusting.’
 
   He holds me at arm’s length and lets his eyes travel down, deliberately lingering on my breasts before coming to a stop at my bare belly.
 
   ‘Will you freaking stop staring at me like that?’
 
   He grins and a dimple pops up in his chin. It makes him look edible. ‘If you don’t want men to look at you like that, why do you dress like that?’
 
   ‘You’re an asshole, you know?’ I huff.
 
   ‘And you’re seriously fuckin’ hot.’
 
   My eyes widen. ‘Are you fucking serious?’ I gasp.
 
   ‘My balls are already aching.’
 
   ‘I don’t believe this.’
 
   ‘What sounds do you make when you come?’
 
   ‘What?’ I sputter. This is too much. It’s outrageous. He’s flirting with me and he has a woman waiting for him upstairs. What an arrogant bastard. ‘How dare you?’
 
   He smiles slowly. The slowest smile I’ve seen in my entire life. ‘If you don’t tell me, I’m gonna assume you want me to find out for myself.’
 
   My palm swings upwards furiously, but his hand shoots out and catches it. Bending my fingers inwards he lifts my knuckles up to his lips. I try to jerk my wrist away, but it doesn’t move at all. My breathing is erratic and my lips are trembling.
 
   He smiles down at me, his eyes black and frighteningly unknowable. 
 
   ‘You want to expend some energy, wildcat? Give me your address and I’ll come around later.’
 
    My chest puffs out. My blood is pounding with fury and lust. I feel as if I am about to explode in his face. I don’t know why this man can get me in this state with just the lift of an eyebrow. I shake my head. ‘I can’t decide if you are thick or just plain stupid. Read my lips. I. Don’t. Want. You.’
 
   ‘My, my, what a little liar you are. That’s not at all what your delectable body is telling mine.’ He runs a callused finger along the bare skin of my arm. It is not a particularly intimate or sexy move, but the way he does it makes me shiver. I freeze and hold my breath. When he reaches my wrist, he catches it and brings it up to his nose.
 
   ‘You’ve never changed your perfume, have you?’ His voice is quiet, reflective, but there are black fires burning in his eyes.
 
   My breath comes out in a whoosh. He noticed! I don’t tell him that this perfume was the last gift from my father. I had come back from a day of horse riding and my father had given me the box and said, ‘A flower shouldn’t smell like a donkey.’
 
   ‘It suits you,’ he says, looking at me as if he is drinking me in. I stare up at him stupidly. I am very tall but even in my high-heeled boots he still makes me feel tiny.
 
   The music changes. Chris Isaak’s sex anthem, Wicked Game, comes on. 
 
   ‘They’re playing our song, Layla,’ he says in a smoky drawl. 
 
   ‘We don’t have a song,’ I tell him, but my voice is weak
 
   His eyes gleam with amusement. He bends his head and I jerk back. ‘Who told you that?’ he whispers, so close to my ear I feel his breath hot and smelling of mints.
 
   Deftly, he whirls me around twice so I am suddenly thrust onto the edge of the dance floor. Isaak’s yearning vocals fill the air and I feel something melt inside me. The pulsating bodies around us melt away and we are inside the sexy black-and-white Herb Ritts video. A dreamy place where everything happens in slow motion and I am frolicking with the most gorgeous man on earth. 
 
   When Isaak’s voice slithers, ‘What a wicked game you played to make me feel this way.’  I feel as if BJ is singing it to me. His arms envelop my body tightly, we fit together perfectly. We stare into each other’s eyes. Lost in the dream world he has created, I lace my fingers around the back of BJ’s powerful neck. The thick muscles contract under my hands. My fingers sweep and tangle in his hair. 
 
   ‘I’d never dreamed I’d love somebody like you’. 
 
   I rest my cheek on his chest and listen to the swaggering, strut-worthy tempo of his heart. Everything about him is so macho. Even his heartbeat has attitude. I close my eyes. His intentions are delicious and unapologetically impolite. I don’t want to admit it, but some part of me aches for him.
 
   ‘No IIIIIII don’t want to fall in love… with you.’
 
   He lifts me by my waist. I don’t scream or yelp. My brothers have been doing it to me for years. When my throat is at his mouth level, he kisses it and I throw my head back and shudder at the warmth. He carries me higher still. I place my palms on his massive shoulders and look down on him. He stares at me, his eyes black and voracious. Slowly he twirls me. Round and round. Our eyes lock on each other. Then he moves his head forward and licks my belly button, like an animal. The carnality of the gesture makes me gasp. 
 
   Around us the music begins to slow down.
 
   Isaak says, ‘Nobody loves no one.’
 
   ‘I’ve tasted you and you are a meal I wish to devour,’ he growls in my ear on my journey back to the ground. My feet touch the ground and my knees feel shaky. This is not a dance. This is a seduction, a kind I have never experienced. Primitive, raw, irresistible.
 
   Dazed with hypnotic lust and mesmerized by his eyes, I gaze wordlessly up into his harsh face. A seduction is a promise of pleasure and release. I’m waiting. I guess I’m waiting for him to deliver. His head swoops down and his mouth captures mine. He kisses like a bandit. A time thieving bandit. Time slips away from me. The kiss goes on and on. I never want it to end. How long I stand within the circle of his arms while his mouth plunders mine I don’t know. 
 
   Heat and fire flood my belly. 
 
   My entire body is a river of sensations. Nothing in my life has ever felt so good. With his hand on the small of my back he presses me even closer into his body as if he wants to meld me into him. As if he wants to completely crush and dominate me. 
 
   It is as if there is something inside both of us that is fighting to get to the other. My hips thrust into his thick hardness and I lust for him. The craving for him is like a fever. When he raises his head, I am such a mess I can do no more than blink stupidly. 
 
   Fall Out Boy’s Centuries comes on around us and Patrick Stump is screaming, ‘Remember me ... for centuries.’
 
   He lets go of me, his eyes narrowed. As ever, a sense of danger, something taboo, lingers around him. ‘Meet me tomorrow,’ he says. There is a thread of urgency in his voice.
 
   The burn of his kiss lingers, and his scent is clinging to my skin like a touch. Nobody has ever kissed me like that. ‘I can’t. I’m going back to London tomorrow night.’
 
   ‘Come for dinner on Monday.’
 
   ‘Dinner,’ I repeat stupidly.
 
   ‘At Pigeon’s Pie.’
 
   Pigeon’s Pie is one of his pubs. I hesitate.
 
   ‘You can bring Ria with you,’ he urges persuasively.
 
   I shake my head and start backing away from him. ‘No,’ I whisper. I don’t want to be another girl he’s fucked and kicked to the curb. It would kill me. 
 
   ‘I’ll be waiting for you,’ he says.
 
   I turn around and run into the crowd of people.
 
   Up on his high station the DJ yells, ‘Show some fucking mercy. Put your hands up,’ and starts playing my most favorite song in the whole wide world. Are you with me?
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   BJ
 
   I watch her run away in those crazy boots, boots that make me want to suck her cute little princess toes. I bet they smell like flowers. ‘You can run little Sapphire Eyes, but you can’t hide.’ 
 
   This is the most exposed, terrified, and exhilarated I’ve ever been. It feels as if all the blood has drained from my head and gone into my cock. Across the crowd I spot my manager and walk over to him. 
 
   ‘Hey BJ,’ he greets politely. 
 
   I nod curtly. He’s good at his job, but I keep the demarcation clear at all times. We’re not friends. He works for me. I’m his boss. This way nobody oversteps the mark.
 
   ‘There’s a girl with a red beret, white suede boots, and a white dress who is here for Ria’s party. Find her and watch her like a hawk. Anyone that tries to chat her up, throw them out.’
 
   His eyes bulge. He has never received an instruction like that from me before. 
 
   ‘Got that?’ I ask, a little more aggressively than I had intended.
 
   ‘Yeah, yeah, I got that,’ he replies quickly, his hands coming up defensively.
 
   ‘Good. Did you see the woman I came in with?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ he admits warily.
 
   ‘Call her a taxi when she’s ready to go home.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ he says, with a smile of relief.
 
   ‘Any problems with red beret call me on my mobile regardless of the time.’
 
   ‘Got it.’
 
   ‘Good. Have a good night.’
 
   ‘Goodnight and thank you, BJ.’
 
   I turn around. ‘Oh, one other thing, make sure you escort red beret to her taxi.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTEEN
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   Layla
 
   By the time I wake up light is filtering in all around the edges of the curtains. I peer at my bedside clock and see with surprise that it is almost eleven. I must have been more tired than I realized. Strange my mother didn’t come to wake me up. I’d told her I wanted to help prepare Sunday lunch. I stretch luxuriously in the dim coolness of my childhood bed. And then the memory comes rushing back and my hand reaches for my mouth. 
 
   He kissed me!
 
   A smile creeps onto my lips. I sit up and grab the teddy bear sitting on the shelf over my bed. I slide back under the warmth of the duvet, hugging my bear tightly. His name is Graystone and he is nearly 20 years old, but he has been well cared for and looks exceptional for his age. He smells of lavender. Once a month my mother opens his neck and stuffs him with sachets of dried lavender flowers. When I was very young, I used to have conversations with my bear and I honestly believed he would reply.
 
   ‘Don’t tell anyone, Graystone,’ I whisper into his sweet-smelling head. ‘But it was mind-blowingly hot, like nothing I have ever experienced. It almost made me dizzy.’
 
   Graystone stays silent. 
 
   I sigh softly. ‘I know. I know. He made it abundantly clear that it’s just sex he’s after, but so what?’ 
 
   Last night I was a bit tipsy and had persuaded myself that I didn’t want to be just another notch on his bedpost, but in the cold light of day, why not? This is the new, adventurous me. Besides there’s always been this thing between us. Why not give in and just let it burn itself out. I’m not in any danger. It’s just a physical thing. I know I won’t fall in love with him or anything crazy like that. I mean I don’t really even like the man. 
 
   I replay the dance, the kiss, the extraordinary way he had licked me as if he was claiming his territory. I touch my belly button and feel an immediate reaction between my legs. Wetness! It was never like this with Lupo or anyone before him. 
 
   I put Graystone back on the shelf and roll out of bed, determined not think of BJ until tomorrow when I’ll decide whether or not to turn up at Pigeon’s Pie. I open my bedroom door and hear the sounds of my brothers’ voices downstairs. Still in my pajamas and without going to the bathroom first or making myself look presentable, I run down the stairs and into the living room. My mother is sitting in her armchair and my three brothers are sitting on the long sofa talking to her. 
 
   They all turn towards me. 
 
   ‘Sleeping Beauty is awake,’ Shane says.
 
   ‘Hello, sleepyhead,’ Jake greets. I go over to the sofa and standing at the armrest, let myself fall like a felled tree into my brothers’ laps. Just like I have been doing since I was a child. 
 
   ‘Timber,’ Dominic calls and they catch me, laughing. 
 
   ‘Layla, you’re not a little girl anymore. You’re far too old to be doing such unladylike things,’ my mother disapproves.
 
   ‘No, she’s not,’ Shane rushes to my defense. 
 
   ‘Stop spoiling her,’ my mother scolds him, but her voice lacks any real conviction. Secretly, she is proud of how close her family is. ‘She’s old enough to be a mother herself,’ she adds grumpily.
 
   ‘Perish the thought. She’s still just a baby herself,’ Jake says lazily, gently sweeping hair out of my face.
 
   ‘She’s never going to be too old for this even when she is 90,’ adds Dominic, who is sitting in the middle. With a growl he begins to tickle my belly. Suddenly all of them have gotten into the act and there are hands everywhere, in my armpits, my ribs, my belly. With a yelp I try to wriggle and evade their roaming hands, but their grip is steel-like and there are too many hands coming from all sides. Helpless, I laugh until I am gasping for air and my stomach hurts. 
 
   ‘I haven’t been to the toilet yet. I’m gonna wee on you,’ I splutter desperately. 
 
   It works instantly. They stop immediately and I worm off them and land on the floor on my back, breathless and panting.
 
   My brothers look down at me indulgently, but my mother is tutting away. I turn my head towards my mother’s upside down face. 
 
   ‘I thought you were going to wake me up and let me help you with lunch.’ 
 
   ‘I heard you stumbling around at two in the morning. I wanted you to have a good rest. You look better for it. Anyway, everything is done. Go and make yourself presentable. Lunch is in an hour.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Ma.’ I grin at her, then I turn my head back towards Jake. ‘Where is Lily?’ 
 
   ‘She was feeling a bit tired. She’s lying down in Ma’s room.’
 
   I frown. I really like Lily. There is something so delicate and sweet about her. ‘She’s okay, right?’
 
   ‘Yeah, she’s fine.’
 
   I sit up. ‘OK, I’m going to go say hello. See you guys after I have peed.’ 
 
   I run up the stairs towards my mother’s room. Outside her door I knock softly and call, ‘Lily?’
 
   ‘Come in,’ she says instantly.
 
   I open the door and she is trying to sit up. She is already eight months pregnant and her belly is quite big for her tiny frame. 
 
   ‘Don’t sit up,’ I tell her and she lies back down.
 
   I go up to her. ‘Can I listen?’
 
   She smiles.
 
   I crouch next to the bed, put my ear against her stomach, and listen to my niece. For a few seconds everything is quiet. Then I distinctively hear a noise.
 
   ‘What can you hear?’ Lily asks.
 
   ‘I think she just hiccupped,’ I tell her.
 
   Lily laughs. ‘You’re as bad as your brother. He swears he can hear her laugh.’
 
   I look at her incredulously. ‘Really?’
 
   She looks at me and shakes her head. ‘Through amniotic fluid? Very doubtful. But, to be fair, when he puts his head on my stomach she will shift around excitedly and kick hard. As if she recognizes her father.’ 
 
   I look at her in wonder. ‘Wow, how amazing is that?’
 
   She chuckles softly. ‘It is when you think about it.’
 
   I sit cross-legged on the floor with an elbow resting at the edge of my right knee and my chin in my palm. ‘Tell me about the day when you found out you were pregnant. I want to know everything. How you told Jake. And then what he said and did.’ 
 
   She smiles with the memory. ‘Well, I guess I knew I was pregnant two days after I missed my period. I’m like clockwork. So I bought a couple of pregnancy tests and both were positive. The funny thing is, it was one day before the first anniversary of the day we met, so I decided not to tell him until our anniversary night. We were going to spend it in Paris and I wanted to tell him at the hotel before we went to dinner.’ 
 
   She looks away from me, a dreamy, far-away look in her eyes.
 
   ‘He had booked us this beautiful hotel suite in Paris. It had one of those impossibly glamorous interiors, you know, the ones you see in movies. With tall, gilded ceilings, wall paneling, antique wooden floors, and a massive, intricately-carved gold bed. It had a three balconies and palm trees in Chinese pots. That’s where I told him.’ 
 
   She pauses and there are tears in her eyes.
 
   ‘Oh Lily, you are crying.’
 
   She shakes his head. ‘It was just so beautiful. I had bought these little yellow shoes. They were the tiniest pair of knitted shoes you ever saw. They came in a white cardboard box and I had asked the girl in the shop to gift-wrap them. I still remember the wrapping. Yellow with red balloons. So just before we left for dinner I put the box into his hand. “For you,” I said. He frowned, holding the small box in his hand as if it was the most precious thing in the world. “For me?” he asked as he did not quite believe it. You see, until then I had never given him anything. What could I give him? He was the man who had everything.’ 
 
   She smiles, a glowing secret smile. 
 
   ‘He opened the box. For a while he simply stared at them incredulously and then he fished them out between his thumb and forefinger and looked at me. Oh Layla, you should have seen the expression on his face. It gives me goosebumps even now. He was so happy, but he didn’t dare believe it, just in case it was a stupid joke or it meant something different. “Are you trying to tell me what I think you’re trying to tell me?” he whispered.’
 
   ‘I just nodded and watched as he carefully put the shoes back into the box, and put the box on the side table. Then, with a crazy, small boy whoop of pure joy, he lifted me up into the air and whirled me round and round until I was quite, quite dizzy.’
 
   ‘Oh Lily,’ I breathe. ‘What a lovely story.’
 
   ‘It was an unforgettable night,’ she says softly, and strokes her belly with a contented sigh. 
 
   ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever find the kind of love you have.’
 
   She looks me in the eye. ‘Sometimes the man for you is closer than you think.’
 
   BJ’s face flashes into my mind. How would such an obviously cold and hard man react to the news he is going to be a father? 
 
   ‘One day you’ll be pregnant and when you tell your man you’re carrying his child you will know exactly what I mean. A light, a special light, comes into his eyes.’
 
   For a while we stop speaking. Each of us lost in our own thoughts. Then Lily breaks the silence. ‘Your mum said you went to a party at Laissez-faire last night.’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I admit. ‘It was Ria’s birthday party.’ I briefly consider telling her about BJ, about that slow-motion, sex-drenched dance and the drug-like kiss afterwards. Then I decide not to. Nothing has happened yet. Nothing will if I don’t make it to Pigeon’s Pie. 
 
   ‘Was it good?’
 
   I grin. ‘It was brilliant. The music was great and we danced all night, but there was a big fight at the end. A guy almost crashed into me, but I was lucky. The manager of the club appeared out of nowhere and pulled me out of harm’s way. He immediately called a taxi and insisted on putting me into it. Very decent of him, I thought.’ 
 
   Lily’s eyes have an oddly knowing glint and she looks as if she is about to say something, but at that moment Jake enters the room, and I run off to the toilet. After I brush my teeth and hair, I dress in a pair of old jeans and a huge, comfy jumper. Then I run downstairs to join my family.
 
   Lunch is fun. It always is when my brothers are around. Jake is the oldest and he took on the role of breadwinner when my father died, making him the lucky one I run to when I am in trouble. Then there’s Dominic. He is a hothead with a hair-trigger temper, but he has a soft spot for me, so I can generally get away with murder with him. He’s the one I go to when I’ve done something I shouldn’t have and need to be forgiven.
 
   Shane is only a year older than me. He’s the coolest of my brothers, I can totally relax with him and say and do anything I want. He is also the most classically handsome Eden brother and the playboy of the family. He’s got girls everywhere. When we go out together I get a ton of venomous and jealous looks from women. I almost pity the woman he will end up with. It must be hell to be with such a player. 
 
   Shane catches my eye and taps the handle of his knife so it hits the table surface and expertly flicks a pea in my direction. I open my mouth and in it goes.
 
   ‘Stop it, both of you.’ My mother looks at Shane sternly. ‘Layla is not a child.’ 
 
   Both of us erupt into irrepressible laughter. 
 
   My mother turns to me. ‘By the time I was your age I was married with four children.’
 
   ‘Shane started it,’ I say. 
 
   ‘This is not proper behavior for a lady. Do you want people to think I raised a hooligan?’ my mother asks.
 
   I cast my eyes down. 
 
   ‘Let her be, Ma,’ Dominic, ever the gallant, comes to my rescue. ‘When she was away you were always moaning that it was like the life and soul of this family went away. All our meals were proper and dull. Now she’s back and you won’t let her have a bit of fun. She doesn’t behave like this when we are out. This is our family meal. Let her have her fun.’
 
   I look at Dominic with astonishment. My mum said that.
 
   To my surprise Jake cuts in. ‘It’s true that we spoil Layla rotten, but she hasn’t turned out so bad. She knows right from wrong. She’s never ever mean to anyone. She’s generous to a fault. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. She’s not stubborn or selfish or bossy or bitchy. Quite frankly, she makes me proud of her.’
 
   ‘And she knows how to catch flying peas in her mouth,’ Shane adds with a grin. 
 
   Everybody laughs. Even my mother smiles. 
 
   I gaze around the table at all their faces, even the latest addition, Lily, and my heart brims over with love. At that moment I think I am the most blessed person in the entire world 
 
   ‘How’s the job search coming along, Bear?’ Jake asks. 
 
   ‘I’ve got an interview on Wednesday. Fingers crossed,’ I say and stuff a chunk of roasted potato into my mouth so that he can’t ask where it is. Jake is such a control freak, he actually paid the people living in the flat next to me in Milan to keep an eye on me and make sure I was all right! God knows what he will do if I tell him where my interview is. 
 
   ‘Mmmm … delicious, Ma,’ I say around my food.
 
   My mother makes the best roasted potatoes ever. Her secret is twofold. She strains the potatoes and gives them a good hard shake in a closed lid pot after they have been cooked to break up their edges. Then she drops them on a baking tray of very hot goose fat. Hot enough to make the potatoes sizzle. The result: crispy on the outside, billowy on the inside.
 
   After lunch Jake and Lily offer me a lift back to London, a suggestion I quickly accept.
 
   


 
   
  
 



FOURTEEN
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   Layla
 
   The journey is pleasant. The conversation is light and easy and it is only when Jake and Lily start talking about attending a wedding of a family friend that I kind of put my foot in it.
 
   ‘Do you want to go, Bear?’ my brother asks.
 
   ‘Will BJ be there?’ I reply.
 
   Jake meets my eyes in the rearview mirror. He is frowning. ‘Why do you want to know?’
 
   I shrug. ‘Just curious.’
 
   ‘Stay away from BJ, Layla,’ he warns in a steely voice.
 
   I am immediately curious. ‘Why? I thought the feud is over and we are best friends with the Pilkingtons now.’
 
   ‘We’re not best friends. We’re friends,’ he corrects.
 
   ‘Ma said he saved your life.’
 
   ‘Yes, he did and I’ll be forever grateful for that, but I don’t want him anywhere near my sister. He’s a junkyard dog. He’ll fuck anything in a skirt.’
 
   ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Lily says. ‘I think BJ can be tamed. He is a bit of a beast, but a very seductive beast,’ she says and flashes a wink in my direction.
 
   The car suddenly stops.
 
   ‘Out of the car, you,’ Jake tells Lily. His voice is deadly quiet.
 
   She raises her eyebrows at him, then flicks her eyes in my direction, as if asking, You want to do this with you sister here?
 
   ‘I’m waiting,’ he says. 
 
   ‘Are you serious?’ she asks incredulously.
 
   I look from one to the other curiously. 
 
   Jake doesn’t reply. Instead he gets out of the car. As I watch totally bemused, he comes around to her side, opens Lily’s door, and takes her hand to pull her out and lead her around the back of the car. For a few moments I don’t turn around to look but then, oh fuck it, I have to know. I glance back, and my mouth drops open. 
 
   Whoa, Jake! 
 
   Lily is being crushed in Jake’s arms. He is kissing the shit out of her. The domination and forcefulness of his embrace is astonishing. I didn’t know he had it in him to be so intensely jealous and possessive. I swivel my head back quickly, not wanting to be caught staring like a half-wit at my brother eating his wife’s face by the roadside. I needn’t have worried though. It’s a good few minutes before he settles Lily back in the passenger seat. Her cheeks are bright red. And no wonder.
 
   He gets into his seat and turns around to face me.
 
   ‘You’ve been warned. BJ saved my life. So I owe him big time, but if he hurts even a hair on your head I’ll have to break his fucking legs, and I really don’t want to do that. We’ve just made up with the Pilkingtons after centuries of pointless feuding. If you don’t want to start an all-out war again between our families, stay away from him. Can you do that?’
 
   I nod slowly. 
 
   ‘Good. He’s not the only man in the world. There are millions of good guys out there for you. You don’t need to pick a drug dealer.’ He pauses. ‘He’s a criminal, Layla. Don’t ever mistake him for anything else. You deserve better than him. Much better.’
 
   ‘Ok,’ I whisper.
 
   He turns around and starts the car. We drive the rest of the way in complete silence.
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   ‘Thanks for the ride, Jake. Bye, Lily,’ I say, opening the car door.
 
   ‘No problem. I’ll wait until you get in,’ Jake says.
 
   ‘You don’t have to, Jake. What can possibly happen to me in broad daylight?’
 
   ‘Layla,’ he sighs wearily. 
 
   ‘OK, OK,’ I say and, slipping out of the car and shutting the door, I run up the steps to my front door. I love my family to death and all, but sometimes they are so overprotective I feel stifled. I close my front door and I hear Jake’s car drive away. My flat is quiet and still. So much so I jump when my phone rings. It’s Madison.
 
   ‘Hey, Maddy. How’s it going?’
 
   ‘Same old, same old,’ she says, sounding bored. ‘How was your party last night?’
 
   I take a deep breath. ‘I kissed … someone.’
 
   ‘Wait one moment,’ she says and I hear her moving around, doing something. ‘Right. I’m back.’
 
   ‘What were you doing?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Getting a tub of ice cream out of the freezer. So … who, what, where, when? Spit it out,’ she demands bossily. 
 
   So I tell her.
 
   ‘No fucking way!’ she screams so loudly I have to hold the phone away from my ear.
 
   I open the freezer and take out a carton of chocolate-chip ice cream and open it on the granite countertop. 
 
   ‘Are you kidding me?’ she asks incredulously.
 
   ‘Nope,’ I say, getting a spoon out of a drawer and shutting it with my hip.
 
   ‘But you hate him!’
 
   I sigh, plonking myself on a stool and stabbing my spoon into the ice cream. ‘I know.’
 
   ‘What do you mean you know? Is this like some sort of a hate fuck?’
 
   ‘I’m not sure I’m taking it any further than dinner.’
 
   ‘Liar,’ she accuses.
 
   I slide the spoon into my mouth and let the ice cream melt on my tongue. Maddy is right. In my heart of hearts I know I’m not walking away.
 
   ‘So what are you going to wear tomorrow then?’ she asks.
 
   ‘I don’t know yet.’
 
   ‘Wear your red dress.’
 
   ‘No way. That’s a summer dress.’
 
   ‘You won’t be wearing it for long, anyway.’
 
   ‘Even if I do decide to go further, I’m not planning on sleeping with him tomorrow.’
 
   ‘Of course, you’re not. You’re just practically salivating through the phone and into my ear,’ she says with her mouth full.
 
   I scoop more ice cream. ‘Want to bet I don’t sleep with him tomorrow?’
 
   ‘To be really frank, I’d sleep with him.’
 
   The spoon halts mid-way. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Wouldn’t be the saddest day of my life.’
 
   I lick the spoon. ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yeah, he has badditude and that intense, laser stare going on.’
 
   I grin. Badditude and a laser stare. That’s one description for BJ.
 
   ‘I like the way he fills out his jeans from the back too,’ she adds.
 
   I laugh outright.
 
   ‘Oh! And I suspect he’ll be very good in bed. He looks like he gets laid often.’
 
   That observation shouldn’t have troubled me, but it does. Which is strange because after Jake’s warning I am of the mind that even if I do sleep with him it will only be the once or twice.
 
   ‘So come on, what are you going to wear?’
 
   ‘Something subtle. Maybe a white shirt and my dark green trousers.’
 
   ‘Isn’t that what you were planning to wear for your job interview?’
 
   ‘No, I was going to wear my black trousers to the interview. I just don’t want to give the impression that I’m a slut.’
 
   She laughs. ‘You? A slut? Pleeeease. You’ve got ‘Don’t Touch’ written across your forehead.’ 
 
   ‘I do not.’
 
   ‘All right, I’m wrong. You’ve got Don’t Fucking Touch Or I’ll Call The Police blazing from your forehead.’ 
 
   ‘Don’t exaggerate, Maddie.’ I sigh. ‘Actually, I’m a bit confused.’
 
   ‘About what?’ she demands. 
 
   ‘I think I’m torn between excitement and panic,’ I reveal.
 
   ‘I get the excitement bit, but why the panic?’
 
   ‘Because I know it’s a bad idea.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Well to start with, Jake has threatened me off in no uncertain terms. Absolutely don’t go there stuff. Forbidden in capital letters. Huge family feud stuff. Jake actually called him a drug dealer and criminal. And he didn’t say it just for effect. He really believes BJ is a massive gangster.’
 
   ‘Ooook. You said to start with. What are the other reasons?’
 
   ‘I sometimes get the uneasy feeling that I am standing at the edge of a cliff and about to jump in when I’m with BJ. There’s this feeling of doing something deliciously destructive, but there is also the prospect of oblivion forever.’
 
   ‘Man, only you can make a simple fuck sound so dramatic.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



FIFTEEN
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   Layla
 
   If a girl will walk stark-naked by the light of the full moon round a field or a house, and cast behind her at every step a handful of salt, she will get the lover whom she desires.
 
   Old Gypsy Magic
 
   The moment Ria called to ask if I wanted to go to dinner with her at Pigeon’s Pie I knew. I was always going to say yes. So I did. Ria and I agreed to meet at a wine bar in Waterloo first for one drink and then take a taxi to Pigeon’s Pie. 
 
   I arrive first. Nervously I order a glass of white wine and find us a table. Ria is dressed in a skin-tight leopard print crop top and leather trousers. She looks sexy and carefree. Suddenly I wish I had taken Maddy’s advice, and not dressed so stuffily. We drink a glass of wine and chat about the people we know, then Ria looks at her wristwatch.
 
   ‘We should go. We don’t want to be late for dinner,’ she says with a smile.
 
   ‘No, we don’t want to be late,’ I agree nervously.
 
   The taxi drops us across the road from Pigeon’s Pie. From outside it looks like an old fashioned pub; a place with fruit machines, patterned carpets, dark wood furniture, and horrible pub food. 
 
   ‘You okay?’ Ria asks.
 
   ‘Totally,’ I reply and follow her through the double doors. Inside it is exactly as I had envisioned. Only it is surprisingly full of elegantly dressed, well-heeled people.  
 
   ‘Come on,’ Ria says and leads me to a back room. She opens the door to a wood paneled room, and—oh my God!—It’s like I have been transported into an old gangster movie. This is the proverbial backroom where shady deals get struck. It even has another door, presumably a quick, back way escape door. BJ is sitting at a wooden table and there is a half-drunk pint of Guinness in front of him. 
 
    [image: Description: Description: BJ.jpg] 
 
   BJ
 
   Forswear it sight! For I ne’er saw true beauty till tonight.
 
   -William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
 
   Oh Layla. Look at you. Dressed as if you’re going to a job interview at a bank. A pink and white striped shirt, a tailored, almost masculine black jacket, and the unsexiest article of clothing I’ve ever had the misfortune to come across: a below the knee, wrap around skirt in gunmetal grey. 
 
   Still, it’s shocking how relieved I am to see her. Some part of my brain can’t believe she came. Of her own free will. I rise to my feet.
 
   ‘Hey BJ,’ Ria calls out with a big, friendly smile.
 
   ‘Hey Wild Cat,’ I reply easily.
 
   She pouts prettily and lifts her face up to kiss me on the cheek. While her lips are stuck to my face, I shift my gaze to Layla. Her teeth are sunk into her bottom lip. Fuck! What a great mouth. And there’s another inch in my pants. Ria dislodges herself with a wet sound.
 
   ‘Layla.’ My eyes take a lazy trip down her body. Jesus! I am crazy-lusting after her.
 
   Color creeps up her cheeks, but her voice is cool. ‘BJ.’
 
   ‘Have a seat,’ I invite. ‘What do you girls want to drink?’
 
   A waitress has already entered the room and is hovering nervously in the background. 
 
   ‘Champagne,’ Ria says, perching delicately at the end of the chair opposite me.
 
   I raise an eyebrow at Layla. ‘The same?’
 
   She shrugs. ‘OK,’ she agrees and slips into the chair next to Ria.
 
   ‘Bring us a Bollinger,’ I tell the waitress. 
 
   She nods and scurries away as if I bite. I sit down and lean back, curling my hand loosely around my pint glass.
 
   ‘Do you still have Bertie?’ Ria asks.
 
   ‘Of course. She’s a dead woman if she leaves me.’
 
   Layla’s eyes open wide.
 
   Ria laughs. ‘Yeah right. You’re dead if she leaves you, you mean.’ 
 
   Ria turns to Layla. ‘Bertie was a housecleaner in Florida and came here to visit her niece who was going out with BJ. The niece invited BJ to their home, Bertie cooked him a meal, and the rest is history. She’s amazing. She takes American comfort food and fuses it with European, Mexican, and Asian recipes. You won’t believe how good they come out. Hard to imagine, but all those posh people out there, they could go to the best restaurants in London, instead they come here for Bertie the housecleaner’s food.’ 
 
   ‘Wow.’
 
   She turns to me. ‘But you prefer the plain comfort food though, don’t ya?’
 
   ‘Give me a plate of fried chicken and I’m a happy man,’ I say lightly.
 
   Ria laughs. ‘I love coming here.’ 
 
   The champagne arrives, gets poured, and the girls take their polite little sips. 
 
   There is the sound of birds tweeting. It has Ria reaching into her purse for her phone. She looks at the screen, frowns, and says, ‘Sorry, I have to take this.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ Layla says.
 
   I gaze at her expressionlessly.
 
   ‘Oh no,’ she exclaims dramatically. ‘Noooo. Really? Do you want me to come over?’
 
   I turn my attention to Layla. She is staring at Ria worriedly. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry. I’ll take a cab. I’ll be with you in 20 minutes at the most. No, no, of course not. No, they won’t mind.’ 
 
   She ends the call and looks at me then Layla. ‘I’m so sorry, but a friend of mine has just gotten some bad news. I’ve got to go and be with her. I hope you guys don’t mind.’
 
   I shake my head.
 
   Layla says nothing. Just stares at Ria. 
 
   Ria turns to me. ‘You will give Layla a ride back home, won’t you?’
 
   ‘Sure, I’ll give Layla a ride,’ I say.
 
   SIXTEEN
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   Layla
 
   One corner of his mouth crooks up. I love his mouth. The way he says ride is slow and sexy. I bet he can give me a ride. Silently, I watch Ria glug her champagne down as fast as is humanly possible. Her eyes drift longingly to the bottle, but she stands and comes towards me. I allow her to hurriedly air peck both my cheeks and watch while she does the same to BJ. Then she is gone. 
 
   And I meet his eyes. ‘There’s no emergency is there?’ 
 
   Utterly unperturbed he grins. ‘Of course not.’
 
   I stand up.
 
   He looks up at me. His eyes are no longer lazy, and tame. They are unblinking and burning with a fire-like intensity. ‘You’re all grown up now, Layla. You don’t really need a chaperone, do you?’
 
   ‘No, but I don’t appreciate being manipulated.’
 
   ‘Would you have come on your own?’
 
   I pause. ‘I guess not.’
 
   ‘Do you want me to call Ria back?’ he asks gently.
 
   My shoulders sag. Of course I don’t. I know what I’m here for. My anger is totally irrational, a result of nervous energy.
 
   ‘Sit down,’ he says softly. ‘I promise it’ll be the best fried chicken you’ll ever eat.’
 
   I take a deep breath and reoccupy the chair I’d vacated. He smiles. 
 
   There is something about this man …. Even when he was 15 and I had convinced myself that I thoroughly disliked him, he was still that tough insouciant who stared at me. Now that he’s all grown up and forbidden to me, his magnetism whispers and beckons irresistibly. I want him. I want him more than I’ve wanted anything else in my life. I want him so much it’s an ache somewhere deep inside me. 
 
   ‘Are you hungry?’ he asks casually, the tone totally at odds with what I see in his eyes.
 
   The reptilian brain lurking inside my head is not in the mood for pillow talk or cuddles or food. It wants what it wants. And what it wants is a fuck. A mindless fuck of epic proportions. 
 
   I shake my head and stare at his sexy mouth hungrily. 
 
   He lifts his eyebrows. ‘You’re radiating sex right now.’
 
   My breath comes faster. ‘Oh yeah?’
 
   His nostrils flare. ‘Yeah. You’re giving me a raging hard-on.’
 
   God that was delivered deep and sexy. Strange, my family made me believe I was made of sugar and spice and everything nice, and I have turned out to be made of an inner itching that makes me lewd and lusting.
 
   I stand up and walk over to the door to turn the lock.
 
   He stands up. ‘Come and show me how wet you are.’ 
 
   I walk towards him. When I am about three feet away, I leap up on him, loop my arms around his neck, and curl my legs around his hips, making sure to rub my damp panties against the hard bulge in his jeans.
 
   His large hands curl around my thighs. ‘Now you’re talking, Princess.’
 
   I lick my lower lip slowly.
 
   He groans. ‘Holy shit, Layla.’
 
   I lean closer to his ear, my breath hot. ‘What about the fried chicken?’
 
   ‘Fuck the fried chicken.’
 
   I look up at him from under my lashes. ‘How about that ride then?’
 
   ‘Time you were in my bed, young lady,’ he growls and carries me with my wet pussy stuck to the fierce erection in his jeans. We go through a second door in the room that leads to a dim, narrow corridor lit only by an emergency light. I clasp my fingers tightly around his neck and feel like a tick hanging on to the neck of a huge beast. 
 
   His skin is warm and he smells wild, like the sea when it is stormy or the forest at night. And ale, I get a whiff of that too. I lay my cheek on his chest and hear his heart beating fast and loud under his clothes. The corridor leads to another emergency door that opens out to the cold night. 
 
   Snowflakes fall on his cheeks. I reach up and lick one. His skin feels hot. He leans imperceptibly closer. There is naked need in his eyes. I stare up at him and watch as his breath frosts before it reaches my face.
 
   ‘When I find something I want to keep, I never let go,’ he says quietly.
 
   I smile. 
 
   He lifts my shirt and puts his fingertips on my belly. 
 
   I shudder. ‘Cold.’ But I don’t jerk away. I don’t want him to take his hand away. 
 
   He stops in front of a massive, souped up four-wheel drive. More lorry than car. He opens the passenger door and deposits me inside as if I weigh no more than a child. He closes the door, gets into the driver’s seat, turns on the noisy engine, and we hurtle through the cold streets of London. 
 
   ‘Where are we going?’
 
   He glances at me before returning his eyes to the road. ‘Do you really care?’
 
   He’s right. I don’t. We don’t say a word after that. Sometimes I look sideways at him, but he has his head turned towards the traffic and his profile is stern, his jaw clenched tight. When he briefly looks at me his eyes are glittering and as cold as that of a serpent.
 
   I wonder what he is thinking. I don’t ask. It feels like this is what we were meant to do. Always. The dislike was a temporary cover for this volcano of passion and lust.
 
   When we reach his house, he turns to me. In the light of the street lamp, his eyebrows are a straight line under which pools of blackness have gathered. The scar on his face seems alive. He is the most intimidating and magnetic man I have ever met. 
 
   ‘Last chance to back out,’ he warns. In the strange shadows his entire body seems to be crouched, tense and waiting. The potty-mouthed bastard is gone. I’ve never seen him look so grim or so apprehensive. At that moment I know that this is one of those times when I hold all the cards. When my decision will change everything forever. 
 
   Both of us know this cannot and will never be just a one-night stand. There will be no going back from this. It will be messy. Other people will get involved. And the inevitable break-up will be heartbreaking. My family will be hurt. I blank out the implications even as Jake’s face swims into my consciousness. Make no mistake. He is a criminal. This is a guy who gets laid a lot. I close my eyes. It can be a secret. It can be our secret. No one else needs to know. When it burns out, only I will suffer.
 
   ‘No thanks,’ I whisper. 
 
   His body becomes slack with relief. He got the girl again. He nods. ‘Thank God,’ he says savagely triumphant. ‘My balls are aching like they’ve been sucker punched. I need to have my cock in your hot little cunt as soon as possible.’ 
 
   He hauls open the door on my side, scoops me into his arms, and carries me off to his lair. I look up into his face. Who’d have thought? 
 
   Him and me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



SEVENTEEN
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   Layla
 
   He kicks the front door shut behind him. The house is semi-dark and his footsteps echo. He obviously doesn’t use this place much. There is a lamp lit in one of the rooms, its light spilling out into the hallway. He takes me up the stairs, opens a door, and lays me down on a very large bed. Silently, he moves to the fireplace and lights it. A gas fire throws up dancing flames and the sparse room becomes full of shadows.
 
   He turns to me, an odd expression on his face, as if he is stunned to find me in his living space. There is almost an animal-like quality about him. Like a wolf that is crouched and tense, ready to spring on its prey. I drink him in, mesmerized by how large he is, how desperately I want him. He hesitates, as if his next move matters, then walks up to me and says, ‘Play with yourself until you are wet and hot.’
 
   ‘I’m already wet and hot,’ I gasp.
 
   ‘I want to see your pussy dripping. I want to be able to smell you from here. Can you do that for me?’
 
   He emits heat like a radiator. I feel his power flow from his skin and envelop me like a mist. I don’t know why, but I do not feel the slightest bit shy. I lift my skirt so he will have a clear view and, spreading my legs, slowly slip my hand into my panties and over my mound. I look up at him and deliberately push my finger deep into my slick channel. My sex is so swollen and engorged with lust that a moan oozes out of me. The sound is thick and so full of need that it is a revelation even to me.
 
   He stands very still, a stranger, watching me avidly. As if this is the first time a woman has ever opened her legs for him. 
 
   ‘I’m dripping,’ I groan, my legs squirming. I’ve never been so hot or so wet before.
 
   ‘Show me.’
 
   The ache is so strong it feels as if I am bruised between my thighs. I slide my panties over my legs and feet.
 
   He catches me by my ankles, pulls my legs apart, and looks down at me. No man has ever looked at me the way he is looking. As if he is looking at the most beautiful thing he has ever seen in his life. Possessively and with pure, unadulterated yearning. It is addictive. I feel as high as I did that time I had a puff of weed behind the bicycle shed with Willow and her boyfriend. The knots in the thick muscles of his shoulders tell me how much control he is exerting over himself.
 
   His gaze travels back to my face and our eyes lock. His are deliberately hooded, the half-moons holding a force that seems unsuitable for a junkyard dog willing to mate with anything in a skirt. It’s more like something you would encounter in a slow-moving, achingly beautiful dream. I want him to enter me so bad my entire body feels like one exposed raw nerve. 
 
   ‘Take off your top,’ he growls.
 
   I pull it roughly over my head.
 
   ‘Lose the bra.’
 
   That went the way of the top pretty damn quick.
 
   He grasps me by my waist as if I am a doll of little consequence or weight and turns me on my face. I hear him unzip my skirt and pull it down my legs. He turns me back around.
 
   ‘I want to see you play with your nipples.’
 
   I rub my fingers in circles and then catch them between my thumb and forefinger and roll them. His eyes widen. 
 
   He kneels down and a shock of black hair falls onto his forehead. My body rises off the bed as my hand moves helplessly to it. I claw my hand through his hair. He remains still, silent, powerful. I like to tie girls up and suck their pussies until they scream.
 
   ‘Make me scream,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Thought you’d never ask,’ he says and slips his palms under my buttocks turning my crotch into a sort of plate or bowl and brings me to his mouth. For a second he looks like a beast about to devour me. And that aura of dominance turns me to mush. I cream. Slickness runs down the insides of my thighs. He extends his hot tongue, swipes it along the crack, and swirls the tip over my plumped, engorged folds. 
 
   There is not an inch he does not explore, tease, or brush. Down one side, up the other, this way, that way, a poke here, a brush there … until my pussy is on fire and I am out of my mind with need, squirming and begging for release.
 
   He sucks my clit and the molten heat of his mouth is such a shock to my system it makes my whole body shake. I come so fucking hard I scream. He doesn’t take his huge head away from my oversensitive, pulsating clit and the orgasm goes on and on. The muscle contractions come and come until my head spins. It is raw, primal, and violent, unlike anything I have ever experienced. 
 
   ‘Whoa, that was amazing,’ I whisper, in my stupor.
 
   ‘Good. Because I’m ready to fuck.’
 
   He pulls his t-shirt over his head and I gape. Holy shit! He is covered in tats. My brothers have them, but not like this. I let my eyes rove over them. Angels, demons, patterns, and the words No Fear blazing across his chest. He unbuttons his fly and his trousers hit the floor. He pulls down his underwear and his cock springs out. My eyes widen. Holy shit fuck! That is the biggest, angriest cock I have ever seen in my life. Swollen and decorated with throbbing veins it is literally jerking with aggression and animal vigor.  
 
   ‘So this is what all the fuss is about,’ I say wonderingly. Now I know why he wanted me to be dripping wet.
 
   ‘Don’t fret, hun. Just spread your legs a bit wider,’ he advises as he rolls a condom over the massive shaft.
 
   Eagerly I splay my legs as far as they will go. He lifts both my wrists over my head and traps them under his large hand. Staring in my eyes he slowly sinks his massive cockhead into me, forcing my pussy to accommodate him. He is so big my mouth opens in a silent cry of shock. I’ve never been so stretched before or so damn full.
 
   ‘Fuck, your cunt is incredibly tight,’ he rumbles deep in his throat. 
 
   Unable to talk, I take a shallow breath, and he uses that opportunity to push himself even deeper into me.
 
   Oh God. Yes.
 
   ‘You like having a big dick inside you, Princess Layla?’
 
   Vulnerable and totally exposed, I nod.
 
   He pushes again. And he is balls-deep inside.
 
   I expel the breath I was holding.
 
   ‘You took it all like a good girl,’ he growls and, bringing his mouth to my nipple, bites it.
 
   ‘You fucking animal,’ I curse and it is like playing with fire. The beast inside him takes over. He withdraws from my pussy and slams back in so hard my breasts quake, and my whole body shunts upwards. I feel the jolt in my bones. It is like being drilled into. I grunt. 
 
   He rams into me again, but this time I am ready for him and I enjoy it.
 
   ‘Is that all you got?’ I goad, squeezing the splendid thickness inside me. 
 
   It isn’t. He turns my insides into molten lava. I think my clit is alive and will burst into flames. Trapped under this giant, I fucking lose it. Ferociously, I jam my hips upwards, tangle my legs around his ass, and scream like a foghorn as he continues to thrust into me. 
 
   When it is over, I gaze up at him mistily. His cock is buried so deep inside me I think I own it. It must be mine. It is a shock when he pulls out of me suddenly. He releases my hands and falls on his back on the bed.
 
   ‘Now ride me,’ he orders.
 
   I cannot wait to fulfill that command. I crawl to him, greedily lower myself onto the glorious pillar of hard meat and lock my muscles around the throbbing goodness. Impaled on his cock, my body sighs with possessive pleasure. This man was made for me. I lean forward to balance myself and begin to move on his thick shaft. Each hard slam makes him shoot deeper into me.
 
   ‘That’s it. Ride me hard.’
 
   He comes like a raging bull, his body heaving, his head thrown back, his lips curled back in a snarl, and his eyes glazed and unseeing. I ride him through it all. When he stops exploding and becomes still, I can see the wavy heat rising from our joined flesh. I rub my pussy on him restlessly. I don’t want his cock out of my body. 
 
   ‘You want more, Princess?’
 
   ‘I do,’ I say, but in fact, I feel completely drained and sleepy. 
 
   He holds me and rolls himself so we are both lying on our sides facing each other. Slowly, he slips out of me. My legs feel cramped and stiff and I straighten them with a sigh.
 
   He touches my hair. ‘So silky,’ he mutters.
 
   My eyes droop closed for a second before I realize that I am falling asleep. I force them open and look at him. It is astonishing how awake and alert he seems to be.
 
   ‘Aren’t you sleepy?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Nope. I have a high metabolic rate. I don’t tire fast. In fact, I hardly ever sleep.’ He eases off the condom, ties it, and chucks it over the edge of the bed.
 
   ‘Really? That’s amazing.’
 
   ‘It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I spend too many nights when everyone else is asleep wandering around like some night creature.’
 
   ‘Is that why they call you The Bat? Because you’re up all night.’
 
   He gives me an odd look, as if he is deciding what to tell me. ‘No, that’s not why.’
 
   I get up on my elbow and look at him curiously. ‘Why then?’
 
   In one smooth move he is on his haunches and has pulled me upright on the bed. We stand facing each other. ‘Because when I was 15 I didn’t know how to control my rage or my power and that made me fierce and vicious. This is how I fought then.’ 
 
   He tucks his chin down to his chest, rounds his shoulders, and moves his fists as if he is throwing punches to the sides of my body. They only touch my body, but I get a measure of how lightning-fast his delivery is, and how impossible it must be to try and evade them if he was doing it for real. In seconds, I feel disorientated and I don’t resist when he grabs my shoulders, swooping down to touch his open mouth to the side of my neck. He lifts his head and stares at me. 
 
   ‘I bit them hard enough to draw blood. At the end of every fight, my mouth was always dripping with their blood and sometimes I even spat out flesh.’ 
 
   I stand frozen with shock. ‘Why were you so angry?’
 
   Something flashes in his eyes. Something that hurt him badly. It shocks me to see him so vulnerable. And then a veil comes over his eyes. He had accidently revealed too much. ‘I didn’t bring you here to talk. You’re here to fuck and to suck cock,’ he says, pushing my shoulders downwards.
 
   I get on my knees. His cock is already rock hard, but just a moment ago I saw something in his eyes. Some terrible pain. 
 
   ‘It’s a nice cock. I’ll enjoy sucking it,’ I say, softly looking up at him. 
 
   I lean forward and lick the smooth head. He rakes his fingers through my hair, fists them, and fucks my mouth as if I am a prostitute he picked up on a street corner. But I understood, even when I was getting on my knees, that it is the hurt, the terrible hurt that I reminded him of that is driving him. 
 
   He comes in my mouth without asking if he can. 
 
   I get it. He has just made me submit. Made me swallow his cum. He has owned me. I look up at him, my mouth still full of his softening flesh. His shoulders heave. He pulls out of me, crouches down, and we stare at each other. And I know that something has changed.
 
   ‘I have to leave,’ I say.
 
   ‘Stay the night.’
 
   ‘I can’t. Dominic is taking me out to breakfast.’
 
   ‘Sorry, I can’t let you go just yet. I haven’t had enough of you yet.’
 
   ‘I’m too sore, BJ.’
 
   ‘I know,’ he says softly, his voice husky. ‘I won’t hurt you.’
 
   I feel my stomach lift. 
 
   He puts me on my back, pins me to the bed with his body, and kisses my eyes. What he does afterwards can only be called a worship of my body with his tongue and mouth. He covers every inch of me kissing, sucking, licking, nipping, biting. Neck, hands, fingers, legs, toes, breasts, nipples, stomach, hips, back, buttocks, asshole, and—finally, finally when I am shivering with arousal —clit.
 
   The result of so much attention is an orgasm like I’ve never had. The kind where there are stars at the back of your eyelids and you really think you are going to pass out, or perhaps you even actually pass out. No wonder the French call it la petite mort, the little death. It is so consuming and powerful I feel almost melancholy and tears slip out of my eyes.
 
   He looks at them curiously, bending his head to lick them.
 
   The gesture is so innocent, so without guile that it makes me feel unreal. At that surreal moment I believe myself to be merely a reflection on a shiny surface or part of a dream. It is in the play of light from the flames in the fireplace on his face that pulls me back. I see him for what he really is. A totally misunderstood, half-man, half-beast, hiding a suffering heart. And I feel as protective over him as a mother bear of her cubs. I could never let anyone hurt him. And I know, in this moment, that I must never, never bring harm to him. I must guard him from the wrath of my family. 
 
   I touch his scar and he flinches.
 
   ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘Someone bit me,’ he says quietly, but I know it was not just anyone. The scar is still alive in his mind. And sometimes when I look at him, it even seems so to me. 
 
   ‘A scar is a special thing. It means you were stronger than whatever tried to hurt you.’
 
   His eyes widen. He stares at me in wonder.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   He shakes his head. ‘You’re just different than what I thought you would be.’
 
   I smile. ‘What did you think I’d be?’
 
   He shakes his head again and looks away. ‘Not like this.’ He sits up. ‘Are you hungry?’
 
   ‘Starving actually.’
 
   ‘Come on. I’ll feed you and then take you home.’
 
   We dress quickly as if we are leaving the scene of a crime. I have a great desire to stroke his cheek and make it better. But what am I making better? We have nothing but sex between us. There can be nothing between us, but secret passion. He looks at me, his stance, waiting, watching, patient.
 
   I tie my skirt over my shirt, shrug on my jacket, and slip into my shoes. ‘Ready,’ I declare.
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   He takes me to a Chinese restaurant, one of these places that stays open all night. He orders what seems to be the entire menu.
 
   ‘Are you really going to eat all that?’
 
   ‘I burned a lot of calories tonight,’ he says with a grin.
 
   The food starts arriving almost immediately. He has ordered all kinds of food, but I feel full after a helping of Kung Po chicken and ginger prawns on half a bowl of rice. It is actually too late to eat. 
 
   Feeling lethargic and satiated and happy, I lean my chin on my hand and watch with sleepy detachment as he goes through the pile of food. In the car, I yawn and lean my head back against the head rest. He turns towards me. 
 
   ‘Meet me for dinner tomorrow?’
 
   ‘I can’t. I have to be in bed early. I have a job interview on Wednesday.’
 
   ‘I’ll call you and we’ll meet for lunch instead,’ he suggests.
 
   The feeling of contentment disappears. ‘Let me call you,’ I say quickly.
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   I bite my lip. ‘Jake doesn’t approve of me dating you.’
 
   He leans away from me, his eyes grim. ‘I’m not going to sneak around behind anyone’s back.’
 
   I feel the happiness ebbing away. ‘I was using the word approve euphemistically. He promised all-out war.’ 
 
   He runs his hand through his hair. ‘Let me talk to him.’
 
   ‘No, don’t. Please. Don’t. It’s better if you don’t.’
 
   ‘I’m not afraid of Jake, Layla. I’ll fight anybody for what’s mine.’
 
   I stare at him in shock as a flare of pure joy zings through my body. ‘I’m yours?’
 
   ‘Yeah, you’re fucking mine. And I don’t take kindly to anyone standing between me and my woman.’
 
   ‘He thinks you’re a drug dealer and he wants better for me.’
 
   ‘Too fucking bad. I don’t tell him how to live his life. If I want you, I’ll fucking have you.’
 
   ‘Maybe if you weren’t dealing in drugs, Jake wouldn’t be so against our relationship?’ 
 
   He looks at me. ‘I do what I do because this is what I am. This is what I know and this is what I am good at. I won’t change for Jake.’
 
   I sigh. ‘But what you’re doing is dangerous. It’s only a matter of time before you end up behind bars.
 
   He shakes his head. ‘You have to trust me. I deal only in class 3 grass where the sentence is light and I have set it up in such a way that it never passes through my hands.’
 
   I feel suddenly heavy hearted and tearful. Jake is right. What future is there for me with someone like him? He won’t change.
 
   I drop my face. ‘Anyway, what we have might burn out quickly and we would have upset everyone for nothing.’
 
   He grabs my chin. ‘You don’t get it. I don’t give a shit about upsetting everyone else. You’re mine and the sooner everyone knows it the better.’ 
 
   ‘Don’t push me, BJ. I love my family and I don’t want to hurt them. I’ll tell Jake when the time is right. You have to trust me that I know my brother better than you.’
 
   His jaw is set hard. A pulse throbs in it like a heart. ‘Don’t delay it too long, or I’ll have to take it into my own hands.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



EIGHTEEN
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   Layla
 
   ‘Did you sleep last night?’ Dominic asks.
 
   I flush. ‘Why do you ask?’ I question defensively. We are standing outside my flat in the weak morning sunshine.
 
   ‘You always have blue shadows under your eyes when you don’t sleep well.’
 
   ‘Oh! Yeah, I didn’t sleep too well last night. Just a bit worried about my interview tomorrow, I guess,’ I lie.
 
   ‘If that asshole doesn’t give you the job, just let me know and I’ll send a couple of boys around to smash up his offices.’
 
   I give him a dirty look and he grins.
 
   ‘That might have been funny if it had come from Shane. From you it’s just downright scary,’ I say, getting into his brand new BMW i8. 
 
   He laughs and I join in. I love it when Dominic laughs. It changes his whole face. 
 
   The car is filled with the scent of new leather and the strawberry air freshener that hangs from the rearview mirror. The engine roars aggressively to life and I settle back to enjoy a wild ride. My brother drives like a mad man. 
 
   He says he wants to try out his new chef, so he takes me to breakfast at a wine bar he has recently acquired. It’s an old railway station that has been converted for commercial purposes. It still has the metal finials and a platform in the middle. He has named it Applegate Station. The décor is a cross between eclectic and sophisticated with a painted piano, French farmhouse style rustic accessories, chintz upholstery with peacocks and bright foliage, and dark wooden floors. The overall effect is effortless chic.
 
   ‘What do you want to eat?’
 
   He orders scrambled eggs with smoked salmon and I tell the waiter to double the order.
 
   People are terrified of Dominic because he has such a ready and explosive temper, but I know he is the only one who can stand up to Jake if necessary. So I decide to very gently put out some feelers.
 
   ‘I was out with Ria last night,’ I say stirring sugar into my coffee, ‘and I was curious. What was the feud with the Pilkingtons actually about?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows. It was centuries ago. These things start for small matters and carry on through the generations. Each generation hating each other without knowing why.’
 
   ‘I see. So now our families are friends?’
 
   He takes a sip of orange juice and studies me over his glass. ‘I guess so.’
 
   I have to be careful. Dominic is a hot head but he is very intelligent. Very quick to catch on.
 
   ‘Do we do business with the Pilkingtons?’
 
   ‘Not really. We have our territories clearly drawn up so there are no misunderstandings. BJ doesn’t mess with us and we don’t mess with him.’
 
   ‘So why did Jake and BJ fight then?’
 
   ‘It was a misunderstanding.’
 
   ‘Right.’ I pause. ‘So technically there’s no reason why our families shouldn’t do business or socialize?’
 
   ‘Technically? No.’ His voice has become still and his face watchful.
 
   ‘Well, I think you’ve done a fine job with this place. It’s beautiful. Ah… and here comes the food.’
 
   The waiter puts the food on the table. After a flurry of questions about whether we want black pepper or more drinks, we are alone again. I pick up my knife and fork. ‘Bon appetito,’ I wish heartily.
 
   ‘Layla.’ Dominic’s voice is too quiet.
 
   I put my fork and knife down and slowly lift my eyes up to his.
 
   He is staring at me with disbelief. ‘Who did you really go out with last night?’
 
   I lean back against the bright peacock and foliage upholstered chair. ‘BJ,’ I admit quietly.
 
   His hand comes crashing down on the table. The cutlery and plates jump. I jump. I have never seen Dominic get angry with me.
 
   My hand covers my mouth.
 
   ‘Fuck!’ he swears loudly.
 
   I stare at him. He puts his palm over one eye. ‘What the fuck, Layla?’
 
   ‘Please,’ I beg. ‘Please don’t tell Jake.’
 
   At the mention of Jake’s name, Dominic erupts into another litany of loud curses. Fortunately, the place is not yet open to the public. I can hear the staff in the bar scurrying out to the back. 
 
   I sit it out until he gets a hold of himself. ‘How far has the relationship gone?’
 
   ‘I’ve only met him a few times. It’s not really a relationship. It’s just a sex thing.’
 
   ‘Don’t fucking tell me that! I’m your fucking brother.’
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I apologize quickly. 
 
   ‘BJ! Why? Why on earth did you have to choose him? He’s such a fucking dog. He’s gone through all the women in Shane’s club.’ He stares at me. ‘Every fucking one.’
 
   I look down. I know I should be ashamed. I should be mortified that I’ve given myself to a man who is so obviously a man-whore, but I’m not. And that thought gives me sudden strength. I won’t sit here and let my brother abuse BJ. I have something with BJ and I don’t want to be disloyal to that thing, whatever it is. I reach out my hand and place it on my brother’s arm. It pulls him out of his rage. 
 
   ‘He’s not like what you think.’
 
   My brother groans. ‘How can you even say that? He’s got you going behind all our backs and lying! Shit! He’s havin’ a laugh at our family’s expense. I thought he was more honorable than that!’
 
   I flush to the roots of my hair. ‘It’s not his fault. He wanted to confront Jake, but I begged him not to. It’s the wrong time. Jake is so happy at the moment. In less than a month he is going to be a dad. I don’t want to spoil it for him.’
 
   I see Dominic’s expression change and I press my advantage. ‘Besides, if BJ is the dog you say he is, it will all be over in the next couple of weeks. Why worry and upset Jake unnecessarily?’
 
   ‘You deserve better than that barbarian, Layla.’ He looks sad when he says it.
 
   ‘It’s just an experience, Dom. I’m not planning to marry him or have a family with him. I’m all grown up now and I’m just spreading my wings, living my life.’ 
 
   ‘If he fucking hurts you …’
 
   ‘I am not going to get hurt. I’m going in with my eyes wide open. But if I do get hurt, then I’ll pick myself up, dust myself off, and I’ll be wiser for it. I won’t shame our family.’
 
   ‘I’ll give you until the baby is born. If you’re not finished spreading your wings by then I’m telling Jake,’ he says sternly.
 
   ‘Thank you. I know it will have died away by then.’
 
   ‘It better fucking have,’ he says morosely.
 
   After that we eat our breakfast, but my news has put Dominic in a foul mood and by the time he drops me off I too have been affected by it.
 
   I call BJ.
 
   He answers on the first ring. There is tension in his voice. ‘Hi. Everything OK?’ 
 
   ‘Not really. I stupidly asked Dom a few questions about the feud and you, and he immediately guessed. So I had to tell him. He didn’t react very well, but he did promise not to interfere and to let me tell Jake when I’m ready.’
 
   ‘Want to do lunch?’
 
   ‘Yeah, but let’s go somewhere no one knows us.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



NINETEEN
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   Layla
 
   I have my stockinged feet up on the radiator and the radio is on as we drive away from London to BJ’s country house. Outside, the rain is lashing down in sheets making visibility poor. It makes me feel we are in a bubble. Lost Frequencies comes on.
 
   ‘This is my most favorite song in the whole wide world,’ I tell him and turn it up as loud as it will go.
 
   He smiles.
 
   My lips are painted red and I feel happy. The kind of happy that makes you feel like you can jump up and touch the ceiling. When you think you love the whole world and everyone in it because you are so happy.
 
   The electric gates open and we drive into Silver Lee. It is only two o’clock, but it is already dark and all the lights have been lit. BJ opens the door and I precede him. 
 
   ‘Is no one in?’
 
   ‘No, I asked my housekeeper to make himself scarce until later tonight.’
 
   I grin. ‘So we are totally alone?’
 
   ‘Not quite. There is someone I have to introduce you to.’
 
   I raise my eyebrows.
 
   ‘He’s a bit of an old fart and doesn’t like people, but he’s kind of important to me so let’s see what you make of each other.’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   We walk down through the house with its curving glass frontage. A storm is raging outside. He pauses by a door. ‘He can be quite foul mouthed,’ he warns.
 
   Then he opens the door and a nasal voice screeches, ‘Did you fuck him?’ My mouth drops open. BJ makes an after-you gesture with his hand. ‘Bitch, better have my money. Bitch better. Bitch better. Pay me what you owe me.’ I enter the room and there is no one in there. There’s just a grey parrot with a red tail. 
 
   ‘Meet Jeremy Thomas,’ BJ says walking towards the bird. He holds his hand under it. ‘Step up,’ he says and the bird climbs on to his hand and looks at me with its head cocked to one side. ‘Cunt.’
 
   I laugh. ‘Did your bird just call me a cunt?’
 
   ‘Yeah, I forgot to say he’s a bit of a misogynist. My mother hates him.’
 
   ‘Has he called her one too?’
 
   ‘I’m afraid so. He used to belong to a Jamaican pimp so he generally has a very bad opinion of women and he’s always asking them for money.’
 
   ‘Give Jeremy a nut. Give Jeremy a nut,’ the bird squawks.
 
   ‘What kind of a bird is he?’
 
   ‘An African Grey.’
 
   ‘And how on earth did you get him?’
 
   ‘His owner owed me money and had to leave the country in a hurry. So I took the bird.’
 
   Jeremy fixes me with a belligerent eye and flaps his wings. ‘You’re wet.’
 
   I gasp.
 
   BJ turns to me with a glimmer of laughter in his eyes. ‘It’s not what you think. He just wants a bath.’
 
   I laugh.
 
   ‘Want a cookie.’
 
   BJ gives him something from his pocket and the bird holds it in his claws and eats it.
 
   ‘Oh BJ. I think he’s gorgeous.’
 
   BJ grins happily and there is nothing to outshine his smile. I about melt into a puddle right there and then.
 
   ‘God only knows why I care so much for this stupid bird,’ he says.
 
   ‘You’re a wimp,’ Jeremy says and begins to laugh like a human.
 
   It is funny and we both laugh.
 
   ‘Kiss. Oops, bad birdie. Bite the dog. Bad dog.’ 
 
   ‘How old is he?’
 
   ‘Not sure, but older than you and me. He’s maybe 40.’
 
   ‘Wow. Can he fly?’
 
   ‘Give me the money, bitch,’ the bird squawks.
 
   ‘Yup, he can fly.’
 
   ‘Do you take him outside?’
 
   ‘I have in the past, but he doesn’t really seem to like it.’
 
   I watch Jeremy get a bath. It’s the cutest thing ever. It is fun and we both laugh. I look at BJ with his bird and I can hardly believe that this is the same aggressive fighting monster I saw in the pit. 
 
   I offer Jeremy a nut. He takes it from me and quickly flutters away screeching, ‘Where’s my money, bitch.’
 
   I laugh and BJ catches me by the waist. I look up at him, tall and broad-shouldered, and the laughter dies in my throat.
 
   ‘Time my cock was inside you,’ he says.
 
   I hop on to his body and wrap my legs around his hips. ‘Carry me to your bed and ravish me then,’ I whisper daringly.
 
   We go up the stairs and he opens the door to the bedroom where I had received my spanking. He puts me at the edge of the bed. Outside the wind howls. Inside we are absolutely silent. I cannot even hear my own heartbeat. The only sound is the fire crackling in the fireplace.
 
   He starts off by kissing me. By the time he raises his mouth I am totally nude.
 
   ‘That’s a clever trick. Now show me my cock,’ I whisper hoarsely. 
 
   He throws aside his t-shirt and unbuttons his trousers. I drink in the inked, tanned skin, the barely leashed strength in his coiled muscles and follow the line of straight black hair on its epic journey down to his crotch. The last scrap of cloth slides to the floor and I fix my gaze on his cock. Have me with a side order of caviar, or a maraschino cherry and two scoops of ice cream, or just me on my own, but fucking eat me, it screams aggressively.
 
   I love his raging cock.
 
   I grab his hips and slowly slide my puckered mouth over the thick roll of meat. He groans with pleasure. The heat of his lust flows from him onto my skin. I love sucking his cock. I’ll make all the other women who have taken him into their mouths a memory that never was. It is a lazy, dreamlike thought. 
 
   Outside the storm passes. The sky becomes milky white, shadows move, but I do not stop. Every time he is about to come, I pause, I change my rhythm. He hisses with frustration. I understand. It’s annoying. But there is a point to it all. My lips grow as numb, but I do not stop. As if sucking his cock is an old tradition that can bring bad luck if broken. 
 
   But he has other ideas. 
 
   He seizes my head, fully determined that I will no longer have the reins, and starts thrusting lustily towards his climax. I taste the salt in my mouth and jerk my head back so his cum sprays onto my face, my open mouth, my chin, and my throat. There is nothing he has done to another woman that he cannot do to me. When the last drop has been squeezed onto me I slip my tongue out of my mouth and slowly lick his cum from my lips. 
 
   He smears the rest on my face, neck and breasts. 
 
   Then he pushes me onto my back and presses his naked flank into my softness, crushing it beautifully, and thrusts into my body as it arches up to receive him. The sensation is magic. My loins ache. My insides feel raw. A gasp. A cry. A stiffening. His muscles strain and ripple urgently. We move together, slick and sliding against each other. My breath comes faster as his cock swells inside me. The whole time his gaze never leaves mine, his eyes smoldering and rapt. The moments lengthen into technicolor dreams: rich like wine. I sigh at his gentle hands, his velvet mouth.
 
   Afterwards, I slip on his t-shirt and we drink apple mojitos. He is funny. I laugh. We have sex on the floor. Then we drink more mojitos and eat cold chicken and popcorn. I feel myself become lazily drunk. 
 
   ‘You up for a fuck?’ I ask. There is a definite slur in my voice. An elongation of the vowels. 
 
   ‘Is Fukushima leaking radiation?’ 
 
   I fling off his t-shirt and hair trailing down my naked back, crawl around the food towards him.
 
   He puts a dark hand on my pale exposed shoulder.
 
   I push him to the ground and climb atop him. His strong hands curl around my ribs to keep my body steady as I impale myself on his cock. I know I’m tipsy and without a steady rhythm. Despite that, we come quickly. I lie on his body and listen to the dull beat of his heart. I love simply having him inside me. 
 
   ‘I could fall asleep like this,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Get on your hands and knees, woman.’
 
   Hours later, the fire has burned down to embers and ashes. I lie weary and trembling beside him in the dark. I reach out a hand and touch him, a gesture that is both a question and reverent. My eyes are wide and filled with a strange new perspective, an awareness, an impossible intensity, as if I have never been truly or fully alive before. 
 
   ‘I have to get back to London soon.’
 
   He turns towards me, his face drugged and slack with desire. ‘Not yet. I’ve not had enough of you.’
 
   ‘Ahhhhh,’ I gasp, my juices splashing into his mouth.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY
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   Layla
 
   ‘I got the job,’ I crow into the phone.
 
   He laughs. A good sound. 
 
   ‘You are now talking to a member of Vincent & Prestige’s Studio’s team of interior designers. I start my first design and fit-out assignment on Monday!’
 
   ‘Want to celebrate over lunch?’
 
   I feel the disappointment inside my body, like a wave passing through. ‘I can’t. I’m going shopping with my sister-in-law. We’re buying baby stuff.’
 
   ‘How’s Lily?’
 
   ‘She’s quietly freaking out after convincing Jake that she should have a totally natural childbirth in their bathtub. She’s actually going to give birth without an epidural! Apparently she’s going to be sucking on sugar pills the whole time. I told her I think she’s bananas. When I have a baby I want to be put out. And I don’t mean just an epidural. I mean general anesthetic. I don’t want to know nothing! Nada. I want to wake up to my husband holding a pink baby all clean and wrapped up in blankets.’
 
   The silence on the other end is so thick you could have spread it on a slice of bread. Then it hits me how I must sound to him. A crazy woman banging on about babies three days after having sex with him. And with him being a player—yeah, even then I resisted the words junkyard dog. 
 
   ‘Thank God it will be at least ten years before I am in such a position,’ I rush into the treacle of silence.
 
   ‘We should celebrate your job offer,’ he says evenly.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘Yeah, we should,’ I agree.
 
   ‘Where do you want to go?’ he asks.
 
   My response is immediate. No need to think about it. ‘Silver Lee.’
 
   ‘Don’t you want to go somewhere nice? It’s a celebration, after all.’
 
   ‘Nope. I still haven’t had a proper tour of your house, remember?’ 
 
   Strike two. I hear his reluctance, like sandpaper on my skin. He doesn’t want to give me a tour. Why on earth not? ‘If you don’t want to it’s OK.’ Oh my God! I am becoming a doormat.
 
   There is a pause. Then. ‘All right. I’ll show you around. Pick you up at 3:00?’
 
   ‘See you then.’
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   I slip into the passenger seat of BJ’s carbon-edition Aston Martin, close the door, and turn toward him. Wow! He’s rocking a sexy five o’clock shadow, which makes him look all moody and brooding. His eyes graze over me slowly, but being so dark they give nothing away. 
 
   ‘Hi,’ I greet breathlessly.
 
   He leans over and kisses me. I’ll say this for him: the man can kiss. In seconds I want to throw my arms around his neck, curl my fingers in his hair, and climb over to his side of the car to lower myself on to his thick cock. My skin tingles. My head starts buzzing. My hand strays to his hard chest.
 
   ‘What was that for?’ I whisper, when he breaks away.
 
   His eyes are smoky with desire. He places his finger on my lower lip and drags it along my skin. His voice drops to a faux whisper that caresses my skin. ‘Because you’re so damn beautiful.’
 
   I drop my eyes and go all hot and red with sheer happiness. 
 
   He places a finger under my chin and lifts my face. ‘Isn’t that what all the boys who aren’t afraid of your brother tell you?’
 
   My stomach flips. ‘I think there are more boys afraid of my brother than you think.’
 
   ‘Since I’m not in the firing line yet, let me tell you, Layla. You’re one hell of a beauty.’ 
 
   ‘You’re not so bad looking yourself,’ I say shyly.
 
   ‘Me? I’m an ugly mug. You, you’re another matter. You truly are the beginning of intoxication.’
 
   ‘That reminds me, how is it you know so much about my name. Even I thought Layla meant of the night in Arabic.’
 
   ‘Because I researched it, Princess.’
 
   ‘Is that why you bought a tiepin with the word Layla on it?’
 
   His face closes over.
 
   I frown. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Nothing.’ He turns away and starts the engine. ‘So Lily is having a homebirth. When?’
 
   ‘Well,’ I say settling myself into the seat. ‘The baby is not due for another three weeks.’
 
   ‘And Jake is OK with a homebirth?’
 
   ‘Oh, he didn’t like it one bit at first, but being the total control freak that he is, he went out and offered the best midwife in England so much money she is going to uproot her entire family, 3 kids no less, to go and stay at his house two weeks before the baby is due. From what I understand, the poor woman will be virtually a prisoner until the baby is born. Of course he’s also hired a whole medical team to be on standby just in case there’s any kind of complication.’
 
   He laughs. ‘That sounds more like him.’ He sobers suddenly. ‘When do you plan to tell him about us?’
 
   It is my turn to sober up. ‘I want to tell him, but he’s so happy at the moment. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so full of laughter. Can you believe he sings to his baby?’ 
 
   He turns to look at me briefly, his eyebrows raised. 
 
   ‘I just don’t want to spoil this time for him. I’ll tell him after the baby is born.’ I pause for a second. Then, I don’t know why, perhaps I am testing him, I add, ‘If we are still together by then.’ 
 
   His face registers no change, but his hands tighten on the wheel. ‘OK,’ he says tightly. ‘We wait until after the baby is born, but if I am in a position where he asks me outright I’m not going to lie.’
 
   ‘That’s fair enough.’
 
   After that we talk of things outside of us. Some of it is light and easy and I laugh a lot, but I come to realize quickly that BJ sees everything from a totally different perspective than me. A much darker, more cynical perspective. He is my total opposite in every way. We disagree on almost all the important aspects of life. He seems to be without the usual social pretensions that normal people indulge in. To start with, he doesn’t have a Facebook page. He thinks all social media is narcissism gone berserk. He is of the opinion that only birds should tweet. Having 865 Internet friends is ludicrous. And wait for it … he has never taken a selfie! 
 
   He says he will go back to church again when someone explains where black people came from since Adam and Eve were both lily white. He believes that people should not be trusted since the strongest human traits—greed, jealousy, envy, cruelty—are inborn and already active even in children. Humans have to be taught kindness, generosity, patience, and goodness. BJ believes those traits can only be a thin veneer for the real truth, a cauldron of negative emotions.
 
   ‘So you don’t trust me?’ I ask him, my voice is light, my manner is flirtatious, but in fact I am really curious as to what he will say.
 
   He throws a brief glance at me. ‘Where does your mother think you are now?’
 
   ‘With Maddy,’ I say slowly.
 
   ‘Have I answered your question?’
 
   ‘Is there no one you trust?’
 
   ‘Jeremy. I trust him.’
 
   ‘That’s sad, BJ.’
 
   He shrugs carelessly. ‘Save your sympathy. I set it up like this because I like it this way.’
 
   ‘BJ, isn’t your mother alive?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘And you don’t trust your own mother?’
 
   ‘Don’t get me wrong. I love my mother. I’d do anything for her but no, she hasn’t done much to inspire my trust.’
 
   ‘My God. What kind of childhood did you have?’
 
   He gives me a sideways glance. ‘It wasn’t like yours.’
 
   ‘So you’ve never trusted anyone in your life?’
 
   ‘I trusted my father.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Because he always showed me his real face. At all times I knew exactly what he was and what I could expect from him.’
 
   Then he is turning into Silver Lee. We go into the house and it is silent, but an amazing lunch has been set out on the dining table. It is almost like being in a fairy tale. Like in Beauty and the Beast when the father finds the deserted palace and a table set with a princely meal. 
 
   There is a note on the table. BJ picks it up and reads it.
 
   I am so caught up in the Beauty and the Beast scenario I think that the note might be important. ‘What does it say?’ I ask curiously.
 
   He passes it to me. 
 
   There is a tall jug of mojitos 
 
   waiting in the fridge. 
 
                           Marcel 
 
   He looks at me, sexy smile on his face. ‘Well, what do you want to do first? Eat or fuck?’
 
   If any other man had said that I’d have slapped him and called him a coarse jerk. But BJ, he’s the shining hero in the movie I’m directing, producing, and starring in. 
 
   And God! I want him. 
 
   ‘Fuck,’ I say with half-closed, sultry eyes. Turning, I begin to walk away while undressing at the same time. The dark green top goes over my head and on the floor. My bra follows. I turn around and he is just behind me, staring at my breasts possessively. The desire to press my naked body against him is astonishingly strong, white-knuckle strong.
 
   I lie on a long lilac couch and shimmy out of my skirt and panties. I am suddenly almost feverish with need. Daringly I open my legs wide. He gets down on his haunches and slides his hand up my leg, towards my distended, swollen clitoris. With precise, knowing strokes he rubs the flesh around it. His carnal expertise is irresistible.
 
   I squirm and whimper. 
 
   It has never crossed my mind that I would ever be so wild for a man.
 
   He brings his head closer and I prepare for his tongue. Instead a flow of warm air hits my exposed sex. 
 
   ‘Ah,’ I cry at the exquisitely delicate sensation. Like a fine wine or the faint earthy flavor of truffle shavings on a plate of buttery pasta. My eyes close to fully savor it. When his silky tongue touches my clit it is unexpected and shockingly intense. My body arches like a bow. He licks the pulsing flesh like a kitten. He slides his fingers deeper inside me and pumps them furiously. My body heats up and sweat dampens my skin. I grasp his hair and curl my legs around his large body, the way he taught me to.
 
   ‘Please,’ I beg.
 
   He lifts his head and unlocking my legs, opens me wide. He stands and looks down at me splayed and ready for him. With heavy-lidded eyes he starts to undress. He discards his pants and my gaze moves to the well-defined, hard bulge in his white briefs. The thick mushroom head is already poking out of the top of his underwear. He stops. My eyes move up to his and hot blood rushes up my throat to be caught looking at his erection so hungrily. I have never stared at a man like this. Not ever. 
 
   He fits a rubber on himself and, putting his hands on either side of me, mounts me. He pounds me hard a few times. There is something frenzied and electric about the urgency of his thrusts. I know then that he cannot wait any longer. I milk the cream of his body with my own and he explodes, his head thrown back and utterly silent. 
 
   For seconds his face is buried in my breasts. He might even have gently sucked my nipple, I am in a daze of contentment. Then he rouses himself and, looking into my eyes, brings me to climax. 
 
   ‘You’re beautiful when you come,’ he whispers. His face is flushed and his eyes are the softest black.
 
    Afterwards, we eat, but I find I have hardly any appetite. Every time his eyes rest on me, I feel my lack of underwear, how wet I am, and how much I long to have him back inside me.
 
   Maddy’s call interrupts our total absorption with each other. She tells me my mother is looking for me. I didn’t hear my phone while we were having sex. I look up at BJ. His eyes are expressionless. He listens to me call my mother and lie about where I am and what I am doing since I am not with Maddy after all. It is easy to lie to Ma. She isn’t expecting me to. I end the call and face him.
 
   ‘I’ll get the mojitos,’ he says and walks away. Strange. He is the criminal and yet he is the more honorable of us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-ONE
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   BJ
 
   When I come back with the drinks she has slipped into my t-shirt and is seated in a recess of one of the tall windows. Twelve feet of pale yellow glow from the wintry evening sun falls on her wonderful, thick hair and tinges it with a light that I have only seen in paintings from the great Dutch masters. Perhaps a Rembrandt. 
 
   A living spectacle.
 
   She turns to look at me and smiles a smile that nearly knocks me backwards. I have been with countless women, all of them beautiful, vibrant and sexy. But she makes them all pale into insignificance. The thought is terrifying and beautiful. Never again will I be with a woman who can satisfy me the way she does.
 
    I stand over her and hold out the drink. She takes it with both hands. She is the first woman who has persuaded me to drink a mojito. And now I fucking like it! 
 
   ‘You promised me a tour,’ she says. There is a hint of laughter in her voice. I love that about her. Only children and the truly innocent have that. I don’t really want to show her my sex room, but she stands and holds out her hand. So we go through the entire house until we get to the sex room. I open the door and she goes in, flicks the switch, and the disco lights come on. She touches the switch beside it and Kanye West’s Gold Digger fills the room. For a few seconds she says nothing.
 
   Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
 
   I see what I have never seen before. I see how bad it really is. How stupid and vulgar and truly ugly and cringingly embarrassing it is. What was I thinking bringing her here? She is too grand for this gaudiness. I want to usher her out immediately and rip it all up. 
 
   Slowly she turns to look up at me and I swear I stop breathing. Her shoulders come up as she is about to be sick, but instead of being sick, her mouth trembles. I’ll be damned. She is trying not to laugh! I don’t know what is worse. That she should think it hideous or laughable. 
 
   ‘Come on, let’s go,’ I say brusquely.
 
   She grabs my arm. ‘No, no, I think it’s great. Really.’
 
   I look at her curiously. Is she serious? 
 
   She gestures around her. ‘Everything all at once like this. I’ve just never seen it before. That’s all.’ She becomes serious. ‘But in fact, I should have expected it. It’s you. You say it like it is. There’s no pretense. No veneer of what is socially acceptable. It is what it is. A room for sex. If someone gets brought here, they’ll know without any doubt what you want from them.’
 
   She walks into the room, heads for the bed, and sits on the edge. She pats the space next to her and strangely I don’t feel my cock rise to the occasion. Instead I feel a horrible feeling in my gut that even just sitting on that bed would somehow contaminate her.
 
   She pats it again and smiles slowly.
 
   I walk over and sit next to her. She climbs into my lap. My cock forgets its reservations and stirs to life.
 
   ‘I was thinking of dismantling this room,’ I say.
 
   ‘Why? I like it. We can have funny sex here.’
 
   ‘Funny sex?’
 
   She draws away from me. ‘Yeah, like when you bang your head on the headboard, laugh, and then have sex anyway.’
 
   ‘Right.’
 
   ‘You’ve never had funny sex?’ she asks incredulously.
 
   ‘I guess not.’ And judging from her description it’s not something I’m going to rush to try either. 
 
   She tilts her head to one side and I feel something inside me melt. Shit, I’m done for. This woman has me all tied up in knots. She tries to tickle my midriff. I’m not ticklish. Her fingers move to my armpits. I shrug. ‘Sorry.’
 
   ‘You’re really not ticklish?’
 
   Her expression of incredulity is adorable and I laugh.
 
   ‘There you go,’ she says laughing and pushes me backwards towards the bed. She puts her palms on either side of my face and brings her open mouth to mine. Ah, the kiss. This is not me kissing her. This is her kissing me. Soft. Her mouth is so soft and sweet. Smelling of mojitos and sugar and Layla. My Layla. 
 
   It seems that I like funny sex after all.
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   What part of her flesh have I not tasted? Her smell adheres to my hands and nails.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-TWO
 
    [image: Description: Description: layla2.jpg] 
 
   Layla
 
   ‘Congratulate me. I’m an aunt,’ I shout excitedly into the phone.
 
   ‘Brilliant. How’s the mother?’ BJ asks.
 
   ‘She’s fine. Now ask me how the father is.’
 
   He laughs. ‘How’s Jake?’
 
   ‘Freaking out. You should see him. He’s so crazy about his baby he won’t even let anyone else carry her. I had to elbow him out of the way to even look at her.’
 
   ‘So everyone is happy.’
 
   ‘Yeah, everyone is really happy. I’ll send you a picture of her. She’s got hairy ears, but ma says even I had hairy ears when I was born and it will fall off.’
 
   ‘You still have hairy ears.’
 
   ‘Quit it or I’ll send you the pictures where she still has cottage cheese all over her body.’
 
   He bursts out laughing.
 
   ‘Layla,’ my mother calls from behind me.
 
   ‘Got to go, Maddie, I’ll speak to you later, OK?’ I say and quickly cut the connection.
 
   ‘Are you staying for dinner?’ my mother asks. She is so happy she is glowing like it’s Christmas morning. This is her first grandchild and an event she has been praying for ever since Jake turned 21.
 
   I touch her hand. ‘Might not be a good idea, Ma. I have to work tomorrow. I’ll come back on the weekend.’
 
   ‘Are you leaving now then?’
 
   ‘Yeah, before the traffic gets heavy.’
 
   ‘Do you want me to make you a sandwich before you go?’
 
   ‘No, I’ll go and say goodbye to Jake and Lily and be off.’
 
   ‘Lily is sleeping. Poor thing is exhausted.’
 
   ‘Fine. I’ll just go say goodbye to my brother and my niece then.’
 
   ‘Come and see me in the kitchen before you go. I’ve made some food for you to take back.’
 
   ‘OK,’ I say and run up the stairs of Jake’s house. I stand at the door of the nursery transfixed by the sight of Jake bent over Liliana’s cradle. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say softly and he looks up, his expression soft.
 
   ‘Hey,’ he whispers.
 
   I walk up to the cot. He is gently stroking her cheek with his finger.
 
   ‘Congratulations, Jake. Other than the hairy ears she’s beautiful.’
 
   He looks up at me, a huge, stupid grin on his face. ‘She is, isn’t she.’
 
   Suddenly I feel an overwhelming wave of love for my brother. All these years he never had anything for himself. To call his own. Always he was fighting all our battles. I blink back the tears.
 
   His eyes narrow. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
   ‘Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s just perfect.’
 
   He nods. ‘Are you going back to London now?’
 
   ‘Yeah. The traffic won’t be so bad now.’
 
   ‘Why don’t you stay a bit longer and let Shane drive you back?’
 
   I shake my head. ‘Then you’ll just have the hassle of sending my car back to me.’
 
   He frowns. ‘It’s no trouble.’
 
   I smile softly. ‘No, it is trouble for you. I’ll be back for the weekend.’
 
   ‘All right. Drive safely.’
 
   ‘I will.’ 
 
   That’s the thing about Jake. Even at a time like this he is worrying about me. I hug him tightly and go down to the kitchen. My mother is putting together plastic containers of food into two carrier bags. The containers are labeled so I know exactly what’s in them. Dom is sitting at the table finishing off a massive bacon and sausage sandwich.  
 
   ‘Are you off?’ he asks me.
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Didn’t you have something else you had to do?’ He puts the last bit of the sandwich into his mouth and raises his eyebrows meaningfully.
 
   I glance at my mother, but she is busy washing her hands. 
 
   ‘I’m not doing it today. I’ll be back this weekend, I’ll do it then.’
 
   My brother wipes his mouth and stands up. ‘I’m off then. See you at dinnertime, Ma.’ As he passes me he whispers, ‘I wouldn’t wait beyond the weekend if I were you.’
 
   I watch my brother leave with a heavy heart. 
 
   ‘Put this bag into the fridge and consume it today, tomorrow at the latest,’ my mother says. I turn back to her. ‘And the other bag, you can freeze it and eat on Thursday and Friday. You’ll be back here on Saturday, won’t you?’
 
   ‘Yeah. Thanks.’
 
   ‘Do you want to take some cake for Maddie too?’ my mother asks.
 
   ‘No, I’ll share what I’ve got with her.’
 
   ‘All right then,’ she says moving towards the fridge.
 
   ‘Ma,’ I say sinking into a chair.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Did you ever think we’d all turn out like this?’
 
   She looks at me. ‘Never.’
 
   ‘What did you think we’d become?’
 
   ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t dare dream anything like this. I thought we’d always be struggling,’ she says softly. 
 
   ‘You’re really proud of Jake, aren’t you?’
 
   She is so choked up she can’t even speak. Just nods violently, her body clenched tight. 
 
   ‘Me too,’ I say. 
 
   She comes outside with me, and waves as I drive away. I watch her become smaller in the mirror and I get a horrible cold feeling in my stomach. When I am far enough away, I pull over by the side of the road and call BJ.
 
   ‘What’s up?’ he asks immediately.
 
   ‘Oh, BJ. I don’t know how I can ever tell Jake about us.’ My voice is shaking.
 
   There is a tense pause. ‘Where are you now?’ he asks urgently.
 
   ‘About a mile away from Jake’s house.’
 
   ‘Look, I can be at Silver Lee in about an hour. Do you want to go there and wait for me?’
 
   With all the excitement about the baby, no one will notice my absence so I could even spend the night there and leave very early in the morning for London. ‘But what about Marcel?’
 
   ‘I’ll ask him to leave the French doors open for you.’
 
   ‘OK, I’ll see you there in about an hour,’ I say.
 
   ‘Layla.’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘We’ll figure it out, OK.’
 
   ‘OK.’ I pause for a moment. ‘BJ.’
 
   ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Nothing. I’ll talk to you when I see you.’
 
   I sever the connection and stare at my phone. It seems impossible that I once thought my relationship with BJ would diminish with time. That I had actually told Dom that it was just a sex thing. It’s far from just a sex thing. My feelings have grown and grown.
 
   I know BJ likes me. Maybe a lot, but I also know that I can’t base my future on that alone. He owns clubs full of beautiful women who are constantly throwing themselves at him. When I am not with him, I sometimes worry. All kinds of thoughts plague me. We haven’t promised to be exclusive with each other. Our relationship is like a dirty secret. We never go any place where we could be recognized. No one in his life knows. Even Marcel has never seen me. At least in my life, Maddy and Dominic know. Now that Lily has given birth, I might even tell her and ask her advice.
 
   With a sigh I put my phone back into my purse and start the car. I reach Silver Lee in about 40 minutes. The gates are wide open and I drive through. It is the beginning of spring and there are daffodils all along the road up to the house. It looks beautiful. And somehow that makes me feel sadder. Will I see them next year or the year after? I park my car and walk along the side of the house. One of the French doors is open and I slip in and lock it. 
 
   I know Marcel would have taken Jeremy and the house feels silent and totally empty without BJ. My heels are loud on the floor. I go to the kitchen and open the fridge and smile. Marcel made a jar of mojitos before he left. I pour myself a tumbler and go into the vast, open living room. I sit on the long lilac sofa and gaze out into the countryside. 
 
    I’m surprised to hear BJ’s car roar up the driveway a few minutes later. I put my drink on a nearby table and go to the front door. He opens it as I get there. The moment is rare. I’ve never opened a door to him before. It’s nice. It makes me feel like we are a normal couple. 
 
   ‘You got here fast,’ I say softly.
 
   His eyes are dark and searching. ‘I drove fast.’
 
   I take a step towards him. He pulls me hard into his arms and kisses me.
 
   ‘Come on. Marcel has made us mojitos,’ I say breathlessly.
 
   He looks down at me and nods.
 
   We go to the kitchen where I pour a glass for him and we walk out together to the sofa. We chink glasses.
 
   ‘Here’s to the new aunt,’ he says.
 
   I smile. ‘And the new baby.’
 
   ‘And that,’ he adds.
 
   We both take a sip. He eyes me over the rim of his glass. ‘My poor Layla,’ he says quietly.
 
   ‘I’m sorry I’m being such a baby, but I can’t bear the thought of disappointing them all, especially Jake.’
 
   ‘He has to know, Layla. Sooner or later. We can’t carry on like this.’
 
   ‘I know. I know. I will.’ I drop my face into my hands. ‘I just don’t want him to hate me.’
 
   ‘He’s not going to hate you. This is your life. Nothing would have stood in the way of him being with Lily. He has no right to stop you from seeing anyone you want to. You’re a grown woman.’
 
   ‘It’s just feels as if I have betrayed him.’
 
   ‘The longer you leave it, the worse the betrayal will be.’
 
   ‘‘Maybe I’ll tell him after Ella’s wedding. You’re going too, aren’t you?’
 
   He grins. ‘Only to look at you.’
 
   I blush. ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Abso-fucking-lutely.’ 
 
   ‘Anyway,’ I say, suddenly feeling all shy and awkward. ‘I’ll be staying over at my mother’s that night and I’ll break it to all of them at the same time.’
 
   ‘Do you want me to be there?’
 
   ‘No.’ I shiver at the thought. ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
   ‘OK.’ For a moment we are both silent. He takes a sip of his drink. ‘Have you heard the story of Layla and Majnun by Nizami?’
 
   I shake my head. 
 
   ‘It’s about a moon-princess who was married off by her father to someone other than the man who was desperately in love with her. It resulted in his madness.’
 
   I bow my head. It would be all so different if he wasn’t a criminal.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-THREE
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   BJ
 
   ‘I know so little about you, BJ,’ Layla complains as she locks her arms around my waist and angles her head back to catch my eyes. 
 
   God, she’s so fucking sexy, I just want to fuck her every time she comes near me. She’s got about ten minutes before I fill that honey mouth of hers full of cock. 
 
   ‘What’d you want to know, Princess?’ 
 
   ‘Tell me why you became a criminal?’ she asks. 
 
   I shrug carelessly. ‘Why does anyone?’ 
 
   She gazes up at me, her beautiful blue eyes narrowed. ‘Is it for all the power and respect you command: men shaking in their boots, women worshiping at your feet?’ 
 
   ‘I followed in my father’s footsteps, Layla,’ I tell her. An early memory of my father floats into my mind. He is sitting on a barstool flexing and unflexing his bulging arm muscles just before a fight. There is loud music in the background and on the table in front of him, two pints of Guinness are lined up.
 
   ‘Your father?’ she says softly. ‘He must have been quite a character. Your mother showed me her wedding photograph and he looked very handsome. It was so sweet to hear her describe him as a “rakishly dreamy charmer”.’   
 
   I remember Lenny Pilkington differently. The charm was long gone by the time I knew him, and my young self saw only a giant of a man, with a flattened, boxer’s nose, shrewd eyes, and a savage temper. My jaw stiffens unconsciously.
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’’ Layla frowns. 
 
   I block the thoughts immediately. ‘Nothing.’
 
   Her eyes narrow suspiciously. ‘Did he force you to become a criminal, BJ?’ she demands.         
 
   I let my facial muscles relax. ‘Of course not. I desperately wanted to follow in my father’s and my uncles’ footsteps. I guess I was impressed by their big, flashy cars and their jacked-up pick-up trucks.’ 
 
   ‘So how old were you when you joined them?’
 
   ‘Eleven.’
 
   Her eyes become saucers. ‘Eleven? I was still playing with my dolls when I was eleven.’ 
 
   Seems so long ago and yet the day I accompanied them on my first job is as vivid as if it happened yesterday.
 
   ‘You were just a kid. What did they make you do?’ 
 
   I laugh at her belligerent expression. ‘Relax. All I had to do was stand casually outside the gates of an industrial site and hoot twice like an owl if anyone, especially the pigs happened along while my father and two of my uncles filled their truck with scrap metal.’
 
   ‘I still think you were far too young to be involved in something like that,’ she says, her voice full of disapproval. In her world fathers protected their sons.
 
   Strange, even after all these years I still feel the burning need to defend my father. ‘The truth is, Layla, it felt fucking great. From that first time I was hooked on the mix of adrenaline and excitement that pumped through my body.’  
 
   ‘What did you guys do with the scrap metal?’  
 
   ‘Dropped it off at my uncle’s yard.’
 
   ‘And after?’
 
   ‘Afterwards, we drove to the local pub. It was a winter’s night and I sat in the beer garden and froze my ass off while my father went in and bought me my first pint of ale. It was fucking terrible, but I drank it all up. I can still remember putting my hands into my armpits and in a drunken haze soaking up their tall tales. 
 
   ‘So the little gangster learned quickly?’ she says sadly, dropping her head.
 
   I put my finger under her chin and lift it up. ‘Why so sad? My father and uncles prepared me well for a life in the underbelly of society. They taught me to see the world the way it really is. As a sort of jungle where the human race can be divided into three categories: gazelles, lions, and hyenas.’
 
   She looks at me curiously. 
 
   ‘The gazelle is the food of both the lions and hyenas. However, contrary to perceived wisdom, it is not the hyena that steals from the lion, but the lion that will snatch from the mouth of the hyena its hard-won kill. In every place where the lion dominates, the hyena must hunt in packs and use its cunning—or perish all together.
 
   ‘Am I a gazelle in your world, BJ?’
 
   I shake my head slowly. 
 
   ‘What am I then? Explain the inhabitants of your jungle to me, BJ.’
 
   ‘The lions are the captains of industry, the bankers, the politicians, the landowners. They wear the mask of nobility. Normal society is represented by the gazelle. They register their births, work all their lives to pay countless taxes, obey even the most idiotic laws, and exist purely to fatten the predator lions. But we Gypsies, you and me, are different. We are the hyenas. Meekness and slavery are not for us. We have, and always will, survive and prosper on our own terms, using our specific talents and wits.’ 
 
   ‘Now, you sound like Jake. He is always going on about greedy bankers and lying politicians too.’
 
   ‘That’s because he sees through the illusion. And that’s why we, Gypsies, have travelled incessantly through the centuries never stopping long enough to put roots. We did it so no one could count us, corral us, educate us, tame us, or enslave us.’ 
 
   She frowns. ‘But your father sent you to school?’
 
   ‘My father was a very shrewd man. He understood the changing times meant we would soon be forced to play their game, anyway. He decided that I would be the first one of us who would have two educations, ours and theirs. So by the time I left school I could read and write as well as the next boy, but my true specialty was numbers. I excelled at them. I didn’t even have to try. They just came naturally.’ 
 
   She smiles for the first time. ‘Yeah?’
 
   ‘Yeah. I was so fucking good I could walk into a scrap yard and in less than thirty seconds, I would have picked out everything of value. I knew where it was going and exactly what it all was worth.’
 
   ‘You make it sound easy.’
 
   ‘It was. Money poured in. By the time I was eighteen I got my first shiny new car. A glorious Aston Martin. Paid for in cash.’ Those were the days when no one frowned on you for paying in cash. Even now I can feel that rush of pride and possession I felt when I drove that beauty off the forecourt. 
 
   ‘I wish I had been your girl-friend then,’ she says softly, and presses her face into my chest. 
 
   I don’t tell her that was the point in my life when I got into the business of grass. Selling grass to the gazelles.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-FOUR
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   Layla
 
   I wake up early in my bed at my mother’s house. The house is quiet. I pull Graystone from his shelf and bury my face against his fur. Today is the day I promised BJ and Dom I will break the news to Jake. And today is also the day I break my great secret to BJ. With a heavy sigh, I get out of bed and open my bedroom door.
 
   ‘Is that you, Layla?’ my mother calls from the kitchen.
 
   ‘Morning,’ I yell back from the top of the stairs.
 
   ‘Brush your teeth and come down for breakfast. Your ride will be here in an hour.’
 
   Even the thought of breakfast makes me feel sick. ‘I don’t want breakfast, Ma.’
 
   I hear her footsteps come from the kitchen. Her face appears at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Are you sick? Why don’t you want breakfast?’
 
   ‘I just don’t feel like it, Ma. I think I’m nervous about today.’
 
   My mother frowns. ‘Nervous about today? Why? You’ve been bridesmaid loads of time. Besides, it’s your cousin Ella.’
 
   ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ I concede.
 
   ‘Hurry up then. I’m making you pancakes.’
 
   I get ready and go downstairs. My mother puts a plate with two warm buttery pancakes in front of me. I spread Nutella on one and eat it slowly. It settles like a heavy stone in my stomach. The car arrives and I am borne away to my cousin’s house. Fortunately, her house is in such a flurry of hectic activity that I quickly forget my worries and morph into the role of bridesmaid. The flower girls make me laugh. They’ve overdosed on spray tan and they all look as if they have been thoroughly shaken inside a Doritos bag.
 
   Soon it is time for Ella to get into her wedding dress. It is a monster meringue affair, weighing a staggering 90 pounds. There are 520 Swarovski crystals on the bodice and more than 100 rings to puff the skirt out to over eight feet in diameter. Someone fits the veil on her head and she turns to us with shining eyes.
 
   ‘You look like a fairy tale princess,’ I tell her. She really does.
 
   ‘I feel like Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, and Snow White all rolled into one,’ she says with a catch in her voice. 
 
   At that moment I feel a faint sensation of unease. Will I ever be such a happy bride? And then it is time to pick up her 20-foot long train. It takes us more than an hour to stuff her and her dress into the white limo. 
 
   Somehow we make it to the church on time.
 
   It is not until later at the church that I spot BJ. He’s standing at the back wearing a white shirt, a dove grey jacket, and black trousers. He doesn’t smile and neither do I, but my breath catches. I quickly look away from his seductively dangerous eyes. 
 
   Sweet Jesus. I’m in love with the guy.
 
   The wedding goes without a hitch. Of course, I don’t catch the bridal bouquet even though Ella deliberately aims it in my direction. A woman I don’t know lunges in front of me and catches it. She seems so excited, I can’t even be annoyed with her. 
 
   Afterwards, when we are taking photographs, I manage to catch Jake.
 
   ‘Where’s Lily?’ I ask him. 
 
   He tells me that she is observing the Chinese confinement tradition that doesn’t allow her to leave the house for a whole month.
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes, really. She has to be on a special bland diet of soups and rice. And there is whole list of forbidden foods: raw fruit, vegetables, coffee, seafood, or anything cold.’
 
   ‘Oh my God!’
 
   ‘You think that’s bad,’ Jake says. ‘Poor thing is not even allowed to bathe. All that’s allowed is wipe-downs twice a week using washcloths steeped in smelly herbal medicine.’
 
   ‘Well, she’s made of sterner stuff than me then,’ I say. 
 
   With a sigh Jake tells me that her grandmother, a woman that he describes as “formidable,” is staying at the house overseeing to the torture. After the possessive kiss I saw Jake give Lily, I can only imagine how happy he will be once the 31 days are up. 
 
   ‘Can I speak to you later tonight at Ma’s?’ I ask casually.
 
   ‘Is anything wrong?’ 
 
   ‘Not really.’
 
   He frowns. ‘Do you want to talk about it now?’
 
   ‘No, no, it can definitely wait.’
 
   The reception is held in a large banquet room at the same venue. There are speeches and toasts. BJ is only a table away, but Jake is at the same table as me, so I dare not even look at him. Then the couple stands up to have their first dance. I turn my head towards the door and freeze.
 
   Lupo is standing there. 
 
   He is browner than everybody else in the room and he is staring at me. I stand up as inconspicuously as possible and casually head towards him.
 
   ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I whisper fiercely.
 
   ‘I’ve come for you, Bella.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘I realize now what a big mistake I made, what a stronzo I have been, so I have come for you. I’m in love with you, Layla.’
 
   My mouth drops open. And then I remember where I am. I grab his arm and drag him down the corridor. I open the first door we come across. It is a slightly smaller reception room with red carpets, rows of stacked chairs, and a musty smell.
 
   I close the door, putting some distance between us, and look at his handsome face. I didn’t notice it before, but he looks a lot like Enrique Iglesias. But what is really surprising is that I feel nothing. Not even rage. In fact, I am shocked that I ever thought he was worth climbing into bed with. Other than his looks, he has nothing. There is not even sexual attraction.
 
   ‘How did you find me?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘I asked your mother, no?’
 
   ‘You went to my ma’s house?’ I wail in dismay.
 
   ‘Of course. Don’t worry. I told her I was your friend.’
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘I’m sorry you’ve come all this way, but I’m not in love with you,’ I say coldly. I need to get rid of him as soon as possible. 
 
   ‘No, you are just saying that because of what Gabriella told you. It’s not true, you know. I was never in love with her.’
 
   ‘I found someone else.’
 
   ‘Who?’ he demands angrily, his chest puffing up like a fighting cockerel’s.
 
   ‘Does it matter?’
 
   ‘Yes, it matters. You are my girl. Who is this man?’
 
   He takes a step forward and tries to put his arm around me. I pull away and he tightens his hold.
 
   ‘Let go of me,’ I say with gritted teeth. 
 
   ‘Don’t be like that,’ he cajoles and moves his face forward. I am just about to knee him in the balls when the door crashes open and BJ stands there, rigid with fury. His face is a thundercloud. His eyes are dangerously narrowed and cold, the whites laced with red. A muscle in his face twitches madly. I have never seen him in such a state. Not even in the pit. 
 
   He snarls more than speaks. ‘Take your hand off her.’
 
   Lupo shrivels before him. He looks like a man about to vomit. He looks at me and back to BJ and the penny drops. He starts backing away with his hands raised in the air. ‘I want no trouble,’ he mumbles. What a coward.
 
   When he is closer BJ leans forward slightly and, perfectly composed, utters, ‘Don’t ever come back.’ 
 
   The door closes and we stare at each other. Then he walks towards me and pulls me into his solid muscles.
 
   ‘What the fuck was my woman doing with that spineless little cunt?’
 
   I look up at him. I can feel the aggression radiating off him. ‘He’s my ex.’
 
   I twine my fingers in his hair, rising up on my tiptoes to gently place my lips on his. His hand snakes around my body and his mouth claims me. It is a demanding, aggressive, passionate kiss. I get so lost in it I don’t even hear the door open until Jake’s voice is upon us like the crack of a whip.
 
   ‘What the fuck?’
 
   I pull away from BJ’s lips and still in his embrace, turn towards Jake. He is staring at me in disbelief. I feel the blood drain from my face. I open my mouth. 
 
   ‘Step away from him,’ he says clearly, staring at BJ with murderous fury.
 
   For a second I think about disobeying him, but I know that I need him on my side. I quickly squeeze BJ’s hand and move aside. 
 
   ‘I can explain everyth—’
 
   It goes down so fast, I don’t actually see how it happens. One moment Jake is looming in the corridor, the next he is flying towards BJ. I am so shocked to see my brother attacking BJ, I can’t even scream. For several seconds I stand and watch Jake swing his arm into BJ. I know BJ is not fighting back, just avoiding the blows. The first two hits don’t catch. The third lands and BJ staggers back slightly and knocks a table. A glass vase full of fake flowers falls to the ground. Flowers go flying. The sight of it somehow galvanizes me.
 
   ‘Stop it. Stop it,’ I scream.
 
   But neither man stops. I run towards them and both men look at me and growl for me to stay out.
 
   ‘I’m pregnant,’ I sob. ‘I’m pregnant.’
 
   For a shocked second everyone freezes.  
 
   Then all hell breaks loose. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-FIVE
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   Layla
 
   ‘You fucking crazy son of a bitch. You didn’t even use a fucking condom! That’s my sister, you fucking dog,’ Jake roars and swings out hard. BJ, still shell-shocked by my announcement, stumbles back against a pile of stacked chairs. The chairs go crashing and BJ falls over with them.
 
   Both men are on the floor. Jake has BJ by the throat and he is choking him to death. Pure, uncontrollable panic surges through me. I run screaming towards them and drop to my knees beside them. ‘Please, Jake,’ I beg desperately, my hand uselessly trying to pull his away from BJ’s throat. ‘Please. Please don’t. I love him,’ I plead.
 
   BJ swivels incredulous eyes towards me. Jake stiffens, but his hands are still frozen around BJ’s throat.
 
   I am sobbing hard now. ‘He’s the only one for me. If you love me please, please, I beg you, don’t hurt him.’
 
   Suddenly BJ chokes out, ‘What’re you going to do? Kill me? You can’t fucking control everything in your world. I wanted to tell you, out of respect, man to man, but the fact is, your sister is all grown up and she wanted to tell you herself. But since you’ve ruined that possibility for her, here’s how it’s going down. I fucking love her, man. I’ve loved her since I was 14.’
 
   I hold my face in the palms of my hands and stare incredulously at BJ. Jake sits back, his hands falling to his sides, his chest heaving. He stares at BJ coldly. ‘If you cause her to shed one single tear, I swear, I’ll make you cry blood. Then, I will fucking kill you.’ 
 
   There is a trickle of crimson flowing from the side of BJ’s mouth. He wipes it with the back of his hand. His shirtfront is smeared red. 
 
   ‘I won’t,’ he says clearly. 
 
   Jake gets to his feet, straightens himself, and sighs. He sounds defeated. He looks at me, and his eyes are sad. He wanted better for me. ‘I’ll see you at my home, later tonight?’
 
   Unable to speak, I nod. Jake closes the door softly behind him and I run to BJ. 
 
   I touch the swelling on his jaw. ‘Oh my God. It must hurt like hell.’
 
   ‘Can’t feel a thing. Too wired up.’
 
   ‘I’m so sorry, BJ. This is the second time you’ve taken a hit for me.’
 
   ‘Third time,’ he corrects softly.
 
   I frown. ‘Third?’
 
   ‘First time was when I fought Jake. He’s a strong fighter, but I’m trained and he’s not. I could have taken him, but I didn’t.’
 
   I remember that I had to look away at the ferocity with which he dispatched The Devil’s Hammer. ‘Why didn’t you?’
 
   ‘Why doesn’t Batman kill the Joker?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. Why?’
 
   ‘I wasn’t being magnanimous or a hero when I drank a couple of cans of stout and allowed myself to fight loose and stupid. It was because of you. At the heart of my mercy was self-interest. I didn’t want to vanquish Layla’s brother and turn him into an unforgiving foe. Sometimes, your rival today becomes a vehicle for your legacy tomorrow. I wanted us to be equals. Sure I like Jake, but I’ve gone out of my way to maneuver myself into a place where he owes me one.’
 
   Shocked by his confession, I sit back and stare at him. ‘Were you really telling the truth when you told Jake that you love me?’
 
   He expels the air in his chest in a rush. ‘Love you? You’re like a hundred flashbulbs in my face, Layla. You blind me. You always have. Ever since you trooped into church with your brothers, all of you wearing the old curtains my grandmother had donated to the charity shop. My mother sniggered, but my heart swelled just to look at you. Just to know that such beauty existed in this world. I tried to fight it. I even pretended to myself that you were a spoilt little brat. All these years.’ He shook his head. ‘Every conceivable type of woman. But none would ever do. My heart was taken.’’
 
    I feel almost euphoric. ‘So that’s why you have the Layla tiepin.’
 
   He flushes, the area above his cheekbones becoming dark red. ‘Yeah I bought that when I was 15. One day, I promised myself, I’m going to walk down the aisle with that girl and I’m gonna wear it. But then you fell and when I went to help you up, you treated me as if I was a lump of dog shit. I realized you were too grand for me. So I killed the love in my heart. Or rather I thought I had, but I was just kidding myself.’
 
   ‘I love you, BJ,’ I whisper.
 
   He swallows hard.
 
   ‘It’s not a death sentence,’ I joke weakly.
 
   He looks down. ‘You don’t understand. I thought you’d never say it. I thought …. You don’t know how long I have waited to hear you say that,’ he mutters close to my ear, his voice raspy and broken.
 
   And suddenly I see the sweetness of this beautiful man. ‘I love you so much I could die,’ I say softly.
 
   He lifts his head, his dark eyes shining. ‘Say it again,’ he commands.
 
   ‘I love you so much I could die.’
 
   ‘Again.’
 
   This time the words roll out of me like a river breaking a dam.
 
   He carefully wipes all expression off his face. ‘Were you telling the truth? About the pregnancy? Or was it just to stop Jake from beating the shit out of me?’ he asks lightly, but I know him well now. His whole body is tense.
 
   I grin happily. ‘Clearblue digital confirmed last night that we just contributed to the world’s overpopulation problem.’
 
   He stares at me with wide eyes. ‘Fuck woman. Just for once can’t you be like your brother’s wife and give me a pair of baby shoes instead of this insensitive, sassy bullshit,’ he croaks.
 
   I look around the room, locate my purse a few feet away, and reach out for it. I take out a little box of baby shoes and shove it into his chest. ‘There you go,’ I cry triumphantly. 
 
   To my shock, tears fill his eyes.
 
   I feel my eyes prickling too. ‘Jesus, BJ. If I’d known it was that easy to make you cry I’d have got pregnant sooner.’
 
    ‘I hate clichés, but fucking hell, Layla. This is the best day of my goddamn life.’ He grins and I can feel the happiness pouring out of him. He stands suddenly, grabs my waist, and lifts me up as high as his arms can reach, whirling me round and round. I know he is doing it because I had told him about Lily’s experience and how special I thought it was.
 
   I start laughing. ‘You’re making me dizzy.’
 
   ‘I know,’ he laughs. ‘That was the plan. You’re always quiet when you’re dizzy.’
 
   ‘Why don’t you use your usual way?’ I tease.
 
   He puts me down. ‘I was saving that for last,’ he says and covers my mouth with his own.
 
   When he lifts his head, my insides are all gooey and melted. ‘We’re going to rule the world, aren’t we?’ I say dreamily. 
 
   He grins. ‘Absolutely. I’ll be the king and you’ll be my queen.’
 
   ‘And we’ll sit on gold thrones.’
 
   He touches my face. ‘Oh Layla. You’re the dream I didn’t even dare have.’
 
   I can’t stop smiling. ‘I’ve always wanted to be the dream someone didn’t dare have.’
 
   ‘I guess you’ll have to marry me now, and in a hurry too, won’t you?’
 
   ‘Is that your idea of a proposal, BJ Pilkington?’
 
   ‘No, I’ll do a proper job, later, when I’m between your legs.’
 
   ‘Oh my!’
 
   ‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, lets,’ I say drunk with love. Unable to believe where my day has ended. I was worried about telling Jake about BJ and telling BJ about the baby. And now everything has just fallen into place in the most extraordinary way. I know Jake will come around. BJ is happy about the baby. And everything is just so, so, so perfect.
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   Layla
 
   It is 8:00 by the time I make it to Jake’s house. All the lights are on and in one of the upstairs windows I can see the silhouette of Lily’s grandmother cradling my niece in her arms. Anxiously, I go in through the kitchen hoping to meet my mother first. Shane is sitting with his legs up on a chair and eating a strawberry trifle. 
 
   ‘Hey, Bear,’ he says, licking the spoon.
 
   ‘Good you are in time for dinner,’ Ma says, not looking up from chopping vegetables.
 
   ‘How come he gets to eat dessert before dinner?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Because I’m not staying for dinner,’ Shane says.
 
   ‘Shane, I need to talk to Ma,’ I tell him pointedly.
 
   ‘Don’t mind me,’ he says, not moving from his chair.
 
   My mother looks up. ‘What do you want to tell your old mother? That you’ve got a man.’
 
   I stare at her shocked. ‘Yes, how did you know?’
 
   ‘Do you think I’m stupid, Layla?’
 
   ‘I’ll be damned,’ Shane says, grinning and slapping his thigh. ‘Who’s the poor sod?’
 
   ‘Of course, I know,’ my mother says. ‘You’ve been walking around with your head in the clouds for at least a month now. So I checked with Queenie and she told me he is a good boy. One of ours. And I have been patiently waiting for you to tell me all about it. Sit down then.’
 
   Bemused and pleasantly surprised at how easy all of this is turning out to be, I sit down and tell them that it’s BJ.
 
   ‘What? BJ!’ Shane exclaims with a frown. ‘Shit, Layla, he must be the worst man-whore in all of England and Scotland.’
 
   ‘You’re a fine one to talk,’ I snap at my brother, glancing worriedly at my mother. 
 
   But my mother is not worried at all. ‘Billy Joe is a good lad,’ she defends. ‘He’ll be good to you. He’s always had a soft spot for you.’
 
   ‘You knew he had a soft spot for me?’ I ask dazed.
 
   ‘Of course. You could see it a mile off. He used to stare so intently at you in church I thought his eyes would pop out.’ 
 
   I grin. The way my mother exaggerates anyone would think I was some great beauty. ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Him and half the boys in the congregation,’ Shane adds.
 
   ‘Yes, poor Jake always had his hands full giving them all dirty looks,’ my mother says. 
 
   ‘So you think I made a good choice?’ I ask my mother happily.
 
   ‘I fucking don’t,’ Shane says.
 
   But Ma is unshakeable in her convictions. ‘I do. But it’s Jake you’ll have to convince. He’s in the library. Go on and talk to him before dinner.’
 
   ‘Uh, Ma. I’ve got something else to tell you.’
 
   She stops chopping. Her mouth drops open. ‘Oh, Layla. You’re not.’
 
   I bite my lip. ‘I am.’
 
   ‘What?’ Shane asks looking from me to Ma and back to me with confusion. ‘You’re what?’
 
   ‘I’m pregnant.’
 
   Shane’s eyes widen. ‘Poor BJ!’
 
   ‘Come here,’ my mother says. From her face I can tell she is fighting hard to keep from crying.
 
   I go and crouch next to her. Up close, I see all the fine lines that fan out from her eyes. My mother is getting old. The idea is distressing. I don’t want my mother to grow old. I don’t ever want to lose her. She holds my face between her work-worn palms and kisses my forehead. ‘My mother was right. It is never the wild ones that get knocked up. It’s always the good girls. How far along are you?’
 
   ‘Just about four weeks.’
 
   She nods.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Ma.’
 
   She takes her hands away from my face. ‘Don’t be sorry. He’s a good boy. He’ll do right by you. Now go and talk to your brother.’
 
   I grasp my mother’s hands and kiss them. ‘I love you, Ma.’
 
   ‘I love you too, Layla,’ she says and tears glimmer in her eyes.
 
   On my way out, I punch Shane hard on the shoulder.
 
   ‘Did you see what she did?’ I hear him ask.
 
   I don’t hear her reply. I walk along the corridor and knock nervously on my brother’s door.
 
   ‘Come in, Layla,’ Jake says.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I enter. My brother is sitting behind his desk. He leans back in his chair and looks at me expressionlessly.
 
   ‘Look, first of all I want to say I’m really sorry that I didn’t tell you sooner, but you were so excited and happy about Lilliana’s arrival that I just didn’t want to spoil it.’
 
   My brother nods. ‘So you’re in love with him.’
 
   ‘Yes. Very much.’
 
   He sighs. ‘I wanted better for you.’
 
   ‘I know you did, but BJ is my destiny, like Lily is yours.’
 
   ‘I know. But all said and done, he’s in the drug trade, Layla. He’ll make a mistake one day and he’ll go to prison. Are you prepared for that?’  
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Then use that great love he has for you to make him give it up. It’s not like he needs to do it. He already has more money than he knows what to do with. He’s got his clubs and pubs and all his properties.’
 
   I move deeper into the room. Jake is right. BJ is going to be a dad. He doesn’t need to be involved in the drug business. 
 
   ‘Now is your best opportunity, Layla. Before you get married. Lay down your terms. You’ll be a mother soon. Think of your children.’
 
   ‘OK, I will.’
 
   ‘I want you to be happy. You know that, don’t you?’
 
   I walk around the chair and touch his cheek. ‘I know that. I didn’t want to disobey you. It just happened.’
 
   He smiles sadly. ‘Just remember, no matter what happens, I am always here for you.’
 
   ‘Thank you.’
 
   ‘How many weeks gone are you?’
 
   ‘Four.’
 
   ‘Are you happy?’
 
   ‘It’s all so perfect I couldn’t have planned it better.’
 
   He grins. ‘I’m proud of you, Layla.’
 
   I grin back. ‘Can you believe it? I’m gonna be somebody’s mummy.’
 
   ‘You’ll be a good mother, Layla. I can feel it in my bones.’  
 
   


  
 

 [image: Description: Description: bear1.jpg] 
 
   -All of me loves all of you-
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-SEVEN
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   Layla
 
   Ki shan i Romani - Adoi san' i chov'hani. 
 
   Wherever gypsies go - there the witches are, we know.
 
   I clasp my hands together and fix my gaze on his face. ‘BJ, what will happen to me and our baby if something happens to you? Like you get caught by the police.’
 
   ‘I won’t get caught. I told you nothing passes through my hands.’
 
   ‘There’s no such thing as never. There are always people who will betray you to save their own skin or mistakes or an envious friend.’
 
   His face closes over. ‘What do you want me to say, Layla?’
 
   ‘I want you to give it up. I want you to give it up, because if you don’t, I will never, ever feel secure.’
 
   ‘It’s what I am, Layla.’
 
   ‘No, it’s not what you are. It’s what you do.’
 
   He covers his face with his hands, rubbing them upwards towards his head. ‘What if I say I can’t stop? Will you leave me?’
 
   I drop my head, because I don’t want him to see how crushed and disappointed I am. If he had asked for something that was important to him, I would have moved heaven and earth to give it to him. It means all his words are empty and meaningless. He doesn’t truly love me. Not the way I do.
 
   ‘Well?’ he prompts.
 
   I clear my face of the pain I am feeling and look up. ‘No,’ I say dully. ‘I won’t leave you.’
 
   ‘What if I said that I’ve already taken steps to get out of that business?’
 
   I hardly dare believe it. ‘You have?’
 
   He nods. ‘Don’t you know? I’d do anything for you. Anything.’
 
   The joy I feel is what I imagine being hit by very mild lightning must be like. I feel my skin tingle and my entire body wants to shake, jump, and dance around. ‘You can’t imagine how crushed and sad I was when you said you couldn’t do it.’
 
   ‘Good,’ he says and laughs, and I decide that now is the best time to give a little of my bad news.
 
   ‘By the way,’ I say as casually as I can, ‘Jake wants us to have a commitment ceremony.’
 
   ‘A fucking what?’
 
   I nod, trying to keep the amusement from my face. ‘You heard correctly.’
 
   ‘You better be kidding me …’
 
   I shake my head slowly, not daring to say another word, laughter bubbling inside me.
 
   ‘The paranoid motherfucker.’
 
   The laugher spews forth. 
 
   ‘You’re enjoying this aren’t you?’ he accuses.
 
   ‘I have to drink the brew too, you know.’
 
   ‘So what are you laughing about, then?’
 
   ‘If you could see your face.’
 
   ‘When does he want this ceremony to take place?’
 
   ‘Tomorrow night. It’s a full moon. Good for spells.’
 
   ‘Oh for fuck’s sake. I don’t believe this shit. Did he have one with Lily?’
 
   ‘That’s exactly what I asked him.’
 
   ‘And what did he say?’
 
   ‘He said Lily isn’t his sister, but if she was he would have insisted on it.’
 
   He shakes his head in wonder. ‘Let me see if I’ve got this right. We sit inside a circle at some outdoor location and make promises to each other in front of some shaman.’
 
   ‘And drink a potion.’
 
   His eyes narrow suspiciously. ‘Exactly what’s in the brew?’
 
   I chew my lower lip. ‘I think articles of our used clothing, animal lung of some sort, definitely liver, fat, and probably salt. It’s usually put into love charms to ensure the duration of the attachment.’
 
   He folds his arms. ‘All right. If it makes you happy and you’re OK with it, then I am too.’
 
   I laugh. ‘Actually, Jake says since I am pregnant I only need to have a very small sip. A taste were his exact words. You’ll have to drink most of it.’
 
   ‘I knew it,’ he bursts out. ‘This is to punish me, isn’t it?’
 
   I’m dying to laugh. ‘A bit.’
 
   ‘Other men get a stag night with booze and strippers from their brother-in-law-to-be and I get this!’
 
   ‘We can get some strippers for the ceremony if you want.’
 
   ‘You find this all very funny, don’t you, Miss Eden?’
 
   And I can no longer hold back the laughter. Eventually he laughs too. When we stop, he looks into my eyes and his voice is very serious. ‘Jake knows nothing. I’d walk over hot coals for you. Drinking fat, liver, and lung, I could do it every day for the rest of my life if it means having you.’
 
   ‘I love you, BJ Pilkington. I really, really do.’
 
   ‘By the way, can they make that article of clothing one of your used panties? It might make the lung, liver, and fat a bit more palatable.’
 
   ‘Oh, you disgusting man, Mr. Pilkington,’ I scold, but I am laughing and so crazy in love with him, I could pop him between two slices of bread and eat him for lunch. 
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   Despite the fact that Jake glowers all through the commitment ceremony, it turns out to be something different and more precious than I imagined it to be. One day I will tell my grandchildren about it. BJ’s mother gives me an antique shawl. My mother gives me a gold chain with a sapphire pendant. 
 
   It’s a cold night and we all dress in warm clothing. The moon is very bright, hanging like a lantern in the sky as we drive out to a wooded area and walk to a clearing.
 
   The shaman is already waiting for us.
 
   God only knows where Jake found her. She is an ancient creature, straight out of the witches’ scene in Macbeth. Hunched underneath an old, black cloak, her face in the moonlight is craggy with deep grooves and her skin is mottled with coffee-colored spots. Her hair is silvery and surprisingly thick. One eye is completely white, the pupil covered over with cataract, and the other is jet-black and alive with an animal-like alertness. She wears a red rose tucked behind her ear. 
 
   Her body is thin and pitiful, but her movements are as stubborn and headstrong as that of a wild boar. When she extends a withered hand from the inky folds of her cloak, I see that every one of her bony fingers is heavy with an assortment of large and intricate rings. There are ancient symbols carved into the stones. 
 
   She tells BJ and me to take off our shoes, pull our prayer shawls over our heads, and sit cross-legged inside the circle that she draws with a chalky stone. Then she half-squats on a low, four-legged stool and surrounds herself with the tools of her trade. Feathers, a fan, shells, and red and black candles, which she lights and shades with glass coverings. She unrolls a long ribbon and ties an end to both our wrists. 
 
   ‘Are you ready?’ she croaks.
 
   We nod.
 
   She starts by inviting and welcoming helping spirits and the spirits of deceased loved ones. She looks at me directly. There is something enchanted and mysterious about her dark, bottomless eye. Her mystique is bewitching. I have the impression that I am staring into the eye of an ancient mystic feline. Timeless and weightless. That my spirit has intertwined with hers in an invisible sublime dance. 
 
   ‘Think of them, all the ones who have left you and they will come.’ 
 
   I think of Father and call him to come.
 
   Her black eye fixes on me again. ‘It is always as forecast and necessary,’ she says intriguingly.
 
   Then she begins to sing in a language I do not understand, plaintively, as if she is calling to a lost love. Her voice echoes through the night. Afterwards, she burns some sweet herbs and offers rice to the spirits who have come to witness the ceremony. 
 
   BJ and I exchange bracelets made of twine with each other. Afterwards, we make our vows of fidelity and loyalty to each other. First to go is BJ. By the light of the candles, he recites the vows we have both chosen to make.
 
   ‘I, Billy Joe Pilkington, by the life that courses within my blood and the love that resides within my heart, take thee Layla Eden to my hand, my heart, and my spirit to be my chosen one. To desire thee and be desired by thee. To possess thee and be possessed by thee without sin or shame, for naught can exist in the purity of my love for thee. I promise to love thee wholly and completely without restraint, in sickness and in health, in plenty and in poverty, in life and beyond, where we shall meet, remember, and love again. I shall not seek to change thee in any way. I shall respect thee, thy beliefs, thy people, and thy ways as I respect myself.’
 
   Staring into his eyes, I repeat the same vow and it feels as if my heart will burst with the love I have for him.
 
   Then it is time to drink the thick brown brew. It is truly disgusting. Even the tiny little sip I consume coats my tongue and makes me feel downright queasy. BJ is the real hero of the piece though. He drinks it all without fuss. 
 
   Later he whispers in my ear. ‘I’m gonna need to forget this taste. Get ready to have your pussy in my mouth for a very long time.’
 
   I try to suppress the giggles, but I am not very successful. I feel a great wave of love wash over me for this wonderful man. 
 
   ‘Jeez, Layla, don’t look at me like that unless you want me to drag you behind some bushes and rape you.’
 
   ‘Do you ever wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t gone into your bedroom and tried to take your tiepin?’
 
   He shudders. ‘No.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-EIGHT
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   Layla
 
   After the ceremony my life becomes a whirl of frantic activity. There are so many things to decide: locations, bridesmaid dresses, shoes, music, caterers, invitations, photographer, the cake, videographer, invitations, stationery, rings, favors, transportation, and, of course, my dress. BJ hires a wedding planner. She is so brilliant that I can’t even imagine doing it without her. It’s a great comfort to simply call her if I have a query or worry and know that she is already on top of it. 
 
   My mother makes an appointment with Thelma Madine, the dress designer. Thelma Madine is exactly how she is on TV. Warm, talented, and a practical businesswoman to the core. She would have made a good gypsy. 
 
   ‘How big do you want your dress to be?’ she asks.
 
   ‘Big,’ my mother says. ‘She’s my only girl. My Princess.’
 
   ‘Oh, Ma,’ I say. ‘It’s a shotgun wedding. I was thinking of a simple mermaid dress.’
 
   ‘Simple!’ my mother explodes. ‘Where’s the fun in that?’ She throws her hands up animatedly. ‘This is a once-in-a-lifetime event. Who are you to deny yourself the best and most beautiful wedding dress possible on your big day?’
 
   My mother is right. A wedding should be fun. Every gypsy wedding that I have attended, even the tackiest, most over-the-top ones with white stretch-limos and chocolate fountains have been far more enjoyable, exciting, and dramatic than any of the elegant, color-coordinated, chair-covered, non-gypsy ones. And when I think back, a sedate wedding is classy and admirable, but it is the big gypsy weddings that are unforgettable. 
 
   I look at Thelma. ‘You know what, I will have that big ball gown after all.’
 
   But Thelma is not the queen of the gypsy bridal dress for nothing. ‘I can do you a mermaid wedding dress and make your mother happy too,’ she declares confidently.
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes, really.’ 
 
   And she is as good as her word. The very next day she comes back with two sketches. Ma and me agree on a fit-and-flare design with a sweetheart neckline, pearls on the bodice, and hundreds and hundreds of taffeta handkerchiefs sewn together to make the billowing skirt and train. It comes with a little bolero for the church. The whole ensemble is in shades of oyster.
 
   In a week Thelma calls me for my first fitting. The three of us drive over to her shop. It is exciting and frightening. I’m not sure if she can really pull of a big mermaid dress.
 
   ‘Come in,’ she says. I can tell she is eager to show us her creation. She takes us quickly to the back of the shop. In a move that is pure drama, she pauses in front of a closed door, and with her hand on the handle, turns to us and asks, ‘Are you ready for this?’ 
 
   My mother, Maddy, and I nod. While butterflies flutter in my stomach, she theatrically flings open the door. 
 
   The dress is on a stand, its train of thousands of taffeta squares spread out like an enormous fish tail behind it. I gasp and stare in amazement. My mother squeals like a young girl and Maddy claps her hands with delight. Any fears I had that it would be tacky or too My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding are laid to rest forever. The dress is amazing. Totally and utterly spectacular. It is a masterpiece, pure and simple. 
 
   The days pass in a blur of hectic activity and excitement. Only moments shine through with full HD clarity. Those rare moments I look at in amazed wonder, sometimes disbelief. So this is my life. A week before the wedding, I give up my apartment, transport most of my stuff into BJ’s home, and move into my mother’s house. At this point BJ and I are no longer able to see each other alone and the separation is pure torture. 
 
   But suddenly, before I know it, my wedding day is upon me. I wake up early, a bundle of nerves, and lie very quietly in the dark. Already, I can hear my mother and aunts moving about the house. I put my hand on my stomach. It’s still flat, but my baby is growing inside.
 
   ‘We’re getting married today,’ I whisper, and a thrill of excitement runs through me. 
 
   Maddy is the first to arrive and we eat breakfast in my bedroom together.  We speak in whispers and giggle quietly as if we are children on a midnight adventure.
 
   The hairdresser arrives at seven. Ma makes her a cup of coffee and she sets about separating my hair into two parts, gathering the top half into a bun at the back of my head and putting corkscrew curls into the lower half and leaving them trailing down my back and shoulders. She fits a princess tiara over my head, and the make-up artist takes me on. She spends an hour on my face, painting, dabbing, drawing, brushing, and then gluing on individual spikes of false eyelashes. 
 
   By now the house is crowded with friends and relatives bringing presents. Gypsies are generous gift givers and the pile of presents soon fills the dining table and spills onto the floor, and still more well-wishers are flooding through the doors. Ma breaks into the stack of champagne cases and the house heaves as if it is a party. 
 
   Then the dress arrives. 
 
   From my window I watch Thelma and her two assistants carefully carry it into the house. They bring it upstairs to my room and Thelma and her assistants help me into it. My heart is racing with nerves. 
 
   ‘Oh, oh, oh,’ exclaims a delighted Maddie. ‘You look stunning.’
 
   When I have been laced into the dress and the veil fixed into place, I walk over to the mirror with bated breath.
 
   And … almost do not recognize the person in the mirror. I look like I have stepped out of a page of a fairytale. Ma, who has changed into a pretty grey-blue dress, has tears in her eyes. She dabs them away carefully with the edge of a tissue.
 
   ‘You look absolutely beautiful, Layla,’ she says.
 
   ‘You were right, Ma. The dress is perfect.’
 
   My mother smiles through her tears.
 
   Thelma and her assistants pick up the train and hem of the skirt as I go through the door, preventing me from stepping on it and falling headlong down the stairs. They carry the train as I go down the stairs in my pearl-encrusted slippers. 
 
   And then I am standing in front of Jake. He looks gorgeous in his grey morning suit. His eyes are so bright and full of pride. 
 
   ‘Oh! Layla. If only Da could see you. You’re the princess he always said you were,’ he says. 
 
   Lily smiles. The confinement thing has really worked. She is glowing and beautiful. ‘I always knew he would get you.’
 
   ‘You did?’
 
   She nods. ‘He’s a good guy. I’ll never forget what he did for Jake and me. I’m so happy for you. Be happy always, Layla.’
 
   Then Dominic and Shane come to kiss me. They look incredibly handsome in their new suits. Dominic nods approvingly, and even Shane forgets to be a smartass. ‘You look truly beautiful,’ he says sincerely.
 
   As I walk to the front door, everybody takes pictures and videos.
 
   Gingerly, I step out of my mother’s house and scream. I can’t believe it. I don’t know whether it is Jake or BJ who has arranged it, but it is the last thing I am expecting. A glass carriage is waiting on the road. It is dainty and ornate and quite simply magical, something you would see in a Disney movie. It has two grooms in livery and two white steeds with plumed headdresses. 
 
   ‘BJ insisted on it,’ Jake says.
 
   Jake gets in first and then Thelma helps me into the carriage so that I am sitting opposite him and my train is coiled between us. The door closes and we are off, with passing cars tooting their horns at us all the way to the church. Complete strangers hang their heads out of their cars, smile, wave, and wish me well.
 
   By the time we get to the church, we are 30 minutes late and the bridesmaids and flower girls are all lined up and waiting. Maddy winks at me. Jake reaches over and squeezes my hand.
 
   ‘Thank you, Jake. Thank you for everything,’ I say. My voice sounds shaky.
 
   ‘Never mind that. Don’t ruin your mascara,’ he says, his voice is gruff. 
 
   Thelma and her assistants help me out of the carriage. I step out into the sunshine. It is a beautiful, still spring day. There are strangers gathered all around watching the wedding procession. And suddenly I have an attack of nerves. I turn blindly to Jake. I’ve been doing that since I was child. Always Jake. Fighting all my battles.
 
   ‘I’m with you every step of the way,’ he says, holding his hand out.
 
   I take it, and just like that I am no longer nervous that I will trip, fall, or make a mistake. I am excited by the future that awaits me in the church. We walk up the steps to the church, my fingers resting lightly on his forearm. The sound of the wedding march floats out the double doors. 
 
   We make our way to the entrance, instantly I see my bridegroom. All in white. So broad and tall and wonderful. In the periphery of my vision I can see my mother, my brothers, my friends, acquaintances, and even strangers lining the back pews. In a flash of white, BJ turns and everyone else disappears. Our eyes meet and we’re alone in the church. Only him and me. 
 
   ‘Wow,’ he mouths silently, his eyes blazing possessively.
 
   Then my brother is moving forward and my legs follow his lead. I can feel the heavy train trailing for yards behind me, hear the swishing of the taffeta, smell the sweet perfume of the bouquets, and sense the solid muscles of my brother’s arm under my hand, but I am in a total daze. My eyes never leave BJ. 
 
   My brother takes his arm away and I look at him stupidly. He smiles and I turn my face back to BJ. He puts out a hand and gently pulls me towards him. He is so big and beautiful, I cannot believe that he is really mine. The tiepin that had started everything glints on his cravat, catching my eye. It doesn’t match and yet is perfect.   
 
   The vicar begins to recite our vows and I follow, repeating every word carefully, in awe of the sounds that leave my lips. For they come directly from some deep, unknown place inside my being.
 
   ‘I do,’ I say. 
 
   BJ slips the ring onto my finger and the vicar pronounces us man and wife. He doesn’t have time to give BJ permission to kiss the bride. BJ has already leaned over the yards and yards of material separating us and found my mouth. The congregation erupts: cheering, clapping, and whistling. We are a rowdy bunch, us gypsies.
 
   Thelma leads me to a small room at the side of the church. Carefully, she removes the veil and the bolero. The hairdresser touches up my hair and they help me out of the door. I stand for a moment at the entrance of the church. Then I see a brilliant flash of white and the crowds part to let him through. BJ stops in front of me and stares transfixed, his eyes devouring me. The dress has been laced up too tight to take a deep calming breath so I take quick shallow breaths through my mouth. He takes my hand.
 
   ‘You ordered one princess?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘I did. And you ordered one love-sick husband?’
 
   ‘Husband,’ I repeat. The word lands onto my tongue as light as a butterfly. I find it to be a familiar word that brings peace to my entire body. As if I was always meant to be Mrs. Billy Joe Pilkington.
 
   


 
   
  
 



TWENTY-NINE
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   Layla
 
   After my ultimate wish-upon-a-star, fairytale wedding, BJ whisks me off to Tuscany for our honeymoon. We stay in a magnificent palazzo near Maremma’s woodlands. For four passion-drenched, slothful days we do nothing but explore each other. Once we wake up at dawn we ride into the outstandingly beautiful and wild countryside. 
 
   BJ is a strong rider, but so am I and it is exhilarating. When we stop we are both flushed and aroused. In the clear fresh morning air, we tear each other’s clothes off and indulge in the delight of outdoor sex. At the end of it, I’m startled by an audience. A pair of beautiful roe deer wearing their reddish summer coats are looking at us curiously. We freeze, BJ still deep inside me, and stay still until they amble away.
 
   ‘Wasn’t that beautiful?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Everything with you is,’ he says.  
 
   Everyday we discover new things about each other. I now know that BJ doesn’t have breakfast. He has eight raw eggs blended with a banana and some milk. And he knows that I like a selection of warm pastries from the village woman. And that I’ll quite happily drink chilled, raw goat’s milk with them. 
 
   In the afternoon, when it is too hot to do anything, we swim lazily consuming countless ice lollies by the pool. At night, we eat thin-crust pizza cooked in a traditional wood oven, or even barbeque fish we bought from the outdoor market on the terrace. Once BJ makes us a pasta pomodoro with steak. I discover he’s not a bad cook.
 
   ‘Did your mother teach you?’ I ask.
 
   ‘No, it’s Bertie’s recipe.’ 
 
   Tonight, he’s taking me to a famous restaurant a few miles away. The man who cleans the pool tells us that one has not lived until you’ve tried Il Cinghiale Nero’s signature dish of wild boar and porcini mushrooms. 
 
   I soak in the bath inside the high-ceilinged, pink marble bathroom until he scoops me out and carries me, still dripping with soapsuds, to our enormous bedroom. He throws me on the bed and dives in after me. He has his own way of drying me. It doesn’t involve a towel, but it does feature a great deal of effort on his part, and wet sheets. Afterwards, as I lay on my back satiated, he grasps my ankle in his hand and brings it to his mouth. 
 
   ‘It’s amazing how brown you have become in four days.’
 
   I look into his love-drunk eyes. ‘Wait until you see me at the end of the week.’
 
   He leans back on the pillows, eyes half-mast, and watches me slip into a sultry, red knee-length dress with a daring décolleté. I slip on exotic, toe-ring sandals with straps embellished with turquoise stones. I brush my hair, apply mascara and lip-gloss, and dab perfume on to my pulse points. 
 
   ‘Come here,’ he says.
 
   I cross my arms across my chest. ‘Nope, I’m not having you ruin my primping. You can have me after you feed me.’
 
   He bounds up suddenly, sending me screaming out of the bedroom and through the tall corridor with its gilded panels and oil paintings, then down the grand marble staircase. I stand at the foot of the stairs looking up, laughing and gasping for breath, and ready to bolt outside if he decides to come down after me, but he stands leaning on the banister.
 
   ‘There’ll be hell to pay if you keep it for later,’ he calls out.
 
   ‘Is that a threat?’
 
   He grins. ‘Consider it an invitation.’
 
   I grin back. ‘In that case, I accept.’
 
   He nods and disappears back down the corridor.
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   The pool cleaner is right. It has to be the one of the best meals I’ve eaten in my life. It’s when we’re ordering dessert that our trouble starts. 
 
   I turn to BJ after ordering my sweet from the waiter, and he is scowling at me.
 
   ‘What?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Stop fucking flirting with that waiter, or he’ll find his pepper mill sticking out of his fucking ass.’
 
   ‘Are you kidding me?’
 
   ‘Does it look like I am?’
 
   ‘I wasn’t flirting.’  
 
   ‘No?’
 
   ‘No,’ I say very empathically. 
 
   ‘So what the hell was all that hair flicking and the “si, si, sei troppo gentile” all about, then?’ he asks changing his voice to a mocking falsetto to imitate mine.
 
   ‘That was me being polite,’ I say, getting a bit irritated myself.
 
   ‘How would you like it if I did that with the waitress?’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t mind at all. Go ahead. Be my guest,’ I tell him.
 
   A look crosses his face. ‘All right. Just remember you started this.’
 
   He looks around and catches the eye of the most attractive waitress in the restaurant and lifts his eyebrow. When she comes to him he gives her a slow smile and asks if she could bring a bottle of their best champagne.
 
   She trots off and he smiles pleasantly at me. I am determined not to react so I smile back.
 
   When she returns, totally ignoring me, he blatantly begins to flirt and laugh with her, blatantly. My blood begins to boil. Yes, it’s true I did flirt with the waiter, but only lightly. He, on the other hand, was almost stripping her naked with his eyes. 
 
   At first I try my best not to show how furious I am. I tell myself that he’s doing it deliberately. It’s not like he truly wants her. He’s just punishing me. I briefly toy with the idea of calling the waiter back and flirting in exactly the same way with him. See who cracks first. But I don’t actually want to seriously flirt with another man on my honeymoon.
 
   I could have held on and sat it out with my frozen smile if the quick-eyed slut had not given me a look that was at once pitying and triumphant. A look that said, hey, you’re a fool. Can’t you see what your man is doing? How totally into me he is? 
 
   Humiliated, I stand up. I don’t have the car keys. Not that it matters. I wouldn’t dare drive the powerful Maserati he has rented, especially on unfamiliar roads. Fuck him, I would rather walk the five miles back to the palazzo than stay here another second. Both of them turn to look at me. She seems glad that I might be leaving. 
 
   ‘Going somewhere, babe?’ BJ asks sweetly.
 
   ‘Nowhere that concerns you,’ I answer with equal sweetness, and walk out of the restaurant.
 
   Outside, I pause for a moment at the entrance. I am so angry I want to scream. How dare he behave like that on our honeymoon. I start walking fast in the direction we had come from. Fortunately, I am wearing flat sandals. I must have gone 20 yards before I hear the Maserati’s engine idling along beside me.
 
   ‘Need a lift somewhere?’
 
   ‘What? Not taking your tart back with you?’ I say huffily.
 
   ‘Well, well, look who’s all jealous?’ His voice is rich with laughter.
 
   His mirth irritates me. ‘There is a difference between what I was doing and what you were engaging in! I was being polite and you were fucking her with your eyes.’
 
   He laughs. His laughter is like smoke and silk. ‘It’ll take us forever to reach the palazzo at this rate.’
 
   Even though the forecast called for a thunderstorm tonight, I am not prepared for the downpour that begins with large drops of hot rain that smells of dust. A couple fall on my head. 
 
   ‘Get in, Layla,’ BJ says, his voice silky.
 
   This time I open the door and get in, but I am determined to make him suffer for the humiliation he caused at the restaurant. I am going to give him the silent treatment.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY
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   BJ
 
   I steal a sidelong glance at her. She was cute in the restaurant when she was acting all unconcerned while she was burning up with fury inside, but now that she is radiating waves of don’t-touch-me she’s smoking hot. It reminds me of what she used to be like. Having it inside this car with the smell of the thunderstorm raging outside, it’s as sexy as hell. 
 
   I need to fuck my new wife.  
 
   Through the lashing rain I suddenly see it coming up ahead, a forest. This is it, real freedom, a centuries’ old, living, breathing, magical wonderment. Sometimes we need to let go of life’s shackles and find oneness with nature. Feeling reckless, my dick steering the vehicle, I veer off the motorway and head down a winding country lane. I don’t need to look at Layla to know she is staring at me with narrowed eyes.      
 
   ‘Why the hell have you left the motorway?’ she asks with a scowl.
 
   ‘There’s something I’ve always wanted to do,’ I reply.  
 
   She stares at the rain lashing down on the windshield, the continuous streak left by the wipers. ‘Well, whatever it is, count me out. I’m not going out in that rain.’ she says in her best Ice Queen tone.  
 
   Excitement surges through my veins. I say nothing. Just stop the car, then make my way around to Layla’s window.
 
   I stand outside for moment, eyes focused on her. The gesticulation of her hands and exaggerated facial expression clearly indicate that she thinks I’m a raving fucking lunatic. 
 
   ‘It’s bloody pouring,’ she shouts, her voice barely audible.
 
   I swipe at the water streaming down my face. Yeah, like I hadn’t fucking noticed.   
 
   ‘If you don’t get out now, I’ll drag you the fuck out.’’  
 
   Her mouth drops open. A look flares through her eyes. I know that look too well. She’s going to fucking lock me out. Before she has time to react, my hand is on the handle and the door is open. I grab her and haul her out while she struggles like a wildcat.
 
   ‘What the fuck has gotten into you?’ she yells in my face. 
 
   Her fury is pure bliss against the backdrop of the thunderstorm. It makes my blood sing for her. I let go of her. 
 
   And she takes a step back. I watch the rain drench her, her dress becomes transparent. She’s not wearing a bra. Her chest is heaving. Her nipples are as hard as stone. God! My wife is so beautiful. Sometimes I can’t believe she is mine. My cock starts straining for release as if it is a loaded missile zeroing in on its target.
 
   Her mouth drops open as it dawns on her exactly what’s on my mind. ‘If you think I’m going to have sex out here in the middle of nowhere after the stunt you pulled in the restaurant as well, you better think again.’
 
   I start to laugh.
 
   ‘What’s so bloody funny?’  
 
   ‘You babe.’
 
   ‘You have a sick sense of humor. Letting your pregnant wife freeze to death in the rain,’ she shouts.
 
   ‘You’re not freezing. On a hot steamy night like this, rain is lovely.’ I grab her arms and pull her body tight against me. ‘We,’ I growl in her ear, ‘are going to fuck like we’ve never fucked before.’
 
   ‘You HAVE got to be kidding!’ Rain splatters onto her face and flows in her gorgeous mouth. 
 
   ‘I don’t kid around about how, when, and where I fuck my wife.’ 
 
   ‘I’m not rolling around in the mud while an avalanche of rain is being dumped on me from the heavens,’ she snaps.
 
   ‘Why the hell not? What could be more perfect? There’s no one around for miles. It’s hot and steamy. The rain beating down on us will be kinda sexy.’
 
   ‘Quite frankly, because you don’t bloody deserve it. How dare you flirt like that in front of me? I was humiliated,’ she spits at me furiously.
 
   ‘Next time remember that before you start giving other men the come-on.’
 
   ‘Oh!’ She stamps her foot in frustration. ‘I was not giving him the come-on.’
 
   ‘Well, in future bear in mind that we have different ideas about what equates to a come-on.’
 
   ‘So you’re not going to apologize?’
 
   ‘What do you think?’
 
   ‘I think you should.’
 
   ‘I think we should have sex.’ 
 
   ‘What about our clothes? How will we get them dried? How will we drive back in this condition?’
 
   I grin. ‘We’ll turn up the temperature in the car and drive home nude,’ I tell her.  
 
   ‘Oh BJ, this is really crazy.’
 
   ‘No, this is exactly what we need.’ 
 
   Layla raises her eyebrows disdainfully, but she’s not fooling me. Her true resistance is actually gone. She, too, wants to have her hormone-loaded little pussy filled in the rainstorm. ‘I’ve always imagined what it might be like to have wild, animalistic, outdoor sex in a steamy climate. OK, maybe it was without the rain, but right now, that just adds to the fantasy.’
 
   There is a burst of thunder and it startles her. She jumps against me. I take that moment to grab her hand and pull her to the front of the car. 
 
   In the glare of the headlights she looks even more fuckable. 
 
   Her long hair is plastered to her body, and the outline of her hardened nipples, aching to be free from that dress, is even more pronounced. Naked, spread-eagle, and trapped under me is how I want her. 
 
   I move closer to press my rock hard cock into her pubic bone and pull her hair backwards, until she is arched across the hood. For a second I simply stop and look at her, spread out, the rain exploding like liquid bullets on her body. Mist, the steam rising from the hood of the car, surrounds us. 
 
   She is a work of art.
 
   Leaning over my Princess, I run a hungry tongue along her slender neck, tracing the stretched muscles. She tilts her head back even further, and looking up at the sky, exhales deeply. Just like that I know she’s ready. It’s surrender, pure and simple. 
 
   I use my knees to spread her legs, then trace my hand up the inside of her leg under her dress and rip off her panties in a single action. The tearing sound mingles with the drumming of the rain on the hood of the car. Her body clenches in anticipation. I get a good feel of her pussy quivering and sweet with honey. 
 
   Using both my hands I tear her dress open and expose the firm, tanned flesh underneath. For a moment I lift my bulk backwards and delight in the sight of her magnificence, her naked breasts glistening in the rain and her pale stomach just beginning to swell writhing against mine. I place my lips against hers, undo my jeans and yank the clinging material away. Her rain-soaked mouth is sugar. Ah! Layla. Layla. Layla. It was always only you. 
 
   How could you be jealous of any other woman?
 
   I move my mouth down to her right nipple, flicking and teasing while I roll the left nipple between my fingers squeezing intermittently. Ever since she became pregnant her nipples have become even more sensitive. The slightest touch is enough to get her going. She groans helplessly while I suck and run the edge of my teeth and tongue across the hard buds. I let my fingers play with the inviting softness of her slickly swollen pussy. She responds by involuntarily raising her head and chest. 
 
   I push her downwards to the metal again, spread her thighs wider and put my left arm under her shoulders so I can control her body. I insert two fingers into her honeyed pussy. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ she moans.  
 
   But I don’t give her what she wants. She wants speed, thickness. I deny her both. I keep my fingers moving slowly and using my thumb work her clit, feeling the frustration mounting in her body. 
 
   She thrusts her pubic area restlessly towards my hand.  
 
   Just as she’s about to climax, I stop and withdraw my fingers from her begging pussy. Rearing back, I swipe the water from my eyes and wrap my mouth around one of her erect nipples. Sucking hard, I plunge my throbbing cock into her depths.  
 
   ‘Oh. My. God. BJ!’ she screams, her body arching like a pulled bow. 
 
   I swoop down on her other nipple and bite it. She screams again. I lift my head and watch the rain flow over the bitten nipple. I move closer and her whole body tenses as I trail my tongue on the other nipple. She trembles with anticipation. 
 
   She raises her head and looks at me, water running down her slack features.
 
   ‘Were you flirting with that waiter?’
 
   ‘No.’ She swallows.
 
   I slide my hands along her wet thighs.
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   She nods. 
 
   ‘Don’t lie to me, Layla. We can’t move from here until you tell me the truth.’
 
   She licks her lips. ‘All right. Yes, I did it to make you jealous.’
 
   I squeeze her thighs and ram my blood-filled dick deep into her. 
 
   ‘Ahh…’
 
   ‘You like that?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Do you know what is going to happen to you if you do that again?’
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   ‘I’m going to fuck you for days. I will fill your belly with my cum and have it running out of every orifice. Do you understand?’
 
   She nods.
 
   ‘I didn’t hear you.’
 
   ‘Yes. I understand,’ she mutters.
 
   ‘Good,’ I say and bite her other nipple. Her mouth opens in a scream and I cover it with mine. I plunge my tongue into her warmth, hook her tongue into my mouth, and suck it hard as I thrust into her. 
 
   I feel her pulse change and her muscles tighten around the base of my shaft. I release her tongue. She digs her fingers into my ass cheeks as the erratic spasms of pleasure erupt deep within her body. 
 
   ‘Oh God,’ she cries, ‘I’m coming.’  
 
   I feel her nails embed themselves into my ass, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m oblivious to any pain as I hear her cry out in ecstasy as her orgasm rips through her body. 
 
   My cock pulsates and throbs and I drive to the hilt one last time. With a jerk I start filling her pretty little pink pussy with my hot cum. Wrapping her legs tightly around my waist she milks my body expertly.
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   -You are the color of my blood-
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-ONE
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   Layla
 
   My mother says I must have been born under a lucky star: I’ve not experienced any morning sickness. I wanted to carry on working until the baby was due, but neither my family or BJ will stand for it. What’s the point if you are planning on giving it up after the baby is born anyway? I suppose they have a point. Still, I would have preferred it to be my decision.
 
   I stand in the shower, water sluicing down my shoulders onto my braided hair and dripping over my growing belly. In the fast-moving water, my growing mound looks like an eyeball. I imagine his tiny transparent fingers clutching and unclutching at nothing. An animal instinct makes me curve my hands around my belly protectively.
 
   It is a constant source of wonder for me, knowing that a human being resides inside me. I think of his tiny little heart beating, his mouth opening and gulping amniotic fluid. During the ultrasound, it showed as a black bubble in his stomach. But the miracle that makes me smile the most is the thought that every half an hour or so his tiny bladder is emptying. My rude son is peeing inside me! 
 
   I wonder what he will smell like, how his story will unfold. 
 
   BJ wants to call him Tommy. Over my dead body, I informed him in no uncertain terms. I want my boy to be called Oliver or one of those really cool American cowboy names like Sundance or Texas Jack. At the very least, something proper like Charles or Phillip. 
 
   But Tommy is a proper Irish name, BJ insisted. 
 
   I love my husband to death, but Tommy? Ugh. No. Never. Like I said, over my dead body. I get out of the shower and rub rich coca butter on my tummy and hips before I get dressed. BJ is in the gym. A one-hour loop of Lost Frequencies Are You With Me is playing in the background. I listen to it so often I am sure my son will be born humming this tune. 
 
   The phone rings. It’s the hospital.
 
   ‘Mrs. Pilkington?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘This is St. James Hospital. This is Nurse Mary Varenne.’’
 
   ‘Hello.’
 
   ‘Dr. Freedman would like to see you and your husband as soon as possible.’
 
   Alarm bells start ringing in my head. I clutch the receiver with both hands. ‘Why?’ My voice is a frightened whisper.
 
   ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say. But it is urgent that both your husband and you attend his surgery immediately.’
 
   ‘What’s wrong with my baby?’   
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Pilkington, but I am just passing on a message. I have two appointment slots available.’
 
   ‘Give me the first one.’
 
   ‘Can you make it at two o’clock today?’
 
   I swallow. Today! They want me to come in today! Shit! How urgent is this situation? I feel cold inside. ‘Yes. My husband is busy all day. Can I come alone?’ 
 
   ‘I’m afraid you have to come with your husband,’ she insists.
 
   ‘All right, we’ll come in together.’ My voice is a scared, foreign whisper.
 
   ‘Good. I’ll book you in.’
 
   I don’t run straight away to tell BJ. No, no, I won’t frighten him unnecessarily. Suddenly I feel protective of him. He is so big and powerful, but I know that, on the inside, he would suffer far more than me. Mentally and emotionally, I am the stronger one. I will not show him my fear. Maybe it is nothing. Or maybe it is just a little thing. 
 
   She had sounded so serious though. 
 
   I touch my belly. Whatever it is, we will see it through. I walk into the kitchen and look around me. Everything looks the same. But it’s as bewildering as a dream landscape. Perhaps I am still asleep. I blink and take a large breath. My hand flies up to my mouth to shut off the scream that wants to escape. 
 
   I walk to the island and I have the distinct sensation of weightlessness, as if I can float away like a helium balloon. I grab hold of the edge of the granite counter. I am gripping it so hard my knuckles show white. I stare at them with fascination. I am in such a state of shock I can’t actually think. My mind is a complete blank. I take another deep breath and exhale noisily. It could be a mistake. That must be it. It happens all the time. I cling to the thought.
 
   ‘It’s most probably a mistake,’ I whisper to myself.
 
   I walk to the phone and dial Jake’s number. He’s always solved all my problems for me. I listen to the blurred sound of the rings in a daze. I terminate the call at the third ring and put the phone back down on the table. It’s silly to call him. I’ll call him when I know more. 
 
   ‘Oh God!’
 
   Did they detect an abnormality during the scan? I wrap my arms around my stomach. Tears gather in my eyes and spill down my cheeks. ‘I love you. I don’t care if you are disabled or anything. I’m here for you. You chose me and I chose you. No matter what, you are coming into this fucked up world.’
 
   A smile comes to my face. 
 
   ‘You’re coming into this family, boy,’ I say fiercely. Strange how loud and strong my voice has become. ‘Nothing. Nothing is going to stop you from being born. I’ll protect you with my dying breath,’ I promise.
 
   I go to the mirror and wipe my eyes. I smile at my reflection. 
 
   ‘Are you with me?’ the melodious voice of Lost Frequencies asks.
 
   ‘Yeah, I’m with you. I’m your mother. I’ll always be with you no matter what. Come, let’s go tell Daddy that you are super special.’
 
   I walk along the corridor and stop in front of the gym. I pause and compose myself. When I open the door, BJ turns to look at me. His face is instantly concerned. I never disturb him while he is training. He puts the dumb bells he is working with down.
 
   ‘What’s up?’
 
   I start walking towards him and immediately his large strides eat the distance between us and he envelops me in his arms.
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ he asks with a frown.
 
   I attempt to smile, but from the expression on his face, I don’t think I pull it off. ‘The hospital called. There might be something wrong with our …,’ I take a deep breath and, though I try to hold the tears back, my eyes fill up, ‘…baby.’
 
   ‘What?’ He stares at me, his eyes wide and blank with horror.
 
   I start to babble, the words hurried and stumbling over each other. ‘It’s all right. I think I’m all right with it. He’s come to the right home. You and I will love him more than any other mummy or daddy, right?’
 
   ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ he asks. He is white under his tan and he is staring at me as if he has never looked at me properly before.
 
   The tears start running freely down my face. ‘There’s something wrong with our baby.’
 
   ‘No,’ he snarls and pulls me into his arms. He holds me so tight I make a strangled sound. He lets go of me instantly. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ he whispers.
 
   ‘You didn’t.’
 
   He stares at me in shock and disbelief. ‘Could they have made a mistake?’
 
   You cannot imagine how much hope that hopeless question gives me. I throw my arms around him and hug him tightly. ‘I was thinking exactly the same thing.’
 
   We hold each other for I don’t know how long. Both unwilling to look the other in the eye, and stop pretending that it is all a huge mistake. Eventually, I know it will have to be me. I know that this tiny little life is mine to steer. I pull away.
 
   ‘I was counting back the other day and I know we conceived him on our very first night together. Whether they are wrong or right, we’re having this baby, right? He chose us to be his parents, right?’ I sniff. 
 
   He pulls me close to him and groans, ‘Oh, Layla. Of course, we are. He’s ours no matter what.’
 
    [image: Description: Description: icon.tiff] 
 
   We drive to the doctor’s in complete silence, both of us terrified of what awaits us at the hospital. A nurse shows us to Dr. Freedman’s office. We walk into his room hand-in-hand behind her. Dr. Freedman is a tall, bespectacled man. He looks up and smiles tightly. He is ill at ease. 
 
   ‘Mr. and Mrs. Pilkington. Please, have a seat,’ he says politely indicating a set of blue chairs opposite him and letting his eyes slide away to some papers on his desk.
 
   It is a surreal moment. I don’t fear. I know in my DNA that, no matter what, I will protect my baby. I’m so aware of this moment that I can actually feel and experience everything. I sense the doctor’s discomfort. I feel BJ’s fear seeping out of his pores like something alive and tangible. I hear the faint sounds of people walking down the corridor. For them, it’s a normal day. But for me, I can taste the disinfectant that the doctor used after the patient before us.
 
   I can do this. I sit down and turn my head to watch BJ take the seat next to me. It hits me that this is a much bigger deal for him. I am clear in my head. No one. No one. No one can shake me. I turn to face the doctor.
 
   The doctor’s eyes are weary. He has done this too many times and is clearly dreading the task at hand. I smell his abhorrence of what he is about to say. Wordlessly, he pushes a box of tissues towards me.
 
   I frown and look at BJ. His beautiful mouth opens and closes. And we realize that something is not just wrong. It is horribly wrong. It is worse, far worse than what I have imagined. Oh no. 
 
   NO. NO. NO
 
   My darling BJ. So powerful and yet at this moment, felled. I reach my hand out and he envelops it in his own. I smile at him. He does not smile back.
 
   ‘What’s wrong with my baby?’ I ask.
 
   Dr. Freedman coughs and clears his throat. Behind him, I can see a poster of a skinless human body with all its veins showing. 
 
   ‘There’s nothing wrong with your baby,’ he says. ‘It’s you.’ He says this gently and neutrally, but the room swings wildly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-TWO
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   Layla
 
   ‘There’s no easy way to say this. The ultrasound you had on the 15th showed that you either have endometrial cancer or hyperplasia that will likely rapidly progress to cancer. I’m so sorry.’
 
   The unexpectedness of what he says is so great that I don’t react at all. I feel myself go blank and numb. The big C? Me? Impossible. I’m born under a lucky star. I’ve been so spoilt. So sheltered. So fortunate. It’s just not possible.
 
   ‘What the fuck are you talking about? Can you fucking talk English?’ BJ erupts aggressively.
 
   Dr. Freedman shifts uncomfortably in his chair. It’s obvious that he is not used to being spoken to so rudely. It is only BJ’s size or pity that keeps him for retaliating. ‘Your wife has a large mass in her uterus. It surrounds the baby on the top and sides. The rapid growth from total absence at the dating scan to what it was yesterday, makes me strongly suspect that it is certainly malignant and aggressively so. You should have been told at the ultrasound session yesterday, but the sonographer wanted to run the scans by me before making such a drastic diagnosis.’ 
 
   ‘You’re saying my wife has cancer?’ BJ asks in disbelief.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   BJ jumps up so suddenly and with such force that his chair crashes to the ground. He slams his hand on the desk, his black eyes boring into the doctor’s, and shouts, ‘No, this a fucking mistake. How do you know the test results haven’t been mislabeled? You do those fucking tests again.’
 
   ‘Please, Mr. Pilkington. Sit down and calm down. This outburst is not going to help your wife.’
 
   I reach out blindly for BJ’s hand. His hand closes over mine. I look up at him. ‘Please, BJ,’ I whisper. For a second he doesn’t respond. ‘Please,’ I beg again.
 
   He picks the chair off the floor, rights it, and sits down. I notice that his hands are shaking. He fists his right hand and covers it with his left hand.
 
   ‘The treatment for cancer and hyperplasia to the extent I saw on the ultrasound,’ the doctor continues, ‘is immediate hysterectomy to stage and figure out the prognosis.’ 
 
   ‘A hysterectomy?’ I gasp.
 
   The doctor shifts uncomfortably. ‘I’m afraid so.’
 
   ‘You want to take her womb out?’ BJ repeats in disbelief. ‘What the fuck! She’s 23 years old, for the love of God!’
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ the doctor says lamely.
 
   BJ lunges forward suddenly. ‘If you say you’re sorry one more fucking time, I swear, I’ll give you something to be sorry about. This is a mistake, pure and simple.’ 
 
   The doctor’s eyes bulge with fear. He leans backwards and places his hands on the armrests of his chair, as if he is getting ready to bolt. ‘I know you are very upset, but I have personally gone through all the results and I can assure you, Mr. Pilkington, that there is no mistake.’
 
   I glance at BJ and I see by his crushed expression that he knows the doctor is telling the truth. BJ has used violence to solve every problem in his life. He has never encountered a scenario that he couldn’t win using brute force alone. But for the first time his fists are of no use. He is totally helpless. And it scares him.
 
   ‘Is there another way? A way to save the baby?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘I’m very sor—.’ The doctor stops mid-word and glances nervously at BJ. ‘I’m afraid there is no way to save your baby. I must recommend immediate termination of the pregnancy.’
 
   ‘What happens if I don’t do anything?’
 
   BJ has fallen eerily silent. He is cradling his head in his hands. 
 
   The doctor frowns. ‘First of all you will be greatly endangering your own life. It’s not a risk that’s worth taking since the lack of room will mean your placenta will be on your cervix. With the weight of the baby and the tumor, you would be at a high risk for a placental abruption.’
 
   I exhale the breath I was holding. ‘What is that?’ I ask.
 
   ‘It’s when the placenta peels away from the inner wall of the uterus before delivery. It deprives the baby of oxygen and causes heavy bleeding in the mother. It can be fatal to both mother and child.’
 
   ‘I still want a second opinion,’ BJ says with a deadly calm that’s more frightening than his furious outburst before.
 
   The doctor nods calmly. ‘I have already arranged for your wife to see the head of OB and a maternal fetal specialist at 9:00 the day after tomorrow. They’ll do another ultrasound with better equipment and they will also perform an ultrasound biopsy.’
 
   ‘Is the ultrasound biopsy safe for my baby?’ I ask.
 
   The doctor looks pained. ‘They will be able to stay away from the baby and the sac, but the chances for a spontaneous miscarriage afterwards exist. I would recommend an immediate termination.’   
 
   I stand up abruptly. ‘All right. Thank you, doctor,’ I say, and look down at BJ. 
 
   He gazes up at me. He looks so confused and lost I want to take him to my breast. He stands slowly. It’s obvious he is not ready to leave, as if discussing it further could change anything. 
 
   We walk out of the doctor’s office and cross the car park like two survivors of a war. Hanging on to each other. Seeing nothing around us. Shell-shocked. Devastated. BJ unlocks the car and opens the passenger door for me. I slide into the seat in silence. He gets in, closes the door, and puts the keys in the ignition, but does not start the engine. 
 
   I turn to him. He looks as dazed and bewildered as the moths that fly into light bulbs and fall to the floor, lying on their backs, they slowly wheel their legs into the arms of death. 
 
   ‘Can you believe it?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Oh, baby,’ he croaks. ‘I think I just need to hold you for a second.’
 
   I throw myself at him and sob my heart out in the bleak hospital car park.
 
   We drive home in heavy silence, both of us locked in our own pain. When we reach our home, I stare ahead of me blankly. I simply cannot summon the energy to open the car door and go into the house.
 
   He opens my door and holds his hand out to me. With a sigh I put my hand in his and let him haul me upright.
 
   Mrs. Roberts from next door meets us on the pavement.
 
   ‘Are you all right, dear?’
 
   I nod automatically. ‘Thank you. Yes.’
 
   She stares at us with a baffled expression as BJ helps me up the steps. He opens the door and we enter our silent home.
 
   ‘Do you want to lie down for a bit, babe?’ he asks me.
 
   I nod. ‘Yes, that’s a good idea. But can I have a glass of water first?’
 
   ‘Of course.’ He seems glad to be of use. I watch him stride away towards the kitchen. Thank god it is Nora’s, my housekeeper, day off. I couldn’t bear to see anyone else. BJ comes back with a glass of water and I drink it all and give him the empty glass. He puts it on the nearest surface and comes back to me. 
 
   We climb the stairs together. When we reach the bed a great exhaustion swamps me and I sit heavily on the mattress. He crouches down and gently takes my shoes off. I look down at him, at the way his luxurious eyelashes sweep down to his cheeks, and a crazy, totally inappropriate thought pops into my head. I want to have sex with him. For a second there is intense guilt and then the consoling thought. It’s not crazy. It’s just instinct. My body has no intellect of its own. Every time it’s near him, it just wants to copulate. 
 
   I close my eyes and let the instinct slink away in shame. Tenderly he kisses my palms and closed eyelids. Then he stands up and I lie down. Quietly, he covers my body with the duvet.
 
   ‘Thank you,’ I say.
 
   He nods gravely, draws the curtains closed and leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I hear him hesitate outside the door, then take a few steps, stop, come back to the door. But, after a pause, he goes downstairs. 
 
   I lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling in disbelief. My mind turns round and round desperately, like a rat in cage, trying to find a way out. There must be another way. Slowly my hands cup my belly. I hear BJ climb the stairs. I put my hands down and turn to my side, facing away from the door, and close my eyes.
 
   He comes in and stands over me.
 
   He knows I am awake. I feel him sit on the bed. ‘I love you, Layla. Whatever happens I love only you. You’re my life. Without you nothing else matters.’ His voice breaks, but I don’t open my eyes. Tears slip out of my closed eyelids.
 
   ‘I’m going out now. There are things I need to sort out, but I’ll be back in an hour. Just rest, OK?’ 
 
   He kisses my head and then I hear his footsteps run down the stairs. I know then that he has made his decision, and he can live it. And now he is doing everything in his power to facilitate that decision. I wait until I hear the front door close before I get up. I walk out of our bedroom and turn right, heading to the nursery. 
 
   I open the door, seeing the cot that Lily and I bought, and the full horror of my situation hits me. My knees give way and I slump to the ground outside my baby’s room. My arms pull tight across my body, as if I am cold. I realize that I am actually in a strange, dreaming state. It feels as if my heartbeat has slowed down. 
 
   In that oddly still moment, I remember my mother taking me to a tarot reader as a small child. As if it had happened yesterday, I clearly and distinctly remember her telling my mother, ‘I cannot read her cards now, Mara. Her destiny is special. A great sacrifice will be asked of her. If I am still alive then, I will read her cards for her.’
 
   Even as a small girl I had picked up her sense of unease and dread, reverberating on a level beyond language, beyond what is cognitive. I didn’t even need to understand her to feel it. 
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ my ma had asked.
 
   But she would say no more. 
 
   I stumble down the stairs and find my purse. I root around in it with trembling hands and find my mobile phone. Taking a deep breath, I call my mother. 
 
   ‘Ma,’ I say into the phone. It is shocking how level and even I manage to keep my voice. A few hours ago, I wouldn’t have understood how anyone could appear unmoved when they are dying inside. Now I know. The cold, hard part of me has detached itself enough to be able to function without the rest of me. Appearing unmoved is the price you pay for being able to speak at all. 
 
   ‘Ah, I was just about to call you,’ my mother says cheerfully.
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I’m in a shop and I’ve seen the cutest little coats you’ve ever seen. I’m getting a pink one for our Liliana. Shall I get a blue one for Tommy as well?’
 
   It is like a body blow. The only way to deal with it is talk about something crazy. ‘Why are you calling him Tommy, Ma?’
 
   ‘BJ told me that both of you had decided on that name.’
 
   An involuntary smile escapes my stiff features. Oh, BJ. How sly you are.
 
   ‘Have you changed your mind then?’ my mother asks.
 
   ‘No. No, we haven’t. We are going with Tommy. Yeah, get the blue coat for him,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘All right, I will. What did you call me for?’
 
   ‘I wanted the phone number of that tarot card reader you always go to. I’ve forgotten her name.’
 
   ‘Queenie, you mean?’
 
   ‘Yeah, that’s the one.’ 
 
   ‘I’ll text her number to you. Do you want to go and see her then?’
 
   ‘Yes.’ 
 
   ‘We can go together if you want.’
 
   ‘No, Ma. I was planning on seeing her today.’
 
   ‘Is anything wrong?’
 
   ‘No. Nothing is wrong. Just wanted to ask her something.’
 
   ‘She should be free now. She doesn’t work on Mondays. Too quiet on the pier. I’ll text her number to you now. Speak to you later tonight.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Ma.’
 
   The text comes through and I call Queenie and make an appointment to see her in an hour and a half. Then I send BJ a text message.
 
   Got 2 run an errand. 
 
   Will go directly 2 Silver 
 
   Lee after that. Call u 
 
   when I get there. xx
 
   I switch off my mobile, input Queenie’s address into my GPS, and drive my car to her trailer park. I’m there in less than an hour. I get out of the car and begin to walk.
 
   The body remembers what the mind will not. My legs move confidently forward. My muscles and sinew know exactly where she lives. They always knew that one day I would be returning again to see the woman who could look into the future. She opens the door in her flowery housecoat. She is so small and shrunken. She is nothing like I remember. 
 
   ‘Poor child. So soon you have been asked for your sacrifice,’ she says sadly.
 
   My chin begins to tremble.
 
   She steps aside and I enter her trailer. She bids me to sit. 
 
   ‘What do you want of me?’ she asks.
 
   ‘Read my cards.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-THREE
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   Layla
 
   Frogs in my belly devour what is bad. 
 
   Frogs in my belly show the evil the way out!
 
   - Old gypsy witches’ chant 
 
   By the time I arrive at Silver Lee, BJ’s car is already parked in the forecourt. He comes tearing out to meet me, his hair tousled as if he has been running his hands through it and his eyes stormy with worry.
 
   ‘Where have you been?’ he demands.
 
   I should feel guilty but I don’t. The cold, hard part of me is still in charge. ‘I went to see a friend of my mother.’
 
   He stares at me in disbelief. ‘What the fuck, Layla? I’ve been so worried. You switched off your phone. I didn’t know how to reach you.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry. I just needed a bit of time to think.’
 
   ‘We need to talk.’
 
   I put my hand out, the palm facing him. ‘Not today.’
 
   He opens his mouth to object and I say, ‘Please, BJ. Tomorrow. We’ll talk tomorrow.’ 
 
   He looks at me warily. ‘We have to talk. It’s not going to go away, Layla.’
 
   ‘One more day is not going to a make a difference,’ I cry.
 
   ‘All right. All right. Tomorrow. But it cannot be any later than tomorrow.’
 
   ‘Thank you, BJ.’ I look down at myself. ‘I feel a bit grubby. I think I’ll just have a shower first.’
 
   He looks at me intently, but I ignore the look, I walk up to him and standing on tip-toes kiss him gently on the mouth before I go into the house. He stands where I have left him, staring after me with confusion.
 
   ‘Hello, Layla,’ Marcel calls cheerfully from the kitchen.
 
   ‘Hey, Marcel,’ I greet and go up the stairs. 
 
   I shower quickly, dress, and go downstairs. BJ is standing with his back to me looking out of the open windows. In one hand he is holding a glass of something amber, in the other a cigarette. An open bottle of Scotch is standing on the table. Its top is carelessly tossed on the table. I am wearing flat, soft-soled slippers and he has not heard me come down. For a moment I watch him. He’s totally lost in thought, his powerful shoulders hunched forward and tense.
 
   ‘I’ve never seen you drink Scotch before.’
 
   He whirls around, his eyes narrowed, and running over me like water. ‘Yeah, I needed something for my nerves.’ He takes a long drag of his cigarette and kills it in the ashtray sitting on the window ledge. He straightens and looks at me. ‘Do you want a glass of something?’ he asks slowly.
 
   I blink. There is a sharp pain in my heart. I haven’t even had a sip of anything alcoholic since I found out I was pregnant and he has never offered before today. 
 
   We stare at each other.
 
   ‘I’ll have a glass of white wine,’ I say softly.
 
   He goes to the bar, selects a bottle from the fridge and pours me a glass. 
 
   I take it. Our hands touch, a spark runs through me.
 
   Watching him over the rim of the wineglass, I take a sip. It feels cold on my tongue, but it doesn’t taste too good. Perhaps I am not in the mood for it. 
 
   He picks up his own glass, taking a swallow, and looks at me with deliberately blank eyes. ‘Want to tell me what you did this afternoon?’
 
   I sit down on the sofa behind me. ‘I went to see my mother’s tarot reader.’
 
   ‘Right,’ he says carefully. ‘What did she tell you?’
 
   ‘Not much. Nothing that would help, anyway.’ I stare down at the floor.
 
   ‘We’ll have other children, Layla. I promise.’
 
   My head shoots up and my eyes are stern. ‘I don’t want to discuss it today. Please, BJ.’
 
   ‘Fine.’ There is a note of frustration in his voice.
 
   I put my glass of wine down on the coffee table and clasp my hands.
 
   ‘Shall we go for a walk?’ BJ asks.
 
   ‘Yes, let’s.’
 
   We don’t walk far. Both of us turning back as soon as we reach the end of the lane that leads into the forest. When we come back, dinner is ready and we eat it—well, push it around our plates—on the roof terrace in strained silence. Afterwards, we go upstairs, fuck like animals, and fall asleep entwined in each other’s arms. 
 
   The last thing I hear is his voice whispering in my ear, ‘God, if anything ever happened to you.’
 
   I wake up in the early hours of the morning. One of the windows is open and a light breeze is coming in. Very quietly I get out of bed, slipping my nightgown over my head as I head for the nursery. The curtains are open and it’s bathed in moonlight. I open one of the tall windows and sit on the deep ledge with my legs dangling out. Down below the rose bushes are in full bloom. Their heads are so big they look like cabbages in the dark. In the distance the enormous weeping willow is very still. Its sad branches trailing on the ground.
 
   I hear a noise behind me. I don’t turn around.
 
   ‘Can’t sleep?’ he asks.
 
   I shake my head. He comes and stands behind me and I feel the heat from his body. 
 
   ‘I don’t think I like you sitting on the ledge like that. You could fall.’
 
   I look up at him. In the moonlight his face looks like it is carved out of mahogany.
 
   ‘I won’t,’ I tell him quietly. 
 
   He sits next to me, but faces the room. I turn my head and look into his eyes. 
 
   ‘It’s already tomorrow. We need to talk, Layla.’
 
   ‘OK, let’s talk.’
 
   ‘We need a second opinion. I’ve made an appointment tomorrow afternoon with a specialist, an oncologist. He’s the best in England.’
 
   ‘I see.’
 
   ‘If he confirms the diagnosis then we’ll go ahead with the termination immediately and begin your treatment.’
 
   I drop my head. 
 
   ‘Layla?’
 
   I look up. ‘And you’re all right with us never having children?’
 
   He does not hesitate. ‘Yes.’ His voice is very clear.
 
   ‘I’m not,’ I say.
 
   ‘Then we will adopt. There are enough children around crying out for a good home.’
 
   He has everything figured out. I touch his dear face. ‘I’m not terminating the baby, BJ.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-FOUR
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   Layla
 
   He becomes still under my hand. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’
 
   I take my hand away from his face and hug myself. ‘I’m not giving up my baby. He’s perfectly healthy and it’s not fair that he should lose his life just because I am ill.’
 
   He stands suddenly and begins to pace. I retract my legs and turn to face him. He stops in front of me. His face is pale. There’s a white line around his lips. He is furious. He looks like he wants to shake me.
 
   ‘You don’t seem to get it. If you have this baby you’re going to die, Layla.’
 
   ‘Could die,’ I correct.
 
   He throws his hands up in disbelief. ‘Were you not in the doctor’s office with me? Did you not hear the terminology he used? Aggressively malignant. A risk not worth taking. Placental abruption. Pregnancy will not survive.’
 
   ‘Then let it terminate on its own. Murdering my own child goes against every instinct and belief I have. I couldn’t do that and carry on living.’
 
   He is so shocked he takes a step back. ‘Jesus, Layla. This is not murder. It’s a fetus, yet unborn. It has no concept of being alive. It only exists. You on the other hand are alive and loved by so many people, living a charmed life.’ 
 
   ‘Are you telling me that life can go on being charmed for me after I kill my child? Can you promise that I won’t wake up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night because I’ve heard my baby crying? Or that for the rest of my life I won’t be wondering what he would have grown up to be?’
 
   He stares at me in open-mouthed horror. 
 
   ‘How will I ever stop mourning for my innocent child if I am the one who caused his death? It will be a bloody stain on my soul.’
 
   ‘In that case, you don’t need to make this decision. I will. Let it be a stain on my soul.’
 
   I stand up and walk to him. ‘This baby belongs to us, but at this moment it is in my body, and I’ll defend it to my last breath.’
 
   ‘Do you really believe that this child will grow up happy knowing that it killed its own mother?’
 
   ‘No, he will grow up feeling that his mother loved him so much she gave up her life so that he could live. What a beautiful thought to carry through life. What richness!’
 
   ‘I cannot believe what you are saying. You’re really are just a spoilt child who wants what she wants, after all. Damn the consequences for everyone else,’ he accuses brutally.
 
   I shake my head. ‘Yes, it’s true that all my life, I’ve been spoilt and given everything I’ve ever wanted. All I had to do was ask for it and it appeared. And I lived like a princess, untouched by suffering, never giving more than a passing thought to all the misery in this world: the starving children in Africa, the wretched Palestinians in the Gaza strip, the pitiful child slaves in China who make my fashionable trainers, and the countless abuses that goes on in this big, unfair world. But, you see, I’ve never been asked to make a difference. I never even thought I could. This is the first time I am being asked. I know it’s a big ask, but I’m up to it.’
 
   ‘Who do you think you are now? Fucking Buddha?’
 
   ‘I don’t think that. I just know this baby came to me. And I’m not killing it.’
 
   ‘So you’re going to let it kill you instead?’ he asks.
 
   ‘It’s not written in stone that I’ll die if I have this baby. Doctors can be wrong. I’m going to do everything in my power to be well.’
 
   ‘And how are you going to do that?’ he snaps. 
 
   ‘I’m going to take all the holistic measures I can to keep the cancer at bay until the baby is big enough to survive outside my body. While Lily was pregnant I found out a lot from her about eating well and how the right foods and herbs can cure and keep at bay so many diseases. And during Lily’s confinement period, I learned even more from her grandmother.’ 
 
   ‘This is pure madness. You’re talking about using herbs to fight cancer!’
 
   ‘Don’t twist my words. My plan is more far reaching than you are making it out to be.’
 
   ‘I won’t let you, Layla.’
 
    ‘You can’t stop me, BJ. No one can. My mind’s made up.’
 
   ‘What if this was happening to me? How would you feel then?’
 
   I frown. I had not given it a thought. ‘To be honest, I would probably react the way you are, but the thing is, I’m not you. I’m me, Layla. The only person this baby has fighting its corner. He chose me to be his mother. To live inside me until he is able to survive in this world on his own, and I’m not turning my back on him.’
 
   ‘I don’t want this baby without you,’ he snarls suddenly.
 
   Both my hands rush to cover my stomach protectively, as if he has administered a blow to my unborn child. 
 
   He shakes his head sadly. ‘I couldn’t love him, Layla. Not if he kills you. Every time I’d see him, I’d know you’re not here because of him.’
 
   I smile. ‘You know what, I’m not afraid you won’t love him. You will. Because he is a part of you and me.’
 
   He closes his eyes. When he opens them they are pained. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t do this, Layla. Other men may be able to do it because they don’t love their wives the way I love you. I just can’t. I can’t stand by and watch you throw your life away, not even my own child. I can’t choose him over you. I can’t. I just can’t. And you can’t fucking ask me to.’
 
   ‘All we have to do is hold on for another three months. Actually, it’s not even three months. It’s only 77 days before he will be 25 weeks and can be safely delivered via cesarean section.’
 
   ‘You don’t have three months. Don’t you get what aggressively malignant means? It would have eaten into you by then. You need to cut it out now or it will be too late.’
 
   ‘I know I can hold on for 77 days. We’ll make a calendar and cross the days off together, OK?’
 
   He looks up to the ceiling and exhales. ‘Don’t try and pacify me, Layla. You can’t. I feel all torn up. I couldn’t care for this child … not without you. You’ll be giving birth to an orphan.’
 
   I put my finger on his lips. ‘Shhh … don’t speak anymore. I want to call our baby Tommy.’ 
 
   He buries his head in his hands and I put my hand on his head running my fingers through the silky black hair.
 
   ‘I hope he has black hair,’ I whisper.
 
   He says nothing.
 
   ‘I hope he looks like you.’
 
   His body jerks.
 
   ‘I love you, BJ.’
 
   He looks up at me bitterly. ‘Fuck you, Layla.’
 
   ‘I love you, BJ.’
 
   ‘With a love like yours, I don’t need enemies,’ he cries in an anguished voice, and strides out of the room. 
 
   I hear him run down the steps, then the front door slams. I turn to the window and see him rush towards his car. He opens his car door and suddenly looks up at me. We stare at each other. He drags his eyes away, slamming his car door and speeding away, the wheels spinning on the gravel. 
 
   I sit on the windowsill to wait for him. 
 
   It seems as if ages pass. I am sitting with my head leaning against the glass when I hear the powerful roar of his car. He parks, looks up to the window, sees me, and begins to run. I hear him take the steps three maybe four at time. He bursts through the door and crossing the room takes me into his arms.
 
   ‘You’re freezing,’ he says. His voice throbs with emotion.
 
   ‘I was waiting for you.’
 
   ‘What did that tarot reader say to you?’
 
   I lift my face away from his chest. ‘She said I was born holding three lives in my hand. Mine, the baby’s, and yours.’
 
    ‘I love you more than life itself, so I am telling you now, I’ll do everything in my power to stop you from having this baby.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-FIVE
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   Layla
 
   ‘Layla, of course, we’re all utterly and completely torn up about the baby, but we simply can’t let you do this. You can’t expect us to. We love you. You can’t do this to us, to BJ,’ Jake says gently.
 
   I look at them one by one: my mother, Jake, Dominic, and Shane. For the last hour and a half they have taken turns, alternately shouting, coaxing, wheedling, and threatening to force me to change my mind. At different times, they have all looked at me as if I have gone completely crazy. Maybe I am crazy. All I know is that Tommy came to me, and asked me to be his mother. I agreed and I’m not going back on my word.
 
   ‘I’m not changing my mind. You can either help me by finding out all the ways I can naturally hold the cancer at bay for the next 76 days or you can just stand by and watch me do it alone,’ I repeat my stand again.
 
   I look at them all calmly.
 
   Jake shakes his head in disbelief, throwing his arms up into the air and striding off angrily. I know he will be back. Jake doesn’t give up easy, but I have won this round.
 
    As ever, it is soft-hearted Dominic who cracks first. ‘All right. I will help you. Tell me what you want me to do and I’ll do it.’
 
   Gratefully, I rush to him and hug him tightly. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much, Dom. You don’t know what this means to me,’ I say, tears stinging my eyes.
 
   Next to capitulate is Shane. I squeeze both his hands. But my mother just sits there like a statue, tears pouring down her face.
 
   ‘Leave me for a bit with Ma,’ I tell my brothers. They leave the room silently and close the door.
 
   I don’t talk to my mother. I go and sit next to her, hold her hands, and look into her eyes. And suddenly we start crying. Both of us just weeping. 
 
   ‘How could this happen to you?’ she sobs. ‘You’re my baby. Without you there is no joy in this family.’
 
   ‘Then help me beat this,’ I choke back.
 
   ‘How?’
 
   I wipe my eyes. ‘I’ve already done a bit of research on the net this morning, but I’m going to do more. The plan is to keep myself so healthy that the cancer cannot advance at any great speed. I only have to keep it at bay for 76 days,’ I tell her passionately.
 
   I see a trembling ray of hope shine into my mother’s eyes. ‘76 days?’
 
   I nod. ‘Just 76 days, Ma. That’s not much to give up for a whole baby, is it?’
 
   My mother covers her mouth with her hand and shakes her head.
 
   I sigh with relief. 
 
   She uncovers her mouth. ‘I’m so proud of you, Layla. You’ve really grown up good.’
 
   I could have gone home and done my research there on my on laptop, but I want to include her, so we go upstairs to the desktop computer that she never uses and pour over cancer research together. We stay clear of allopathic treatments or websites that don’t have any endorsement by serious doctors or researchers. In two hours, we’ve printed reams and reams of research material. We split the papers into two piles. Ma takes one and I take the other. 
 
   It is nearly lunchtime when I lift my head from the article I am studying. BJ is waiting for me at home. For as long as I can remember, my mother has always stood in the kitchen surrounded by food when I left the house. Today, she is wearing her reading glasses and the kitchen table is full of papers. 
 
   I look at my mother and I feel a great sadness. I pull myself together. I cannot afford, even for a second, to reflect on or question my decision. It will bring fear into my body and sap away my strength.
 
   ‘Bye, Ma,’ I say, kissing the top of her head.
 
   She grabs me, hugs me tightly, and follows me out of the house. Her forlorn figure waves to me from the front door.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-SIX
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   Layla
 
   “Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food.”
 
   — Hippocrates, recognized as 
 
   the father of modern medicine
 
   I arrive home and find BJ up on the roof terrace. He glances at me and carries on staring out at the landscape.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say and sit beside him.
 
   ‘Hey yourself,’ he replies. There is something in his voice that makes me turn and look at him closely.
 
   ‘What have you been up to?’ I ask.
 
   He kicks at something by his feet and an empty bottle of Scotch rolls out and hits the table leg.
 
   ‘I see.’
 
   ‘I’ve confirmed the appointment for the scan and biopsy tomorrow at nine in the morning,’ he says.
 
   ‘I’m not going.’
 
   ‘Yeah? Why not?’ His voice is vaguely aggressive, as if he is just getting started.
 
   ‘Because there is no point, is there? All that will happen is they’ll confirm what Dr. Freedman said and increase the chances of the pregnancy terminating.’
 
   ‘Jesus, this just gets worse and worse,’ he mutters furiously.
 
   I touch his arm. ‘BJ? Remember when you said you’d do anything for me?’
 
   He closes his eyes, the anger dying out of him.
 
   ‘I really need you to do something for me now.’ 
 
   He opens his eyes. They are so black they are like holes in his sad face. ‘I want to tell you something,’ he says quietly.
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   He looks at me, his face twisted with bitterness. ‘It’s not going to be pretty.’
 
   I don’t speak. It is as if the air is made of the most delicate glass, cold and breakable. I feel scared. There is already so much on my plate and I am afraid I will not be able to cope with whatever he is going to tell me. My head inclines so slightly it’s almost not perceptible.
 
   ‘I’ve never told anyone. I don’t even allow myself to think it.’
 
   I stare at him, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   ‘Do you want to know why I fight? Why I used to be so goddamn crazy in the pit that I almost killed a man once?’
 
   I remember the way he had attacked his opponent in the pit. It was vicious and merciless. A light breeze ruffles his hair and drops it to his forehead. His eyes are vulnerable and defenseless. Yes, I can handle anything about him. Anything. I nod. 
 
   ‘At my birth, my mother was incorrectly told to push before she was fully dilated. It ruptured her cervix and she lost the ability to ever again carry a child to full term. After that, she lost four children: A boy at 18 weeks, a set of twins—a boy and a girl—at 22 weeks, and another girl at 21 weeks. There were others that fell out as lumps of blood in the toilet. It ruined her life.’
 
   I shiver at the thought.
 
   ‘My father had a smile identical to mine. Everybody thought so. They also thought he was the perfect father. No one knew that he blamed me for the deaths of my siblings, or that he often battered me senseless.’ 
 
   I stare at him in shock. 
 
   He smiles bitterly. ‘Yup. He had hands like raw meaty hunks. Broke my jaw twice, he did. He claimed he was toughening me up, but I think he enjoyed it. Abusing me was entertainment for him. I understood what he wanted early on. He wanted to see me cry. I’d be screaming inside, but I never cried. I kept it all inside. All the rage. All the pain. All the hurt.’ 
 
   ‘Oh, BJ,’ I gasp.
 
   ‘From the time I was fifteen, I’d walk around looking for a fight. I’d walk into a bar or a club, and all it took for the rage to take over, for me to send a guy to the hospital, was a wrong look. Any provocation, no matter how small or insignificant, was enough to fill my guts with fury. I was a ticking time bomb.  
 
   ‘It poisoned my bloodstream. Every once in a while I had to let it out in a safe environment. Like a bloodletting. Stress relief. Every victory in the pit was a victory of my vulnerable, younger self over my father.’ 
 
   I frown with confusion. ‘Then why did you tell me you trusted your father?’
 
   ‘I did. I trusted him to hurt me. He showed me the face that no one else saw.’ 
 
   ‘And your mother. Did she know?’
 
   ‘She knew. There was nothing she could do, but pretend. We both pretended.’
 
   ‘What happened to you is absolutely horrific, but why do I sense that you’re linking it with our child?’
 
   ‘I’m the spitting image of my father. I’m gonna batter that boy, Layla. I’m not going to be able to help it.’
 
   I freeze. ‘You’re not your father,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘You don’t know that. Even I don’t know what’s inside me. His brutality created a monster.’
 
   ‘Oh my great, big hero, my heart, my love, you’re not your father. You’ll never be him. I don’t have even a second of worry that you’ll batter our Tommy. Not for one second. Your father was a monster. I know you’re not.’ 
 
   He drops his gaze. ‘I don’t love this life enough to stay on without you. If you go, I want to go with you.’ 
 
   I crouch in front of him. ‘Listen to me. I don’t plan to go anywhere. I really think I can do it. Other people have. I’ve been on the Internet all morning with Ma doing research. I’ve found out that people are fighting their cancers by all kinds of methods.’
 
   He looks at me and I see how much he wants to believe me, but he is afraid to take the risk. He wants to take the riskless path.
 
   ‘Cancer is not a disease I caught from dirty water or someone else. My own body made it. So even if they cut it all out, if I live in exactly the same way I have been doing until now, my body is going to make it again.’ 
 
   ‘I feel so fucking helpless.’
 
   I smile softly. ‘Well, you’re not as helpless as you think.’ 
 
   He looks at me curiously.
 
   ‘This is going to make you laugh, but you know how I said I wanted you to get out of the drug business? Well, looks like I’m going to need you to get back into it. I need you to supply me with marijuana.’
 
   His eyes widen.
 
   ‘I need the fresh leaves and buds. And I need loads.’
 
   He frowns. ‘For what?’
 
   ‘Apparently the marijuana leaf is a highly medicinal substance. Besides being antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, and neuro-protective, it possesses an anti-cancer nutrient compound known as cannabinoid. Cannabinoid is capable of many wonders, but the most exciting thing about it, is its ability to normalize cell communication within the body. It bridges the gap of neurotransmission in the central nervous system and brain by providing a two-way system of communication, a positive feedback loop. So for people like me, whose systems are compromised by rogue cancer cells, a positive feedback loop can be established.’
 
   ‘So you’re going to be high the whole time.’
 
   I shake my head. ‘No, heat is needed to convert the THCA element of raw cannabis into THC, which creates the high. I’m going to juice raw marijuana leaves and buds and eat salads of hemp sprouts.’
 
   ‘I really want to believe that raw cannabis is going to cure you, but I have to say, it sounds really far-fetched.’
 
   ‘First off, marijuana is only one of the things in a whole host of measures that I will be taking. Cancer cells need an acidic environment to grow. So I’m also going to keep my system alkaline. And I’m going to cut out GMOs and pesticides, go vegetarian, completely cut out stress, etcetera. Here, look at this.’ I open my bag, flicking through the papers to find the article I am looking for and put it into his hand. He looks at it eagerly.
 
   ‘Check this out,’ I say. ‘Even though US federal government officials consistently deny that marijuana has any medical benefits, the government actually holds patents since October 2003 for 26 methods using cannabinoids as antioxidants and neuroprotectants.’ I point my finger at the paper and say, ‘See, US Patent 6630507?’
 
   He looks up at me, almost believing, but not quite. 
 
   I grab both his hands. ‘You have to believe me. I can do this.’ 
 
   He sighs heavily.
 
   ‘Even people suffering from end-stage cancer have benefited,’ I say.
 
   ‘OK, Layla. OK. I’ll get the marijuana for you.’ He stares at me. ‘And I’ll join you in your new diet.’
 
   ‘Oh, my darling. You don’t have to do that. You’ll hate it. My diet will be filled with alfalfa grass, sprouts, kefir, and all manner of horrible stuff.’
 
   ‘What the hell is kefir?’
 
   ‘It’s an organism that you put in milk to sour it and turn it into a probiotic food.’
 
   He winces at the thought.
 
   I laugh. ‘Hey. I don’t need you to go on the diet with me. I need you to eat what you want and be happy. When you are happy, I feel happy. And when I’m happy my body is happy.’
 
   ‘So. You’re gonna cook separately for me?’
 
   ‘Why not? My food is going to be mostly raw anyway.’
 
   ‘But you’ll have to smell my food.’
 
   ‘So what?’
 
   He nods slowly. ‘No. I wanna do the diet with you.’
 
   ‘It won’t make any difference to me.’
 
   ‘It’ll make a difference to me. We eat the same or I don’t eat at all.’
 
   ‘OK.’ And I have to blink back the tears.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-SEVEN
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   BJ
 
   This morning I watched her tick the box on our calendar that held the sacred information: 60 days left. She turned to me bright and so full of hope. So I went to work. I called her a few times. She seemed fine. But when I return home at 7:00, she is in bed.
 
   I rush to her. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
   ‘It’s nothing. Just a twinge.’
 
   ‘What kind of a twinge?’
 
   ‘It’s normal. Even Lily used to get little twinges and stuff. Don’t worry, the baby is OK,’ she reassures.
 
   I lose it then. She mistakes my expression of blind rage for fear. ‘Don’t worry, darling. There’ll probably be many more such days.’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck is the matter with you?’ I roar. ‘How can you do this to yourself?’
 
   Taken aback by my fury, she tries to fluff over the utter madness of what she is doing. ‘Darling,’ she says. ‘I’m all right. Really. I’m only lying in bed to ease the stress on my cervix.’
 
   ‘Of course you are. Obviously, you don’t want to go to the hospital and get a real doctor’s opinion.’
 
   She shifts. ‘No, I don’t.’
 
   ‘That’s just great,’ I throw at her. In complete despair, I leave the house. I hear her call out to me, but what’s the fucking point? She’s just going to explode my head with more nonsense.
 
   I get into the car, start the engine, and drive blindly. In the end, I find myself driving to one of Dominic’s clubs. The valet jumps into my car and radios the staff in the reception. They wave me through. At reception there are more wide smiles, and of course, there is no entrance fee for me to pay. A pretty girl lifts the curtain and I enter Heat Exchange. The housemother comes towards me with a large smile. 
 
   ‘We haven’t seen you for a while,’ she says softly. ‘We’ve had a really nice blonde girl join us. Anastasia is Russian. Beautiful body.’
 
   I nod and she leads me towards a booth. It is early and there is hardly anybody in it. A girl is on stage gyrating. She has long dark hair. Something about her reminds me of Layla. I quickly look away. 
 
   I sit in the booth. A waitress comes. ‘The usual?’ she asks.
 
   ‘No. Get me a bottle of rum.’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   A blonde girl, obviously Anastasia, sashays towards me. She is bite-your-arm-off beautiful and there is only one way to describe her body. Roger Rabbit’s girlfriend’s statuesque. She stops in front me and strikes a pose to show her body to its full advantage. 
 
   ‘Hey, big boy,’ she says throatily.
 
   ‘Hello.’
 
   ‘You want a dance?’
 
   ‘Sure,’ I say and put a twenty pound note on the table and push it a few inches away from me.
 
   She smiles, takes it, and pushes it into her garter. And then she starts dancing. At first keeping her distance and then getting closer and closer until her breasts are either a hair’s breath away from me or accidentally brushing me. She times her five minutes with precision.
 
   ‘Do you want to buy me a drink?’ 
 
   ‘Why not?’ I signal for the waitress.
 
   ‘A glass of champagne,’ she tells the waitress and turns her glance back to me.
 
   ‘So, you have a clubs of your own?’
 
   I nod.
 
   ‘If I need a job, I can come to you?’
 
   ‘No. I don’t deal with that side of the business.’
 
   ‘Of course. You are too busy.’
 
   I find I can’t be bothered to talk. I let my eyes travel down her body. She gets it straight away. ‘You want to go to the VIP room?’ she asks.
 
   ‘Sure,’ I tell her. We walk to the VIP room together, Roger Rabbit’s girlfriend and me, but inside I am dying. 
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   Layla
 
   I dream that I am bleeding, that blood is gushing out of me. I try to staunch the flow with my hand and it oozes between my fingers. I feel myself become lighter and lighter and I float out of my body. I look down at myself, a corpse. I want to reach out and touch my own body. In my dream I think, this is what I will look like when I die. Then I wake up. I look at the alarm clock. It is almost midnight and BJ is not home. I call his phone, but it is switched off. I leave a message and call his manager. He has not been there all night. I try all the other places he could be. No luck. So I call Jake.
 
   ‘Am I disturbing you?’ I ask softly. 
 
   ‘No. What is it?’ There is a wire of panic in his voice. In the background I can hear music.
 
   ‘I can’t find BJ. Is he there?’
 
   I hear the relief in his voice. ‘He’s not here.’
 
   ‘I’m worried about him. We … we argued. He stormed out.’ 
 
   There is a moment of silence. Then Jake’s voice comes on. It is calm and business like. ‘I take it you’ve already tried all his restaurants and clubs.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ I reply holding the phone with both my hands.
 
   ‘I think I know where he is. Don’t worry. It’ll be all right. I’ll call you a bit later. Get some rest, OK?’
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   Jake Eden
 
   I end the call and look at my phone. 
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ Lily asks worriedly.
 
   I turn towards her voice gratefully. God, I cannot imagine what it must be like for BJ. If it was Lily I’d have to … I walk up to her and kiss her. ‘That was Layla. BJ is MIA and she’s worried, but I think I know where he is. I don’t know how long this will take so don’t wait up for me, OK? 
 
   ‘I will wait up for you.’
 
   I smile. ‘Wear something special for me.’
 
   ‘You bet.’
 
   ‘Right, I’m off.’
 
   ‘Give him a big kiss from me,’ Lily says.
 
   ‘You’ve always liked him, haven’t you?’
 
   ‘Yes, I’ve never forgotten that he saved your life.’
 
   I don’t say anything, but memories flood back into my mind.
 
   There is no traffic on the roads and it takes me less than an hour to drive down to the coast to where the old smuggler’s network of caves are. I know BJ used to go there many years ago. Once I stumbled upon him. We were still enemies then, but he was very drunk and he offered me a drink. We shared a bottle, but he was so plastered I don’t think he has any memory of that night. If he has, he’s never referred to it. 
 
   As soon as I turn off the road and drive down the dirt track, I spot his vehicle. I stop the car and text Layla.
 
   Found him. All is well. Will make sure he gets home safe.
 
   My poor sister must have been watching the phone like a hawk. She texts back almost instantly.
 
   Thank u from the bottom of my heart. xxxx
 
   I take my torchlight out of my car’s glove compartment and go into the mouth of the cave. It is dark and dry. My shoes sink into the soft sand. After a while, the soft sand gives way to rock and I start to hear the sound of water dripping. A few yards later I come to the flooded area of the cave. I take my shoes and socks off and rollup my pants, then wade through the water. 
 
   When I reach dry stone, I put my socks and shoes back on and walk for another ten minutes or so through the twisting tunnel. It opens out to sheer drop into the sea. BJ is sitting at the end of it. He’s so heavily slumped he looks like a rock in the darkness. He has an oil lamp beside him. I switch off my torch. As far as the eye can see is the ocean. In the moonlight, it glistens like a black, oily mass. Arching over it, the sky is a blanket of stars. 
 
   I notice that he’s barefoot. He must not have bothered to put his shoes back on. I sit at the edge beside him and let my feet dangle down. He is holding a bottle of rum. 
 
   ‘Layla was worried about you,’ I say.
 
   He passes the bottle over to me. I take a swallow and return it. He takes a swig and wedges it between his thighs.
 
   ‘It’s funny, isn’t it? There was a time I wished I knew what it was like to be with her, even for a moment. I guess I got my fucking wish. So I can’t complain too much.’ 
 
    I take the bottle of rum from him and take a huge mouthful. 
 
   He turns towards me. ‘If you carry on like this you won’t be able to drive me back to her. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?’ 
 
   ‘That’s true. That’s what she wanted from me.’
 
   ‘And what Layla wants, Layla gets,’ he says bitterly.
 
   I frown. ‘At first I, too, wanted her to terminate the pregnancy, but now I understand that she is making a moral decision. And that is her right. I can’t force her. She wants to do the right thing, the thing that she can be proud of. I didn’t realize my sister was such a little hero.’
 
   He takes another swig and stares at me bleary-eyed. ‘Yeah. I know. I want to support our little hero and everything, but I can’t. You see, I only ever wanted her. I cannot ever remember a time when I’ve wanted another. All my life, I was waiting for her. And now she wants me to give her the OK to go and risk her life for a fetus that has a high probability of spontaneously miscarrying anyway. How the hell can I be expected to support that?’
 
   ‘What will happen if you don’t support her and … something happens?’
 
   He makes a sound. A grunt of deep pain. ‘Something? Define something.’
 
   I remain silent. It’s impossible to say the words.
 
   ‘Here’s a question for you, then. What if it was Lily this was happening to?’
 
   I grab the bottle and glug down so fast I have a coughing fit. BJ thumps me on the back. ‘Well, that’s no way to answer the question.’
 
   I look him in the eye. ‘At first, I thought I’d rather tear that baby with my own hands than let it destroy Lily. But a baby is a miracle, BJ. And if Lily wanted it, even if it killed me, I’d support her. I’d do whatever it took to ensure that she got the best holistic support. I’d have the best doctors in the world waiting in the wings, weeks in advance, to pull that baby out of her.’
 
   ‘Ah yes, pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional. Smile through da pain.’
 
   ‘You’ve got to get your shit together man. Layla needs you like never before.’
 
   ‘Never in a million years did I ever think I would be in this situation. I feel like a mastodon dying from hundreds of crude spears in my flesh.’
 
   ‘Come on. Let’s get you back.’
 
   He stands and sways slightly before righting himself against the wall of the cave, then turns to go.
 
   ‘BJ,’ I call.
 
   He turns to face me. He’s so broken. He looks nothing like the great fighter I once faced. At that moment I realize that he might not be able to survive without Layla. I had been wrong about him. He truly loves my sister.
 
   ‘I’m sorry I made you have the commitment ceremony,’ I say.
 
   ‘I didn’t do it for you.’ 
 
   He picks up the lamp and starts moving into the dark passage. With a sigh, I follow him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-EIGHT
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   Layla
 
   Maddie asks me to lunch and we arrange to meet in an Italian restaurant half-way between both our workplaces. I arrive first and am sitting with a bottle of mineral water when she walks through the door. She does not smile when her eyes meet mine. Not even as she slips into the chair opposite me. 
 
   ‘How are you?’ she asks.
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ I say, surprised by her unfriendly demeanor.
 
   ‘Yeah?’ Her jaw is clenched, and her tone is an inch away from downright hostility. 
 
   I don’t react to it. ‘Yeah. I’m all right. I’m not in pain or anything like that.’
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Yes, really,’ I say, knowing that she is brewing towards some kind of confrontation.
 
   ‘Well, you’re the lucky one, then. Because I’m in pain, and I bet you’ve got poor BJ bleeding his heart out.’
 
   I stare at her in astonishment.
 
   Her eyes stab at me angrily. ‘I never thought I’d say this but you’re so cruel, Layla. How could you do this to all of us?’ She takes a shuddering breath before carrying on. ‘We love you so much, and there you are giving it all up for a … a … fucking fetus. It doesn’t love you like we do. Fuck, it doesn’t even feel.’
 
   I sense myself start to crumble inside. My defenses are weak. Everyday I am fighting to keep it all together when all I want to do is weep. Because I’m the one who could lose everything. 
 
   Blindly, I reach for a packet of breadsticks and tear it open. All around us are the civilized, muted sounds of cutlery against plates, conversation, laughter, and piped music. 
 
   Don’t cry, Layla. Just don’t do it. 
 
   I pull a stick out and bring it to my mouth, but my body doesn’t want it. One part of me says it is full of preservatives another part simply feels too sad to even pretend to eat. No one truly understands. Not Ma, not Jake, not BJ, and now, not even Maddie. Tears are stinging at the backs of my eyes. I blink them away, and place the breadstick back on the pristine tablecloth so it is almost perfectly aligned with the knife. 
 
   ‘Cruel,’ I whisper, my eyes fixed on the knife. 
 
   ‘Yes, cruel,’ Maddie repeats vehemently. Her voice is strong, indignant, and throbbing with moral righteousness.     
 
   I raise my eyes. ‘I’m not cruel, Maddie. You know what is cruel? This world is cruel. Fate is cruel. The God that decided that I should have a malignant cancer growing in my womb at the same time as my baby is cruel. And I’ll tell you what else is cruel. Asking me to kill my own baby is cruel.’
 
   But Maddie is unmoved. ‘We all have to make horrible decisions. Our politicians kill hundreds of totally innocent people everyday in the Middle East and just call it collateral damage. A fetus is not even a proper person,’ she cries passionately.
 
   ‘Is it right? Shall I do it just because they do it?’
 
   ‘No.’ She stops a moment to change tack. ‘Doesn’t your great love for BJ count for more than this unborn fetus?’
 
   ‘Love is love. You don’t understand. It’s the little and unimportant things that give a person away. They call it the waitress test. You can always tell a person by the way he or she treats a waitress. And that’s because the waitress stands for someone who has no future value to you. If I claim to love this baby, then what I do to it will ultimately decide how I will love and treat BJ. How much I will be willing to sacrifice for him if he needed me to?’
 
   ‘I don’t want you to die,’ she wails suddenly, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears.
 
   ‘Oh Maddie,’ I sigh, and reach out for her hand. Her hand is cold and limp. I grasp it strongly. ‘This is not a death sentence. I am taking a calculated risk. Something we take everyday without knowing we are. I could get struck by lightning while I am sleeping in my bed, or get run over while I am crossing the road, or get shot while I am in a cinema by a man who is drugged up to his eyeballs with psychotic drugs.’
 
   Maddie sniffs but she is listening intently to me.
 
   ‘It may sound like I am being careless, but I am not. I promise you, I’m not. I am going by the findings of the Nobel prize winner, Sir MacFarlene Burnet, who said cancer cells are not foreign bodies. They are defective, mutated cells produced in the hundreds by our bodies. In a normal immune system they are naturally and quickly destroyed. The problem arises when our immune system is compromised, and does not trigger an attack on these rogue cells. So a tumor is not a problem, but a symptom of a failing immune system.’
 
   I take a deep breath. This explanation is as important for me as it is for her.
 
   ‘Therefore, I’m going to the source of problem. I am going to fix my immune system so it will do the job that it is designed to do. I truly believe the body has powerful healing abilities of its own.’
 
   I gently stroke Maddie’s hand and smile sadly at her. ‘I love you Maddie. Always.’
 
   Tears start flowing from her eyes. She doesn’t attempt to wipe them away.
 
   ‘Besides Maddie, you know me, I won’t roll over and let anybody tell me that this is how it is, and I can never change it. The statistics are clear. Less people die of cancer than of cancer treatments.’
 
   ‘I was so sad, I could not sleep last night, Layla.’
 
   I bite my lip trying to think of something I can say to make it better. ‘Remember that time when we were kids and that really good-looking guy, what’s his name again? Oh yes, Marcus, invited us to that party?’
 
   She frowns. ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Remember you wanted to go.’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘And I didn’t because my gut told me something was wrong.’
 
   ‘And you were right because that party got raided and all those kids got into big trouble,’ she finished slowly. 
 
   ‘That same instinct is telling me now to stay away from the doctor’s office.’
 
   A new look of understanding comes into Maddie’s kind, dear face.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THIRTY-NINE
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   Layla
 
   I look at the calendar and smile with satisfaction. I have made it to four and a half months. There are only 40 days left. The baby’s heartbeat is strong, my skin is glowing, and I have more energy than I have ever had. 
 
   At times like this, I feel as if everything happens for a reason. Because this happened to me, Jake bought an organic farm and now the whole family has organic vegetables all year round. 
 
   My mother and I have learned so much about things we would never have thought to even think about. We no longer eat wheat or processed foods or anything with preservatives in it. At first it was difficult. But my mother is a culinary genius. Now she even makes ice cream using organic ingredients. 
 
   I take out the marijuana leaves that have been soaking for five minutes in water, and put them into the centrifugal juicer and switch it on. For the fifth time today I drink the concoction. I follow it with a spoonful of organic bicarbonate soda mixed in with maple syrup. It is Nora’s day off and I am cooking. It’s nearly time for BJ to return. 
 
   Ever since that night Jake found him in the caves and drove him home he is a completely different man. I remember I went out into the living room to meet him when I heard the car and I saw him stumble like a drunk over the threshold. But when he saw me, he took me in his arms and, as sober as a judge said, ‘I love you, Layla. Use me as the rock you lean on.’ 
 
   After that he was unshakeable in his support. He did everything in his power to assist me, care for me and protect me. Sometimes though, I’d catch him looking at me with a yearning expression. Then he would smile almost sadly and say, ‘Sometimes I can’t believe how beautiful you are.’ 
 
   I have a surprise for him today. He insists on eating the same food as me, but today I have brought him a lovely steak from a grass-fed, free-range cow. I called Bertie earlier and she gave me his favorite recipe. ‘Make sure you put a knob of butter at the very end. It gives a beautiful rich taste to the meat.’
 
   When I hear his car drive up, I heat the skillet and add a drop of oil. I drain the water from the potatoes and begin to mash them. I lay the meat on the hot metal. The sizzle is terrific. I add butter and milk and lightly mix them into the mashed potatoes as BJ walks through the door. 
 
   ‘Wow! Something smells good,’ BJ says coming towards me. He nuzzles my neck. ‘And that’s not even taking the steak into the mix.’
 
   I laugh. 
 
   ‘So what’s with the steak?’
 
   ‘It’s for you,’ I say simply.
 
   ‘I told you. We’re both eating the same food.’
 
   ‘Just this once. I’ve gone to all the trouble.’ I untangle myself from his arms, go to turn the meat and drop in some crushed garlic in the potatoes. 
 
   He watches me with folded arms. 
 
   ‘Go on. Sit down.’ He sits at the table. It’s set with salad and his drink. He takes a sip. I put the knob of butter into the pan and shake it slightly. My mouth actually begins to water. I haven’t had meat in so long. I pull the pan off the fire to let the meat rest and begin to plate up. The mashed potatoes go underneath, with the sliced steak resting on top. I carry the plate to the table and put it in front of BJ.
 
   I sit next to him. ‘Bon appetito.’
 
   He watches me pick up my fork and dip it into my salad of greens, sprouts, seeds, avocado, and tomatoes. Then he sets half his meat onto my plate.
 
   I look up at him. I am so tempted. I can smell it and my stomach is growling. ‘I’m not really supposed to,’ I say.
 
   ‘It’s just a tiny bit. It won’t hurt you. You can have an extra helping of vitamin C or whatever tonight.’
 
   I smile. ‘OK. It is grass fed and organic. So it can’t be that bad.’
 
   We both cut a piece of meat and put it into our mouths at the same time.  It melts in my mouth. 
 
   ‘This,’ BJ says, ‘is the most delicious piece of meat I have ever tasted. Other than your pussy, of course.’
 
   I laugh, but he is right. We savor it slowly. Afterwards, we walk into the forest. In late summer it is cool and beautiful. It is quiet now, but in the bushes and undergrowth there are badgers and foxes and deer. We follow the little path towards the clearing where BJ’s gardener has made a gazebo that he has covered with climbing roses. At this time of the year the roses are on their last showing. The area around it is full of petals giving off the last of their dying scent. We enter the gazebo and sit down. 
 
   It is so peaceful. For a long time we say nothing. 
 
   But there is something I want to confront him with. Something I must make BJ face. Ever since we found out about the cancer, BJ has never touched my stomach. Even when we are making love, he will avoid touching my belly. I unbutton my shirt from the bottom up and taking his hand, guide it towards my exposed belly. I feel the resistance and rigidity of his hand and look up to him beseechingly.
 
   ‘Please.’ 
 
   He relents and allows me to put his hand on my stomach. On contact his eyes darken. We stare into each other’s eyes. Kick, Tommy, kick, I pray. There is no one else in the world but he and I. And then a kick. A hard one. We both feel it. Someone else has just entered into our world. We smile at each other. Our eyes filled with wonder. 
 
   ‘He’s saying hello,’ I say.
 
   ‘Oh God!’ BJ mutters suddenly.
 
   ‘That’s our Tommy,’ I say.
 
   ‘That’s our Tommy,’ BJ repeats, his voice choked with emotion. 
 
   He pulls the edges of my shirt across the bulge of my stomach and carefully drags the buttons through the holes. 
 
   ‘Come on, Princess. Let’s get you and little fella home.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



FORTY
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   Layla
 
   “Life should be lived to the point of tears.”
 
   —Albert Camus
 
   There are only 20 days left on my calendar. It’s still dark as I descend the villa’s staircase, holding on to the rough, tree trunk banisters. I cross the beautifully decorated space. It has a stunningly sculpted dining table, giant seashells hanging from the ceiling, a simple but elegant arrangement of tiles and stones and wood seals on the open windows. Soundless on my bare feet I make for the sliding doors. This is a holiday villa in Tulum, Mexico that BJ has brought me to. It used to belong to the drug lord, Pablo Escobar. 
 
   ‘Why Mexico?’ I asked excitedly in the plane.
 
   ‘It’s a surprise,’ he said with a smile.
 
   And at midnight I found out. He had hired people to hang strings of blue lanterns all over the beach and a Mariachi band to play. There was a jug of non-alcoholic Margaritas on a mat on the beach. 
 
   ‘Don’t you recognize it?’ he asked.
 
   And it hit me then. Of course, he was making my favorite song come alive. Drinking Margaritas by a string of blue lights under the Mexican sky while listening to the Mariachi playing at midnight. Are you with me?
 
   I cried then. 
 
   As I walk on the white sand it flows up through my toes. I stand at the water’s edge holding my belly. ‘Look where we are, Tommy.’ The cool morning breeze blows my hair from my face. I let the water rush up my toes and blanket my feet. It is incredibly sensuous. I am still standing there with my eyes closed when BJ comes to stand next to me. I look up at him. His eyebrows are drawn in a straight line making his face full of dark pools of shadow.
 
   ‘You looked like a mermaid from the window. Something so beautiful I couldn’t fathom touching,’ he says softly.
 
   I smile at him. ‘Come and sit with me. It’s so peaceful here.’
 
   We walk away from the water’s edge, sit on the white sand, and in perfect silence watch the sunrise together. Things are so different now. Every minute we spend together is like a precious gift. We were among the living. We had to do this. So we did it. 
 
   Red. Orange. Yellow. The sky becomes an amazing kaleidoscope of color. Next to us, there is a discarded Coke can. That, too, is life. I turn towards BJ. His face is golden, some shades of red.
 
   ‘I love you, BJ.’
 
   He leans down as if he wants to see who I am and looks deeply into my eyes.
 
   ‘What is it?’ I ask him.
 
   ‘I was remembering that first night I found you in my bedroom.’
 
   I grin. ‘When you spanked me?’
 
   ‘When you became wet?’
 
   ‘You never told me. Were you hard?’
 
   ‘Like a fucking rock.’
 
   I laugh. ‘Why did you come up to your room?’
 
   ‘I followed you. I saw you go up with Ria. When you didn’t come down, I knew that you must have found my bedroom.’
 
   ‘What did you think when you saw me?’
 
   ‘When I saw you stealing my tiepin?’
 
   ‘Mmmm.’
 
   ‘I could not believe my eyes. Layla Eden in my bedroom. And taking what didn’t belong to her. All my Christmases rolled up into one.’
 
   I shrug nonchalantly. ‘I wasn’t really stealing. It was mine. It had my name on it. Just like you have it across your dick.’
 
   He laughs. ‘It’s fucking branded on.’ 
 
   I pick up a handful of sand and let it flow through my fingers.
 
   ‘Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if Ria had not asked me to use the upstairs bathroom. Would we never have got together?’
 
   He takes my hand in his. His touch is soothing. ‘I always dreamed of what it would be like to be with you. We didn’t hook up by accident. I was always looking for a way to make you notice me. You had me from the day you lifted your skirt and showed me your polka dot panties.’
 
   ‘I didn’t lift it and show it to you,’ I protest indignantly. ‘I fell down.’
 
   ‘That’s what they all say.’
 
   ‘Oh you are big-headed.’
 
   ‘That’s what they all say.’
 
   ‘Oh!’ I slap him around the head and he pushes me on the sand. The sex is gentle. The sea. The sand. The orange sky. They were all witnesses. They would keep the memory of my love for this man if by chance I am not able. Inside my belly, Tommy kicks lustily. 
 
   Take care of Daddy, if I am not around.
 
   


 
   
  
 



FORTY-ONE
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   BJ
 
   I buy her flowers and watch her stroke them as if they are hurt children she is soothing. Since that night in the caves with Jake, I don’t tell her anymore how much everyday hurts. She is dying right before my eyes and there is not one damn thing I can do about it. I want to bellow. I want to howl. But it would frighten her. She looks at the calendar with joy. She is another day closer to her goal. I look at it with terror. I am another day to closer to finding out how much of her the cancer has eaten. 
 
   How much is left.
 
   She hides things from me. I know she has written letters for Tommy. Eighteen. To be given to him on his birthdays. She gave them to her mother. I accidentally overheard her conversation. The intolerable pain of that discovery is impossible to describe. I wanted to go and fight ten men. I wanted to hurt someone the way I was hurting. I went into the bathroom and made a hole in the wall. It hurt like a mother. But it dulled the other pain. 
 
   Sometimes, when I have to share her with her family, I feel resentful. I feel as if they are stealing my time. What little is left. 
 
   I don’t know how much more I can take of any of these feelings.
 
   Everyday she makes me touch her belly. But I don’t know how I feel about Tommy. He’s my flesh and blood. He’s mine and there is a connection, but there is no love in my heart. There is no place for him. For me there is only Layla. 
 
   I cannot love anyone else. 
 
   Not now. 
 
   Not yet.
 
   Maybe because my heart has been ripped open and I’m bleeding. Maybe that’s it. 
 
   After that night at Heat Exchange, I’ve never gone to a club or a strip joint. We entered the VIP room. She got out of her little dress, opened her legs wide, showed me her pussy, and asked if I wanted to touch it outside of work, and I felt nothing. Just disgust at myself. My dick was limp. I paid her and left. I knew when I walked out of that door that I had gone to the wrong place. What I was looking for could not be found in a bar or a strip club. Instead I retreated to a place where I’d found solace in the past. Somewhere I could not be found. In the darkness of the old smugglers’ caves.
 
   Bob Marley is singing, No Woman No Cry. The calendar reads Ten Days More. And oh yeah, its got a drawing of a happy face next to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



FORTY-TWO
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   Layla
 
   Tomorrow is the big day. Because I opted out of a biopsy that could cause me to miscarry, it will be like opening Pandora’s box. They will do a biopsy on everything in my uterus to assess how bad the situation is. Immediately after, they will operate to remove the baby and perform the hysterectomy. 
 
   They don’t know how long I will be out. The cesarean will only take 45 to 60 minutes. It’s what needs doing after that’s the unknown factor. I think I am too numb to feel afraid. 
 
   My bag is packed. It is an optimistic bag. There is chewing gum to help speed the process of bowel function returning to normal after a cesarean birth, compression stockings, sanitary towels, and a pair of champagne glasses. 
 
   How strange, then, that it feels as if I am packing never to return.
 
    [image: Description: Description: icon.tiff] 
 
   We have a quiet dinner early, as I am not allowed to eat after 8pm. I eat lightly and BJ doesn’t eat at all. We talk a little. We stare at each other a lot. As if we are never going to see each other again. We end up in the bedroom. That afternoon I had taken the time to scent the place with aromatherapy oils, scented candles, and made the bed with silk sheets that I ordered from the Internet. By the bed there was tray of fruit and a big beautiful box of chocolates.
 
   ‘Do you know?’ he whispers to me. ‘The sexual texts from The Ming dynasty regarded a woman’s sexual organs as a crucible or a stove from which a man could cultivate vitality.’
 
   ‘Oh, yeah,’ I say biting my lower lip.  
 
   ‘Yeah. Want to try something Ming?’ For a moment the old BJ glitters in the candlelight. Tonight he is strong and powerful and I am putty in his hands.
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Get totally naked, then shake your whole body; your legs, your head, and your sweet ass. Afterwards, sit down cross-legged on the bed and invite me into your body.’
 
   So I shake my entire body, sit down, and ask him to come into me. He takes off his clothes, muscles rippling across every part of his body, and his cock standing to attention like a good soldier. He comes to sit in front of me. 
 
   ‘When I exhale, you inhale and vice versa. Pretend that you are able to take that breath you inhaled from me down to your sex organs.’
 
   As he breathes out, I find myself breathing his breath into my body and down to my sex. Up so close he nearly takes my breath away. He is such a magnificent specimen. 
 
   Slowly, I become conscious that I am sharing all of me with him and he is doing the same. The realization makes my skin super sensitive, as if an electric current is running through my body.
 
   He stares into my eyes. ‘Now kiss me and share your breath with me.’ 
 
   So we kiss and kiss and kiss and the strangest thing happens. I don’t believe woo-woo stuff but suddenly, amongst the scent of the candles and aromatherapy oils and the silk sheet under us, we become one person. And I’m not even talking about BJ and I. I’m talking about BJ, Tommy, and I. Suddenly we are joined in a kind of magic circle. All of us linked forever. No matter what happens after tonight, we will always be together.
 
   And then I am back in my physical body, on my hands and knees, reveling in the muscular caress of his shaft. He is like he was in the old days, before the cancer. Raw and unbelievably passionate. I feel his large hands on my body. Touching, claiming, branding. It is as it was on our very first night.
 
   The orgasm when it comes is so shattering, so incredible, so crazy I can’t even scream.
 
   ‘Wow! That was so … mind blowing,’ I pant breathlessly.
 
   He turns his raven eyes to me. ‘You’re mind blowing.’
 
   ‘So are you going to honey talk me now?’ I tease with a smile.
 
   ‘Why not? You are everything I could have dreamed of. You’re a cool, cool girl, Layla.’
 
   I look into his beautiful eyes. How I love this man. I take his warm, rough hands in my own. ‘No matter what happens tomorrow, you know, I’ll always love you.’
 
   Something sad and dark crosses his face, but he hides it as quickly as it showed itself. 
 
   ‘Are you ready for your goodnight kiss?’ he asks lightly.
 
   As he has done from the day we got married, he opens my legs and lingeringly kisses me right in the middle of my sex. 
 
   ‘Good night, my darling,’ he whispers softly into my core.
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   “Jump into the angry abyss with a smile on your face. 
 
   This how magic has always been created.” 
 
   —Shamans
 
   


 
   
  
 



FORTY-THREE
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   BJ
 
   Her eyes look like they are lit up from within and her skin is actually glowing. I remember something that scares me out of my wits. My grandmother once told me that a few hours before death the person always glows. You think they are getting better, but they are really just preparing for the final journey. 
 
   We are at the hospital. Her family is gathered outside. They have said their well wishes and now it’s my turn. Only I can’t say anything. I am too afraid I will break down. I can feel my insides sloshing hotly. I have never been so frightened in all my life.
 
   ‘You will tell Tommy that I love him and I always will,’ she says. There is slight tremor to her voice and fear in her eyes. She is just as terrified as I am.  
 
   Fuck, I can’t do this. ‘Fucking tell him yourself,’ I say. 
 
   ‘Say something nice to me,’ she says softly.
 
   But I can’t. If I stop being a son of a bitch I’m going to howl my eyes out. ‘When you get out of here, I’m gonna fuck you so hard you’re gonna need stitches.’
 
   ‘I said say something nice.’
 
   ‘It’s hard to say something nice when you are bleeding out.’
 
   ‘Oh darling.’
 
   The nurse comes in. ‘It’s time,’ she says. 
 
   I grab Layla’s hand.
 
   ‘Don’t be afraid,’ she whispers. ‘I’m not.’
 
   I want to cry. I want to envelop her in my arms and not let them take her away, but I let go of her hand and watch them wheel her through the swing doors. I stand there, lost and frightened in the empty room. I am so fucking frightened my breath comes out in a huge heave through my body. I feel a hand touch me. I turn around. 
 
   ‘Come with me,’ Jake says. His voice is firm and authoritative. And like a lost child I follow him outside. I feel hollow and emasculated. I let her go. She could die on the operating table.
 
   I should have told her that she is one in a billion. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



EPILOGUE
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   BJ
 
   “Not to dream boldly may turn out to be irresponsible”
 
   —George Leonard
 
   There are fresh flowers on the grave. My mother must have visited earlier. I stand by the headstone and I feel a sense of serenity. For the first time in my life I feel at peace. There is no hate, no anger, no pain, no hurt. 
 
   All the lost jigsaw pieces of my life have come together in a brilliantly beautiful mosaic. Only now, I can see why that red piece happened, or why that blackness had to be right there, where I thought it should not be. 
 
   Now I see how perfect it all is.
 
   There is a small ladybug on the black marble of my father’s gravestone. I get down on my haunches and watch it. A gust of wind comes and it flies away. I touch the stone. It is warm from the morning sun.
 
   I never thought the day would come when I would forgive my father. It reminds me of what a man once told me. He was a heroin addict. 
 
   ‘I am not to be reviled. I’m to be pitied. You have to walk in a man’s shoes before you judge him,’ he said. 
 
   I didn’t understand him then, but I do now. I know that given the right circumstances, I could have been my father. Maybe I wouldn’t have battered Tommy, but I wouldn’t have loved him. Without Layla, I would have been dead inside the way my father was. 
 
   He was not to be reviled, he was to be pitied.
 
   I turn away from the grave and walk towards the car. I have to stop by the local store and get a carton of organic milk for Layla. I haven’t told you what happened, have I? They wheeled her into the operating theater to do the biopsy, only to find no tumor during the ultrasound. It had shrunk to nothing. They couldn’t believe it. They probably still can’t. They didn’t even have to perform a Cesarean. Layla had been right all along. She never stopped believing. She made the miracle happen. 
 
   Layla carried our baby to full term. 
 
   Tommy was born a healthy, lusty baby weighing 8lb and 2 ounces. A bundle of joy.
 
   It’s a beautiful day, so I park the car and walk down the road to the corner shop. 
 
   ‘Coming for your milk, Mr. Pilkington?’ Mr. Singh calls. 
 
   ‘Yup,’ I say picking up a carton.
 
   ‘Tell your wife, organic yogurt coming next week.’
 
   I grin. ‘That’ll make her day.’
 
   ‘Yes, yes, your wife very interested in organic things. She always looking for seeds. I tell her, I bring from India for her.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Mr. Singh.’
 
   ‘No problem.’
 
   The bell jangles when I close the door. I light a cigarette and smoke it on the walk home. I kill it outside the front steps and chuck it into the bushes. I fit the key into the lock, open the door, and step inside. 
 
   Layla is coming down the stairs. She breaks into a smile. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ she calls gaily and runs down the rest of the way.
 
   I watch her approach, a sunburst in my heart. ‘You look good enough to eat.’
 
    ‘Never mind that now. I’ve got a secret to tell you,’ she whispers.
 
   ‘What is it?’ I ask.
 
   She giggles. ‘It involves adding to the world’s overpopulation problem.’
 
   My eyes widen. I feel ten feet tall. I put the bag of milk on the floor and move closer. She smells of milk and baby powder. She starts laughing as I pick her up by her waist and whisk her into the air and whirl her. Round and round we go until we are both dizzy.
 
   ‘You made me dizzy,’ she says laughing.
 
   Love is just a word until someone comes along and gives it meaning. 
 
   She. She is the meaning.
 
   -The End –
 
   


  
 

This book is dedicated to 
 
   Gianna Beretta Molla.
 
   Took the same decision as Layla, but did not survive.
 
   Gianna was canonized as a saint of the Roman Catholic Church in 2004.
 
   “Lord, keep your grace in my heart. Live in me so your grace be mine. 
 
   Make that I may bear everyday some flowers and new fruit.”
 
   —              Gianna Beretta Molla, 1922-1962
 
   


  
 

If you enjoyed Sexy Beast and want to know how Jake met Lily you’ll find it here:
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   Amazon US: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00X2JUCRC
 
   Amazon UK: http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B00X2JUCRC
 
    Canada: http://www.amazon.ca/gp/product/B00X2JUCRC
 
   Amazon Aus: http://www.amazon.com.au/gp/product/B00X2JUCRC
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Oh, Sinnerman, where you gonna run to?
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bn5tiuZU4JI
 
   


 
   
  
 



One
 
   Billie Black
 
   ‘Fucking kids,’ I swear and bury my head under the pillow, but the irritating ringing of the doorbell continues mercilessly. The desire to go out and throttle them is so strong it makes me grit my teeth. 
 
   I pull myself out from under my pillow abruptly and frown. Hang on a minute. I no longer live in the poor end of Kilburn, and there are no kids roaming the corridors annoying people on Sundays here. Also, I have no debts left so it can’t be debt collectors either. Not that those lazy fuckers will work on Sundays. 
 
   I get out of bed and, walking barefoot to the front door, curiously put my eye to the spy hole.  
 
   Whoa! 
 
   I draw back hastily, and press my hand to my belly. What is out there is far worse than any debt collector. By far worse. The bell rings again and holds. The sound is jarring loud and…insistent. It’s not going to go away. I turn my head and look at myself in the mirror on the wall. My hair is a spiky rat’s nest. I pull my fingers viciously through the unruly mess, but it does not improve. The bell goes again. Oh, fuck it! Whatever. I don’t care, anyway. I take a deep breath, rearrange my face into one of tight exasperation and fling open the door.
 
   Cor… Look at that, though. Tight black T-shirt packed hard with muscles, he fills the corridor like the Incredible Hulk, only he is all blond, and he makes little kitty clench tight even on a Sunday. Damn this man to hell. How can anyone look that good at this time of the morning? 
 
   He removes his finger coolly off my doorbell and smiles a severely attractive smile, before letting his gaze, all wicked and sexy, start roving down my body. It’s like having melted chocolate poured all over me. I want to lick myself. Keep it together now.
 
   ‘What do you want?’ I demand aggressively. 
 
   ‘To fuck you senseless.’
 
   I don’t succeed in stifling the gasp that rises into my mouth. The cheek of the man is astounding. Last night he brazenly introduces me to his girlfriend, and this morning he stands on my doorstep wanting a legover! I feel a fine rage in my veins.
 
   ‘Fuck off, you cheating skunk,’ would, as Ali down the sweet shop would say, be giving him too much face. ‘Piss off, I don’t want you to fuck me senseless,’ would be a lie. So: I nod, and move quickly to slam the door in his lazily smiling, smug face. With lightning speed he lays his palm firmly against the wood and resolutely pushes his way in. I am engulfed by the smell of his freshly showered body. Probably washing off her smell, I think sourly. I don’t do the undignified thing and attempt to fight against such a male show of strength. I decide to decimate him with pithy wit instead. 
 
   Inside, he looks as out of place as a rhino in a China shop.
 
   ‘The polite thing to do would be to offer me some tea,’ he says, one blond eyebrow arching. 
 
   I cross my arms over my chest. ‘I’m actually not feeling very polite at the moment.’
 
   He flashes a pearly white grin: wolfish in the extreme. The guy is a walking sex bomb. ‘That’s just grand,’ he says. ‘We can be impolite together.’
 
   Pithy wit deserts me. ‘Don’t make me punch you in the face.’
 
   ‘You were the best lay I ever had.’
 
   My eyes widen. The surge of pleasure I experience irritates me. I pretend to laugh dryly. ‘Is that supposed to be some sort of compliment?’
 
   ‘Yeah, and a goddamn fine one too.’
 
   Before we go any further, let me first tell you that this man is good in bed. No, make that really, really, really good. Like out of this world good. He butterflied my legs and went to work on my girly bits with the precise dedication of a Swiss watchmaker until I nearly fainted with pleasure. And believe me, I’m the expert in muff diving, since I have been for most of my life a lesbian.
 
   ‘Well, you were the worst lay I ever had,’ I lie.
 
   Unoffended, he laughs merrily. ‘Time to make amends, then.’
 
   ‘Don’t you fucking dare come near me,’ I warn. I realize instantly that there is not enough threat and too much desperation in my voice.
 
   His moss green eyes glint, dark and dirty. They make me horribly uneasy. I’m not in charge here. We stare at each other and the rush of sexual heat that sweeps over my body makes me feel oddly dizzy. The memory of his touch still burns in my bones. Unable to speak I stare foolishly at him. 
 
   The truth is I’m pissed off with this guy for not calling after he promised to, for making me sleep with my phone for nearly a month, for confusing the hell out of my sexuality, and for having a girlfriend who is the exact opposite of me, but as the seconds pass, I am not sure anymore if I am more pissed off with him or with myself for being so pathetic. 
 
   The problem is that my pulse is racing and I can’t think past the aching throb between my legs. I take slow breaths as my body, the hyperaware Judas, remembers and replays the sensation of all the hard planes, the raw silk of his skin, and the absolute perfection of that one night we shared. 
 
   I blink. Big mistake. 
 
   He advances, his lips twitching with amusement. 
 
   I step backwards, purely instinctive, and he takes another step, and so do I, but in the opposite direction. A warm flush spreads over my skin. All kinds of thoughts are running through my brain. Uppermost: of course he’s going to get what he came for. I can already feel his hand on my hips, and the lure of a seriously explosive orgasm. He got me the last time through the same fearlessness of consequences he is exhibiting now. No fear of rejection. Such naked confidence can be mind-numbingly seductive. 
 
   He turned my no into a maybe and my maybe into a yes. 
 
   And afterwards, when the curiosity and desire had been aroused inside me, he delivered big. I mean BIG. I told myself that I had gone with him because I loved that he did not have a prejudged idea of beauty. He found the spider tattoos on my neck and shoulder beautiful! But the truth was/is, he intrigues me like no other. My body is already craving it. It’s only sex, Billie, I tell myself. 
 
   I stop retreating when I feel the hard edge of the table against my buttocks. He takes his next step silently. With his hands around my neck he tilts my face upwards and swoops down on my mouth. Sweet mother, Mary. So bad, and so hot. My will is slipping away. What will? It’s been a long time. A long time. Bloody hell. He tastes so fuckin’ good I want to eat him. I get lost in the raving desire that comes in waves from his mouth into mine. 
 
   For a few more pulse-ripping seconds his lips bruise mine, a clash of teeth and lips and tongues. It is brutal, arousing, and totally feral. And then I tear my mouth off. The insides of my mouth are still stinging. He is strong, I’ll give him that. Very fucking strong. And that arrogant tilt to his chin. Like he should be in a vampire movie. Like he’s never heard the word no.
 
   ‘I thought you thought I was cute?’ he mocks.
 
   ‘If you like psychos.’
 
   He grins and lifts me up by the waist as if I am a doll and deposits me on the table. My legs dangle off the edge. With both his hands he rips open my nightshirt. The tearing sound is deliciously erotic. Nobody has done this to me before. Underneath I am butt naked. His eyes drop to my breasts. With a slow smile he cups them in his hands.
 
   ‘I wasn’t wrong last night: you’ve had them done,’ he growls and pushes his tongue into my mouth. The man’s an animal and I love it. 
 
   His tongue drives in as I suck it enthusiastically. So different from a woman’s tongue. So demanding. So muscular. Suddenly his mouth leaves mine, and a complaining mewl escapes me. Watching me like a hawk he bends down to take a nipple in his mouth and sucks at it cruelly. I close my eyes and moan. His hands move lower. He spreads his fingers into the thatch of light brown curls. 
 
   ‘A hairy girl is hard to come by these days,’ he murmurs. ‘You’re one in a million, Billie.’
 
   ‘Fuck you.’
 
   He runs his fingers along the slit. I am embarrassingly soaking wet for him. One finger dips inside.
 
   ‘Yes,’ I gasp. Even that one word sounds incoherent. I want more. 
 
   He plunders my mouth. Slowly the finger inside me becomes two and then three. The stretch is delicious, but I want more. I need more. And holy fucking shit, I know where there is smoking more. I reach for his belt.
 
   ‘Look at you, throbbing for release,’ he whispers huskily, and pulling away from me splays my legs open. He watches me, his heavy-lidded eyes roaming my thrown back throat, my excited nipples, my legs spread so wide he has a full view of my pussy dripping and swollen for him. 
 
   He tears open the condom foil and then unbuttons the top button of his bulging jeans. The zip comes down and he takes out his cock. This is the thing about us lesbians. We’re used to big toys, but this boy’s toy—it struts right out at a right angle to his body. In its own way it is an aggressive angry thing with large veins. I’m not really sure if I consider it attractive. Certainly it is not pretty the way a pussy is, but there is something wild about it. Something animalistic and caveman-like. 
 
   I watch while he sheathes it and obligingly open my legs wider when he plunges the raincoated thing straight into me. That scream. It came from my mouth! His large strong hands are underneath my bum tilting me upwards. Whoa…call the police—this is an attack! He fucks me like a wild man. A furious wild man. 
 
   We are a violent, hot tangle. I writhe and claw at him, and he rams into me until I come, quick and hard. The world shatters beautifully and becomes more perfect than before. Almost immediately he does too with a growl and expletives. I bet his girlfriend doesn’t see this. 
 
   I grasp the firm globes of his buttocks. We are both panting hard. Now that I am sated I am back to my rather inelegant situation. We have sinned.
 
   ‘And you thought you were a lesbian,’ he says with such an irritating smile that I slap him, so hard his head jerks back.
 
   ‘That’s the first time…’ he mutters.
 
   I raise a disbelieving eyebrow.
 
   ‘I’ve been slapped by a woman while I’m still inside her.’
 
   I use both my hands to push him away from me, but I might as well have been pushing at a brick wall. The hands cupping my buttocks are like steel manacles.
 
   ‘You’ve had your fun. Now get out of my home,’ I force between clenched teeth.
 
   'I’m still horny.’
 
   I tingle at the promise his words hold. I glare at him. ‘We all have our afflictions and addictions.’
 
   Suddenly I have the fierce and surprising urge to mark him. To let his woman know that he has been with me. I want to claim him. He sucks my tongue into his mouth. Too urgent to be gentle. Then his mouth moves, warm and wet against the side of my neck. I know what he’s doing. He’s sucking on my tattoos, on the blue spiders. He takes his mouth away and looks at them. 
 
   ‘How did you find me?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Not easily,’ he confesses. ‘I had to shell out a thousand quid. Must be nice not paying your own bills.’
 
   I ignore the jibe. I’m not about to explain anything to him. ‘What happened to last night’s posh and world-weary murmur?’
 
   He grins.
 
   ‘When I first met you, you had a BBC accent. Last night it was decidedly posh and today a trace of Australian has slithered in. Will the real Jaron Rose please stand up?’
 
   ‘This is the real Jaron Rose.’
 
   ‘Are you going to fucking get your dick out of me?’
 
   ‘I will but first let me tell you what you’re going to be doing tomorrow. At sharp three thirty p.m. you will bend over this table, your elbows and hands and cheek pressed against the glass, your ass in the air barely covered by lace and some transparent material that rips easily. Baby doll nighties and thongs are my favorite at the moment. What you are doing is waiting for me to come and fuck you like the little bitch you are.’
 
   My mouth drops open.
 
   ‘The rims of the thong will become soaked very quickly and you will consider using your sweating hands to masturbate to relieve the ache, but you will not. Instead you will keep that position, nipples and cunt tingling, and wait. The high heels you’ll be wearing—I like black— will make your calves cramp, but you will ignore it.’
 
   My pussy clenches like a boxer’s fists, but I pretend to snort.
 
   He ignores it. ‘At four I will turn up. You will not turn around to look at me or speak to me. No matter how wide your legs are I will have to correct the position by kicking apart your legs and flipping the last bit of covering over your back, so your ass is totally exposed to me. I will roughly rub your panties, find the jellied part, and dig my fingers into it. You will immediately raise your hips higher to try to catch more of my flesh, and moan the way you would if you were begging for it.
 
   ‘I’ll tell you to be quiet. That you are not to make a sound until I allow it. I will flick your clit through the material and your body will start bucking and squirming. At that moment I will swat you on the fleshiest part of your buttocks just once, but hard. My fingers might strike your clit. It will make your head spin and you are bound to cry out from the surprise. But if you do I will spank you again. Just to hear you cry out and see the blush spread. And again, until you are panting and dripping onto my hand. Excitement, shame, joy, desire. 
 
   ‘Then I will back off, make myself a cup of tea and drink it while I stare at your reddened ass, ripe for the picking. Once I have had my tea I will undress. Slowly. You will strain to hear buttons, material scraping my skin, shoes sliding away, socks pulling, zip tearing. I will grasp the reddened, burning skin in my palms and feel its weight in my bare hands.’
 
   I try not to show it but his dick is slowly growing inside me and I am starting to want him to fuck me all over again. 
 
   ‘Then I will pull the warm red cheeks apart and holding them apart with one hand I will slide my finger into you, first one, then two and eventually three—the way you like it, the way I did the first night we met. You will moan, and shiver and maybe even grunt like an animal. Your head will start to lift off the table—you are about to come. That is the moment I’ll stop and will ask you to touch yourself. You will take your hand off the table and press it between your legs, turning your head to look at me while starting to masturbate. 
 
   ‘“Do you want my cock in your pussy?” I will ask. “Yes,” you will whisper. I will ask you again. “Yes, yes,” you will plead.
 
   ‘And that is when I will ram so hard into you, you will shudder and scream and arch and quiver and come in a screaming rush.’
 
   ‘I won’t be in at three thirty p.m. or four p.m. tomorrow,’ I say coldly.
 
   ‘Don’t be absurd. Of course you will.’
 
   ‘If I am bent over the table, who will let you in through the front door?’
 
   ‘That’s my affair. You just assume your position.’
 
   He pulls out of me. And fully erect he takes a step away from me. I close my legs and slip off the table. Expertly, he removes the condom. I watch him pull his underpants up and over the rigid flesh.
 
   ‘It won’t break, will it?’
 
   He laughs and pulls his jeans over the bulge. ‘Concern from you is always nice.’
 
   ‘Don’t mistake curiosity for concern.’
 
   He zips up. ‘See you at four.’
 
   I don’t say anything, simply stare at him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Two
 
   When the door closes behind him my breath comes out in a rush. Holy Moly! That was unbelievable and that was not enough. I am still throbbing with need. What is it about this guy? I simply can’t seem to get enough of him. I go to the fridge and pour myself a shot of vodka. I lift it up to my lips, and put it back on the counter. I don’t want to take the edge off the way I feel right now. I light a cigarette and walk onto the balcony. I blow out a smoke ring and my mobile goes.
 
   I pick it up from the coffee table and it is my best friend, Lana.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say.
 
   ‘Guess where I am?’ she squeals.
 
   Well, it’s Sunday. Tomorrow is a working day. Her billionaire banker husband’s yacht is moored in the South of France. So the South of France would be my guess. ‘No idea,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘The South of France.’
 
   ‘Brilliant.’
 
   ‘I tried to call you earlier to see if you wanted to come, but I guess you were asleep.’
 
   ‘I was. So what is the little sprog up to?’ I ask referring to my godson.
 
   ‘He seems determined to swim across the English Channel.’
 
   ‘That’s my boy.’
 
   ‘What are you up to?’
 
   I kill my cigarette on the balcony railing. ‘Enjoying a post-coital cigarette.’
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘Jaron came around and we had sex.’
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘Unless I dreamed it.’
 
   ‘Oh my God!’
 
   ‘That’s what I thought.’ 
 
   ‘Well, go on then, tell me what happened?’
 
   ‘It was hot and dirty, and he wants to come around tomorrow for more, but I’m not sure how I feel about it all.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I think it’s that crazy-eyed girlfriend of his. Mind you, I don’t feel bad about him cheating on her. I just hate the idea of him inside her.’
 
   ‘My, my, I’ve never seen you jealous before.’
 
   ‘I’m not jealous.’
 
   ‘Could have fooled me.’
 
   ‘Well, he’s not available. So that’s the end of that story,’ I say firmly.
 
   ‘I don’t know what the story is between them, but I got the impression last night that he doesn’t care about her one bit. There wasn’t enough heat between them to keep an egg warm. It was obvious she wanted to claim him as hers, but he only had eyes for you.’
 
   ‘Well…’
 
   The doorbell goes again.
 
   ‘Hang on a minute. Someone’s at the door,’ I say, and walk towards it. I look through the spy hole. 
 
   ‘Talk of the devil,’ I say.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Call you back.’
 
   I look again out of the spy hole. The girlfriend is dressed to the nines in a white pantsuit, a long cream coat, sunglasses and a fringe sharp enough to skin a goat. I turn to the mirror and look at myself. My hair is a mess, my nightie is torn in half, and I have that slack, just-fucked look. With a grin I open the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Three
 
   Ebony’s coldly disdainful eyes flick down my body and freeze at my torn clothes. We stare at each other. Tangibly above all other emotions, disbelief glitters in her eyes. Her chin starts to tremble uncontrollably and a small, pained sound escapes her glossy lips. Her hands, the two-inch long acrylic nails painted powder pink, rush upwards to cover her gaping mouth. 
 
   The smug grin dies quickly on my lips.
 
   I pull at the torn ends of my nightie and hold them together. Suddenly I feel like a total bitch. A nasty piece of work.
 
   She stares at me for a moment longer with hurt, accusing eyes, and then turns away, and runs down the corridor. At the end of it I watch her open the stairwell door and disappear through it to avoid waiting for the lift. I close my door and lean against it. 
 
   ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ 
 
   Maybe she really loves the guy. I shouldn’t have done that. That was just plain cruel, and I’m not a cruel person. Damn Jaron. I go to the vodka and take a huge swallow straight from the bottle. The alcohol burns the back of my throat and splashes into my empty stomach. I shake a cigarette out of the box, light it and go back out onto the balcony. I drag deeply from it. Smoke fills my lungs and grips it. I hold the breath. My body starts mellowing out. I look down and see Ebony running down the street. I exhale slowly. A frown on my face.
 
   ‘Fuck.’
 
   I didn’t go looking for him. She’s not my responsibility. He’s the love rat, not me, I try to rationalize, but guilt is a grim business. Sleeping with another woman’s man has left a sour taste in my mouth. It is the same feeling as accidentally killing the fox that suddenly dashes out in front of your car. Fucking hell, you think, why did you have to die under my wheel? Why didn’t you just go and die peacefully in some field? 
 
   I flick ash into a pot. 
 
   Somewhere in my little brain I had a plan to drop some money into Ann Summers’ till. But that plan is wearing a slit throat and shoes with dried blood on them: I won’t be wearing no baby doll outfit and waiting stretched out on my dining table for Ebony’s man tomorrow. In a way it is a relief. There is something about Jaron Rose that terrifies me. He plays with my head. He sets up cravings inside me that I can’t control.
 
   I finish my cigarette and grind it out on the metal railing. I am firm in my decision. I’m never going to bed with Jaron Fucking Rose again. I go into my home, close the balcony door, and though I can still smell him, I go straight to my worktable. 
 
   I sit down and sketch a little girl’s outfit. A white pantsuit with blood red lace frills. It has a round red pocket on it. I hold it away from me. Nice one, Billie. I lean my head back and Jaron pops into my mind. With ruthless precision I push him out and open to a fresh page on my drawing pad. 
 
   I will forget him, if it’s the last thing I do.
 
   3.30 p.m. one day later.
 
   I glance at my watch. All day I have been a bundle of nerves. I’ve gone through so many cigarettes I feel light-headed. I go into my bedroom and dress in blue: baggy top and shapeless trousers. The least sexy thing a woman can wear, but then I cannot resist spraying a little perfume. 
 
   ‘Who are you trying to kid?’ my reflection taunts. 
 
   ‘I can look good while I’m telling him to fuck off,’ I tell my reflection, and sweep on a layer of mascara. My stomach is clenched tight with anticipation. I need a stiff drink. I help myself to an impressively large shot. That helps loosen the knot. I twist my wrist and look at the time.
 
   3.40 p.m.
 
   Right. I smoke another cigarette and pace the floor. Time creeps along. 
 
   3.55 p.m. I look at my reflection in the dining room mirror. My cheeks are flushed and my eyes glitter
 
   3.56 p.m. For fuck’s sake.
 
   3.59 p.m. I take a deep breath and leaving the living room walk toward the hallway.
 
   4.00 p.m. 
 
   Jaron Rose walks through my door, and finds me leaning nonchalantly against the hallway table. He is dressed all in black again. And damn if it doesn’t make him look devilishly good. He stops when he sees me. We stare at each other. My thoughts swirl like crazy, untangle and drop into a confused heap at the bottom of my mind. Desire flashes like fire between us. The memory of the hot iron thrust of his cock flashes into my empty mind. 
 
   He smiles, a hint of something rich and secret. He should come with a warning. Beware. Undercurrents here. Dark and dangerous undercurrents. ‘It’s not too late to get on the dining table,’ he says seductively.
 
   Even I have to admit: he is über, über cool. 
 
   ‘Most people knock and wait to be allowed in,’ I say sarcastically.
 
   ‘I’m not most people,’ he says, and gives me a look so filthy it makes my toes curl. 
 
   ‘What did you do? Steal my key and make an impression of it?’ 
 
   He grins. ‘Nope. I’m just good with locks and clocks. Thought I’d save you the trouble of opening the door.’
 
   ‘Well, don’t.’
 
   ‘Are you always this unfriendly when someone is trying to be helpful?’
 
   I fix him with an unfriendly, slightly suspicious stare. ‘Ebony dropped in yesterday.’
 
   His eyebrows rise, but he doesn’t appear in the least bit concerned. 
 
   ‘Right after you left… And when she realized that you had just fucked me she burst into tears and ran away.’
 
   For a moment he stares at me expressionlessly and then he breaks into a grin. ‘You opened the door in your torn nightie, didn’t you?’
 
   I fidget uncomfortably. ‘I may have done. But so what if I did? You’re the cheat.’
 
   ‘Awww… Did she make you feel bad?’
 
   ‘As a matter of fact, yes, you brute.’
 
   He throws his head back and laughs callously.
 
   I glare at him. ‘I’m glad you think breaking your girlfriend’s heart is funny because she looked a mess yesterday.’
 
   He takes a step toward me and I instinctively take a step back.
 
   He stops. ‘Are you scared of me, Billie Black?’
 
   ‘No, I AM not.’ I put my hands on my hips and glower at him.
 
   ‘Don’t run when I come towards you then,’ he says, and walks unhurriedly to me.
 
   My pulse starts racing and for some ridiculous reason my throat snaps shut. Watch out, the warning flashes in my mind, and I have to quell the desire to step sideways—backwards is out of the question since there is a wall behind me. So I stand my ground and hardly flinch when his hand slams into the wall, and he leans one massive shoulder against it, effectively trapping me. 
 
   I squirm and look up into those dark green eyes. Oh man! Hurriedly, I drop my gaze to his mouth. Fuck me. I drop it lower to his throat. I am on safer ground watching his Adam’s apple bob slightly as he chuckles. The warm flutter of his breath on my forehead is a bit more distracting. 
 
   He puts one thick finger on my lower lip. ‘What’s the matter, baby?’
 
   ‘You’re crowding me. Can you move, please?’
 
   ‘I don’t think so.’
 
   I look up then. His eyes are twinkling with laughter. ‘You think this is funny?’
 
   He grasps my shoulder and a finger grazes my throat like a trail of fire. ‘Not really.’ 
 
   I train my eyes on his hair. It is so blond it is like spun gold. I want to twine my fingers through it and pull his head down to my mouth. The thought irritates me. I am not sleeping with him ever again. 
 
   ‘What if I tell you, you’ve been played?’ he purrs.
 
   I jerk my neck away from his touch and look at him suspiciously. ‘By who? You?’
 
   ‘You rubbed Ebony’s face in it, and she punished you by pretending we are more than we are.’
 
   I frown. ‘Are you trying to say she doesn’t care you’re fucking me, only that I rubbed her face in it?’
 
   ‘Sounds about right.’
 
   ‘That sounds like the most unbelievable rubbish, the kind of thing a man would make up to excuse his bad behavior.’
 
   He shrugs. ‘I told you the truth. Believe whatever you want.’
 
   I suddenly remember the movie, Bridget Jones’s Diary. The misunderstanding was entirely caused because the woman the heroine thought was the hero’s girlfriend was actually just a lesbian friend staying over. Once that was cleared up it all ended very nicely.
 
   ‘Is Ebony a lesbian?’
 
   He looks at me strangely. ‘No. Why?’
 
   ‘Oh.’ That’s that theory laid to rest. ‘If what you say is true why did she turn up at my door in the first place?’
 
   ‘You’ll never know now, will you? Since you rubbed her up the wrong way.’
 
   ‘You’re both mad.’ 
 
   ‘I’ve been thinking about you today.’
 
   ‘I’m not finished talking about Ebony,’ I say pointedly.
 
   ‘I am. I don’t want to talk about her. I’m here because you want me and I want you.’
 
   ‘Has anyone ever told you, you’re pushy?’
 
   ‘No, everyone else thinks I’m charming.’
 
   ‘Like James Bond? Smooth charm and brutal purpose?’
 
   He smiles suavely. ‘See, we can agree when we try.’ He puts his hands around me and pulls me close. Our thighs touch. 
 
   My belly starts melting like hot chocolate, but with great determination I put a hand to his chest and lean away. Underneath my palm his heartbeat is steady and quick. The man is impossible to resist. ‘I don’t like James Bond,’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Are you always so cocky, Miss Black?’
 
   ‘Truthful,’ I correct. I look up at him defiantly. His eyes are hungry. 
 
   ‘I don’t like the look on your face.’ 
 
   ‘Too bad.’
 
   ‘We’ll have to do something about changing it.’ 
 
   ‘So now you’re going to force yourself on me?’
 
   ‘Force you?’ He laughs. ‘You’re gagging for it,’ he taunts softly, and leans in, crushing me against the wall. His cock strains big, and hard, and hot, actually impressively hot, against my stomach. The thought of that inside me makes my knees go weak. I know he’s about to kiss me, and reason and the rest of the world are about to disappear into a hot haze. My whole existence will be just about him and what he is doing to my body.
 
   I watch with a mixture of horror and fascination as his mouth comes down on mine. The kiss is ferocious. Vicious. Perhaps too vicious. I feel blood on my tongue. But it is exactly what I need. I have spent all day furious with him and myself and this raw, unrelenting kiss was just the perfect antidote to my restless, angry excitement. The heady flavor of his mouth and the scent of him make me spiral off. I suck his tongue hard and wild excitement pumps through me. It is so huge and potent it blocks everything else out.
 
   When he raises his face, I am panting like some lust-crazed sex beast.
 
   ‘That’s better,’ he whispers, ‘because you have been tantalizing me for many, many months.’ He inserts a thumb into my mouth and pulls my lower lip down. ‘And making me hard at all hours of the night.’ 
 
   The tips of my breasts ache and I rub them restlessly against his hard abs. The sensation that then brings makes me want to grab him by his fucking golden locks and yank his mouth down to my nipples so he can suck them. 
 
   Clenching his big fist in my hair he tugs my face up at him. His eyes scorch my skin. My mouth parts automatically. Surrender is what he is looking for and surrender is what he is getting in spades. With a triumphant smile he takes his thumb out of my mouth, and barely giving me time to breathe let alone think, swoops down.
 
   If the other kiss had been vicious this one is barely controlled. His tongue pushes in while his cock imitates the movement against my belly. My sex clenches hard.  God! I so want to be broken apart by this man it fucking hurts. He cups my ass and lifts me off the ground and slams me into the wall. I curl my legs tightly around him and cross my ankles.
 
   His hand slips into my top and sliding around my waist moves up my back. It makes short work of my bra clasp and moving to the front cups a breast, roughly, possessively. He squeezes my nipple. A fierce frisson of sexual heat hits me between my legs. In an instant his mouth leaves mine and my top is yanked over my head, and my bra lands on the floor. Very briefly my brain tries to grasp at some coherence and tries, actually tries to question the sanity of what I am doing and the answer is obvious. My life has become a scene from a cheap porn movie! 
 
   But then his lips claim mine again and my brain shuts down. I fucking need this… The rest of the sentence should have been… like a hole in the head. But like I said before my brain has shut down. My blue pants are unzipped while I obligingly unclasp my ankles and straighten my legs to help them slide down my legs, and then my knickers are brutally ripped off me. There I am naked and he is fully dressed. Great. He leaves my mouth and looks down on me. I am dripping wet and shameless.
 
   ‘Beg me to take you.’
 
   I shake my head. Nope. No way am I uttering words of surrender.
 
   ‘Beg me to take you,’ he repeats. His voice is low and dangerous.
 
   ‘Go fuck yourself,’ I spit stubbornly.
 
   ‘All right then. Beg me not to take you.’
 
   ‘You’re killing the moment,’ I warn ominously.
 
   ‘Basically you don’t want to beg either way.’
 
   ‘Basically.’
 
   He nods, and bending his head sucks a nipple. My chest thrusts toward his mouth and my brain stops functioning again. He lifts his head and looks at me with a rueful smile. ‘Maybe not today, but you’ll beg before I’m through with you.’
 
   To my utter frustration and shock he turns around and begins walking toward the door.
 
   ‘See you tomorrow at seven,’ he calls out.
 
   Without his warmth I feel oddly bereft. I had let myself become totally swept up in the moment and now it is shattered. He is the unfaithful lover and I am his bit on the side. This has got to be on my terms too. He can’t just come and go as he pleases.
 
   ‘If you walk out of that door now, don’t bother coming back,’ I say quietly.
 
   He turns around to face me, lets his eyes travel with leisurely unconcern over my naked body. ‘I’ll come when I want and I’ll take what I want when I want. And there is not a damn thing you can do about it!’ 
 
   And to prove his point he walks toward me and yanks me to his body so I fall against its hard length. He puts a hand on my buttocks and presses me against his erection. And I have to fight the desire to beg him to enter me. Looking into my eyes he slowly inserts a finger into my wet folds. I bite my lower lip helplessly. He takes his finger out and puts it into his mouth and sucks it.
 
   ‘You will be mine,’ he says with such presumptuous arrogance that I am struck dumb with disbelief. I stare at his dirty blond eyebrows. Very rakish. Very sexy. My mind becomes a bewildering mixture of fury, sexual excitement, and admiration for his freakishly attractive eyebrows. 
 
   He lets go of me, and spinning around walks away from my frustrated body. 
 
   I watch his rear end go. The man has a world-class ass, hard and perfectly rounded. And if memory serves, smooth as a baby’s butt. He stops by the sideboard, reaches into his trouser pocket and brings out his wallet. From one of its sleeves he fishes out a small piece of paper. He slides it on the sideboard and walks toward the door. At the door he turns and looks at me again, his eyes darkening. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow at seven.’ 
 
   Then he shuts the door behind him.
 
   For some moments I don’t move. Never in my life have I been so totally and so exclusively involved with and aware of someone. To the point where nothing else matters. Everything about him affects me, the soft blond hair, the deeply green eyes, that silky smile. Even things I thought I would despise in a lover, the hardness of his body, the arrogance, the domineering streak, excite me to the point of madness.
 
   Naked, I walk toward the sideboard and pick up the paper. I unfold it and… It is my phone number…in my own handwriting. Whoa! Hold the horses. He kept it from that first night.  All this time. And yet he did not phone. Why? I take it to my nose and smell the leather of his wallet. And he did not fear Ebony finding it either. How strange. How inexplicable.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Four
 
   A man who carries a cat by the tail learns something he can learn in no other way.
 
   —Mark Twain
 
   I pull on my clothes and remember that night more than six months ago when I did something I had never done before. I went to a rave club alone. It was a hot and sweaty dive. I had dropped a couple of Es and lost count of the vodka shots I had downed. Some guys had picked me up and put me on one of those giant speaker boxes and I was feeling on top of the world.
 
   It was a crazy feeling, the music pounding underneath me, skin tingling, head buzzing. All around me rainbows of colors flashed and illuminated a sea of dancing, sweating bodies. I felt deeply in love with them and at peace with the whole world. At that moment it didn’t matter that my best friend, Lana, had found the love of her life and had less time for me. I even forgot that I had broken up with my long-term girlfriend and that I had arrived lonely and more than a little sad. High as a kite I sat on my throbbing throne, eyes closed, and head furiously nodding to the music: oh yeah! All was well in my world.
 
   Then: someone or something touched my neck. 
 
   I opened my eyes and there he was. This blond giant. For a second I thought I was hallucinating. I have seen trains arriving through tunnels and sausages falling from the ceiling while I have been less high. I reached out and touched the giant. My hand hit flesh— well, I call it flesh, but it was more of a wall. So I knew I wasn’t hallucinating. I peered into his face. It’s really hard to see something properly when you’re so off your cake. The lines blur. Sometimes you get the eye color wrong. People’s voices sound like they’ve sucked on a helium balloon. And it’s hard to really distinguish features. Everyone’s a friendly blob.
 
   He leaned in and shouted near my ear that the spider tattoos on my neck were some of the most beautiful things he had ever seen. I gulped. The music was so damn loud I must have misheard that. Nobody—and I mean nobody—had ever told me how lovely my tattoos were. Was he trying to be friendly or was he trying to pick me up?
 
   I stared hard at him. 
 
   In fact, the giant was really good-looking. He had straight blond hair and he was big, real big. His shoulders and chest were massive and packed with muscles. He should have repelled me. I like soft curves—Megan Fox is my cup of tea—but he didn’t. I watched the curve of his mouth and experienced that first stirring of sexual curiosity for a man. For a man? Never before. He suddenly wrapped his large hands around my waist, lifted me off the speaker and put me on the ground.
 
   ‘I said,’ he repeated, ‘I love your tattoos.’
 
   Ha ha. A really good-looking guy was trying to pick me up. More intriguing, he seemed to be as sober as a judge.
 
   ‘Are you for real?’ I slurred, squinting all the way up at him. It felt as though he must have been at least seven feet tall. OK, that was an exaggeration, but that night, lighted by the searching strobe lights, he seemed absolutely enormous. Huge. His shadow swallowed me whole.
 
   ‘Yeah,’ he grinned.
 
   ‘You have really gorgeous teeth. Are you American?’
 
   He widened his smile in acknowledgement of my compliment. ‘No, I’m not American.’
 
   Then I was too high to notice that he was using his East End working class accent. ‘They are diligent about teeth over there,’ I said, merrily unaware of the disguise he had affected.
 
   ‘I want to take you home.’
 
    My eyes boggled. ‘Oops!’
 
   ‘Is that a yes?’
 
   ‘Oops is always a no.’
 
   ‘It doesn’t look like no from where I am standing.’
 
   He really would make a handsome toy for some straight girl. He was almost edible… To a straight girl, that is. ‘You’re built for bed and everything, but I’m a dyke, mate, and generally we’re not like gay men. We won’t befriend straight men. In fact, for the most part we tend to be downright hostile to you lot,’ I informed him, smiling benevolently. 
 
    ‘That’s only because you haven’t been to bed with me yet,’ he stated.
 
   Even though I was so fucking high, I was impressed. That kind of haughty, patronizing confidence is near impossible to carry off successfully. And he managed not to sound like a dick while saying something that old hat.
 
   ‘I like pussy. Pussy I can dominate and eat. But a dick? What the hell does one do with one of those things?’ I asked.
 
   ‘I’ll show you,’ he purred and ran his fingers along the inside of my bare arm. 
 
   I blame the drugs. They made me horny. They made me want things I had never planned on wanting. Before I knew it words I had never dreamed I would utter were pouring out of my mouth.  
 
   ‘I’ll fuck you, but I’m not sucking your dick or doing anything else gross like that.’
 
   Another flash of teeth. Hawt! There’s no way those are not made in America. ‘No, problem,’ he replied instantly. ‘I’m not too keen on that practice either. Like you, I like pussy.’ 
 
   When I think back now I’m sure he would have got nowhere without all the other incidentals like I was lonely. I was high. I was drunk. But that night I found him intriguing. I felt the desire for him spread inside me, like a living thing, until it was no longer the music that was throbbing in my veins but the foreign need to feel this man inside me. The thought of being eaten and filled by him was unbelievably exciting. I felt myself become wet. I looked at him hard. Well, as hard as one can under the glow of the tablet. 
 
   So we went back to Mr. Luscious’s flat. An unremarkable, strangely cold and empty place. As soon as we got through the door he jumped on me. He was hungry! Oh boy was he hungry for pussy. And after he had made me come he picked me up like a doll and laid me on top of his body. His flesh was warm and sweat-slicked. I thought I would hate it. A man’s sweat. 
 
   But I loved it. 
 
   As a matter of fact I adored the way I slipped and slid on his big body. Suddenly I was small and delicate…and defenseless. I didn’t even hear the sound of foil tearing. And then the big moment. He lifted me clean off his body and impaled me on his shaft. Shit! A cock inside me. Never thought I’d see the day. So totally different from a dildo or a vibrator or a condom-covered cucumber. A cock is thick and hard and warm and…alive. I bounced on it until he erupted inside me. After that he made me rub myself on the bone of his groin until I came.
 
   He stood up and picked me up as though I was a child. I wrapped my legs around his hips and he took me to his bedroom. Another strangely empty place, but I didn’t spend too much time admiring the décor or the lack of it: the guy was an insatiable animal. I hate to admit it, but he was better than my rabbit. And that’s long-life battery operated!
 
   It was an unforgettable night. 
 
   For the first time in my life I was no longer in control. Every time I tried to take it back, he used his superior strength and sexual expertise to subdue me. He was very strict and masterful, so fucking strong that I found myself submitting to his sheer size and force. Once I tried to leave and he simply held down my arms and legs until I didn’t have the strength to struggle anymore. Until him I had never had anyone so…well…authoritative in bed before.  It was something new, something I was not used to…but something I discovered I totally loved.
 
   In my most secret fantasy—I was a submissive.
 
   Dawn was in the sky and I was hot and sore in a way I had never been in my life. My body really could not take much more and I knew it was time to enter the real world again and take back control of Billie. The Es were beginning to wear off anyway, and I was starting to see him without the chemical glow of ‘love’. It would be a good time to get dressed and hop it out of there with an ‘Um, sorry, gotta go’ farewell.
 
   ‘I stink of sex. I need a shower,’ I said, but apparently it was not time for a shower. 
 
   The blond beast pinned me down and had his wicked way with me again. There was something about him. Yes, he was beautiful, but I had seen other beautiful men who left me cold. I couldn’t put my finger on it and I can’t even now, but that something pulls me to him as if I was an iron filing to a massive U-shaped magnet.
 
   I was still gasping for breath when he raised his head and smiled—slow, wolfish, his green eyes crinkling up.  
 
   ‘Come on. Bathroom,’ he said, and sprinted out of bed, pulling me along. At the bathroom door he followed me in. ‘Um… I really need to wee first,’ I said holding onto the door. He looked at me coolly and said, ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Don’t close the door.’
 
   ‘I need to wee.’
 
   ‘So… Fucking wee then.’ His eyes devoured me.
 
   So I did with him watching. It was kind of horrible and kind of hot. Afterwards, he picked me up bodily and put me on the edge of the bathtub. 
 
   ‘What the fuck?’ I protested.
 
   He opened my legs wide and the more I swore at him the more he spread them. 
 
   ‘Keep them wide open. You’re going to love this…’
 
   The look in his eyes! I surrendered.
 
   ‘Look at your nipples. Look how swollen they are.’ 
 
   I looked and I swear I had never seen them so raw and swollen. He disengaged the showerhead from its bracket and pinned it with his hip against the bathtub six, maybe seven inches away from my sore kitty and turned on the spray. 
 
   It was incredible. Lesbians around the world, take note: the showerhead is a woefully under-utilized sex aid. It massaged all of my sex nicely, but one tiny little spray of water fell without respite on my clit. Faster than any tongue or vibrator. Splash. Splash, splash. Hit, hit, hit. Mmmmm… 
 
   Pinned by his watchful eyes I hung on the edge of the bath. 
 
   ‘I don’t like being watched when I come,’ I said through gritted teeth.
 
   ‘Tough.’ 
 
   I turned my head to one side and tried to damp down the reaction, but it was impossible. Dark pleasures cannot be denied. My body moved ahead without me. I closed my eyes. 
 
   The hand that had circled my ankle, then insidiously massaged my calf and aroused me, tightened painfully. ‘Open your fucking eyes and look at what I am doing to you.’
 
   ‘No, no,’ I moaned.
 
   ‘Be silent and obey.’ 
 
   I opened my eyes and looked down at his hands as they stroked the insides of my thighs. His fingers pulled apart my sex lips and the exposed, terribly swollen, well-used bud was suddenly and utterly defenseless against the relentless spray. My thighs began to shake with the approaching orgasm. And then all hell broke loose.  
 
   He brought me breakfast in bed, ugh, sausages and eggs. We had to stop eating to fuck. When I was leaving he asked me for my number. I gave it to him. He told me he was going away but he would call me in a month’s time. 
 
   He never did. And I never got to have that shower either. He sent me home in a taxi stinking to the high heavens of him, of us, of dirty sex.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Five
 
   I can tell you straight off the bat that the next day is hell. I am like a mosquito using the edge of a razor blade as a landing to taxi off. I try to work, but I can’t concentrate since my sex is swollen and throbbing and the rubbing of my hardened nipples against the material of my T-shirt drives me crazy. At six o’clock I dress in a V neck blouse and a skirt—and no knickers. First he is going to explain about my phone number and then I’m going to let him fuck me. 
 
   By seven I am a living wreck, but what he sees when he walks in is me sitting on the sofa as cool as a melting ice cube. I quirk an eyebrow and cross my legs. The message is clear. I’m in charge tonight. We play by my rules.
 
   ‘Have a seat,’ I tell him.
 
   He stalks over, drags my startled body upright and snaking his palms down to my ass slams my pelvis into him. His erect cock presses into my stomach. I don’t know how I had expected our meeting to go, but my body sings with relief. My eyes gaze longingly at his lips, my arms cry to hook themselves around his neck and my body yearns to rub itself like a cat against his hard length. Only my pride keeps my raving nymphomaniac instinct at bay. 
 
   I avert my face. 
 
   He sniffs audibly. ‘Pretend all you want, but I can smell your arousal.’ He traces the V of my top down to my cleavage. The desire to press my breast into that broad palm is shocking. 
 
   ‘Stop it,’ I hiss.
 
   With a wicked smile he cups my breasts with his hands. They are heavy and tight. He squeezes. I can’t help it, I whimper. 
 
   ‘Don’t you know crossing and uncrossing your legs is considered an invitation?’ he mocks.
 
   ‘Don’t you know lesbians play by different rules?’
 
   ‘Stop me if you don’t like it,’ he murmurs.
 
   I bring my hand up and catch his in a firm grip.
 
   ‘Do you want to know what I think?’
 
   ‘No,’ I whisper weakly.
 
   ‘I think, my little lesbian, that you’ve picked up a little addiction for cock. For my cock. Nothing’s ever been good enough since then, has it?’
 
   I gasp at the arrogance of the man. ‘You’re a patronizing son of a bitch, you know?’ I accuse hotly. ‘You said you’d call and then you didn’t. Why didn’t you call me?’
 
   ‘It’s complicated,’ he replies pleasantly, and bringing my hand to his lips starts delicately kissing the knuckles.
 
   It is very distracting, but I am determined. ‘Is complicated code for you changed your mind and didn’t bother to tell me and then you saw me again by accident at the Van Woolf art exhibition and thought, I’m bored, I’ll have another go?’
 
   He stops kissing my hand. His eyes focus on mine. ‘Look into my eyes and tell me you really believe that. I thought about you every fucking day. I always knew one day I’d come back for you.’
 
   ‘One day?’
 
   ‘I told you it’s complicated.’
 
   ‘Define complicated.’
 
   ‘Composed of elaborately interconnected parts, complex, difficult to analyze, understand and problematic to explain, et cetera.’
 
   The answer is cheeky and evasive, but the gentle finger under my chin from such a brutally masculine man has the surprising effect of making my throat clog with emotion. 
 
   ‘What’s found and lost will be found again,’ he says so softly I almost don’t catch it.
 
   It is obvious that he is hiding something and that there is a problem somewhere, but maybe I wasn’t just a one-night stand. Maybe he does care some. And I am not just some anonymous fuck. 
 
   ‘I want to see your naked breasts.’ 
 
   ‘Screw you,’ I say, but my voice is thick.
 
   ‘You always played the part of the man, the one in charge, didn’t you? You were in control, wearing the strap-on dildo and fucking the shit out of them. Well, there’s going to be some changes around here. Guess who’s gonna be fucked into submission and like it?’
 
   ‘You don’t know me. You don’t know what I want.’ 
 
   ‘Don’t kid yourself, Billie. What you want is exactly what all women want.’
 
   ‘And what’s that then, Mr. Rose?’ I ask sarcastically.
 
   ‘A dominant man with a filthy fucking mouth who will wet your little panties for you, crucify you with his huge cock, and fucking force you to come again and again, until you can barely walk.’ A slow smile lights up his face. ‘Guess what, babe? Tonight’s your lucky night.’
 
   I didn’t want to admit it but I couldn’t stop fantasizing about his dick. And even the thought of being dominated by him and being made to submit to him makes my pulses race. It isn’t natural to me, but he is right, I want him to completely possess me. To get on top of me and do whatever he desires. I want to be utterly, utterly dominated by him.
 
   I lick my lower lips and with a snarl he throws me on the sofa. Tears my top and bra off me and looks with satisfaction at my breasts. He stands and begins to take his belt off. 
 
   ‘Take your skirt off,’ he barks.
 
   I obey instantly.
 
   I hear a sharp intake of breath from him when he sees that I am naked underneath. He drops his trousers and his boxers, never taking his eyes off my displayed body. And I am staring wide-eyed at a very large and angry-looking dick. He sheathes himself in rubber, then reaches out and tugs at my nipples. Small sharp tugs that make my back arch.
 
   He tugs much harder. ‘Were you?’ 
 
   ‘Was I what?’ I grunt.
 
   He grabs my knees and spreads my legs open. ‘Were you always the man?’ he growls, and pushes his thick meat into me with punishing force.
 
   My head rears back against the cushion. ‘Yes, fuck you. I was the man.’
 
   ’That’s all over with,’ he snarls and pulling out of me, slams back in. ‘You take what I give you.’
 
   I clench my teeth. My thighs are shivering with need.
 
   He grabs a fistful of my hair and pulls my head farther back so my body is curved like a bow. ‘You do not have any say in or authority over what happens when we are fucking, do you understand?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Now beg me.’
 
   ‘Please fuck me.’
 
   ‘That’s not begging. That’s telling.’
 
   ‘Please, please, Jaron, fuck me.’
 
   ‘That’s just asking politely. Beg, Billie. Beg.’
 
   Fuck him. ‘Jaron, if you don’t fucking fuck me now I am going to go crazy and hurt someone, probably you.’
 
   He laughs, a deep growling sound, and fucks me with such brutal hunger that the sofa rocks like crazy and I feel myself being jerked about like a rag doll. The sensation is one of total loss of control. Total submission. Total possession. There is no equality. Not even the pretence of such a thing. No woman wearing a strap-on can fuck this hard. He is the man and I am the woman. It even works if he is the bastard using my body for his pleasure. I clench my muscles tight around him and hang on for a mega release. When it comes it is bigger than mega: it fucking explodes inside me.  Shuddering into my muscles and shooting into my veins like a shaken champagne bottle. 
 
   ‘Scream for me, bitch,’ he orders.
 
   And I do. I howl my lungs out. And as I do I feel him reach his climax. He strains against me and pushes hard into me. For a while we are both silent and still. I hear the sound of the cat next door mewing on the balcony.
 
   He pulls out of me, takes off the rubber, and turns back toward me. He drops to his knees in front of me and spreads my legs open. He strokes his hand upwards and opens my pussy wide and pulls back to look at it. I feel a bit embarrassed because it is still fluttering and clenching and dripping with the aftershocks of my tsunami of an orgasm.
 
   ‘I’ve missed this little cunt,’ he says.
 
   I stare at him.
 
   ‘So plump and juicy.’
 
   He plunges his tongue into it and the walls of my pussy clench involuntarily. My hands scrape through his silky hair as I pull him in and grind myself against his mouth. My hips begin to make frenzied jerking movements. I know what my body wants. That thing that only he seems to know how to do—when he traps my clit in the hot wet cave of his mouth and does not stop sucking until I find my release.
 
   I find it in minutes.   
 
   Afterwards he sits on the couch and pulls me onto him so I am half lying on top of him.
 
   ‘Want to go out on a date with me?’ he asks softly.
 
   ‘And be provincial like everyone else?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘What’s the alternative?’
 
   I think about it. Ever since he walked into my life nothing has been the same. I am doing all the things I thought I would despise and lovin’ it. 
 
   ‘What about Ebony?’
 
   ‘What about her?’
 
   I pause. ‘So you two have, like, an open relationship?’
 
   ‘Something like that.’
 
   ‘And she’s not jealous?’
 
   He bends his head forward to look at me. ‘She’s not your responsibility, Billie. She’s mine.’
 
   Whoa! That last sentence hurt! Like a punch in the gut. My first instinct is to spring away from his body. As if he feels it, he holds me tight against his body. ‘Ask me whether I love her.’
 
   I swallow hard and feel glad that he cannot see my face. ‘Do you love her?’
 
   ‘No,’ he says very emphatically. 
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘OK what?’
 
   ‘OK, I’ll go out with you.’ 
 
   He brightens endearingly. ‘Where would you like to go? The opera? To the theater?’
 
   ‘Why on earth would you imagine I’d want to go and see a bunch of people wailing in a language I don’t understand?’
 
   He chuckles. ‘We can go to an English production if you prefer.’
 
   ‘Are you serious? Opera in English kills cats.’
 
   I can’t see him but I know he is smiling. ‘That’s what I love about you, Billie. You say it like it is. So refreshing.’
 
   ‘It’s just a matter of taste. Lana likes the opera.’
 
   ‘Lana Barrington?’
 
   I nod. 
 
   ‘I met her at the art exhibition, didn’t I?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘She’s a good friend of yours?’
 
   ‘My best friend,’ I correct.
 
   How strange, but his body tenses. ‘Hmmm…’
 
   I twist around to look at him, but his face gives nothing away. ‘We grew up together. I guess we are more like sisters.’
 
   His body relaxes again. ‘She’s the reason you have this flat?’
 
   ‘Yup. I used to live on a council estate and her husband didn’t want her wandering around one whenever she came to visit me. So he bought this for me. For a billionaire he’s a cool guy.’ 
 
   He raises an eyebrow. ‘How did she meet him?’
 
   I’m not about to tell him the story of how Blake paid to acquire Lana. ‘It’s a long story and you’ll be bored.’
 
   ‘No I won’t.’
 
   I look at him curiously. ‘Why are you so interested in Lana?’
 
   ‘I’m interested in everything about you,’ he says, and for some reason that I refuse to investigate further, his claim rings hollow. He runs his hand along my body and palms my breast. I turn around to lie with my forearms on his chest.
 
   ‘So what am I to you then?’ I ask.
 
   ‘What do you want to be?’
 
   I shrug lightly. ‘I can’t be your girlfriend, because you already have one. So what else is left? I can be your fuck buddy or I can be your mistress.’
 
   His voice is very soft. ‘Do you want to be my girlfriend?’
 
   ‘Not really,’ I say immediately and a shade too brightly. ‘I think I’d kinda like to be your mistress. You’ll have to take me to insanely expensive restaurants and buy me diamonds.’
 
   His eyes flash. ‘Do you like diamonds? Somehow I never thought of you as a diamond girl.’
 
   ‘I was kidding. I’ve never owned a diamond. Lana gave me an obscenely large sapphire pendant for my birthday. But it’s so valuable I’ve had to put it in her safe.’
 
   ‘A sapphire to go with your eyes.’ 
 
   ‘That’s what Lana said,’ I say with a smile and, because he is looking at me strangely, I start babbling. ‘Lana says diamonds are actually not precious at all. That diamonds are as plentiful as amethysts and should be priced the same. They are only expensive because their supply is so tightly controlled.’ I snap my mouth shut. I’ve never been a babbling brook before.
 
   ‘Clever Lana. She’s absolutely right. It is a strange paradox of this world that all the things that are truly rare are artificially kept at low prices and the things that are not are inflated to insane prices. The only diamonds that are rare are the colored diamonds and the larger sizes. All the others have no more worth than semi-precious stones.’ 
 
   Taking my forearms he lifts me up and suddenly I am on my back lying where his legs had been.
 
   ‘Wow! You’re fast,’ I say laughing.
 
   ‘You ain’t seen nothing yet, baby,’ he says, and never a truer word was spoken.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Six
 
   ‘Dress sexy,’ he tells me on the phone.
 
   So I wear the white hot pants that I bought in Thailand, black boots and a red top. When I open the door he whistles, his eyes roving my body. ‘You totally nailed sexy,’ he says.
 
   ‘Is he dead yet?’
 
   He chuckles. ‘Nearly. He will be by tonight.’
 
   I giggle. ‘Good, I like stiff things.’
 
   He takes my hand and puts it on his crotch. He is already as hard as a board.
 
   ‘He’ll do,’ I approve.
 
   ‘He’d better.’
 
   He touches my hair. ‘What color is this?’
 
   ‘Teal.’
 
   ‘Teal,’ he says softly. ‘You’re the only girl I know who could carry off teal.’ His eyes crinkle at the corners. ‘You’re very, very unique, Billie.’
 
   I warm up nicely with the compliment. ‘You’re pretty unique yourself.’
 
   He laughs. ‘Did it hurt?’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘To throw in that little compliment?’
 
   ‘Not at all. I’m a very good liar.’ I grin at him.
 
   He grins back. There is something soft in his eyes. It is the way a parent might look at their child. Indulgently. With pride. It confuses me. 
 
   ‘Shall we go?’ I say, shrugging into a light coat.
 
   He takes me to a fabulously extravagant subterranean cabaret club in Aldwych, called Voltaire.  A set of neon lights points downwards. We go down gleaming aqua steps illuminated by thread lighting embedded in every step.
 
   ‘Voltaire,’ he says, ‘used to be a public toilet.’ 
 
   ‘Great. You’re taking me to a public toilet for our first date. Very unconventional.’
 
   An enormous bouncer shakes Jaron’s hand and opens a bright blue door.
 
   Public toilet it may have once been, but it is now lavish, decadent, and a lot risqué. There is not a bright light, shiny surface, tourist, or cashmere sweater in sight. Instead there are gorgeous fallen angels (waitresses and bar staff with wings) buzzing about serving sophisticated, quirky people. 
 
   It made for an edgy, unusual atmosphere.  
 
   ‘Well done. It is actually the perfect location for an illicit affair,’ I say with a smile.
 
   He smiles back, a heart-melting smile. ‘It always reminds me of scenes from Berlin movie stills of underground clubs from the thirties.’
 
   ‘I love it,’ I say and squeeze his hand.
 
   ‘I’ve booked a table but let’s have a drink at the bar first.’
 
   Jaron orders a champagne cocktail and I get myself a fluid called The Control Word Is Voltaire. It is unquestionably potent and it makes me buzz almost immediately. I twist on my kiss me/lick me bar stool and, facing Jaron, cross my legs. His eyes drop to my thighs.
 
   ‘So,’ I say, and pause until he brings his eyes back to mine. ‘What’s Ebony up to tonight?’
 
   ‘No idea,’ he says with a careless shrug.
 
   ‘Don’t you…um…care about her at all?’
 
   He gazes at me, and suddenly our surroundings drop away, and it feels as if his eyes, which look violet in the red lights of the bar, are boring into me with uncanny perceptiveness. As if he is seeing right into my soul. It does not last long, but they are an incredibly and startlingly disconcerting few seconds. However, his voice when he speaks is amused and light. ‘What makes you say that?’
 
   My whole body trembles, but I keep it cool. ‘I was just curious about your…odd relationship.’
 
   ‘Odd?’
 
   I look at the smoothly tanned skin at the opening of his shirt collar. ‘If I were her I would be jealous.’
 
    ‘Are you jealous?’
 
   ‘Obviously not. I’m not your girlfriend and we’re just having fun.’
 
   ‘Hmmm.’
 
   I take another large sip of my drink. ‘This is delicious, by the way.’
 
   A spotlight comes on and falls upon a black drag queen with a truly impressive amount of make-up, a glittery evening dress, and long, trailing earrings that go past her shoulders. Oozing cool, she glides from the sliding door that she has come out from and goes to a small platform that serves as a stage. 
 
   She introduces herself as Nina Simone. 
 
   Sitting at a piano she tells us her first song will be: I Put a Spell on You. 
 
   Simone turns out to be eye-bleedingly good. Her voice is so strong and clear it makes the hair on my arms stand up. Her Nina Simone is exquisite. When the song is over she stops, wisecracks, and then smoothly eases herself into the song that electrifies the entire room and defines it as hers. Sinnerman! 
 
   So I ran to the devil, he was waitin’.
 
   I ran to the devil, he was waitin’.
 
   Ran to the devil, he was waitin’.
 
   She gets everyone going. I turn at the end of her performance to look at Jaron and he is staring at me. His eyes are intense and almost quizzical, as if there is something about me he cannot understand.
 
   ‘What?’ I ask. 
 
   But he doesn’t tell me what is truly on his mind. ‘Wait till you see the toilets,’ he says lightly instead. 
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘The doors are transparent until you lock them and then they mist up.’
 
   ‘Sexy! Shall we try one together?’
 
   ‘Nope.’
 
   ‘Have you gone conventional on me then?’ I tease.
 
   ‘A: I like this joint and I want to be able to come back and B: I have other plans for you.’
 
   ‘Oh yeah?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   It is an amazing night. I eat chicken—well, I hope it is—I drink loads of Voltaires and thoroughly enjoy Jaron’s company. He is charming and suave and attentive. By the time we leave Jaron is stone cold sober and while I am not exactly drunk, I am what you could call merry and what most people would class as very, very horny. The taxi turns into Upper Belgrave Street and Jaron runs his hand along the inside of my thigh. I shift my legs farther apart when his fingers start brushing the crotch of my shorts. 
 
   He looks into my eyes. ‘Wet?’
 
   ‘Dripping,’ I reply.
 
   The taxi comes to a stop outside a very grand and imposing white stuccoed building. I hop out of the taxi and while Jaron is paying the driver I look around me curiously. The street is completely deserted. I wonder why he has brought me here. I look all the way up at him. I actually love that I have to look up at him. It makes me feel like a child again. Everything is taken care of. All I have to do is just have fun.
 
   ‘Come on,’ he says, taking my hand and pulling me up the steps to the house. He puts a key in the door, opens it and walks in. I don’t generally like exaggerating, but it is fuck balls amazing. I stand and stare, completely speechless! 
 
   Gray-veined marble floors, polished to a high shine, pull all the way to what I imagine must be the kitchen. The walls are adorned with large paintings framed in heavy gilt. The ceilings are lofty and there are tall doors, all closed, leading away from the hallway. Then there are the marble stairs with their beautiful, beautiful banister that curves around. I lift my head and see the glass roof at the very top of the third floor.  
 
   ‘Wow!’
 
   I turn back to look at him. He is leaning against the door watching me. His eyes are utterly unreadable. I feel as if I could fall, am falling into those depths. ‘Whose house is this?’ I mouth silently.
 
   ‘Mine.’ 
 
   This multi-million pound mansion belongs to him! My brain does cartwheels. ‘Who the hell are you?’ I mouth. 
 
   His eyes. His eyes. They are impossible to read. ‘No one. It’s all a game, Billie. Just a game. I’m no one. I just want you. Be mine tonight.’ 
 
   ‘And the apartment you took me to the first night?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘Mine too.’
 
   ‘That’s where you shag strangers?’
 
   ‘Something like that.’
 
   ‘And this place?’
 
   ‘This is where I shag people I like.’
 
   I lick my lips.
 
   He takes a little device from his pocket and presses it. The lights go down and music fills the place. The sound of the music is seductive. A man starts singing. 
 
   I was dreaming of the past. And my heart was beating fast. I began to lose control… 
 
   I bite my lip. ‘What’s the name of this song?’
 
   ‘Jealous Guy.’
 
   I frown. ‘And the artiste?’
 
   ‘Bryan Ferry.’
 
   ‘I’ve never heard of him.’
 
   ‘That’s because it’s before your time.’
 
   ‘Jaron?’
 
   ‘Don’t, Billie.’
 
   ‘Tell me the truth. Why didn’t you call me?’
 
   He bends his head. ‘What does it matter? We’re just having…fun.’
 
   ‘We’re just ships passing in the night. So no taboos, right?’
 
   His eyes change, something flickers in them momentarily. His mood perfectly matches the music. ‘Because I knew this would happen.’
 
   I don’t have time to think or process his words, because he starts walking toward me. His eyes are unrecognizable. God! this guy really, really wants me.  I swear no one has ever looked at me or wanted me like this. The realization is heady. The blood pumps in my ears. I feel almost deaf. 
 
   I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry that I made you cry. I didn’t mean to hurt you... I was trying to catch your eyes.
 
   I shrug out of my coat and let it slip down to the floor. Deliberately, I kick it away. I slip my fingers into my top and slowly, slowly pull it over my head. My big and beautiful fake boobs pop into view. I chuck the top away.
 
   I was feeling insecure. You might not love anymore. I was shivering inside. I’m just a jealous guy.  
 
   In my white hot pants and black boots I pose seductively for a moment. 
 
   And then I do a little shimmy, which makes my breasts swing and jiggle flamboyantly. I get down on the floor and slowly unzipping my black boot slip it off. Then: the other. I lie back down, unzip my shorts and wriggle out of them, sexy as an eel on fire. Underneath, obviously, I am wearing no knickers. I sit up and in time to the music put my boots back on.
 
   I was shivering inside. 
 
   I lie back down on the cold marble and rising to my elbows and keeping my knees straight scissor my legs. I probably look really silly with my sex all swollen and red, but I don’t care. I just like the way he is staring at me. As if there is only him and me and this stupendous hallway and the rest of the world has fallen off a cliff. 
 
   I look up at him through my eyelashes, putting as much sauce as I can into it. ‘What are you waiting for, big boy?’
 
   He discards his beautifully cut single-breasted jacket as he walks toward me. His eyes hot, hungry, a stranger’s eyes. They never leave me.  
 
   He reaches me and stands over me as he unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt and pulls his shirt tails out of his trousers. His eyes are already eating me. Shrugging out of it he flings it to the ground. It falls on top of my coat. He uses the tip of one shoe on the heel of the other to unloosen it. The socks follow. Finally his eyes leave mine and latch onto my exposed sex. I widen the V of my legs. He unbuckles his belt and unzips his pants. He steps out of them and kicks them out of the way. Another song I don’t recognize comes on. I guess it’s old too. A man sings, Girl, you’ll be a woman soon. 
 
   I make a small sound when his briefs drop to the ground. 
 
   ‘Oh my, Mr. Rose,’ I tease in a put-on posh accent. ‘I’ve never quite seen you from this angle, and I have to say it’s terribly provoking.’
 
   ‘Not half as much as the view from this angle,’ he says, not even a ghost of a smile on his lips. Dropping to his knees he grabs my thighs and buries his mouth between my legs. I grip the big hard muscles of his shoulders helplessly as a cry rises in my throat and dies there. Ridiculous how good he is at eating pussy. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Seven
 
   The sensation is exquisite. On the horizon a climax glimmers. 
 
   ‘Don’t stop… Please don’t stop,’ I cry.
 
   My teeth start clenching, my head glides on the floor, then I am gone like a spinning top. I come back to the marble floor in waves.
 
   ‘I really, really like having you inside me.’
 
   He raises his head and looks searchingly at me. Then he puts a hand out and gently brushes away a damp lock of hair. ‘And I really, really like being inside you,’ he says and inside me his cock twitches. 
 
   I giggle and wriggle and wrap my hands around his neck and pull him down. ‘Are we going to spend the whole night on the marble floor? I think it’s really beautiful but I kinda like pillows, duvets and mattresses.’
 
   ‘So do I, baby,’ he says, and with a single graceful movement bounds up and, pulling me up, puts his shoulder to my stomach and hauls me up and over his shoulder. He carries me nude, but for my shiny black boots.
 
   ‘You are such a caveman,’ I scold, shaking my ass suggestively.
 
   ‘Just claiming what is mine,’ he says cheerfully, and with a firm slap on my naked bottom, carries on up the stairs while I giggle like a crazy coot. I’ve never been carried up a staircase. It is a heavenly feeling.  One I would have scoffed at and never thought I would enjoy. 
 
   Another singer I don’t recognize is crooning, Is this love? Jaron doesn’t look old but… His music.
 
   ‘How old are you?’ I ask his back while I watch the movement his pert ass makes as he climbs the stairs.
 
   ‘I’m a thousand years old, Billie.’
 
   His mood has changed. For some reason I can’t imagine, he seems sad and unreachable. I try to lighten the atmosphere. ‘Are you a vampire or something?’
 
   ‘No, but I’m too old for you anyway.’
 
   ‘You don’t look a day over thirty.’
 
   He laughs. It’s a bitter sound. ‘I’m thirty-two, but people like me, we’re like meteorites. We don’t last. We are bright, really bright, we can light up the sky with our fire, but we burn out and hurt the people around us. But I’m not going to harm you. I’m going to be gone long before I do that to you.’
 
   I don’t like the sound of that. For a strange reason it frightens me. I remind myself that we’re just fucking. He has a girlfriend. I know nothing about him. I’m playing his mistress. And so far so good. I won’t let him spoil it by talking about things that are outside our reach.
 
   ‘What the fuck are you talking about, Jaron?’
 
   It seems he’s had enough of this strange talk too. ‘No more talking, Billie love.’
 
   The words Billie and love in the same sentence from his lips. So odd it is obviously a slip of the tongue.
 
   ‘No more talking, Billie Black,’ he corrects himself.
 
   He takes me into a totally white bedroom. It is like a slice of heaven. There might be clouds under the bed. I know instantly that it is not his bedroom. He throws me on the white bed. The silk duvet is cold on my skin. I bounce and quickly raise myself on my elbows. He looks down at me with hooded eyes.
 
   ‘This is not your bedroom, is it?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Is this where you take the girls you…like?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Why have you brought me here then?’
 
   ‘Do you know you talk too much, Miss Black?’
 
   ‘Why does every fucking thing have to be such a secret? Why can’t you just be cool and tell me?’
 
   ‘I can’t have you and you can’t have me. Why pretend?’
 
   I sit up and cross my arms over my midriff. ‘Just so we are clear, I don’t want to marry you or anything like that. I’m quite happy to just think of you as the most enormous erection I have ever had the good fortune to come across. So stop being so fucking secretive. It’s irritating.’
 
    As if I had waved a magic wand the other Jaron, the smooth-talking operator, comes back. Un-fucking-believable. I stare at him in awe. What is he? A multiple personality. He looks me up and down so slowly my nipples tingle. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes when you’re irritated, babe,’ he says very, very softly. 
 
   He bends and kisses me, but his kiss betrays him. It is not sexy. It is long and lingering and almost desperate. It reminds me of the way my grandfather grasped my hand when he knew he was dying. Like a claw. Even after he died his hand was tightly clenched around mine. I was so shocked I did not move. My mother came and disentangled his thin hand away. 
 
   ‘Where is he gone?’ I asked. 
 
   ‘To heaven.’ My mother sniffed.
 
   ‘Is it a horrible place?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Of course not. It’s a wonderful place. You only get to go there if you are good.’
 
   ‘So why didn’t he want to go then?’
 
   My mother had no satisfactory answer for me. Why do we fear dying if heaven is waiting?
 
   Jaron is looking at me with a crazy expression on his face. My lips form a single shivery word: ‘Jaron?’ 
 
   ‘I want you to take all of me,’ he says roughly. 
 
   ‘OK,’ I whisper. The idea is unfamiliar and exciting.
 
   ‘Bum up,’ he says, and lays me face down on the bed with two pillows under my hips. The thought of being taken from behind, of being face down, my ass high in the air and totally helpless, waiting for a man to mount me is, to my mind at least, dark and twisted. 
 
   He is the master of both our pleasures. His powerful hands run down my back and ass cheeks and down to the insides of my thighs. With both hands he opens me wide. That single rough action is the most erotic thing that has ever happened to me. 
 
   Suddenly there I am, spread open for his pleasure. Maybe if he wasn’t such a hulk of a man or so brutishly muscular it wouldn’t have caused the sensation of such powerlessness in me.  
 
   I am so wet and turned on that I groan when he enters me. I exhale slowly and savor the full, forbidden pleasure of having a man’s dick inside me, a woman who thought she despised dicks. Perhaps he feels my excitement and how close I am to orgasm. My muscles are already beginning to spasm. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ I scream.
 
   The orgasm comes suddenly and powerfully but it lasts only a short time. My thighs are twitching and quivering, but he orders me not to move and takes me again and again. So hard that it makes him grunt and the bed shakes and the headboard rattles against the wall. His hands are on my hips, the fingers digging painfully into my flesh, and I am juddering about like a rag doll, but in my head I want him to grip me even harder, ravish me even more, brand me. I open my mouth and ask for it.
 
   He doesn’t disappoint. His thrusts build up even more speed. He is like a jackhammer inside me. I begin to tremble and then an orgasm tears through me. This one is really the one that sages talk about. It is like a death. It shreds you, lays you bare to all kinds of odd sensations. Floating. Out of body. Hues. Emotions. I cry when I come down and he holds me close.
 
   ‘What’s the matter?’ he asks.
 
   I shake my head, unable to speak.
 
   ‘Did I hurt you?’ 
 
   I shake my head again. This time I try to reassure him by holding his hand. He doesn’t understand. He never will. He’ll never know what I experienced.
 
   He strokes my hair. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers.
 
   ‘Don’t,’ I tell him. ‘It was beautiful.’
 
   ‘Really?’ He seems stunned.
 
   ‘It was insane.’
 
   ‘Insane?’
 
   ‘Out of this world,’ I tell him. 
 
   He grins.
 
   ‘Did you come?’ I ask belatedly.
 
   ‘Yeah. Did you not feel it?’
 
   ‘Sorry. I was too lost in my sexual high.’
 
   He is still inside me and I feel his cock twitch again. I know what that means. ‘Can we rest a little?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Yeah,’ he says and lies gently on top of me, but he remains inside me, semi-erect. I know the night is not over and for that I am insanely grateful.
 
   ‘Do you have, like, a secret sexual fantasy?’ 
 
   ‘Yeah, I have fantasies.’
 
   ‘Something you’d be ashamed to share with anyone else?’
 
   The blood rushes to my head. ‘Yeah.’
 
   His eyes glitter like jewels. Precious. Beautiful. Full of secrets. People have killed for them. ‘What is it?’
 
   Because I dare not look at the effect of my words on his face, I lift my head to his ear and whisper it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eight
 
   A tinny, unfamiliar ringing wakes me up. Usually I need a police siren held to my head to wake me up, but being in a foreign bed with a man’s body next to me makes me extra sensitive to my surroundings. I open my eyes and my fuzzy gaze falls on white walls, white carpets, white cupboards. For a crazy second I am confused. Where the hell am I? I turn my head the other way and my eyes suddenly focus. Jaron is lying on his front, his face turned to me. As I watch him, his eyes open and for a second he stares at me. 
 
   I am strangely embarrassed. ‘Your phone’s ringing.’
 
   ‘Good morning.’
 
   ‘Aren’t you going to take it?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   Immediately I suspect it is Ebony and I sit up and thrust my legs out of the bed. He catches my hand and tugs so I fall onto his body.
 
   ‘Where do you think you’re going?’
 
   ‘Home.’
 
   ‘It’s not Ebony,’ he says softly, his voice ultra-husky with sleep. ‘You can look if you want.’
 
   ‘No thanks,’ I say, making my face blank so he cannot tell how I am reacting to his erection. I shift my weight, which only makes it worse.
 
   He chuckles—the sound is warm and sexy. ‘I love you like this. All hazy and tousled and blunt around the edges.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you tell me that you were going to bring a salami into the bed with you?’
 
   One corner of his mouth lifts, a lovely little half-smile that goes with the sunlight coming in through the open windows. ‘I always bring breakfast with me.’
 
   ‘I like my salami sliced,’ I say.
 
   And he starts to laugh. ‘Oh, Billie. There is just no one like you.’ He tucks a skein of hair behind my ear.
 
   ‘You came inside me last night,’ I accuse.
 
   ‘I know, I’m sorry. I got carried away. I’ve never wanted to come inside a woman before. But I want to come inside you all the time, Billie. I want to fill that pussy of yours with hot spunk until you drip like a sponge.’
 
   ‘Wow! Dirty talk before breakfast.’
 
   He doesn’t smile. There is raw lust in his eyes.
 
   ‘I’ll stop by a chemist on my way home and get a morning after pill.’
 
   ‘Will you go on the pill?’
 
   ‘Why, are you planning to fuck me long time?’
 
   ‘Long enough.’ And there is a tension to his voice that wasn’t there before.
 
   ‘That’s chocolate to my ears,’ I say lightly, but in fact, his words jar. The truth is, no matter how much I lie to him or to myself, I don’t like to think that what we have has a time limit. Which, of course, I realize from a purely intellectual level is a contradiction. Everything in life has a time limit. Even things that seem to last are taken away at death. 
 
   I am always reminded of that photo I once saw of a woman and her friend who had rigged up a camera to take a picture of them standing against a waterfall. They are smiling into the camera and totally clueless that behind them by some freak of nature the waterfall has caused a wave that is about to engulf and kill them in seconds. That is most of us. We are smiling into the camera of our relationships. Just behind us, the wave: the end of it all. 
 
   ‘Are you sore this morning?’ he asks, tracing his finger along the bridge of my nose.
 
   ‘After last night? Do you have to ask?’
 
   ‘Yup. It turns me on to hear you say it.’
 
   ‘Yes, I’m sore. I feel as if I’ve had a sandstone pillar repeatedly thrust into me.’
 
   He pulls me up by my armpits while I squeal and puts me astride on his penis. It is hot and hard. He looks hungrily at my breasts. ‘Put me inside you.’
 
   ‘I’m sore.’
 
   ‘I want you to be more sore.’
 
   I look into his eyes. They are heavy with desire. ‘Why?’ I whisper, but I have already lifted my hips and caught his large cock by its base.
 
   ‘Because I want to brand you. All day long I want you to feel the pain and remember me inside you. I want you to be wet and ready by the time I come back tomorrow evening.’
 
   I hold his shaft at the center of my core. ‘Are you going somewhere tonight?’
 
   ‘Yup.’
 
   I sit on his cock and slide it all the way in. And boy does it stretch and burn.
 
   ‘Pain?’
 
   I nod.
 
   ‘Good,’ he growls. 
 
   I breathe out noisily.
 
   ‘No cheating. I want to feel the lips of your pussy open and flatten around the base of my cock.’
 
   I wriggle and push farther down. The action makes me gasp.
 
   ‘Lean forward.’
 
   Impaled on his shaft I lean forward and he squashes both my breasts together and sucks and bites both my nipples at the same time while I stretch my neck out and moan. It doesn’t take long before both of us hit our highs. For the first time in unison. 
 
   I roll away from him and sit up. My toes sink deep into the luxurious carpet. ‘I need a wash. I stink of sex.’
 
   He catches my hand. ‘Don’t wash. I want you to be dripping my cum while we have breakfast. In fact, I don’t want you to wash at all. All day long I want you to put your fingers between your legs, smell your fingers and remember my cock.’
 
   I laugh.
 
   ‘Show me your pussy.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Open your legs and let me see your pussy.’
 
   I look down at him, all messy hair and buffed. He is golden in the way only true blonds can be. An unrelievedly beautiful creature. The truth is I am a bit star-struck by him. 
 
   Slowly, I rotate my hips toward him and leaning back on the palms of my hands in the vague, probably futile hope that my stomach will stretch and look flatter than it really is, (there was a time I couldn’t give a monkey’s what anybody thought of my body but it is impossible to be like that when you are around someone as impossibly beautiful as Jaron) I smile slowly and open my legs.
 
   ‘Fuck, Billie. That’s beautiful.’
 
   ‘What?’ I ask innocently.
 
   ‘My cum leaking out of you. Makes me want to fuck you all over again.’
 
   ‘Forget that. I’m already burning.’
 
   He puts his hand out and inserts a long finger into me. I inhale sharply. 
 
   ‘Does it hurt?’
 
   ‘Like hell,’ I reply and we are interrupted by a sound downstairs. I start and look at him questioningly.
 
   He grins. ‘Relax, that’s only Ian, my housekeeper. Feel like breakfast?’
 
   I take his finger out and close my legs. ‘Yeah, but not eggs and bacon.’
 
   ‘I know. A bowl of jam.’
 
   I stare at him in disbelief. ‘You’ve had me investigated?’
 
   He links his hands behind his neck. Casual and unrepentant. ‘I only wanted your address, but Drake was a bit more thorough than I expected.’
 
   The phone rings again. He picks it up this time. ‘Yeah, you can bring it up.’
 
   He jackknifes into a sitting position and I am reminded again how agile and light he is considering his mountainous size. He stands and, naked, walks to a cupboard. He opens it, takes two fluffy toweling robes out and hands one to me. It is very large and I have to fold the sleeves. 
 
   ‘Come on,’ he says and takes me up to the roof. A small, dapper man in a gray sweater and black trousers is already there. Jaron introduces him as Ian. Ian greets us both and starts to serve. I take the chair Ian holds out for me to sit on. Even though I have a balcony it has never crossed my mind to have breakfast in the fresh morning air. It’s actually nice—very nice.
 
   My bowl of jam is served to me on a silver tray with a teaspoon set next to it. Jaron is having the works—bacon, sausages, hash browns, eggs, beans and toast. After Ian disappears Jaron takes a sip of his orange juice and regards me over the rim of his glass. I put a spoon of jam into my mouth. 
 
   ‘I never would have believed it if I had not seen it,’ he says.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Jam for breakfast. I thought Drake had finally cocked up.’
 
   ‘Everybody makes such a fuss. I like jam. Why shouldn’t I have it?’
 
   ‘It’s not exactly good for you.’
 
   I have a few choice answers to that but I don’t want to spoil a perfectly fine morning. Besides, he looks insanely fucking sexy in the morning light. ‘So, tell me, what sort of business is it that you do? This place can’t exactly be cheap.’
 
   ‘What if I told you I’m an arms dealer?’
 
   I look him dead in the eye. There is a tight, horrible feeling in my stomach. I’d rather he dealt in drugs. ‘Are you?’
 
   He chows down a piece of bacon dripping with the egg yolk: absolutely disgusting. 
 
   ‘No. I’m in property development.’
 
   I exhale the breath I am holding. ‘So what is it that you do then?’
 
   ‘Did I not say? Property development.’
 
   I nod. ‘You must do very well.’
 
   ‘I do OK.’ He smiles. ‘It pays the bills.’
 
   ‘And you are trying to break into the fashion business,’ he says, very smoothly changing the direction of our conversation.
 
   ‘Drake is very thorough.’ I spoon a mouthful of jam. ‘I was curious about something. Why did you go to that dive where we met? I mean, you obviously don’t take tainted Es and hardly drink…’
 
   ‘I went there because I like the music.’
 
   ‘And you never want to get high or drunk?’ I ask him curiously.
 
   ‘That’s not how I get my high.’ He takes his phone from the pocket of his dressing gown, hits a few buttons, scrolls through a list, and uses his index finger to click on something. ‘Here,’ he says passing his phone to me. ‘Watch this.’
 
   I take the phone from him and look at it. It looks like snow-covered terrain taken from the air. The angle changes and I realize that it has been taken from a helicopter. I can see its shadow on the snow. 
 
   ‘That’s me wingsuit surfing a thousand feet over the highest mountain peak in the world, the summit of the Himalayas.’
 
   The camera pulls back to a man standing at the door of the helicopter. He is wearing a blue helmet and it is impossible to see his face, but I can tell that he is Jaron. He simply drops out of the helicopter and the video shows him simply free falling against a blue sky. Shite. That looks fucking dangerous. Suddenly the feed changes back to one of those gopro cameras and it looks very much like Jaron is falling to his death on some snow-covered mountain called the Himalayas. 
 
   ‘That’s me traveling at over one hundred miles per hour,’ Jaron says.
 
   The problem is no parachute opens and the mountain peak seems to be rushing up at frightening speed toward the camera. Involuntarily, I open my mouth. Is Jaron showing a video of him crashing into a mountainside? He is now so close to the ground I can even see tracks on the snow left by wild animals. Pull up, pull up, I want to shout.
 
   ‘My God!’ I exclaim.
 
   ‘That happens fifteen feet from the ground.’
 
   What he is referring to is the most amazing thing I have ever seen. The falling man suddenly flares out and becomes a human glider. His suit has wings. All in black he flies down the mountainside full of dark, sharp rocks and snow like that creature from the mothman prophesies. He flies over dangerously craggy rocks as if he is powered by something more than the webbed wings of his suit. The sense of space and drama is incredible. He looks no bigger than a fly, so vulnerable against one of the most hostile landscapes on earth. It almost doesn’t look real. Surely humans can’t do that! He flies so near the sharp rock I actually feel an odd prickle of fear and panic for him. It is only a video, I have to remind myself. 
 
   Then his blue parachute opens and he no longer flies like a bird, but looks like a helpless human being, tossed about by nature, flung down a mountainside. The parachute slows him down and he begins the motion of running while still airborne until he reaches a snowy patch where he lands and carries on running.
 
   He stops running. The parachute around him. He is safe. And I look up at Jaron with totally different, totally impressed eyes. The nerves of steel required to free fall from that height and then to wait till fifteen feet off the ground before raising your arms to unfurl those puny little suit wings. Talk about the ultimate extreme sport. 
 
   ‘This is what you do to get a high?’
 
   He chews and nods at the same time. ‘Yeah. And sky diving, bouldering—’
 
   ‘Bouldering?’ 
 
   ‘Climbing without safety equipment.’
 
   ‘That’s just stupid.’
 
   He shrugs and continues the list I interrupted. ‘…and volcano boarding.’
 
   ‘What the hell is that?’
 
   ‘It’s zooming down the face of an active volcano on a reinforced plywood toboggan.’ 
 
   ‘Ugh! What do you use for brakes?’
 
   He grins. ‘My heels.’
 
   My mouth drops open. ‘No shit! What sort of speeds do you do?’
 
   ‘I’ve clocked speeds of nearly ninety kilometers per hour.’
 
   ‘Right. So a helicopter drops you up there and you zoom down.’
 
   ‘Nope.’ He pours himself a cup of coffee. ‘You have to hike up there first.’
 
   I shake my head. ‘Jesus, you’re really intent on harming yourself, aren’t you?’
 
   He laughs. ‘If you want you can come sky diving with me the day after tomorrow.’
 
   ‘I won’t be falling out on my own, will I?’
 
   ‘Of course not. You’ll be harnessed to me.’
 
   ‘OK.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nine
 
   I call Lana from the taxi.
 
   ‘How was it last night?
 
   ‘Absolutely fantastic.’
 
   She laughs. ‘Good. Shall we have lunch?’
 
   ‘Royal China?’
 
   ‘One o’clock.’
 
   ‘You’re bringing Sorab, right?’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Good. See ya later.’
 
   By the time Lana arrives with my godson—he’s cuter than a six-week-old puppy—I am already on my second glass of orange juice and vodka.
 
   ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she apologizes. ‘You look amazing, by the way.’ 
 
   But I don’t really listen. Lana is always late. I take Sorab in my arms and he smacks me one straight on the mouth. I giggle because he is actually a very serious baby. I guess he’s like his father. Hard to get him to crack a smile for the most part. He has shiny bright eyes that watch you carefully. Sometimes he looks at me as if he is about to tell me off for smoking too much or drinking in the morning or eating stale pizza. 
 
   We settle him into his high chair with a coloring book and a couple of sticks of crayons and order our food. As soon as the waitress goes away with the menus Lana fixes me with her beautiful eyes. Did I ever tell you, my best friend is to die for gorgeous? When I was younger I fancied her something rotten. I might even have been a little in love with her. OK, OK, I was a lot in love with her. Me and a few other guys I know. I never told her, though. I thought it might make things awkward. Maybe one day I’ll tell her and we’ll laugh about it.
 
   ‘So,’ she says, leaning forward eagerly, her eyes inquisitive but warm, the way your best friend’s eyes should be. ‘Tell me about Mr. Pecs, Abs and Bulging Biceps, then.’
 
   ‘Still throwing me against walls and ramming his cock into me.’
 
   For a moment she looks surprised then she throws her head back and laughs. ‘Oh, Billie. You are priceless.’
 
   ‘No, really,’ I say with a straight face. ‘That is what he does. Fuck hard. All the time.’
 
   Lana glances at her son. ‘I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do if Sorab’s first word is made up of four letters.’
 
   I look at Sorab. He is scribbling furiously in his coloring book. 
 
   ‘I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t want him to learn such a versatile and useful word. It is the only word in the English language that serves as an adjective, a verb and a noun. Besides, I think it is really cute when babies swear.’
 
   She looks unimpressed. 
 
   ‘You’ll be telling me next you don’t want Sorab to play with fire.’
 
   She laughs and so do I. The sound comes easy. Life is wonderful. I think about Jaron. I want to remain cynical and detached, possibly even emotionally articulate, but I can’t. It’s like having a gift-wrapped Ferrari delivered to your door, and having someone say, ‘Act cool.’
 
   ‘So you’re really into this guy, then?’  
 
   ‘Well, I’m still stuck on sixty-eight, but other than that all is just swell.’
 
   ‘Sixty-eight?’
 
   ‘He’s gone down on me, but I still owe him one.’
 
   Lana gasps at my directness and I wink at her. 
 
   Suddenly she smiles warmly. I’m not in love with her anymore but I do so love her. ‘I’m so glad for you, Billie,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so happy.’
 
   ‘Don’t go making any wedding plans yet,’ I say dryly. ‘The sex is out of this world fantastic and everything, but there’s something not quite right about it all.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘He wears masks for different occasions. Sometimes I think I’ve seen the real him, but I’m not sure. The other night I was staring at him, looking into his moss green eyes, and suddenly I had this crazy thought. I wished I was a wolf. You know how they have enhanced senses. So every time he’s anxious and sweating or lying I would hear his heartbeat change. How fucking crazy is that?’
 
   ‘Are you in love with him, Bill?’
 
   ‘No,’ I say immediately. ‘Of course not. He’s a liar.’
 
   ‘You said he has moss green eyes. When was the last time you looked that deeply into anybody’s eyes?’
 
   ‘I’m having sex with the guy. Obviously I’m going to look into his eyes.’
 
   ‘Oh yeah? What was the color of your ex’s eyes?’
 
   ‘Blue.’
 
   ‘Not sea blue, or light blue, or flame blue?’
 
   I frown. ‘Her eyes weren’t her best feature.’
 
   ‘I rest my case.’
 
   ‘It’s not love, OK? I’ll admit that we do have some kind of strange connection. And while it is also true that I’ve never had it with anyone else, the relationship is not straightforward by any means.’
 
   Lana immediately looks worried. ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
   ‘Well, he deliberately shrouds himself in mystery. He has defenses, strong defenses. He is like a castle with a moat around him. Every time I try to cross that moat he disarms me first with one of his wicked smiles and then we are thrashing around the room in the wildest sexual behavior imaginable and I have forgotten what I wanted to know until he is gone.’ 
 
   I stop and take a large gulp of my drink. I feel hot and bothered. I wonder if they have turned up the heat in the place. Lana leans forward and takes my hand. She has a small, narrow hand with delicate fingers, the nails painted white. The difference between her hand and Jaron’s is the difference between an elephant and a blueberry muffin: incalculable. It’s strange how much I suddenly miss Jaron’s large, powerful hand. I look up at her. She is frowning and full of protective instinct. God, I love this girl.
 
   ‘Shall I ask Blake to check him out?’ she offers.
 
   For a second I am tempted. After all, he checked me out. He knew where I lived and that I have jam for breakfast. Who knows what else he knows? But the second passes. I don’t want to check him out. I don’t want to snoop around. I kinda respect him. I want him to have his privacy. Besides, if I find out something awful and I suspect I might do, I’d have to do something about it, and I’m not ready to do that yet. Let it just be liberated me having fun for a bit. 
 
   ‘No, I don’t want him checked out,’ I say.
 
   ‘OK. But if ever you change your mind, just let me know. The things Blake can find out will blow your mind.’
 
   ‘I don’t want to find out things about him. I want to know what he thinks, but I don’t want someone else to tell me. I want him to tell me.’
 
   She smiles one of her Zen smiles. ‘And he will.’ 
 
   ‘What makes you say that?’
 
   She pauses and bites her finger while she mulls something over in her head. She looks up as if she has made up her mind. ‘I trust him. Yes, I would trust him if I were you.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I only met him once but I got good vibes from him. I liked him. In fact, let’s all go out next week. I’d like to know him better.’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘We’ll go to Annabel’s. I’ll watch him carefully.’
 
   The thought of Lana watching Jaron closely makes me laugh. 
 
   ‘We are free on Wednesday and Thursday night. Ask him to choose a night.’
 
   ‘Fine, I’ll ask him tomorrow.’  
 
   ‘Why? Where is he now?’
 
   ‘Monte Carlo.’
 
   ‘Doing what?’
 
   ‘I don’t know and I don’t want to know.’ I sound rational and objective, but only I know that it is a total lie. I’d kill Bambi to know.
 
   Our dumplings arrive and that thread of conversation is lost in the commotion of feeding Sorab, and tucking into lumps of unrecognizable meats stuffed into pretty shapes.
 
   By the time we part it is nearly four o’clock. I take Sorab home with me. I feed him, mess about with him, then chuck him in the bath, and let him fall asleep in my lap. By eight thirty he is sound asleep in his cot and I sit and work until his parents come to pick him up at nearly midnight. Lana looks flushed. I know that look. I grin knowingly at her and she is such a little innocent she turns an even darker shade of red. I watch Blake pick up his sleeping son and for the first time in my life wonder if I will ever have children or a husband. 
 
   After they are gone, I feel strangely restless. I wonder what Jaron is doing and why he has not called. And always at the back of mind is the nagging question—why didn’t he take me, has he taken Ebony? 
 
   I pull out my pack of cigarettes and go out onto the balcony. I like it out here. The view at night is always pretty. Sliding a cigarette between my lips I light it. I inhale deeply and let the warm, sharp smoke fill my lungs before I exchange it for cool night air. Peace should have surrounded me. But it is not peace. Every day with him another piece of me exposes itself. I am a jigsaw that even I do not know. I suddenly feel cold. I smooth my T. It’s just sex, I tell myself. The more I fuck him the less I will want him. One day soon it will get old. I gaze at the dark sky and contemplate where he might be. What he could be doing. Who he could be fucking.
 
   Fuck him, I think venomously. If he wants to fuck around let him. I don’t give a shit anyway. We’re not exclusive. I’m just having fun. And he is fun. For no apparent reason an image of Ebony’s two-inch talons curled around Jaron’s massive dick flashes into my mind and I actually feel physically sick. I stand from the couch. She must shred her vagina to ribbons every time she uses a tampon, I think bitchily. But the awful feeling of jealousy doesn’t pass.
 
   I switch the TV on, take down the bottle of vodka and start drinking alone, and after a while I feel nicely warm and fuzzy. I switch off the TV. It was doing my head in anyway. Immediately my mind reverts to Jaron. 
 
   ‘I don’t want…’ I start saying aloud and then I catch myself on the verge of a confused, drunken confession to thin air.
 
   ‘Better go to bed,’ I mutter and stagger toward the bedroom. The balcony door is open but I am too lazy to stumble over there and mess about with the sliding lock. It’s a safe area. There are never any robberies around here. None that I know of, anyway.
 
   I brush my teeth and catch my own reflection. I look pale. ‘Who’s with you tonight?’ Fucking cheating snake. I stumble into the bedroom and fall into bed feeling furious and impotent. I really should have closed the balcony door. My last thought is… Bastard.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ten
 
   I'm pulled abruptly from a deep, alcohol-fueled sleep. My body feels like lead, I can barely open my eyes, but the fear is immediate. Something is wrong. Like an animal I smell the danger. I didn’t close the balcony door. 
 
   Someone is on my bed!
 
   My eyes jerk open. It is too dark to see. I'm being turned over as though I'm weightless. I open my mouth to scream and something soft is stuffed into my mouth. My body goes into shock and I freeze. During those precious moments of inaction the man straddles my body on my thighs and pins my arms down and over my head. 
 
   I start struggling. 
 
   But he already has the upper hand and he does nothing, only stays motionless and watches my useless struggles. My brain suddenly understands. He is just trying to tire me. I immediately cease struggling. My whole body is trembling violently with fear. I try to speak around the gag, but only strange guttural sounds escape. 
 
   ‘Shut the fuck up…’ he says, and pulls both my hands together and, trapping them with just one hand, takes his other hand into my nightgown. He touches me between my legs. I shudder with fear and horror. 
 
   Roughly, he tears away the scrap of material between him and me and I start screaming my lungs out, but the sounds that come out will not carry. They are muffled and grunt-like. 
 
   I try to pull my thighs together, but it is impossible because he is sitting on them. Enjoying my total helplessness, he lifts himself momentarily to part my legs farther and I take that opportunity. With a burst of sudden strength I roll to the other side of the bed and spring out. 
 
   My only thought is escape. 
 
   I run toward the door. I know I won’t make it to the front door and then try to mess around with the locks. If I can just get to the kitchen I can grab a knife. He bolts after me. I can hear him. 
 
   I am at the dining table when he captures my upper arms and whirls me around to face him. He presses my body against him and catches my wrists and holds my hands high above my head. I’m not a black belt in judo or anything but I do know exactly how to disengage a man. I bring my knees upward but he pushes his hips back so I miss him, lose balance and stagger. He twirls me around. 
 
   He has the advantage of brute strength, but it is so dark in the dining room with all the curtains pulled shut that it is very hard to make anything out. That is my advantage. I know my house far better than he. 
 
   I lunge suddenly for the large, antique bronze clock that Lana bought for me and heave it toward me. The weight of it makes me collapse in a heap, the clock hitting the floor with an almighty crash. The thunder of its crash is obscene in the terrible silence of our struggle. 
 
   The silhouette falls on top of me and curls his hands around my throat and starts choking. A whisper, chillingly close, says, ‘Do not move.’ 
 
   On my hands and knees, I freeze. He stops choking me. The ticking of the clock becomes so loud, I need to distract him. I let out the breath I am holding.
 
   The clock is still gripped hard in my hands. I know I don’t have the strength to swing the clock but if I turn around suddenly I can smash my heel into his jaw. I feel a surge of adrenalin. 
 
   ‘You should not have run. You should have accepted your fate…in your bed.’ 
 
   I turn my head slowly in the direction of his voice. He is masked. A frighteningly white mask. It gleams in the gloom. I cannot breathe for the gag. He does not want money. I have only one thought in my head. I must find some way…
 
   The man tilts his head. ‘I have a knife.’
 
   I make a small begging sound.
 
   He fists my hair and lifts my face off the floor. ‘You are going to be raped.’
 
   In an instant I grasp the true horror of my situation. I am totally helpless.
 
   ‘No!’ I scream, summoning all my strength. He pins me down with his body. Then every sound becomes amplified a thousand times in my head. A trouser zip being undone. The white mask falls close to my face. Before I can look up a blindfold is put over my eyes and tied behind my head. He doesn't want me to see his face, to call out, spoil his fun. Never before have I been blindfolded and gagged in the dark. I thrash out with my hands and he bites my shoulder. The pain makes me cry out but it also forces me to submit to his greater force. I am his captive. The more I struggle the more I am going to be hurt.
 
   He presses his hand down on my back just below my shoulder and pulls my T-shirt nightie from under me. He tears it in two and exposes my buttocks and my back. I close my eyes when I feel his hard shaft released and pressing on the small of my back. I can smell him now. A man’s smell. Raw. A mixture of sweat and leather. The gag in my mouth is wet with my saliva. 
 
   Quickly he clasps his strong forearms around my waist and hoists my ass in the air, before parting my legs forcefully. Wasting no time, a massive cock is being forced inside me with such violence that I feel it tear me as it just keeps feeding into me, mercilessly stretching and going deeper and deeper, reaching right into my womb. I grunt when it finally can go no farther. There is a button or zipper caught between me and his body that scratches my thigh every time he moves. I block it out. 
 
   Then the pummeling begins. 
 
   He rides me relentlessly with brute force. I feel his sweat dripping onto my naked skin. He reminds me of an express train that is out of control. I am driven into so hard and fast that I cannot stop myself from being aroused in spite of myself. From wanting it. From moaning. From climaxing. 
 
   Over and over.  
 
   His huge cock, throbbing, pulsating inside me suddenly shoots a hot stream up deep into my sex and his bulk collapses on top of me. We are both panting hard. My body is trembling, my sex still quivering with the pounding it has just received. He rolls off me easily and lies beside me, facing the ceiling. 
 
   ‘Is that what you wanted?’ he asks.
 
   I turn over so I too am facing the ceiling. ‘You ought to be careful. I was going to stab you with a kitchen knife.’
 
   He chuckles. ‘Is that how you reward someone who brings your most secret fantasy to life?’
 
   I turn to my side and kiss him on the lips. ‘Thank you. That is one hell of a fuck. I will never forget that one. I loved being raped by you.’
 
   ‘When did you know it was me?’
 
   ‘One second after I woke up, but it was fun to pretend.’
 
   ‘I brought something for you,’ he says softly.
 
   ‘Is it small and expensive?’ I joke, to cover my surprise and elation that he has thought of me while he was away and bought me something.
 
   ‘Yeah,’ he says and switches on a table lamp. I blink in the sudden glare. With a smug look he straps a bracelet on my wrist. 
 
   I lift my wrist and look at it. Even in the dim light of the lampshade it shimmers like blue fire. ‘Jesus. Is it real?’ I gasp.
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘My God.’ I exclaim, and sitting up stare at my wrist in shock. ‘It’s…stunning.’ I turn to look at him. 
 
   He smiles indulgently. So this is what mistresses the world over feel. They get showered with pretty stones by men wearing indulgent expressions. It might bore me later but at this moment I can see the attraction of the job. 
 
   ‘I want to say you shouldn’t have, but I can’t, because I fucking love it.’ I throw my arms around him and whoop with joy. Holding aloft my hand, I admire it. I pull away from his neck. ‘What kind of stones are these?’
 
   ‘Blue diamonds.’
 
   ‘Oh, Lana has a pink diamond that cost the earth itself, but I’ve never seen a blue diamond before.’  
 
   ‘Now you have.’
 
   ‘Oh, darling. I could so fall in love with you, when you behave like this,’ I quip. It’s a joke, obviously, but it doesn’t come out right.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eleven
 
   This is the day of my first skydive. I wake up excited and the feeling does not go away until he walks through the door.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say.
 
   ‘You ready?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Scared?’
 
   ‘Are you?’
 
   ‘Me?’
 
   ‘Yeah, you.’
 
   ‘I’m not like anybody you know, Billie. I don’t get scared of danger. I get excited.’
 
   We stare at each other. Every day I become more and more intrigued by him.
 
   ‘Let’s go then,’ I say.
 
   When we get downstairs Jaron steers me toward a Pagani Huayra with gulf wing doors. I stop suddenly.
 
   ‘Is that yours?’ I ask in a shocked tone.
 
   ‘Last time I looked, yeah.’
 
   ‘Wow!’ I squeal, running my eyes over the aluminum and glass trimmings. ‘I love this baby.’
 
   He chuckles. ‘Its name means god of the winds in Quechua.’
 
   ‘And why haven’t you told me about this car before?’ I demand aggressively as I start walking toward it.
 
   He clicks his remote and the wings go out and up.
 
   ‘Whoa,’ I cry with serious admiration, and dash toward the driver’s seat. He pulls me back by my jacket. I turn around and look at him enquiringly.
 
   ‘You’re in the passenger seat,’ he says with his eyebrows raised.
 
   ‘Can I at least drive on the way back?’
 
   ‘Maybe. Let’s see how you feel after your jump.’
 
   ‘OK,’ I agree, and slide into the plush leather seat, as happy as I have ever been in my life. ‘I always saw you as an all black McLaren P1 guy.’
 
   He glances at me curiously. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, but I was wrong. This actually suits you perfectly.’
 
   As soon as we hit the motorway Jaron puts his foot on the accelerator and the car zooms forward so fast I actually feel a knot of fear and excitement in my belly. No wonder he didn’t want me to drive, if this is what he calls driving. We fly along, tearing past the rolling countryside until we turn off at the road leading to the airfield.
 
   Jaron hauls our equipment out of the car and we go into the low building. He is well known there and so I am in a large locker room kitting myself out in a jumpsuit that goes over my clothes, gloves, goggles, and a helmet. Next is the harness. I step into it and Jaron pulls it up over my shoulders, and tightens all the straps to make it nice and secure. He checks it.
 
   ‘All right?’
 
   ‘A OK,’ I say although a whole swarm of butterflies has invaded my belly at the thought that soon I will be jumping out of a plane.
 
   ‘OK, face down on the floor,’ he says.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘I’ll show you what position to free fall in.’
 
   I lie on the floor, and he tells me to bend my legs at the knee and lift them about six inches in the air. We practice a few more moves and Jaron straps on his parachute. 
 
   ‘Ready to skydive?’
 
   ‘Yikes,’ I joke, but by now I am a jumpsuit of nerves. We walk over to the plane. I shuffle along and sit on the bench. Jaron waves to the pilot and shows the thumbs up signal. The plane taxies off and Jaron turns to me and attaches our harnesses together, tightening all the straps again to be certain that they are all safe and secure. For the next fifteen minutes while we ascend to jumping height, Jaron seems very calm and relaxed, and that helps a lot, but it is still a really strange feeling. I trust Jaron implicitly, especially after having seen the video, and for some weird reason I love the idea of having my fate tied so irrevocably with his. Also the way he has his large, gloved hand on my knee is dead protective and I am getting off on that. We clear the clouds at nine thousand feet.
 
   ‘OK, thirteen thousand feet,’ Jaron says.
 
   ‘Time to jump?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ and there is a frisson of exhilaration in his voice. 
 
   I look at him in wonder. So this is what he does for kicks. 
 
   ‘Get your goggles and helmet on,’ he says, and I obey. I look out of the window and the jarring thought is: What the flying fuck am I doing? I have seen videos of jumpers falling out from planes and disappearing from sight and now it is my turn. Jaron shuffles me over to the edge of the plane, with our legs dangling out. My mind goes blank. And suddenly there is neither fear nor nervousness. A strange calm comes upon me. I turn my head to look up at Jaron. There is a strange light of excitement in his eyes. Our gazes meet and for a second we are connected on a deep level. 
 
   ‘Three…two…one, we jump.’
 
   The force of the wind slams into me instantly as we hurtle through the sky at crazy speed. It pulls and sucks at the flesh on my face with a force that is shocking. My mouth drops open with the impact of the free fall and Jaron has to reach down and close it for me. I quickly get into the position Jaron taught me. The cold dry air and my own nervousness make my lips stick to my gums. 
 
   I bring my tongue out to wet my lips and my tongue is buffeted by the freezing cold wind. There are sharp ice droplets in the air and Jaron holds his hands out over my face to protect me. We fall at over a hundred miles per hour from thirteen thousand feet. I give in to the unique high of rushing through cold, clear air, the dip in the stomach. The speed and the sensation of danger push everything else out of my mind. It is unexplainable and amazing and so different from anything I have ever experienced. Never have I felt that sensation of all my senses being open, on alert and on edge. 
 
   The free fall lasts just under a minute. 
 
   At five thousand feet Jaron gives me the hand signal and I move my arms across my chest in the brace position and wait for him to pull the chute. As he pulls it we are dragged into a vertical position. In movies it always seems as if pulling the chute causes the person to jolt upwards with great force, but it does not happen like that. The parachute opens slowly and the fall in speed is gradual.
 
   We begin to glide down under the canopy. Now that we can hear each other speak, Jaron asks, ‘You all right?’
 
   ‘Definitely,’ I say, and I am filled with an odd emotion. A feeling of great tenderness for him. I don’t exactly want to call it love, but it is protective and slightly possessive and full of gratitude for the experience we have just shared. He even lets me steer at one point. 
 
   He points to landmarks and I let my eyes follow his gloved hand, but I am still in a state of shock. My heart is pounding like a mad thing. It takes us four, maybe five minutes to glide down and then it is time to land. It was over too quick.
 
   Jaron reminds me to raise my legs up. I immediately obey so I don’t get injured. We have the perfect landing.
 
   ‘Whoop… Touchdown, baby,’ I holler. 
 
   Jaron unstraps me, and, turning me around, kisses me hard. Really hard.
 
   ‘What was that for?’ I ask, when he raises his head.
 
   For a hot minute it seems as though he is going to say something important. Then he shakes his head and says, ‘For coming with me and being so cool up there.’
 
   I am buzzing like crazy. I grab his face and kiss him back passionately.
 
   ‘What was that for?’ he asks.
 
   I want to tell him about that strange emotion I experienced about him in the air, but I stop myself. 
 
   ‘Thank you for that experience. It was super amazing,’ I say excitedly. ‘I shall never forget it.’
 
   He nods.
 
   I laugh with exhilaration. ‘Can we go up again?’
 
   He laughs too. ‘Maybe not today.’
 
   ‘God! It’s the best drug in the world.’ Adrenalin-fueled I whoop with joy. Finally, I understand one tiny part of him. That part of him that seeks out danger.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twelve
 
   We go to Lana and Blake’s house and Tom, their chauffeur, takes us all to a private club called Annabel’s. 
 
   The doormen usher us in like royalty and we end up at a red lacquered bar surrounded by artwork. The walls have depressing, old-fashioned, polished brass and dark oak panels, and the ceilings are low and Moorish. The lighting is kept so dim that there is the feeling of being in a tomb or a cave. The clientele represents the denizens of British aristocracy in suits and international men of mystery who have as decorative objects tall and stunning Eastern European women half their age, and of course the super rich spoilt children of the Middle Eastern oil men. The dress code is strict and everyone is in a suit or a cocktail dress. Despite every effort to retain a décor of the dark and somber appeal of a library, the atmosphere borders on the nouveau riche.
 
   A few very expensive cocktails later we move to their dining room where the walls are lined only with bottles of Bordeaux. The maître d’ does the usual and swarms all over Blake. The other waiters, mostly Italian, are friendly, a little cheeky and indulgent. We dine on some kind of Franco-Italian food, which is very good. Both Lana and I have pasta, Jaron orders the Bellota Iberica ham and Blake goes for blood-soaked steak. For starters Blake orders caviar, which is disgusting, but which everyone else seems to think is great. The wine is vintage and very expensive, but I don’t like wine so I stick with my cocktails. 
 
   Blake is sophisticated and urbane, Lana sparkles, Jaron is charming and attentive, and I just watch Jaron. There is a dynamic at work that I don’t understand. I watch Jaron work Blake Law Barrington and his wife. He is smooth. He is clever. He is funny. He is charming. And he is not the Jaron Rose I know. He is wearing a mask. He takes my hand, he looks into my eyes, he even leans in and kisses me on the lips, but this is not the Jaron I know. 
 
   The Jaron I know is assertive and demanding and, well, a fucking animal. This smooth, well-oiled…salesman is a shock to my system. Looking at him you’d never imagine that he flies down mountainsides in a wingsuit or goes to dive clubs where everybody is high on drugs just for the music. Is he hoping to get some business from Blake Law Barrington? 
 
   After bitter chocolate ice cream Lana and I move to the starlit dance floor to dance to cheesy seventies and eighties tracks. Obviously, I am conscious that I am dancing to ABBA but I have drunk so many fifteen pound cocktails I don’t care anymore. It turns out to be surprisingly fun. 
 
   For the most part it is Lana and me who keep rushing off to the dance floor to boogie while the men stay and talk about whatever it is that men talk about when their women go off to the dance floor. Once they come to interrupt us. From the corner of my eye I see Blake whirl Lana away by the waist and hear her surprised, delighted laughter, and then I am distracted by a hand grabbing me by the ass and pulling me around.
 
   ‘Classy, very classy,’ I shout over the music.
 
   ‘Don’t give out all your compliments in one night,’ he tells me and slams me into his body. I curl my hands around his neck.
 
   ‘Are you having a good time?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Yeah, you were right. Blake is a great guy, for a billionaire.’
 
   And I am filled with a sense of great relief. I think I had been worried that he would not get on with Blake. ‘I wouldn’t want to have him as my enemy, that’s for sure. But it’s great when he’s married to your best friend.’
 
   He replies but I don’t catch it because Mambo No. 5 comes on and I shout, ‘Look, Jaron, they’re playing your song.’
 
   ‘Very funny,’ he says, but we have a good time, with me kicking up my heels, singing, ‘A little bit of Monica in my life, A little bit of Erica by my side, A little bit of Sandra in the sun. A little bit of you all night long makes me your man.’
 
   Jaron twirls me around beautifully.
 
   ‘Mambo number 5,’ I scream, taking one step to the left and then one step to the right. Then we are clapping our hands twice in unison with all the other dancers while moving along and laughing. 
 
   ‘All we need now is a dose of Macarena,’ Jaron says.
 
   And shock horror, the DJ puts on Macarena. My mouth drops open. And then we fall about laughing. Jaron makes an exaggerated production of limbering up before following me in the Macarena dance. It’s fun. I never expected him to be such a sport, to allow himself to be so goofy. Even Blake has a go. Lana looks flushed and happy and I wonder if I look like that too, because that is exactly how I feel inside. Flushed and happy. 
 
   By the time we get home it is nearly two in the morning and I am singing Hips Don’t Lie by Shakira. ‘No fighting, no fighting,’ I sing tunelessly as Jaron stuffs me through the front door. 
 
   ‘Oh, baby, when you talk like that…’
 
   He drags me to the bedroom, throws me on the bed and falls on top of me. 
 
   ‘My hips don’t lie,’ I tell him slowly, enunciating the words properly. ‘I bought them in Columbia.’
 
   He rolls me over so I am on top of him and it is immediately obvious that he is in no mood to banter. My knickers are sliding down my legs.
 
   ‘You’re mine,’ he says harshly, so different from the man who sat at the dinner table at Annabel’s. This is the Jaron I know. The promise in his words shivers straight to my sex.
 
   ‘Do whatever you want to me,’ I whisper hoarsely.
 
   ‘Say it. Say you are mine.’ 
 
   ‘I’m yours, Goldilocks. I’m all yours.’ 
 
   ‘Now fucking ride me until you get home.’
 
   I murmur something incoherent and start unbuckling his belt. I slide my wet pussy against his cock and adjusting it to the center of my core, push down. This drunken sex is beyond delicious. It is like part sex, part dream. It could become part misery if I am not careful: shit, where did that thought come from? 
 
   I blank it out immediately. 
 
   I shudder on the edge. ‘Hell, I’m going to come,’ I gasp and look into his face. His eyes are burning green and a thin sheen of sweat is making his skin glow. My heart trembles. Jesus, save me, I am falling for Goldilocks. And then I am going out with the waves that come to fetch me. The thin sheen of sweat on his body—I slip on it. Shit, am I falling for Goldilocks?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thirteen
 
   It starts innocuously. We are at an old haunt of mine, a gay club, and I say, ‘I don’t know what I am anymore.’
 
   ‘You’re a recovering lesbian,’ he replies.
 
   The glib answer irritates me and I decide to punish him. A little. ‘I’m kinda missing the feel of soft skin,’ I say.
 
   An expression crosses his face. I can’t say for sure what it is, but he quickly veils it. ‘You want to bring another woman into bed with us?’
 
   The question throws me. I had not actually thought that far, but now that he has said it I can’t dismiss it either. ‘I don’t know,’ I answer truthfully.
 
   ‘Only one way to find out.’
 
   I stare at him. 
 
   ‘Pick a woman you want and we’ll ménage.’
 
   ‘Have you been with two women before?’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Fun?’
 
   He shrugs noncommittally. ‘It was OK.’
 
   I chuck back my vodka. ‘All right, let’s find out where I stand with this bisexual lark. Don’t go far. I’ll be back.’ 
 
   He lifts his glass to his lips, his eyes utterly veiled. ‘Good luck.’
 
   Vodka is singing in my veins. I walk over to the bar. There is a girl I know standing at it. She is actually very beautiful with long dark hair and she has a stud in her belly button. I know because I have been to bed with her. 
 
   ‘Billie,’ she says.
 
   ‘Sahara,’ I say.
 
   She kisses me on the lips and introduces me to two other friends of hers. Both have just come back from the dance floor with sheens of sweat on their faces. One is a butch girl called Gerry, and the other is a truly stunning half-caste girl with light eyes. Impossible to tell the color in the dark. Her lips are big and delicious-looking. Her name is Poppy. Lovely. Poppy trails her soft chocolate finger on my bare skin. Honestly, black girls have the softest skin of all races. Like baby skin. I knew straight away I could have invited her over. I could have had her. 
 
   But I turn away from her and smile at Gerry. Big, spiky-haired, poor, ugly Gerry. She smiles back, eyes shining. 
 
   ‘Where did you get your tats done?’ she asks. 
 
   For a pick-up line it sucks miserably. ‘Kilburn,’ I tell her.
 
   ‘They’re nice,’ she lies lamely. Chocolate finger was better. By far better. Still. I guess she’ll do for tonight. 
 
   And then I stop myself. 
 
   Who am I fooling? I know exactly why I am not picking the real beauty of the bunch. I don’t want Jaron to be interested in her. I can’t bear the thought of him being sexually attracted to another woman. 
 
   I think about all their clever pussy muscles clenching and releasing my fingers as I make them come, and yes, intellectually it is a hot thought, but my stomach doesn’t quake. Not even the thought of their tongues licking my clit does it. I turn and look across the room at Jaron. He is looking down at the table and he seems unreachable and…for that moment maybe even sad. I stare at him. 
 
   ‘Got to go. I’ll call you,’ I tell Sahara. I wink at Poppy (lovely girl) and shrug at Gerry.
 
   I walk back to the table. At a pillar I stop and watch him. 
 
   In the light of the nightclub his hair stands out. Blond men are a rare thing. He is wearing black leather trousers that hug his hips and gleam under the nightclub lights. He sits at the table, cool, relaxed. And I have to admit he is drastically sexy. I watch him flick a glance at the dance floor and get distracted by a woman in a bikini top and a nothing skirt. 
 
   She is beckoning to him with one finger. Bitch! The flare of jealousy and irritation is instant and burns at my guts. I quell the desire to stalk up to her and ram her finger down her throat. I stare at Jaron. He extends his thumb and last finger and bends all the fingers between and holds his hand as if it is a receiver to his face. What the fuck? He knows someone in my old haunt? A gay club? And the fucking bastard wants her to call him.
 
   I stalk up to him. ‘Who was that?’
 
   ‘Gemma.’
 
   ‘Gemma?’ I can’t help how sharp my voice sounds.
 
   He breaks into an idiotic smile. ‘You’re jealous?’
 
   ‘No. I am not fucking jealous.’
 
   ‘Then it’s no problem.’
 
   ‘Can I ask you a stupid question anyway?’
 
   ‘Fire away.’
 
   ‘Are you sleeping with her too?’
 
   ‘Why would you think that?’
 
   That answer inflames me beyond all reason. I want to go around and slap him. I am in a bad way for this guy. And he is so cool and unconcerned and so fucking unavailable. ‘Just once can you just answer the fucking question?’ I grit.
 
   He laughs deep and dark. I realize then that there will always be about him an undercurrent of lurking danger. Like a deep, deep well. ‘No,’ he says very clearly. ‘I’m sleeping with you.’
 
   ‘So what are you asking her to call you for?’
 
   ‘She works for a friend. I want you.’ His voice is tense and low. ‘Exclusively. If you want to bring another woman into the picture and share me it’s your call, but I’m not sharing you with anyone else. If I see a man even sniffing the air around you, I’ll rip his skin off.’
 
   The breath squashes from my lungs.
 
   Jaron is watching me, his eyes deliberately blank. ‘Well?’ he asks.
 
   I make up my mind pretty quick. ‘Come on,’ I say, and pull him off his chair. 
 
   He slides off easily and follows me out of the nightclub. I’ll give him this. The guy knows when not to chatter. Never asks me where we are going. Simply follows. I like that. I turn down the road and into a side street. I know this place. I came here once to vomit. It leads to a cobblestone alleyway. There are large silver wheelie bins and black bin bags of rubbish stacked by them. 
 
   I pull him into the shadows of a doorway and slam him against the door. The sound is loud in the deserted place.
 
   ‘Remember when I said, I’d never suck your dick?’
 
   ‘You changed your mind?’ He chuckles.
 
   ‘You’re a genius, Jaron Rose,’ I say and start unzipping his pants. He is as hard and as long as a policeman’s baton. 
 
   ‘I have a crazy fantasy. In it I am a policewoman who stops a very attractive woman on a deserted road. “Did I do something wrong, Officer?” she simpers. “You were speeding,” I tell her firmly, taking out my ticket book. “You’re not going to give me a ticket, are you?” she asks alarmed. “I’m afraid so, lass,” I say opening my book. “I’m so very sorry, Officer,” she purrs. “I promise to be more careful next time.” I click the top of my pen. “Surely there must be something I can do for you?” she asks desperately.’ 
 
   Jaron’s face is a picture. He is so turned on his jaws are clenched. I reach into his black boxers and take out his baton in my hand. It twitches with excitement. 
 
   ‘“Maybe,” I inform the young lady. Then I make her get out of the car and tell her very, very sternly to bend over the car hood with her legs spread open. In my fantasy the dirty girl is not wearing any knickers. I lay my palm on her lily-white buttocks and slowly push my baton into her wet, wet pussy. She screams with pleasure.’
 
   At that moment I drop to my knees on the cold cobblestones and move my mouth toward his cock and the smell of his leather trousers. With my eyes trained on him I slowly push the thick shaft between the nice, tight O of my lips. He tastes nothing like I thought he would. Spice and plums! I don’t eat plums and I hate spicy stuff, but I like the taste of him. 
 
   His head rears back. ‘Oh God!’ he groans and I see the muscles of his hands bunch as they move toward my hair as if he wants to grasp it and control my head like he would the reins of a horse, but he stops himself in time. Maybe he doesn’t want to scare me away. I open my throat and take him deeper and deeper into my mouth. 
 
   He looks down on me, his lust-filled eyes astonished by my skill. ‘I love watching my cock fill your mouth,’ he snarls.
 
   He doesn’t know that Lana and I have been to classes in London where we learned how to deep throat with a condom-covered banana. I am forced further down the trunk of Jaron’s throbbing monster. His helmet pushes my tonsils aside and I gag as the silky head lodges at the base of my throat. For a few seconds the gag reflex sets in and I stop. My throat flutters desperately. I grip his knees hard. 
 
   ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘But gag reflex just feels so fucking good.’
 
   I don’t like the sensation of gag reflex one little bit. I jiggle my tongue and gasp for air and then I remember. Just stop and it will pass. I wait and it passes and then I take him deeper past the back of my throat. Strange feeling. It’s just like swallowing a sword, only his shaft is warm and round and satin soft. I take it all in. 
 
   ‘Suck my big, hard dick, baby. Suck it for me.’ His voice is thick: a guttural growl.
 
   I swirl my tongue against the thick pillar of meat and suck it the way I would have sucked a red ice lolly as a child. Greedily. Until it was white ice. He thrusts his hips. I let him hold my head and fuck my mouth. When his climax begins to shudder through his body he warns me to pull away. 
 
   ‘Otherwise I’m coming in your mouth,’ he rasps as his knees buckle. 
 
   But I don’t disengage. Instead I grab his hips and pull them toward me, my lips wrapped tightly around his girth.
 
   He grabs my hair and his hips carry on fucking my mouth until he explodes so deep in my throat I don’t taste his semen. He inhales sharply and lets loose another throatful of thick, hot cum. 
 
   He pulls me to my feet, his cock still semi-hard, and looks into my eyes. His eyes are glittering. ‘What the fuck, Billie? You did that like a fucking pro.’
 
   ‘I was making up for the fact that you’re never going to have a threesome with me.’
 
   He looks at me quizzically. ‘I didn’t want a threesome with you.’
 
   ‘Good because you’re not getting it.’
 
   ‘I thought you wanted it.’
 
   ‘I don’t,’ I say belligerently.
 
   ‘That was the best blowjob I’ve ever had.’
 
   I grin. ‘Bet my breath stinks of sperm.’
 
   ‘Wish you always stank like that.’
 
   ‘Whoa.’
 
   ‘Where on earth did you learn to give head like that anyway?’
 
   ‘London,’ I say airily.
 
   The sinfully sexy dimple on his left cheek appears suddenly, deep and delicious. ‘And what does the policewoman do after she has fucked the poor girl with her baton on the bonnet?’
 
   ‘What’s it to you?’
 
   ‘I’ve got a baton.’
 
   I look down at his cock. It is nearly hard enough to go again. ‘And you’ve always wanted to be a very butch policewoman?’ I ask.
 
   A sly smile curves his lips as he runs one long finger down my cheek. Desire is radiating off him like sultry summer heat. The man is sex on a stick. He is the master of temptation. A shiver fishtails down my spine. He makes me want things I have never wanted. ‘Don’t let your imagination limit you, Ms. Black.’
 
   I grin. ‘I’m trying not to.’
 
   He comes very close to me. I smell his skin, feel the heat of his hard male body. He licks my collarbone. ‘Try harder.’
 
   I swallow hard. ‘She gets on her knees, opens the girl’s bum cheeks and sucks her pussy dry.’  
 
   The dimple appears again, but this time his eyes are not laughing. They are dark and dangerous. When he is like this I feel as if I don’t know him at all. What I see is only the mask. What lies underneath is different. Murky. He folds his hands over his chest. ‘Take your panties off.’
 
   I pull them off me hurriedly and drop them on the gritty stones.
 
   His strong hand grabs mine and whirls me around so fast I feel almost dizzy.
 
   ‘Place your hands on the wall where I can see them.’
 
   I don’t need to be told a second time. I want to be on the other side. The receiving side. My mind whirls with exhilaration and my flesh throbs as I place my palms on the rough bricks above my head and spread my legs wide. I close my eyes and invisible strings of compulsion race along my nerves. He is the policewoman with the baton. Sweat trickles down my spine. He slides his hand along the inside of my right thigh and suddenly thrusts his fingers forcefully into me.
 
   I whimper. ‘No, not that. I’m too close to the edge.’ And I am not lying. I am so turned on I feel as if I could come at any time. The smallest little thing would make me come. 
 
   He grabs my hips and slides the thick, hot baton so deep into me that my head pulls back. Even before I can take a steadying breath he pulls out and slams back into me, but so brutally that I come with that second fucking thrust! And it is a savage orgasm. I cry out in ecstasy as wave after wave hits me hard. He freezes. The odd echo of my scream dies and he turns me around and looks deep into my eyes. In the shadows of the alleyway where people only come to piss or vomit I have experienced energy racing inside me like quicksilver, connections and tremendous pleasure. My scalp is tingling, heart is pounding hard and my knees are trembling. This must be what they call fantastic sex.
 
   ‘Did you just come?’
 
   I am still in shock with how fast that tsunami was upon me. ‘Crude but effective,’ I croak.
 
   ‘Wow!’ he says wonderingly. ‘You made that too easy. I’m nowhere near finished,’ he says. 
 
   My need for him is feral, animalistic and insatiable. ‘Let’s go home. I want to lie spread-eagled on the dining table while you fuck me. So hard I feel you are ripping me open.’
 
   For a while he stares at me. Then he nibbles and kisses my neck and says, ‘You’re coming with me tomorrow to my island.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fourteen
 
   ‘There she is,’ Jaron says. ‘All nine and a half acres of her.’ 
 
   I look out of the window of the seaplane and see a tiny teardrop-shaped island sparkling like a watermelon tourmaline in the hot blue sea. Surrounded by a thin border of white sand it has to be one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen and it is also love at first sight for me. 
 
   ‘Wow!’ I exclaim. ‘How very lucky you are.’
 
   ‘Yes, I am very lucky to have her,’ he shouts over the noise of the plane. 
 
   The little plane lands on the water, skimming it like a stone thrown on a lake, and taxies closer to the beach. As soon as it comes to a stop, I don’t wait for the men standing at the wooden pier to come get us by boat, I open the door and throw myself into the water, clothes, shoes and all. I hit the warm water with a splash and a great whoop of joy. I turn on my back and Jaron is looking at me with amusement. 
 
   ‘Come in,’ I call.
 
   He shakes his head. ‘Thanks, but I’ll pass.’
 
   I swim lazily in the silky water while he goes on to the beach and meets three men who are waiting on the pier. From this far away I can’t see their features, but one of them has long dreadlocks that have been bleached to a coppery color by the sun. They wear colorful clothes. Even from where I am I can see that their bodies are toned and muscular and their skins shine like highly polished wood. 
 
   They shake hands with Jaron and then they all turn to look at me. I wave at them, they wave back and then they all go back into the house with our luggage. The men, Jaron has told me, don’t live on the island, and when they return to the mainland Jaron and I will be totally alone on this paradise island. 
 
   I kick my sandals off and get out of my heavy, clinging top and trousers. It is strangely liberating to watch them sink. Then I turn around and float dreamily on my back. The sky is blue in a way that it never is in England. A lone seagull high up circles and cries. The fierce sun beats on my face, but there is a cool breeze and the waves lap gently against my relaxed, drifting body. I feel almost hypnotized.
 
   God! This is the life. I could just eat coconuts and stay here forever. I think of Jaron telling me that the motto of island life is: Take your time. No hurry. 
 
   Time passes. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ someone calls. Reluctantly I right myself and tread water. Jaron is standing at the water’s edge a little away from the pier. He is shading his eyes with his hands and not wearing shoes or a shirt. 
 
   ‘Want some lunch?’ he shouts.
 
   Food? Brilliant idea. Come to think of it I am actually starving hungry. ‘Yeah, I do.’
 
   ‘Come on then.’
 
   I start swimming toward him. When I can feel the sand under my feet I start walking toward him. My limbs feel strangely heavy and lethargic. I look at Jaron and he is staring at me with hungry eyes. Must be the heat, but I feel as if there is a powerful coil of need inside me. A powerful desire to fall on him on the beach. The sun is hot on my head and the ground is the softest, whitest, most pristine, fine sand I’ve ever had the pleasure of walking upon. I walk up to him and stop a foot away. 
 
   We stare at one another, each mesmerized by the other. He reaches out a hand and glides his finger along my wet cheek. His skin is hot and his touch births a yearning inside me, something new. Something I have never felt before. I feel my cheeks blazing. The air around us shimmers. I look enquiringly into his eyes. But they are fierce wells of green fire that are devoid of any information. I have the impression that my body is on fire. I shake my head slightly. Confused, dazed by the sun. Perhaps it is some sort of heatstroke. I shouldn’t have lain in the midday sun without easing myself into it slowly.
 
   He leans in, catches my face in his hands and lightly brushes his lips against mine. The disconnect between the naked lust in his eyes and the tenderness of his lips disarms me. And suddenly the thought—I’m in love with this man. I am totally, completely and terribly in love with him. The knowledge is like freezing wind on my wet skin. I shiver. Back up, Billie. Back up.
 
   I say the first thing that comes into my head. ‘Did you say something about lunch?’ My voice is croaky and thick.
 
   He licks the salt from my mouth and says, ‘Mmmm…’
 
   I have to stop him. I need to think about this new…development. It’s not good news. ‘I’m hungry.’
 
   ‘Mmmm.’
 
   ‘Seriously hungry.’
 
   ‘The color of your hair… Your body… You looked like a sea goddess or a mermaid coming out of the water. In this wretched world you are…perfect.’ 
 
   His voice is like rich, dark golden syrup. It coats my skin. He kisses my ear and glides his lips along the lobe. The action is like being on a familiar road. I’ve traveled it before. Many times. Some part of me even knows where this road leads to. I empty my being of thought and surrender myself to desire. It ripples like a forest fire through me, swift and unstoppable. I press my body against his ever-hard bulge in his trousers. 
 
   ‘Would you like that balls deep inside that pretty pink pussy of yours, Miss Black?’ he purrs like a dragon seducing a fairy tale princess.
 
   ‘Yes, I would, Mr. Rose. Very much indeed.’ 
 
   His hands go around my back and unclasp my bra.
 
   My breasts spill out into the glorious sunshine. Instinctively I straighten my spine so they show themselves to their best advantage. ‘What about the men?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘Gone.’ My bra lands on the sand.
 
   ‘Gone where?’ Not that I care, but I couldn’t think of anything more mysterious or alluring to say.
 
   ‘To the other side of the island. There is a lagoon there and they’ve gone to catch bone fish.’
 
   My nipples strain hard against the smooth, hot skin of his torso. I fist a shaking hand in his hair and pull his head down to my aching nipples. He doesn’t resist. His mouth on my taut nipple is heady heaven. Heat rushes from his mouth into my body and I feel myself go up in flames. Suddenly the steady sound of the waves disappears and spots dim my vision. I feel dizzy. My knees buckle.
 
   ‘What’s the matter?’ he asks, his voice suddenly changed.
 
   Shocked, I sag against him.
 
   ‘Heatstroke,’ he says, and putting his hands under my knees carries me to the house. 
 
   ‘I think I’m fine now,’ I say weakly, but to be honest I do feel quite strange. He takes me into the white house and puts me on a long couch under a lazily whirling fan. He goes away and comes back bearing a young green coconut with the top sawn off and a straw in it. I take a few sips and start to feel better. 
 
   He crouches next to me, an expression on his face I have never seen. ‘How do you feel?’
 
   ‘Like I could bite your ass.’
 
   He smiles, but that anxious expression remains in his eyes.
 
   ‘Do you want to rest for a bit?’
 
   ‘I’m fine now,’ I say and it’s true—I am.
 
   ‘Are you sure?’
 
   I put my hand out and erase the frown on his face. This is a side of Jaron I did not expect to see. ‘Yes, I’m sure.’
 
   He sighs with relief.
 
   ‘I’m very hungry, though.’
 
   ‘OK, lunch will be ready in five minutes.’ He kisses me lightly on my forehead and pushes upwards. I watch him walk toward what must be the kitchen. I hear the sound of the fridge opening and look around myself. The house is airy and light. The windows are many and are all open. The furniture is mostly painted wood. Funky and totally cool. Long, transparent green curtains flutter at the windows. 
 
   I look at it all and wonder what I would have made of it a couple of hours ago. Sometimes life can be clearly divided into before this happened and after this happened. Important things—before my mother died, after I got cancer, after my son was born. For me it will be after I realized for sure that I was in love with Jaron. The air between us seems to have changed. 
 
   Now I have a secret. I am in love with a man who is a total stranger to me and who openly confesses to having a girlfriend. But the relationship is so odd that it even almost seems like a lie. And yet it can’t be. Both claim they are in a relationship. Some part of me mourns the loss of my carefree attitude. Another part of me is determined that I will not spoil my time on this paradise island. I am so confused I decide not to think for the next two days.
 
   ‘What’s for lunch?’ I ask.
 
   He pops his head around the corner. ‘Goat curry, fava beans and rice.’
 
   ‘What? No fucking way am I eating a goat.’
 
   He grins. ‘Just kidding. Mango salad and cold chicken.’
 
   I stand up cautiously. The wooden floor feels cool and smooth under my bare feet. And I feel totally normal so I walk to the kitchen. 
 
   ‘Who made the food?’
 
   ‘Herbert’s wife, Gwen. He’s the guy with the dreadlocks.’
 
   With my palms on either side of me I heave myself up on the counter beside the coffee machine. I dangle my legs. ‘Hmm.’
 
   He looks at me. ‘Jesus, Billie. You’re the only woman I know who would haul yourself onto my kitchen counter as if you were a construction worker. Any other woman would have given it a bit more sex appeal.’
 
   I give my chest a little shimmy and watch his eyes change.
 
   ‘You’re going to end up on the end of my cock if you carry on with that much longer.’ His gaze blazes with lust and my pulse starts up. 
 
   I feign panic. ‘I’ll have to scream rape.’
 
   ‘Go ahead and scream,’ he advises calmly, taking a step toward me.
 
   I feel his big, hot hands grab my breasts and squeeze them. My nipples harden on his palms. Very deliberately he pinches them. A shuddering gasp escapes me. His eyes sparkle as his mouth comes down on my parted lips in a hot, open-mouthed kiss that makes me groan. His lips are demanding and possessive. I am reminded of the way the dog holds his bitch down in a submissive pose before he mounts her.
 
   He increases the pressure on my nipples. I moan and wriggle my hips restlessly. He breaks the kiss and using his teeth, yes, his teeth, cuts my damp knickers clean off at one side. He pulls them off, chucks them behind him and runs his fingers along the slit full of slick, hot moisture. His fingers stop just before they reach the swollen bud and his eyes travel upward and meet mine. 
 
   A slow smile touches his lips. 
 
   He circles the bud and I throw my head back so far I am looking at the ceiling. The ceiling is sky blue. I close my eyes with arms and legs splayed open, my hips grinding and rocking against his hand. The pleasure builds. And builds. I suck in my breath and then he stops. Just simply stops what he is doing.
 
   I open my eyes and look at him half irritated, half in disbelief.
 
   He has taken a step back and is watching me.
 
   ‘Why did you stop?’
 
   ‘I thought you wanted lunch.’
 
   ‘Oh come on. I can’t eat like this.’
 
   ‘Anticipation, Billie. Anticipation.’
 
   ‘If you don’t, I’ll sort myself out,’ I threaten and put my hand between my legs.
 
   ‘Don’t.’ He knocks my hand away. ‘It won’t hurt you to wait.’
 
   ‘Why should I?’
 
   ‘Because it will be even better later.’
 
   I take my hand away.
 
   ‘Now come and eat.’
 
   ‘Come here,’ I say.
 
   He comes closer. I reach out my leg and put my bare foot between his legs. He is as hard as a stone.
 
   ‘See. This is harder for me than it is for you,’ he says.
 
   ‘You’re driving me crazy.’ 
 
   ‘I want to have lunch with you while you are naked.’
 
   He puts his hands around my waist, lifts me off the counter, and puts me on the ground. 
 
   ‘Go on outside and I’ll bring the food,’ he says and slaps my plump rump playfully. 
 
   My legs feel a bit wobbly, but they still work and with a sultry upward glance at him, I turn away and head toward the door that leads to the garden, purposely and exaggeratedly swaying my hips. He grabs my hand and pulls me back toward him. I crash into him, my breasts squashing on his hard muscles. 
 
   ‘Anticipation, anticipation,’ I say innocently.
 
   A slow smile spreads across his lips. ‘You’re on.’ 
 
   I’ve never been naked outdoors before and it is both liberating and odd. 
 
   We sit on pretty wooden chairs that have been painted with orange flowers on a blue and green background. Someone has spread a tablecloth on the table and set it with colorful plates, utensils, blue glasses, a pitcher of iced water, and a vase of drooping flowers. He holds out the plate of chicken. I spear a thigh and put it on my plate and help myself to the mango salad as he heaps his plate with chicken.
 
   Jaron winks at me and picking up a chicken leg eats it with relish. 
 
   I cut a small piece of chicken. It has been smothered in some kind of blackish-brown seasoning, and I feel pretty sure I will hate it. Jaron chews lustily. I bring the morsel to my mouth and pass it between my lips. To my great surprise it is delicious. I must have been hungrier than I thought. I glance at Jaron and catch him looking at my breasts. When he notices that I am watching him watching me he reaches out a hand and rubs his palm against my nipple.  
 
   I know he is trying to distract and entice me so I pretend to be unmoved by the provocation and carry on eating my salad. He swallows a mouthful of chicken and then suddenly leans sideways and taking my nipple in his mouth sucks it hard. 
 
   I smile tightly. Right. Two can play at this game. 
 
   I drop my fork and instead of simply reaching down to retrieve it I stand and bend from the waist so my butt is pushed out toward him and between the crack of my thighs swollen swirls of tantalizingly pink flesh are peeping out at him. I twist and look at him. He is staring quite hungrily at my glistening sex.
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I say sweetly.
 
   He swallows the food in his mouth.
 
   I go to sit down and somehow manage to trip and land in his lap. His cock is so hard it sticks into me. 
 
   ‘Oops,’ I say and bounce slightly. His eyes fly to my naked breasts. These fake breasts are great. They bounce very well. I get up, making sure my nipples just graze the side of his mouth before I slide into the chair. Picking up a piece of mango I put it into my mouth, then lick and suck my fingers slowly. I swivel my eyes in his direction. He is properly riveted.
 
   ‘Would you like some mango?’ I ask, knowing he can’t very well say no. That would be tantamount to admitting defeat.
 
   He nods.
 
   I take a mango chunk in my fingers and standing up bend forward so my breasts are hanging like low-lying, ripe fruit. I put the slice into his unresisting mouth. He chews slowly and thoughtfully, his eyes flicking from my eyes to my thighs and back to my breasts. I straighten, rest my hip on the table and open my legs slightly. I am like an animal on heat, which come to think about it, I am. I want to lick his toenails.
 
   ‘Do you know the sea air is having a strange effect on me? I… I…feel wild. I’m actually in a mood to take something really big and hard in my mouth and…suck it. What a shame we have to wait. The thing is,’ I add languidly, ‘I might not feel like this later.’ I lean back slightly on the table so that I am almost stretched out on it.
 
   His eyes leave mine and flick to the raw invitation between my legs. I see that he is badly affected, but I also see his fists sitting on the table. Determined as fuck not to let me win.
 
   Well, I’m not giving in either. 
 
   Slowly I slither—and when I say slither, I really mean slither: a snake couldn’t have done better—upwards. His eyes are like popsicles on sticks. I sigh elaborately as my nipples trail over the tabletop. Eventually coming upright, I walk to the chair. But this is not the walk of any ordinary mortal. This is the ‘I see you shaking that ass’ walk à la Billie. I’m giving it all I got. 
 
   When I get to the chair I swivel it onto one leg. His head tilts. I’ve got him. I know I’ve got him. I put the chair back between my legs and slide my slit along it. I sneak a sly look, filled with lust, at him. 
 
   He is staring at me. His mouth is parted. 
 
   Now for the pièce de résistance. The chair has two little balls at either end of its back. Slowly, slowly I lower myself on one ball. It is hard and smooth and terribly, terribly taboo. 
 
   ‘Oh,’ I gasp and turn to look at him with the ball of the chair inside me. 
 
   With a deep growl he stands, sweeps away all the food to the ground, because he is that dominant, falls on me, and fucking devours me. I stare at the leaves of the Causarina tree as I scream, ‘Oh yeahhhhhh.’ Did I ever tell you that this guy sucks pussy better than any lesbian? I did? Well, it’s worth repeating. He’s that good. My muscles start clenching. 
 
   ‘Don’t stop,’ I command, and fuck him, he instantly does the opposite. He takes his mouth off me. I open my mouth to swear at him, and it becomes a shocked gasp as I am bodily picked up as if I am some life-sized doll and spread on the table, face down, legs splayed open. Before I know it, a big, hard, sun-kissed cock slams into me. The force shoots me forward.
 
   The man’s a fucking animal. 
 
   He grabs me by the hips and pulling me back, keeps a firm grip on me while he fucks the living hell out of me. Suddenly he stops. Picks me up again, his man-toy, lays me on my ass, spins me around and pushes me back on the table with my head hanging over the side. 
 
   ‘Did I hear you say you were in the mood to suck something very big and very hard?’ he asks very close to my ear.
 
   Before I can answer, his cock, covered in my juices, has been pushed into my mouth and right down into my throat. I don’t hesitate. I suck for England. It’s only fair. But after a while I lie back, close my eyes and allow him to fuck my mouth. He starts thrusting strongly. All I can do is smell the man smell of his pubic hair and taste the saltiness of his skin. 
 
   He comes in hot, jerking spurts. Without taking his semi-hard cock out of my mouth, he casually leans over my body and clamps his mouth on my clit and works it until I break apart. It’s a good climax. It smells of the sea. He pulls out of my mouth, helps me sit up, and stands between my legs. He runs his fingers playfully in my wet folds and looks regretfully at the chicken pieces strewn on the ground.
 
   ‘See what you made me do.’
 
   ‘You started it.’
 
   ‘Yes, but I’m very, very hungry now,’ he says plaintively.
 
   ‘I make a mean cheese sandwich.’
 
   ‘I really wanted Gwen’s chicken,’ he says sadly, and inserts a long finger inside me.
 
   The finger is distracting but I keep my head. ‘You’ve got a cheese sandwich. Take it or leave it.’
 
   ‘You’re a hard woman, Billie.’
 
   We break apart at the sound of the men coming back with the fish they have caught. It is funny to watch him hopping into his trousers. I sit on the table, reeking of sex and as naked as the day I was born, and laugh. 
 
   By the time he comes back into the house with the fish, I am wearing one of his T-shirts and have already cobbled together his sandwich. He puts the fish—the men have gutted and cleaned them—in the sink and goes to sit at the table.
 
   I slap the plate with the sandwich in front of him.
 
   He opens the richly buttered bread and looks at the filling: thick slices of cheese and tomato in layers. He raises his eyes up to me and grins. ‘Dude food?’
 
   I grin back. ‘Exactly.’
 
   He picks it up and takes a big bite. ‘The milled pepper is a nice touch.’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ I say graciously.
 
   I sit next to him and watch him wolf it down and feel almost protective of him. Woe betide anybody who tries to hurt him. It’s an odd thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Fifteen
 
   That afternoon we take it easy. Jaron shows me around the little villa. There is a room with a mirrored wall and exercise equipment, a spare bedroom, two bathrooms, a kitchen, a storeroom, a dining room, a porch and our room, the master bedroom. It is dominated by a huge cream bed. A mosquito net hangs over it like a cloud. 
 
   ‘Very romantic,’ I say.
 
   ‘Mossies will eat you alive without the net. They are terrible, the only drawback to this place. Make sure you spray on a lot of bug repellent before the sun sets.
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   We swim and go snorkeling. The water is super clear because it has been a calm day and he points out all kinds of fantastically colored fish and marine life. 
 
   When evening comes we stand on the beach and watch the sun setting. The sky is almost purple. It is unforgettably beautiful. Jaron twines his hands into mine.
 
   ‘What happens after sundown?’ I ask.
 
   ‘Nudity,’ he says with a smile.
 
   I laugh. ‘How much nudity?’
 
   ‘Lots.’
 
   Jaron barbecues the fish that the men caught and we eat them. They are succulent and wonderful the way food never is when you are not truly hungry. After the meal I have a shower. The water is brackish. Then we sit on the beach covered in bug repellent drinking rum and talking. 
 
   ‘Listen,’ I say, suddenly catching what seems to me to be the sound of music.
 
   ‘It’s a party on the mainland,’ he replies.
 
   ‘Wow, the sound travels that far?’
 
   ‘Sometimes when the air is very still you can even hear a dog bark.’
 
   ‘Really?’
 
   ‘You want to go?’ he asks.
 
   ‘To the party?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Of course I want to go to a Bahamian party,’ I say enthusiastically.
 
   ‘OK,’ he agrees. 
 
   ‘We’re going to crash their party?’
 
   He smiles. ‘See you need to get into island mentality. This is not England where you need to let people know that you are going to come around. Here people just drop in. More or less everyone on the mainland knows me. I’m usually invited.’
 
   ‘Great. I love parties.’
 
   ‘Come on then. Let’s go.’
 
   I change into an apple green top with spaghetti straps, tight red pants and the only pair of shoes I have left, now that my other pair is lying at the bottom of the ocean. But the gold sandals actually look glitzy and partyish. I layer on the mascara and slap on the gloss and I am ready. 
 
   ‘Looking good, Billie,’ I tell my reflection.
 
   ‘You look amazing,’ Jaron says from our bedroom doorway.
 
   I turn around and look at him. He is wearing all black again. In the dim light, he looks mysterious and positively unreachable. I walk up to him and touch him. A thrill of something potent but secret runs up my arm. The desire for him doesn’t abate but just becomes stronger and stronger.
 
   ‘I don’t know why I did that.’
 
   He grins. ‘I don’t know either, but I like it.’ He runs his index finger down my cheek reflectively.
 
   Suddenly I feel nervous. I smile weakly. ‘You’re staring.’
 
   ‘So are you.’
 
   I pretend to grin. ‘I can’t stop. What’s your excuse?’
 
   ‘Same,’ he says very quietly, with no trace of humor in his voice. 
 
   He bends his head and claims my mouth and the kiss—I don’t even know if I can describe it as a kiss—is a mess of all things: it’s soft and yet hard, caring and yet fierce, liberating and yet possessive. 
 
   For a while I resist the conflicting demands of the kiss and then I give in, and I find myself in a slow dance. But it is not us who are dancing. It is our souls, entwined, swirling, merging like liquid. It is so beautiful and profound it hurts. When he breaks away, I touch my mouth and stare at him in awe. I feel almost drunk. My pulse is racing like mad.
 
   ‘What the hell was that?’ I whisper. My voice sounds tiny and scared.
 
   ‘I was carving my name into your heart.’
 
   I look at him, the hottest man in every room. The man who already has a girlfriend. ‘What the fuck did you do that for?’ 
 
   ‘Because you’re the most beautiful fucking thing I have ever seen. And I was claiming you.’
 
   I look at him. I’m being stitched up. I’m walking into a massive elephant trap. ‘How can you claim me when you’ve already got a girlfriend?’ I hate the whiny sound of my voice.
 
   ‘Sometimes things are not as they seem.’
 
   Something small and fragile blooms in my heart. I want to be coolly sarcastic. Laugh and say something richly comic. But I can’t. I have to be true to the moment when our souls mingled. 
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ I whisper.
 
   ‘One day, Billie. One day soon I’ll tell you. Now: are we going to this party or not?’
 
   I take a deep breath and smile, intoxicated the way no drug or amount of alcohol has ever made me feel. ‘We are.’
 
   We take the small, shallow boat. It has a huge headlight on it that lights the way through a long, deep water channel that belonged to an old salt company. It shows the way into the bay. I have never been on a boat at night and it is a-fucking-mazing. The water gleams dark and mysterious. The cool wind blows in my hair and face and the occasional sea spray that showers us is exhilarating. I love the sensation of my hand trailing in the water, which is still warm from the day’s sun. I urge Jaron to go fast and faster. The speed is addictive and the feeling of flying headlong into the darkness is crazy.
 
   When we get to the mainland Jaron secures the boat and helps me out. My hair is a mess. He runs his fingers through it and smoothes it down. ‘I love the feel of your hair when you don’t use half a can of hairspray on it,’ he says.
 
   ‘Well, make the most of it. I love my hairspray. Just forgot to bring it.’
 
   We walk along the beach. He holds my hand. It feels right. On our right, dark vegetation rises up like an impenetrable shadow. The sand is so soft it gets into my sandals so I take them off and carry them in my hands. The sand is cool on my feet. There is no moon. The only light is from the torch Jaron carries. Little transparent crabs scurry along the sand in front of us. There is the ever present sound of the insects in the trees and the faint sound of music. 
 
   In the distance we see the lights of the party. It is being held on the beach outside a wooden house. There are lanterns lit around it and a bonfire is going. Lana Del Ray’s Summertime Sadness starts playing on the loudspeakers and I feel a thrill of excitement run up my spine. 
 
   ‘Come on,’ I urge excitedly, tugging Jaron’s hand. ‘I love this song. We have to dance to it.’
 
   He looks down at me amused, but he nods, and like a pair of kids we run toward the party. There are many people there and most of them either call out to Jaron or wave at him. I drag Jaron to the middle of the throng of people dancing. This is one of my favorite songs. If I close my eyes I can actually see it like waves in the air. I find a gap in the crush and gyrate to the beat. 
 
   Jaron stands a foot away from my body and watches me. There is passion and possession in his eyes. Then I swagger closer to him and sinuously sliding my hands onto his shoulders rub my body all over his. I want him all over me and I am saying it in no uncertain terms. He grins, his eyes at half-mast, and moves his hips to match mine. It’s casual. And it’s damn sexy. 
 
   I pull his body so close I feel his erection. We gaze into each other’s eyes. The music changes and I don’t really notice. He ushers me around a corner and pushes me up against the wall of the house with his lips. The music is so loud it is rattling the wall of the house that I am pressed against.  
 
   ‘Right now all I want to do is suck your wet cunt loudly and hungrily,’ he says. The thought is so fucking erotic I soak my knickers through there and then.
 
   ‘I didn’t know men loved eating pussy that much.’
 
   ‘I don’t know about anyone else, but I can’t fucking get enough of yours. I dream of eating your pussy,’ he says, and claims my mouth in a hard kiss that takes my breath away.  
 
   ‘Hey, lover,’ someone calls from behind us.
 
   Jaron takes his time about releasing my lips. ‘Later,’ he promises, his hot breath mingling with mine. Jaron turns around and I see a man, his startling white teeth flashing in the darkness. 
 
   ‘Look at you,’ the man says in a really cool accent. ‘You brought a sweetheart.’
 
   ‘This is Noel,’ Jaron introduces and then turning to Noel with a wry smile says, ‘And the sweetheart is Billie.’
 
   ‘You finally went and fished yourself a girl, huh?’
 
   Jaron rubs his chin thoughtfully. ‘Yeah, but she’s a bit of a handful.’
 
   I punch Jaron on the arm, hard. 
 
   Jaron pretends to wince and rub his arm and Noel laughs. ‘It’s island love.’
 
   A woman comes to join us and Noel introduces her as his wife. She has the most amazingly beautiful brown skin, the exact color I would have chosen to have if I had been given a choice in the matter, and she is wearing big hoop earrings with beads in them, which I covet. She has an Afro hairstyle. She grins at me and Jaron.
 
   ‘I love your hair,’ I tell her. ‘I used to have an Afro when I was in school.’
 
   ‘Was it the fashion then?’
 
   ‘Nope. I just liked it. I still do. I might yet have one,’ I say and feel Jaron’s eyes on me.
 
   ‘A green Afro might be pushing it even for you,’ he says with a chuckle.
 
   ‘It’s teal, not green. And I’ll do as I like with my hair,’ I say haughtily. 
 
   ‘Did you enjoy the chicken?’ asks Gwen quickly.
 
   ‘Very much. It was delicious,’ Jaron replies smoothly. ‘But there wasn’t enough for me. Billie ate most of it.’
 
   Noel laughs hard, his eyes twinkling, and I wonder if he knows what really happened to the chicken.
 
   ‘I will cook some more for you tomorrow,’ says Gwen.
 
   ‘Would you?’ asks Jaron beseechingly. He sounds so different with Gwen that I turn to stare at him. There is no mask, no barriers. Just boyish enthusiasm.
 
   ‘Noel will bring it,’ she says, nodding firmly.
 
   ‘Thank you,’ both Jaron and I speak in unison. It’s a strange thing to speak in unison with someone. It has never happened to me before. We smile at each other.
 
   ‘You two are already drunk on love, but come and have some rum anyway,’ invites Noel with a chuckle. The statement is casual but explosive to me. I dare not look at Jaron to see his expression. I turn toward Noel eagerly. 
 
   Rum, I must say, is a drink I enjoy very much and it flows very freely that night. I make friends with everybody. The mainlanders must be the friendliest people on earth. They laugh uproariously at my jokes and teach me all kinds of really cool phrases. Bust up means badly drunk; you can intensify anything by adding the word dead in front: dead cold, dead ugly. To sip, sip is to gossip, Jack means friend, leg short means you have arrived too late for something, to be without money is to be break. I consume more and more rum and it is all great fun. Everything is funny as hell and I am the life of the party.
 
   A man in an open blue shirt carrying a guitar comes and sits opposite us. Jaron introduces him as Terrance. Someone switches off the music. The air fills with the sound of the waves and human voices. Terrance smiles broadly and starts strumming his guitar. Soon the place becomes silent but for his guitar, the crackling of the fire and the incessant waves. It is very peaceful. I turn to look at Jaron. His blond hair shines in the firelight. Terrance starts singing. It is a strange song. I must be very drunk because I am unable to catch all the words but some stick in my head as if they have been nailed in. 
 
   Understand the truth of the flowers.
 
   Become the lord of the flowers…people…cattle.
 
   Become the lord of the flowers…people…cattle.
 
   Understand this truth.
 
   Fire is the in-dweller of the water.
 
   Understand the truth.
 
   Understand your in-dweller.
 
   I am too drunk to make any sense of it. I frown up at Jaron. ‘What’s the song about?’
 
   ‘It is about us, people. We who live our lives like cattle.’
 
   For a moment I stare at him. Is he serious? ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘It is a cry of the soul, the fire inside the water, to wake up.’
 
   ‘Wake up?’
 
   ‘Most of us are sleepwalking through life. He is daring you to explore your inner world.’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I say, looking at Jaron with new eyes. There could be something more to this man than meets the eye. Something deep and profound. Terrance has finished his song and starts singing Bob Marley’s, No Woman No Cry. Now this I can understand. A few songs later, Terrance packs up his guitar and music from the loudspeaker fills the air again.
 
   Time to dance again. I get up and go for it.
 
   When Feeling Hot, Hot, Hot comes up on the loudspeaker, the crowd actually parts for my solo. Fueled on alcohol and Jaron’s hungry eyes I give it all I’ve got.
 
   I am still dancing when Jaron picks me up bodily and says, ‘Time to go home, Dancing Queen.’
 
   ‘Awww… Don’t be so dead boring,’ I slur drunkenly and bring my glass of delicious drink—Noel’s famous gin and coconut water cocktail—to my lips. He takes the glass out of my hand so fast I am left staring at the empty space where the glass had been. 
 
   ‘Say goodbye to everyone,’ he says firmly.
 
   Some of the men jokingly tell Jaron not to spoil the party by taking me away.
 
   ‘See? They don’t want me to go,’ I tell Jaron. 
 
   ‘Sorry, guys, but it’s my bedtime,’ Jaron says good-naturedly.
 
   I stand on my tiptoes and whisper in Jaron’s ear, ‘I ain’t going to bed until you show me all kindsa shit.’
 
   ‘Right you are, beautiful,’ Jaron says coolly, catching me as I stumble.
 
   Noel grins at me. I say my bleary goodbyes and let Jaron lead me to the boat. I have to admit the return journey on the boat is not nearly half as much fun as the journey there. I lie at the bottom of the boat feeling quite sick. Instead of urging him to go faster I yell at him to slow down. ‘Oh God! I’m going to throw up.’
 
   The man is pitiless. ‘Just hang your head over the side and throw up,’ he shouts. Fortunately, it never gets to that and thankfully the ride is fairly short. The engine is cut. As I loll about at the bottom of the boat in a state of inebriated self-pity, Jaron comes to me. He stands over me with his legs spread wide to steady himself in the rocking vessel. I squint up at him. 
 
   ‘Give me a hand then,’ I groan.
 
   His answer is to heave me up like a sack of potatoes onto his shoulder. 
 
   ‘Whoa,’ I cry.
 
   He walks me up the path and opening the front door takes me directly into the bedroom. The cool air from the air con makes my sticky skin tingle. It feels wonderful. He puts me on the bed and I look up at him. His hair is messy with the wind and a whole shock of it has fallen on his forehead. 
 
   I raise my hand and pinch his rough cheek. ‘You are so cute,’ I tell him. ‘I could take you to bed.’ I spoil it by then yawning widely.
 
   ‘You’re totally wasted, aren’t you?’ 
 
   ‘No, I’m not,’ I insist, but my words are slurring so badly they are almost indecipherable.  
 
   ‘Bed for you, I think.’
 
   I snake my arms around his neck before he can straighten. ‘No, no, no. I want to fuck…you.’ I smile feeling inordinately proud of the way I left that pause between fuck and you.  
 
   He raises a disbelieving eyebrow. 
 
   I let go of his neck and start trying to wriggle out of my pants, but it’s difficult to accomplish in my condition. I look up at him. He is standing over me, stone cold sober, just watching me. 
 
   ‘Help me then,’ I demand. 
 
   He holds both the ends of my trouser legs and tugs hard just once, and my trousers slide out from under me like water. 
 
   ‘Smooth,’ I tell him in an impressed voice. ‘Now my top.’
 
   He makes even shorter work of that. I slide a finger into my knickers and look up at him with flirtatious eyes. 
 
   ‘Last bit,’ I say invitingly. 
 
   He slides them down my legs and off my feet. His eyes inspect me. I like that! I open my thighs wide and say, ‘Come and get it, big boy.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sixteen
 
   I wake up in a very uncomfortable position. In fact, it is surprising that I managed to sleep in such a position at all: on my back totally trapped under Jaron. One of Jaron’s legs, bent at the knee, is under my butt and the other is lying on top of my stomach. One of his arms is under my neck and the other is thrown across my body, the hand possessively covering my breast, and his head is buried in the crook of my neck. 
 
   For a few seconds I don’t move. Then I slowly start to extricate myself, mainly by bringing one of my arms up to remove the hand that is stuck on my breast. The moment my hand wraps around his wrist, his grip tightens and a small protesting sound comes from under my chin.
 
   ‘You owe me,’ a sleepy voice says.
 
   I swivel my eyes down to the top of the dirty blond head. It looks very silky, like the head of a boy. ‘Owe you what?’
 
   He lifts his head and looks at me. His eyes are green, but calling them green would be like calling Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa a painting. His eyes are like the carpet of moss that grows only on certain stones. It is fresh and bright and only found in secret gardens where humans don’t bring their business.
 
   ‘Don’t you remember?’ he says slowly. Right before my eyes, the colors of his gaze change. They seem more liquid and blue-green like the tropical ocean seen from the sky. He can’t decide if I am serious.
 
   I shake my head. The action properly dislodges the headache that was hovering at the edges of my consciousness. Damn hangover. 
 
   He gets his arm from under my neck, lifts himself on his elbow and looks at me with surprise.
 
   ‘What is the last thing you remember?’
 
   I dig through my mind. ‘I know I had a great time and that I absolutely love Bahamian people. I remember coming back on the boat. Oops, and nearly being sick overboard.’
 
   ‘Mmmm…’
 
   ‘Then I think we came back and went to bed, right?’
 
   ‘No, you promised me a lay, opened your legs wide and passed out.’
 
   ‘I did?’ 
 
   ‘I want to claim my lay now.’
 
   ‘Well, you can’t. I have a splitting headache,’ I say, frowning and exaggerating my malaise.
 
   ‘I’ll be so gentle you won’t even notice I’m inside you.’
 
   ‘Yeah, right.’
 
   ‘I’ll start and if you notice that I’m fucking you, just tell me and I’ll stop.’
 
   ‘Do you even know how big your dick is?’
 
   ‘Yeah, but I’m working hard to ruin you. After me, baby, all other men are going to be like shoving pencils into your vagina.’
 
   In spite of myself I have to giggle. ‘Can’t you take no for an answer even once?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Ah,’ I exclaim and suddenly find the entire lot of Jaron Fucking Rose lying on top of me.
 
   ‘Fine,’ I say, determined that I will be such a wet blanket that he will not enjoy it either.
 
   He grins, and sprinting off me energetically and extremely lightly starts by targeting the one place he has found on my body that makes it impossible for me to resist. My big toe. 
 
   ‘Ahhhhh…’    
 
   He takes my big toe out of his mouth. ‘Can you feel me yet?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   He puts his mouth back on my toe and sucks gently. Oh! Heaven. His large hands start traveling along my calves. I must really like him, I’ve shaved my legs. A fact that he has noticed and seems to appreciate. One by one he does all the toes. I wriggle them in his mouth and he swirls his tongue around them. It makes my body arch with pleasure. He puts the right foot down and takes the big toe of the other foot into his mouth and gives that a good ole suck too. By this time I can feel the heat of watching him suck my toes in my groin. He starts kissing the inside of the soles of my feet.
 
   ‘Ah fuck… Jaron.’
 
   ‘Did you feel that?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   His mouth moves along the inside of my calves and sucks at the backs of my knees. My thighs start trembling. He moves up until he is so close to my throbbing core I feel his breath on me when he obsequiously tells me, ‘If I’m making your headache worse, just tell me.’
 
   ‘All is still good,’ I croak, my sex aching for release.
 
   He licks at the slit and then opens the lips with his fingers and even widens the passage with his fingers, but he doesn’t hang around very long. Maybe he knows I won’t last this morning. That I’m about to explode any moment now. He lifts himself to his knees. Raised in that position his hair catches a beam of morning light coming in through a gap in the curtains and glows like spun gold. I watch in awe as this blond god slides me down the bed and lifts my hips to the level of his. 
 
   And then he very deliberately, solemnly, and gloriously drives the full length of his thick, hard sex deep into me. Stretched wide and filled to the brim I gasp and weaken all over. The overwhelming impression is that of being impaled, possessed, and taken. With one arm he supports my hips while with the other he plays with my clit. The sensation of his slow and deliberate fucking and the relentless caressing circles he makes are hypnotic and irresistible. 
 
   My body drenches with pleasure. I feel myself float closer and closer to the edge and my hips start snapping against his so his thrusts become cruel too. That pushes me over the edge and my body arches so rigidly it lifts his body with mine and somewhere in my moment of exploding pleasure I hear his groan of release. Hot fluids fill me as I lay gasping.
 
   Still held up by his hips and dick I moan softly. He watches me with a satisfied look on his face and then he withdraws out of me and puts me down. He sits between my parted legs and spreads apart my knees so wide that my hips rise up and off the bed, buttocks split open and my exposed sex feels as if it is protruding and hanging down. It is a humiliating position but his hands on my knees are powerful and will bear no objection. And this position also reveals my sex to be a craving thing. It wants him. It wants everything he wants to give it. It flutters open and closed like a desperately hungry mouth. He gently massages me between my legs, smearing the juices leaking out of me into my lips and stroking my sticky clit.
 
   ‘Not again,’ I object, but weakly. I am greedy for it and because that orgasm really did take a lot out of me I feel lethargic and exhausted.
 
   ‘Again,’ he says very firmly and between my legs, my sex throbs helplessly at the brutal dominance in his voice. I shiver, trying to restrain its greedy throbbing.
 
   ‘What’s the matter?’ he whispers, his hands expertly working the moist flesh.
 
   I flush bright red. I cannot admit to it but I cannot help being violently turned on by the feeling of being overpowered. There is a certain amount of shame to being overpowered but at that moment the path of acceptance seems more hospitable. I gasp as the pleasure between my legs mounts and mounts. His fierce fingers strike the wet, throbbing flesh.
 
   ‘Oooooo…’ I sob as the waves come. The sobs are a delicious release for the warm pain. Moisture trickles out of me and runs down the crack of my buttocks. He smiles and using that slick wetness inserts his finger straight into my ass.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Seventeen
 
   I get out of the shower and feel slightly fresher but my head is still throbbing. I slip on my bikini bottoms and go into the kitchen. I know exactly what will cure my hangover. The hair of the dog. Jaron is bent over something at the kitchen table. ‘What are you doing?’
 
   ‘I’m repairing your watch. It was running late.’
 
   ‘You can repair watches?’
 
   ‘Sure. I’m very handy with anything that is full of tiny springs or precision machined to close tolerances. When I was young I spent hours completely dismantling watches and locks and putting them back together.’
 
   ‘Great.’
 
   I open the cupboard and reach for the vodka bottle. A large hand covered in golden hairs curls around my wrist. I jump. I didn’t hear him come up. 
 
   ‘Don’t,’ he says softly.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘You drink too much, Billie.’
 
   ‘What?’ I repeat in disbelief.
 
   ‘You heard me.’
 
   ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ 
 
   ‘How old are you now?’
 
   ‘Fucking none of your business.’
 
   ‘Let’s say you’re twenty-two or three. You’ll be an alcoholic by the time you are thirty-three.’
 
   ‘Fuck you,’ I say angrily, but some part of my brain is recoiling in fear as I lash out. I yank my hand out of his grip and deliberately take the bottle and pour myself a huge measure. I gulp it all down very quickly while he watches me expressionlessly.
 
   I put the glass down with a ‘take that and put it where the sun don’t shine’ thump, but in fact, I have drunk it too fast and I feel downright queasy.
 
   He stares at me. ‘What’s the matter?’
 
   I turn around and run to the bathroom where I am violently sick in the toilet.
 
   When I put my head up Jaron is holding a wet towel. I don’t look at him. I take the towel from him silently and wipe my face. He goes out and I brush my teeth before I follow him. 
 
   ‘I’ve made coffee,’ he says, holding out a mug.
 
   ‘I’m sorry I was so rude,’ I say.
 
   ‘It doesn’t change anything. You drink too much.’
 
   I put my head down. I know he is right. It feels like fun, but I’ve seen enough alcoholics on the council estate to know where I am heading.
 
   ‘You don’t need it, Billie.’
 
   ‘Sometimes I do.’
 
   ‘Sometimes we all do. But you even drink in the morning. It’s not cool, Billie.’
 
   I take a sip of coffee and make a face. I hate coffee. 
 
   ‘Can I have some orange juice please?’
 
   He pours me a glass and hands it to me with two painkiller tablets. I take the pills and drink the whole thing down. I realize how awfully dehydrated I must have been.
 
   ‘How about we agree that you’ll drink when you need to and when you’re out having fun, but no more vodka bottles in your bedside cabinet.’
 
   I glower at him and every fiber in my body rejects being told what to do. That is my MO. No one, and absolutely no one in the past has told me what to do. I do what I want. Period. I don’t buy the ‘do it for your own good bullshit’ from anybody. And to be honest, if it had been anyone else other than him I would already have decimated them to an insecure blob of jelly by now. And yet I can’t with him. Some secret part of me is craving for him to take control, to care enough to make me do it.
 
   I nod. ‘OK.’ 
 
   He grins. ‘You made that too easy. I was prepared for a huge fight.’
 
   ‘You don’t know when to stop, do you?’
 
   He raises both hands as if to ward me off in mock alarm.
 
   And it is impossible not to laugh. He takes me into his arms. His face is so tender it makes me feel quite strange. Our relationship seems to have suddenly become really serious. For some reason that makes me fearful. ‘I want something back from you in return.’
 
   He stiffens imperceptibly. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Let me drive your car?’
 
   I feel it then, that great big wave of relief that washes over him. I wonder what he thought I was going to ask of him.
 
   ‘I’m making breakfast,’ I say.
 
   ‘You are?’ His eyebrows are in his hairline. A bit irritating, that.
 
   ‘Mmmm…’
 
   ‘I’d better keep it simple then. Just eggs.’
 
   I go to the shelf, take an egg out of the carton and throw it directly at him.
 
   He moves so fast even I am startled. He catches it neatly between his loosely cupped hands, looks at me, and smiles wryly. ‘I really wanted cooked eggs.’
 
   I smile. I am determined to know more of the man. I know nothing about him. I walk to the cupboard I saw him take a pan from yesterday. I take out a pan, put it on the stove and look around me.
 
   ‘Top cupboard to your right,’ he says.
 
   I open it and take out the plastic bottle of oil. I pour the oil into the pan, wait for a minute and then smack the egg on the edge of the pan and pour it in. Great! It has kept its shape. I crack another egg and it too keeps its shape. Jaron puts two slices of bread into the toaster. He brings jam out of the fridge and puts it on the kitchen table with a bowl beside it. I really want to turn the eggs over but I dare not. I turn to look at him and he says, ’Sunny side up is fine with me.’
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief and turn down the fire. When the toast is ready he puts it on a plate and taking a metal spatula from a drawer comes over to me. I take the metal spatula and carefully slide his eggs onto his plate. I am inordinately pleased with myself when the eggs go onto the plate unbroken. My first ever lot of cooked eggs and they turn out so great. Yay!
 
   I look at him with a victorious grin and he is staring at me.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ he says softly, and I just know he is not talking about the eggs, but I am suddenly too shy to ask what. We sit at the table and I watch him shake salt and pepper on the eggs. 
 
   ‘How long have you had this place?’ I ask filling my bowl with jam.
 
   ‘Five years. It’s a queen’s ninety-nine year lease,’ he says, buttering his toast.
 
   ‘Do you have brothers or sisters?’
 
   ‘No, I’m an only child,’ he says casually, but suddenly I feel the care and caution that come into his face.
 
   ‘Are your parents still around?’
 
   ‘Yes.’ His voice becomes even more distant.
 
   ‘Where do they live?’
 
   ‘In Australia.’
 
   I feel a movement in the corner of my eye, turn to the window and see that a stork has landed in the garden. It is very beautiful. For a moment it stands very still and then it drops its head and gracefully pecks under its wing. 
 
   ‘There is a stork in the garden,’ I say quietly.
 
   ‘Yeah, they drop occasionally.’
 
   I could have turned around then, but I don’t. I am not so foolish as to turn around and expose myself to his devastating weapons. To allow him to wrap his sensual spell over me. ‘Why did you go to Monte Carlo?’
 
   I wait for him to answer and he doesn’t so I turn to face him.
 
   ‘Why all the questions, Billie?’
 
   ‘No real reason. It just occurred to me that I know nothing about you.’
 
   ‘In time you’ll know everything there is to know.’
 
   Suddenly I feel very naked and exposed sitting in my bikini bottoms. Jaron’s T-shirt is draped over a kitchen chair. I take it and slip it over my head. Now we are both hiding from each other.
 
   Because of high winds the water is cloudy so we do not go snorkeling. Instead we have a sandcastle building contest. Jaron’s is bigger but mine is definitely better. Afterward he buries me in the sand. He takes photos of me and when it is his turn I give him large conical breasts and that looks really funny. We laugh a lot. He breaks out of the sand and chases me into the water.  
 
   We swim in the nude, our bodies slipping eel-like against each other in the silky water. We start kissing in the water and end up on the beach where the waves still touch our feet and Jaron’s tongue is everywhere all at once. We make long, languorous love on the hot sand, the sun beating down on us, and the ticklish waves sometimes reaching up to our hips.
 
   ‘Sticking my cock inside you is like sticking it in a wall socket,’ he murmurs in my arms, sleepy with the exertions of pleasure. 
 
   I bury my face in the hair that smells of sun and sea and me. The reality of love has surpassed anything I could have imagined. I remember when Lana told me she was in love, and I had arrogantly claimed I never wanted to be under another person’s control or power. And now my words have come back to haunt me. My life seemed so empty before he came. I can’t even imagine life without him.
 
   At nearly two in the afternoon we go to the mainland for lunch. Jaron wears sunglasses, which make him look like a really cool movie star. He takes me to a shack, painted bright green with purple doors and yellow window shutters. The sign is in faded blue. It’s funky. And I like it a lot. Plenty of beers are cooling in a huge metal drum full of ice. A man called Ernie whom I met at last night’s party owns the place. 
 
   He makes an especially super-strong rum punch and puts it in front of me. ‘On the house,’ he says with a broad grin.
 
   Jaron shrugs.
 
   ‘Oh dear, looks like my reputation has preceded me,’ I say, taking a sip. It is delicious, but I remember what I have promised Jaron, and I don’t drink it as fast as I normally would. 
 
   We order barbecued chicken and sweetcorn local style. Jaron has chutney and one tiny drop of their scarily hot Scorpion Pepper Sauce, which he cautiously spreads on his chicken. It’s H-O-T-T-T hot stuff. Two drops, I am told, would make the food inedible! Even the label carries a warning to use it with discretion and not recommended for children.
 
   I heap my plate with fried plantain (yummy) and local avocados. Just when I think I am nearly done, Ernie comes out with hot dogs and burgers. We go into the tiny town where Jaron takes me to an old bell tower church. We climb to the top and can see for miles around. 
 
   Afterward we go into a little convenience store in the town. It is a rustic, sleepy place where there are no schedules to keep and everything runs on slow time. Jaron buys some pasta for our dinner. We go back to Ernie’s to drink one of his cocktails and watch the fading light dancing over the sea and the sand. Ah, the sand. So soft, so white, so pristine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Eighteen
 
   That night there is no moon. The islanders call it the dark night. A perfect time to catch land crabs. We go to the other side of the island where there are mangrove trees to hunt for some. 
 
   To catch them, Jaron lies on his side on the sand and sticks his whole arm up to his shoulder down into a hole in the ground while I shine the torchlight into the hole. It looks really dodgy to me, putting one’s arm into random holes in the ground, but Jaron tells me that even though the crabs are very skittish and sensitive they are blinded by the glare of the torch. They will stop in their tracks and only move again when the light is no longer on them. 
 
   ‘What if it’s the home of a snake or something?’ I ask worriedly.
 
   ‘Snakes don’t live in crab holes,’ he says totally undeterred by my reasoning.
 
   ‘You have done this before, haven’t you?’
 
   ‘All the time. There’s an art to it.’
 
   The first hole is empty. He reaches all the way into the other end of the second tunnel we find and comes up with his first catch. I scream. The crab’s body is the size of a fucking softball and its legs are about twelve inches long. And it also has a very large fighting claw. The claw alone is bigger than my hand. 
 
   ‘Want to try?’ he offers.
 
   ‘No fucking way. I need both my hands.’ I shudder at the thought.
 
   He laughs.
 
   ‘How many do you plan to catch?’
 
   ‘Maybe six.’
 
   ‘They are so big. Why do we need so many?’
 
   ‘I want to give them to Noel. Gwen makes a mean crab rice.’
 
   ‘Right. Will she kill them?’
 
   ‘Yup, after she has purged them. She keeps them in a cage and feeds them water and cornmeal until all the poisonous leaves and disgusting things they have eaten have come out of their system and then they are ready for eating.’
 
   I nod and point the flashlight at another hole in the ground. 
 
   When we have six in our sack we return to the house. 
 
   ‘Want to join me in the shower?’ he asks.
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Sure?’
 
   ‘Yeah. I’ll just sit here and wait for you.’ He goes in to wash and I sit watching the movements the crabs make in their sack. They seem pitiful, and doomed, crawling helplessly over each other. In the end I can bear it no longer—I take them to the end of the beach and upend the bag. They crawl out, seemingly dazed for a few seconds, but they recover quickly and crawl off in different directions. I sit on the beach and stare at the waves. It’s very peaceful.
 
   Jaron comes to sit beside me. 
 
   ‘What happened to my crabs?’
 
   ‘I let them loose.’
 
   ‘I see.’
 
   ‘I guess I am one of those proper hypocrites. Give me an indistinguishable packet of crab flesh in the shape of a dumpling in a Chinese restaurant and I’ll chow it down, but show me a live crab and I become Mother Theresa.’
 
   ‘I always secretly fancied Mother Theresa.’
 
   ‘Even her tree roots feet?’
 
   ‘Maybe not those.’
 
   I smile. There is something tight about his mouth. He doesn’t want us to carry on with the conversation I started. I hate prying. I’ve always minded my own business and never been nosy or even wanted to know what other people were doing. Even while they were telling me their business I was bored and often told them to quit it. And now for the first time in my life I want to know about someone else’s business and he doesn’t want to share it. Serves me right, I suppose.
 
   ‘Are you hiding something from me, Jaron?’
 
   He winces. ‘Maybe. But it’s not important.’
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   He hugs me. Hard. And suddenly I know: it is important. His secret is important.
 
   ‘Has it got something to do with Ebony?’
 
   Silence.
 
   ‘Maybe.’ His voice is very quiet.
 
   ‘Can’t you tell me?’
 
   ‘I will. But not yet. I need to trust you.’ My stomach descends in my body. I know with every fiber in my body that he is not sneaky, but I don’t like the sound of any of this at all.
 
   ‘OK.’
 
   ‘Want to try the Jacuzzi? I switched it on.’
 
   I feel heavy-hearted, but you know what? I’m not about to lose my shit. I’m just here for the sex. Everything else is whatever! For some strange goddamn reason tears are gathering at the backs of my eyes. Why?
 
   ‘Let’s go,’ I say in a high, bright voice and stand. A little voice says, what’s the matter, Billie? You jealous? No, I fucking am not. I’m not devastated. I’m not gutted. I’m just pissed off. And pissed off sex I can do. Until his dick rots off.
 
   So we go to the Jacuzzi and the sex is wild and angry and, in spite of the way I feel, explosively good. By the time we get out Jaron is looking at me funny.
 
   ‘Billie?’
 
   ‘Fuck you.’
 
   I stomp to the kitchen and pour myself a massive glass of rum. I drink it down like milk. And the breath that exists in my mouth could burn a rat to ash.
 
   He stands at the doorway.
 
   ‘What’s eating you?’
 
   ‘Nothing’s eating me.’ Asshole. And then something comes to rest upon my heart. It’s not his fault. It’s me. I thought I was liberated—that I could do the sex thing without wanting to get possessive and jealous and crazy. But the truth is I can’t. I want to call him mine. I fucking hate that Ebony is in the picture. ‘Just leave me alone.’
 
   ‘Is it the crabs?’
 
   ‘Go fuck yourself. Stop irritating me. I don’t want to talk to you.’
 
   ‘Well, what do you know? I want to talk to you.’
 
   I start pouring another glass. He comes and takes the glass from my hand. I glare at him. 
 
   ‘You don’t need this.’
 
   ‘How dare you!’ I literally scream at him. 
 
   ‘I dare because I care.’
 
   Something! Something vibrant and alive, something stronger than the best chemical high happens in my head. It shines. It illuminates. On the mainland a man is fucking a prostitute, a dog is foraging in the bins, a taxi swerves to avoid a bus, a man buys a woman a drink. I look into Jaron’s green, green eyes. They are festering with splendor. 
 
   You’ll regret this, Billie Black.
 
   Yeah? Maybe. Maybe he is duping me, but from where I am standing his eyes are transparent windows into his soul. Just reams and reams of honesty. He grabs my arm. Brings me to his hard body. Strange how I can’t even imagine a soft body now. 
 
   ‘I want to be inside you all the time,’ he says.
 
   ‘And I want you inside me all the time,’ I confess. The wound closes up, stops bleeding. Ah, that is how you heal the damn thing. 
 
   He kisses me. I come up gasping for air. I should leave it alone. But I can’t. I’m not made like that. I have to know the truth even if it hurts me.
 
   ‘Who is Ebony?’
 
   ‘Are you jealous?’
 
   ‘No, I’m fucking not.’
 
   ‘Then it doesn’t matter.’
 
   I scowl at him. ‘I don’t want to go out with someone who has a girlfriend.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘What do you mean why? Do you know of any other woman who would put up with that shit?’
 
   ‘But you’re not like other women. You’re unconventional. That’s what first attracted me to you.’
 
   ‘All right, I’m jealous,’ I shout. ‘Blindingly jealous. Jealous enough to rip your fucking eyes out. Now who the hell is she to you?’
 
   ‘She’s not my girlfriend. I work with her.’
 
   ‘Not selling real estate, you don’t.’
 
   He smiles, but it is a sad smile. ‘No flies on you.’
 
   ‘Erin told me that they have a really cool saying here—don’t let your mouth carry you where your foot can’t bring you back from. Why do you introduce her as your girlfriend, Jaron?’
 
   ‘She makes for good cover.’
 
   I swallow hard. I have wanted to know for a long time now. And now I will. ‘Why do you need cover?’
 
   ‘I’m a jewel thief, Billie.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Nineteen
 
   I blink. ‘You’re fucking what?’
 
   ‘I’m a jewel thief,’ he says slowly and clearly.
 
   ‘What the hell does that mean?’ I demand.
 
   ‘It means I target and steal the rarest, most precious stones on earth.’
 
   ‘So if you rob a safe and there is cash in there you won’t take that as well?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘I would but it would not have been the cash that drew me there in the first place.’
 
   I shake my head wonderingly. ‘So you’re a criminal? A common criminal.’
 
   ‘That’s one way of looking at it,’ he says totally unfazed.
 
   ‘What other way is there?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘It’s a semi-conscious form of social revenge.’
 
   ‘Social revenge? Semi-conscious?’ What the hell is he on about? I am so stunned it kind of all goes over my head. 
 
   ‘Hasn’t it ever occurred to you that the distribution of wealth in society is wrong to begin with? The outrageously rich are outrageously rich only because they have employed a variety of legal and illegal ways to steal from the rest of us. All I’m doing is righting the balance.’
 
   The breath comes out of me in a rush. ‘Are you serious?’
 
   ‘Yes, perfectly. I am a predator, but only to the ultra ritzy, rich vein of society. The ones that surpass me at thievery. Coming down to wine and dine at magnificent tables laden with silverware and fine food they sometimes find I have set a place for myself.’
 
   ‘So it’s not like, why work when I can steal?’ I ask sarcastically.
 
   He spreads his hands out. ‘There is an element of that.’
 
   ‘This is a profession where you can’t keep the pot boiling too long. Sooner or later you will get caught. You do know that, don’t you?’
 
   He smiles. ‘I know that. Master criminals are the stuff of fiction. They don’t exist in real life. But in the end, it is just the one life. What’s more important? How many breaths you take? Or how many moments take your breath away? My conscience is clear. I will die a peaceful man.’
 
   ‘It’s wrong. You’re stealing from people.’
 
   ‘Believe me, I choose my targets very carefully. The reason I have never been caught is I always leave a souvenir, a little tape of them misbehaving, behind. Catch me and the souvenir becomes public. These people are liars and cheats and pedophiles for whom the loss of a piece of jewelry is equivalent to you dropping a glove in the park. Sometimes they stage their own break-ins many months or even years later and collect the insurance anyway.’
 
   I frown. ‘Shouldn’t you be giving this information to the police, especially about the pedophiles?’
 
   He laughs bitterly. ‘When I made the first tape I was still young. It shocked and horrified me and I thought the world should know what this world leader was up to. I sent copies of the disgusting tape anonymously to the police and the media. I waited for days, and guess what? Nothing happened. Everything went on as before. We live in a sado-masochistic culture, Billie. It is a curious paradox of our society that no section of it is more addicted to sadistic behavior than those entrusted to prevent it: the judge, the police commissioner, the cop, the prosecutor, the politician, the industry leader, the media mogul… They cover for each other.’ 
 
   ‘So you are like some sort of Robin Hood?’
 
   ‘That’s one aspect. There is another more compelling aspect. I do it because danger is a compulsion for me. Even as a child I was always what the psychologist would term chronically bored. I needed more stimulation than others. I was glue sniffing, smoking, drinking, fucking anything in a skirt, taking drugs, fighting, indulging in random acts of vandalism, and motorbike racing just to chase away the boredom. The first time I stole I was sixteen. There was a very large house at the end of my street where a widow had lived alone. When she died her children began fighting over the will and it had been empty for some years. I broke into it one evening. 
 
   ‘It was as if I had entered Miss Havisham’s house in Great Expectations. All dust, drawn blinds, silver candelabras and antimacassars. But I can never forget the thrill of that first plunder. My mouth was dry, my heart was racing: the rush of larceny is like an orgasm, only better, so much better. I grabbed a bottle of brandy, a crystal ornament, and rushed up the stairs. The first door I opened was a bedroom. I opened a drawer and rifled through a woman’s silken underwear and felt almost dizzy with excitement. The sexual stimulation combined with plunder was indescribable, a feeling that was to stay with me all my life.’
 
   ‘And that’s it? You just became a thief at sixteen?’
 
   ‘Stealing is like any other profession. There is an art to it. It’s not all shinning up drainpipes and creeping into gutters. You’ve got to master the craft and use your brains. I learned very quickly that I had to fit in perfectly with my victims’ backgrounds—Mayfair, Belgravia, the Hotel de Paris in Monte Carlo, 41st to 43rd Street in New York, an English stately home, the Sydney Opera House, Ascot Races… You are never a suspect. You blend in with the wealthy, the famous and the greedy. Finding the right victim is paramount. The anticipation of the heist is like an imminent orgasm. The frisson of excitement before, during and immediately after a coup is indescribable.’
 
   ‘And you made all your money by stealing?’
 
   ‘No, I made a great deal of it by investing in the right properties. Mostly in London.’
 
   A thought occurs to me. ‘So you stole the blue diamonds you gave me?’
 
   ‘No, I bought those.’
 
   ‘Why buy when you can just steal?’ I ask suspiciously.
 
   ‘There is a protocol attached to selling stolen jewelry. Pieces have to be broken down to their parts so they are unrecognizable. In fact, offloading rare gems will soon become impossible once they are laser printed with their own signature markers.’
 
   ‘How does Ebony come into the picture?’
 
   ‘I almost always work alone, but occasionally she will undertake some small part.’
 
   ‘So she’s not your girlfriend?’
 
   ‘For a while she was. For a very short while. It was a mistake. Pleasure and business don’t mix… You’re the first person I’ve ever told this to. I know it must be very hard for you to understand.’
 
   ‘I once stole a rocking horse from Mamas & Papas,’ I say quietly.
 
   He frowns. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘At that time I couldn’t afford to buy it and I wanted it for my godson. I didn’t feel bad doing it—I knew that big companies like that have an allowance for pilferage. It didn’t have a security tag on it so I just picked it up and walked out with it.’
 
   ‘Ah, the most important trick of larceny. Bottle! The more blatant you are the more lawful it looks. Do it in broad daylight and carry a card that identifies you as a Fire Prevention Officer.’
 
   ‘So what happens now?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. Meeting you has confused me.’
 
   ‘Confused you how?’
 
   ‘I haven’t worked it out yet. Let’s just take it one step at a time, OK?’
 
   ‘OK,’ I say quietly, but joy is bubbling up inside me like a little fountain of water that has found its way from deep underground into the sunshine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty
 
   We leave the island and arrive back in England late in the afternoon. It is raining—big fat drops of cold rain. Nothing could be more different from the place we have left behind. I feel a little sad and a little frightened. We did not have sex last night. We simply cuddled and fell asleep in each other’s arms. The truth is I wanted to have sex. I wanted it to be as though nothing had changed. I was afraid that something had changed. And I wanted back the carefree, wild way we had been.
 
   Even after that first night something inside my body changed. Like he flicked a switch and everything I thought I was, everything I wanted, suddenly disappeared. And all that is left now is an aching hunger… Impossible to satisfy without him.
 
   When we reach his house I realize that I am far more exhausted than I thought. Perhaps I am even a little depressed. I know now that I can’t just ride into the sunset with him. There are problems—big problems, maybe unsolvable ones. He undresses me, slips one of his T-shirts over my head and puts me to bed. Not in the white room, but in his bed in his bedroom. His room is very large and full of light that comes from the sky. I look around tiredly. It is a sumptuous room. Chocolate and cream and beautiful old paintings. I guess it’s a man’s room. 
 
   He puts me into bed and gently kisses my forehead. 
 
   ‘Go to sleep,’ he tells me, the way an adult would instruct a child, the way I tell Sorab.
 
   I close my eyes and almost immediately fall asleep.  
 
   I wake up alone. I don’t call out. I simply get out of bed and go looking for him. There is no one upstairs so I go down the magnificent marble steps. I wonder if a time will ever come when I will not be impressed by their beauty. The banister is cold and smooth under my hand. I hear a whirling sound, like the blades of a fan going very fast. I go toward the sound. It is coming from the room with all the gym equipment. 
 
   I open the door and Jaron is in the middle of the room. He is dressed only in a pair of faded, loose, knee-length shorts. He is skipping but he is going so fast that the rope is a blur. It is the rope that is making the sound. He is moving from foot to foot. The movements he makes are very graceful and light. You would never believe it of a man his size. I close the door and lean against it watching him. He stops and looks at my reflection in the mirrored wall.
 
   ‘What?’ he asks.
 
   ‘You don’t want to know,’ I say watching his back muscles gleam with a sheen of sweat.
 
   He turns around and faces me. ‘Actually, I really do.’
 
   ‘I was thinking about licking the salt off your back.’
 
   He throws the skipping rope on the ground.
 
   ‘That is usually a punishment I reserve for naughty girls. Have you been naughty recently?’
 
   ‘Yes, I was very naughty this morning.’
 
   I lean forward and lick his nipple. It’s salty. I snare it between my teeth. ‘You smell like a bearskin rug,’ I mumble, and increase the pressure on the nub. Not even a flinch out of him. 
 
   ‘You’ve never smelt a bearskin rug, have you?’ His eyes are mocking.
 
   I let go of the nipple. There are teeth marks on it. ‘OK, you smell like what I think a bearskin rug smells like. Makes me want to get naked and lie on top of you.’ He reaches out for me and I evade his hand. 
 
   ‘Aaa,’ I say warningly and move around him. 
 
   I stand behind him and with great dedication I abandon myself to the job of licking the sheen of sweat off his back. He shudders and turns to look at us in the mirror. I swivel my eyes to look too. The picture we make is distilled sex. The slow licking looks obscene and that is perhaps why it is such a turn-on. 
 
   I feel myself getting wet. We watch ourselves avidly. Both of us mesmerized by what our bodies are doing. I slip my hand into his loose-fitting shorts and feel for the elastic of his smalls. With both hands I yank them both down his narrow hips. Wow! Instantly his erect member stands proud. It is always me who is nude while he is dressed. For the first time it is the other way around. It’s kinda hot.
 
   ‘Play with yourself,’ I tell him.
 
   He palms his mighty schlong and starts to stroke himself, all the while watching me. I feel rather pleased with myself. Maybe I miss being in control, making the other person submit to me. I stop licking and walk to the front of him. We look at each other. His jaw is clenched hard, but the expression in his eyes is maddeningly arrogant. And it occurs to me that he’s not doing what I want. I’m doing what he wants. Suddenly he moves—the movement is so sudden and quick it feels like an explosion of sheer male power and aggression.  
 
   To my shock I am now facing the mirror and he has grabbed me by the crack of my ass, his fingers digging into my pussy. Impaled thus he lifts me until I am barely on my tiptoes and walks me in that position toward the mirror. A foot and a half away from our reflection he stops.
 
   ‘Hey, that’s not fair,’ I squeal.
 
   Using the hand buried between my legs he lifts me higher so I am clean off the ground and in such a precarious position that I am forced to place the soles of my feet and my palms on the mirror and straight off I see what his intention has been all along. Evil bastard. Now he’s driving the train. 
 
   In the mirror my long T-shirt is bunched up around my hips, the soles of my feet are filthy, and between my spread thighs my sex has opened up like a flower, but also I see his large, manly fingers crudely buried inside my glistening hole. Underneath my pussy his erect cock bounces. 
 
   It could be the most vulgar and most horny thing I’ve seen in my life. Exposed and vulnerable and totally helpless in his firm hold. It looks so wrong and yet so badass good. Oh, hell yes.
 
   He stands there scrutinizing my dripping bits. The lips of my vulva rolled back in anticipation. 
 
   ‘Dirty bitch.’
 
   ‘Yes, quite,’ I say. 
 
   With a long finger he strokes the flowering part of my clit. ‘Play with yourself,’ he says smoothly. His smile is triumphant.   
 
   The power struggle between us makes my skin tingle, but he is also my sexual soulmate. Between us there are no inhibitions. Nothing is out of bounds. It also causes a maddening ache between my legs. My breath races, but I am so incensed by the way he has tricked me I think about refusing.  
 
   ‘You want to come, don’t you?’ he whispers in my ear. 
 
   I stare at Mr. Alpha stubbornly. 
 
   ‘Do it,’ he orders.
 
   I use my finger and begin to play with my clit.
 
   ‘Look at me while you do it.’ His voice is domineering.
 
   I look at him. At the pleasure he takes in taming me as I carry on playing with myself. I don’t take my eyes off him even as I succumb to the orgasm coming for me. It turns me inside out. I rock helplessly around his hand. When it is over I close my eyes, breathe gently and lean my head back. He kisses my neck. 
 
   ‘Milk time for pussy,’ he says, and lowering me to the floor, tilts my pelvis upward, and fucks my pussy into oblivion. Well, I don’t just stand there. I match him in his thrusts, impaling myself over and over on the hard rod. 
 
   ‘Jesus, you’re one wild fucking beast,’ he says. 
 
   ‘Yeah, feed the fucking cat,’ I pant aggressively, and lose myself in a haze of lust and heat and friction until he comes, spurting hot semen deep into me. He stills, heaving, his face buried in the side of my neck, and I squeeze his cock as hard as I can. It twitches inside me and he raises his eyes to me. His hands blanket me. One cups my breast. I turn my face toward his and we kiss. 
 
   Slow, tender, careful, and I feel myself float on a warm wave and dissolve into his mouth. His tongue and lips make love to my mouth while he crawls under my skin and into my heart. There is no other way to put it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-one
 
   Ebony rings my bell in the afternoon. I open the door and stand aside.
 
   She enters wordlessly. I lead the way to the living room.
 
   ‘Can I get you a drink? Vodka? Goat’s milk?’
 
   She shakes her head. She is wearing something that looks like a super-sheer, giant condom. To give her her dues, she has the figure for it. 
 
   ‘Have a seat.’
 
   She eases herself onto my sofa.
 
   I walk to the sofa opposite her and sit down. ‘Well, what brings you here, Ebony?’
 
   She smiles at me coolly, but I can see that she is seething. ‘You’ve been to the island?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ I say shortly.
 
   She smiles tightly. ‘He’s so predictable. Takes all his conquests there.’
 
   A hot bubble of pain starts in my bowels. The thought: he has taken her there. He takes all his women there.  
 
   ‘What do you want?’
 
   She smiles. ‘Did he catch land crabs for you?’
 
   I want to slap her hard, so hard I leave marks, but I swallow hard and keep my cool. ‘Is that what you came here for? To ask about my holiday?’
 
   That puts her back up. ‘Of course not. But he is very good at catching land crabs, isn’t he? He has the long arms of a gorilla. It is easy for him.’ 
 
   ‘True, he has beautifully long arms.’
 
   ‘So you had a good time?’
 
   By now I am barely hanging onto my temper and yet I know she is here for a reason and that she has secrets I want. ‘Yes, I had a very good time. Was there something you wanted, Ebony?’
 
   ‘In fact there is. I wanted to tell you that while you are enjoying Jaron’s large cock, don’t forget that you’re just a temporary diversion. One of many. You can’t even begin to guess how many. The man’s a slut. But I’ll always be in his life. We have something special. It transcends sex.’
 
   ‘Ah, that’ll be why he took me and not you to the island then.’
 
   Her eyes glitter with hatred. Jaron has no idea, but this woman is crazy in love with him. ‘You don’t know anything about him,’ she snarls.
 
   ‘What is it I should know?’
 
   She smiles a nasty smile. ‘Ask him what he does for a living. I think you will be rather surprised by the answer.’ With that she stands up and sails toward the door. I stand up and go after her. 
 
   ‘I know what he does for a living,’ I tell her.
 
   She laughs. ‘Oh yeah?’ she taunts. You see, she has one final, ominous parting shot. ‘Then ask him why he chose you.’
 
   I close the door after her. My mind is blank. I light a cigarette. My hands are shaking so much I stare at them in surprise. I go onto the balcony and watch her walk down the street toward an illegally parked bright yellow Mercedes. It is one of the ones I have always liked. Jaunty. The SL400. 
 
   A parking attendant is busily writing a ticket for it. Even from here I can see the ingrained expression of sanctimonious and self-righteous indignation on his long face. He has nearly finished writing his ticket. I exhale smoke from my mouth. My attention flicks away from the attendant to Ebony. She is strolling toward her car. There is not an ounce of distress or worry in her stride. I would have been running toward my car, waving my hands wildly, and cursing loud enough to wake the dead. Jewel thieves probably don’t have to worry about pissy parking fines.
 
   The parking attendant has already written his ticket, torn it off, put it into its yellow and black plastic case, and is in the process of pasting it on her windscreen when Ebony leans all her hot curves against the bonnet of the car. He turns and goes rather rigid. Then he fidgets and I can almost imagine him blinking and gulping. Who knows what Ebony says to him, but he looks around aggressively, as if demanding, ‘What? What the fuck is a mere man supposed to do in such a situation?’ 
 
   She says something to him and he actually preens. I’ve never seen a man preen. She tears the ticket from the windscreen and holds it out to him. It flops in her hand. The wind picks up and it waves half-heartedly. Like some sort of white flag. For a moment longer he hesitates. Then he looks around again and fidgets. Suddenly the ticket is back in his hand. She blows a kiss, gets into her car and waves at him, then revs her engine loudly before roaring off.
 
   And I stare at the sky and wonder what the hell I am going to do with my situation. It feels as if I have been left holding someone else’s parking ticket. 
 
   After a while I decide. I am not going to play into her hands. If she wants me to ask him then that is the wrong thing to do. Let him tell me when he is ready. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



When you’re twisting in the wind, don’t spit.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-two
 
   Jaron Rose
 
   ‘End of the Game’
 
   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqxn5POG0GI
 
   I walk the night clad in black. Unknown. Unseen. Unchallenged. A shadow among shadows. Rooftops to me are a home away from home. Like smoke I drift along them, slip into the most well-guarded keyholes, work around ultrasonic motion detectors, and drop a leg onto a smooth, rain-slicked ledge, so narrow it is more an architectural flourish than a shelf broad enough to house the dimensions of a human foot. 
 
   Let me tell you, when all you have are your hands and back flat against the wall and your shoes stick out over the edge of a twenty-one floor fall—one sneeze or one truly malevolent gust of wind and it’s all over—it is an indescribable adrenalin high. 
 
   This is the thief’s world: a life of compulsion, great passion, skill and danger. It is a fantasy world where it is a risk to disturb the grime on a windowpane. A glamorous world of priceless objects and a space where seconds can be more precious than hours or days in the ordinary world. It is an intoxicating, overwhelming, and addictive business. But it is not for the faint-hearted. It’s all about challenge.
 
   Sweat always breaks out on my brow when I pull on my black gloves, and fear, that old friend of mine, takes a stroll across my stage. At that moment I always smile, a grim smile of welcome. Only when you welcome the fear can you master it. Fear is useful—it alerts the senses, but only the intellect allows control. 
 
   After this initial surge of fear I become ice cold. 
 
   Normal people will find the long shadows caused by the low-level, non-invasive red service lights that virtually all galleries in the world employ murky and oppressive. Not me. I revel in them. They turn soaring vaulted ceilings into low, black voids of mystery. The arid tang of de-ionized air expelled by coal-filter dehumidifiers in museums: it’s perfume to me. And those security cameras mounted high on their walls that frighten you into not touching anything, well, let me tell you, they are not real. Real video would be too expensive to run. Most museums rely on containment technology. Take an Italian masterpiece off a wall and the gallery immediately seals itself with you inside it.
 
   When I think of myself I see myself silently weaving my way over a roof, or crouching on my haunches, or balanced on a parapet scanning for sighters on the street. It is what I was born to do. Even as a child I could shimmy up a tree like a koala bear. 
 
   But sometimes I think of myself falling seventy feet below onto a line of spiked protective railings. The spikes impale my thighs in two places. I have never forgotten the pain of pulling my flesh off of the unforgiving metal, leaving behind blood, bits of flesh and gore. I wake up sometimes haunted by that fall. In my nightmare the spikes enter my heart. Even so, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’d do it all again. 
 
   Even the fall.
 
   You see, real life, the one led by most people, is excruciatingly dull. Too dull for me. I’d rather be a persistent sinner. And I am that.
 
   I didn’t tell Billie the whole truth!
 
   I wanted to, but I didn’t.
 
   I told her I was a jewel thief and I gave her the impression that I do it for the danger. The high of knowing that this could be the last time and going ahead anyway. That my greatest passion comes from creeping on a roof, making a tunnel in a wall, avoiding the latest in security to get that loot. That is only true up to a point. 
 
   I was that. I walked around with an empty rugby bag to fill with spoils, but that was only until that day when, while sorting through a jumble of gems and glitter, ordinary pieces of diamond, out of someone’s safe, I realized I had landed a rare and magnificent 40.63 carat, heart-shaped Burmese ruby mounted on a 155 carat diamond necklace. 
 
   I held it up in the shine of my heavy-duty torch and a stimulus came from it. It was not sexual like the act of stealing. It was far more potent than that. It was love at first sight. It provided me with more satisfaction than any woman had ever provided. 
 
   I was captivated—mesmerized actually. I suddenly understood why people kill for these shiny objects. For me it was like standing on the deck of the sinking Titanic and debating if we would not have hit the iceberg if we had gone a little bit slower or steered the ship a little more to the north. The deed was done. The ship was sinking. 
 
   The compulsion to steal more of these beautiful stones is incredible, undeniable. The high is unobtainable by any other means. I have tried everything. Kinky sex in strange nightclubs, places where nothing is taboo, but nothing compares to stealing and collecting these beautiful objects.  
 
   Why didn’t I tell Billie that?
 
   Because telling her that would reveal something else. Something she will not like. My mobile rings. I look at it. It is Ebony calling. Something that involves Ebony. Something unfinished.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-three
 
   Billie Black
 
   I wake up early that day. Impossible to sleep. All night long I tossed and turned. Jaron did not spend the night with me. He said he had an important thing to do. And when he said it, I had an awful feeling in my belly. A premonition. 
 
   ‘What is it that you have to do?’ I asked him. 
 
   ‘It is not dangerous. I just have to help a friend,’ he said.
 
   ‘I’m afraid,’ I said.
 
   ‘Don’t be. It is nothing.’
 
   ‘Can I come with you?’
 
   ‘Oh, darling, I wish I could take you, but I can’t.’
 
   So I slept badly, woke up before dawn and spent my time drawing. But I could not concentrate and I hated everything I came up with. 
 
   I am surprised when the phone rings. It is Lana.
 
   ‘Did I wake you?’ she asks me.
 
   ‘I wasn’t in bed,’ I tell her. Her voice sounds strange and strained.
 
   ‘What is it?’ I ask her. I think I know even then that it will affect me. I close my eyes and wait for it. And it comes just the way I feared it would.
 
   ‘We were burgled last night,’ she says. 
 
   ‘What?’ My voice is hoarse.
 
   ‘Don’t worry, your sapphire is in the bank. There were only a few pieces in the safe.’
 
   ‘You were robbed?’ My voice is a shocked whisper.
 
   ‘They bungled it, though, and the police have already caught one of them. A woman.’
 
   I feel, I actually feel the blood drain from my face. ‘A woman?’ 
 
   ‘Yes, a woman. They have her in the cell and—’
 
   ‘Lana, what’s the woman’s name?’
 
   ‘I have no idea.’ She pauses with surprise. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘I just need to know. Can you find out?’
 
   ‘Of course. I’ll call Blake later and ask him.’
 
   ‘No. Now. I need to know now. Please.’
 
   ‘Billie, what’s going on?’
 
   ‘I promise I’ll tell you everything. Just find out her name first.’
 
   ‘OK, call you back.’
 
   I end the call and dial Jaron’s number. His phone is switched off. My hands are trembling. I clasp them tightly together. I unclasp my hands and cover my face with them. There must be some other explanation. I stare at the phone. The truth is I am unable to do anything else but stare at it. My mind is blank with shock. I want to tuck into a tight ball and simply sleep. When the phone rings I jump like a startled cat.
 
   ‘Billie,’ Lana says, and just by that one word I already know. ‘It’s Ebony.’
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   ‘What’s going on, Billie? She is accusing Jaron of being the ringleader.’
 
   A small, involuntary sound escapes my lips. In my head, I see Ebony taunting me. ‘Ask him why he chose you? Ask him why he is in your life?’ Of course, it all makes perfect sense now. When he met me at the exhibition he was casing Lana Barrington’s jewelry. I remember that night with incredible clarity. That’s what they were doing. Now I understood why he was so curious about Lana in the beginning. 
 
   And I was the idiot in the middle who led him to the crown jewels. I took him to Blake’s house. I made it easy. I try to remember, did he pause to look at the alarm by the door? Of course, he had always been curious about Lana. My breaths come in uneven gasps. Sorrow like I have never experienced, never imagined existed, hits me in the gut. I’m going to fucking cry. 
 
   ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later,’ I choke out.
 
   ‘Billie, I’m coming over,’ Lana says.
 
   ‘All right, come over.’
 
   The line goes dead and I feel my eyes begin to fill with unshed tears. He used me. It was all a lie. All of it.
 
   Suddenly I feel faint. Helplessness surges into me. I want to howl with anguish and horror, but I can barely whisper. I hold back the angry tears, but my throat starts squeezing and my eyes simmer painfully. Shit. I’m gonna cry. I do my best to blink them away but one or two start sliding down my cheeks. I see the expression in his eyes change. Pity? Fuck him. I’m not having anyone feel sorry for me. I force myself to sit down and show that I am calm. But my heart is as cold as a stone in winter.
 
   ‘Oh my God, Oh my God,’ I repeat as the tears flow down my cheeks.
 
   I have never been in such a situation before. Always it is Lana who is in trouble or who requires a shoulder to cry on. I am the strong one. When she comes through the door I am shocked to see the change in her. Like a different person. She wraps me within her slim arms and holds me for a long time. And for all that time I simply stand and absorb the love that pours out of her. 
 
   My chin trembles and I try very, very hard to get myself back in control. And in the end I do. And she must have felt it. With her hand still around me, she guides me to the couch. I sink down. It is a relief to sit. To have her take charge.
 
   The first thing she says surprises me. 
 
   ‘I don’t care if it was him, I’m not pressing charges.’
 
   I stare at her dumb-founded.
 
   ‘Blake is going to talk to Ebony and get some facts. Do you know where Jaron is now?’
 
   I shake my head. I feel such a fool. I’ve been so stupid. So blind.
 
   ‘Don’t worry, Blake’s people will find him.’
 
   I nod and then I look her in the eye. ‘I knew he was a jewel thief. And I didn’t care. He was stealing from the super rich. He was like a Robin Hood.’ My voice breaks on a sob. Listen to me. I sound like a total idiot. Robin Hood. He used me to steal from my friend. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry he stole from you. I’m sorry I brought him to your house.’
 
   ‘Oh, Bill! Please don’t be sorry. I would have given you those jewels if I thought you wanted them. They are not important to me. You are.’ She pauses for a moment. ‘And Jaron. Jaron is important to me too.’
 
   ‘What do you mean? He lied to me and abused your trust and friendship.’
 
   She shrugs. ‘I liked him from the first moment I met him, but I always had reservations about Ebony. So I’m not going to believe the worst of him until he has had a chance to explain.’
 
   I look at her, shocked that she wouldn’t give up on Jaron. At her refusal to judge him. Her phone rings and she takes it out of her bag and looks at it. ‘Let me take this call. It’s Blake.’
 
   ‘Hi, darling,’ she says into the phone and then starts listening. For some minutes she listens. Then she rings off and turns to me. 
 
   ‘This is what Ebony is claiming. Most of the heists are executed by Jaron alone, and once or twice she has been involved, but this time they connected with some low-level Mafia and it went wrong.’
 
   ‘Yes, he did tell me that he mostly works alone.’
 
   She frowns. ‘After all these years why would he contact the Mafia this time around then?’
 
   ‘I don’t know.’
 
   ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’
 
   I feel too exhausted and miserable and angry to answer. The shock is dissipating and in its place is a burning ball of anger. I don’t feel forgiving or loving or like I don’t want to judge him. Jaron Fucking Rose is a bastard!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty-four
 
   I feel overwhelmed by a dizzying sense of loneliness. I don’t fucking need him. I lie on the bed holding my vibrator. I lean my head back on my pillows, close my eyes and part my legs. I switch it on. And I think of him. I think of him when he kneels down in front of me and puts his mouth between my parted legs and drinks from my sex, and the desire roars through my body like a storm. The way dark blood rushes to my clit and everything becomes a flooding liquid. Just sucking and heat and hunger and furious fucking. I open my eyes and throw the vibrator across the bed. 
 
   I have a key to his home. 
 
   I call for a minicab and go to his house. I stand outside and look around me. A woman is walking her beautifully coiffured poodle. She gives me a condescending look. As if I’m in the wrong neighborhood. At another time I would have said something to her. But my mind is blank. I go up the steps and put the key in the door and then I realize I cannot go in. I will set the alarms off. I left the code at home. 
 
   I ring the bell. No one answers. I turn away and walk toward the Tube station and feel even more unhappy than I had felt before I came and saw the deserted house. Maybe I’ll get the code and come back, but I know I won’t. I feel drained. 
 
   I take the Tube home in a blank daze. I sink heavily into a seat and look up at the map. Only five stops and then I become so sad I can hardly move when it is my stop. I force my stiff body up and stumble out of the doors. At home I go and sit on the bed. For a while I am so stunned I sit and stare blankly into space. It doesn’t matter what he has done, I want him so bad I want to punch him for being so stupid, for using me, for cheating. Eventually I work myself up to a grand rage.
 
   Absolutely livid, my mind falls upon the idea of getting drunk, getting so totally wasted that nothing matters anymore. I think of the vodka bottle that is in the kitchen cupboard. A full bottle. I haven’t touched it since I made that promise to Jaron at the island. I haven’t needed it. I need it now. I feel like a caged animal. Today I need that feeling of calm spreading in my belly. Like warm milk. I will sleep then. 
 
   I go into the kitchen and yank open the cupboard door where the vodka is kept. With a furious grunt I yank it from the shelf and something flat and small wrapped up in a piece of paper falls to the ground. My hair stands on end. For a few seconds I cannot do anything but stare at it. I put the bottle on the counter and run my suddenly sweaty palms down my trousers. Then I pick up the package curiously. The paper is a note and it guards a key. My throat feels dry. I unscrew the vodka bottle and take a swig. My head feels as if it is spinning. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and look again at the note. 
 
   Go to the other place. 
 
   Beware of being followed. 
 
   112986316
 
   It’s all yours. JR  
 
   For many seconds I do nothing. My mind ticks furiously. He knew what I would do, but he also hid this note. The first thing I do is let my eyes carefully scan the room. Sorab’s cereal box is out farther than I usually leave it. I walk out into the living room. The leg of the sofa is not sitting in its old indent on the carpet. I run to my workroom and my drawings are in totally different places from where I left them. 
 
   I go back to the kitchen and study the note again. Then I exchange my bright red top and blue pants for a gray hoodie and black jeans. I learn the numbers by heart. I make a pocket in the pad of one of my bras and slip the key into it before wearing it. I take the battery out of my mobile phone before stuffing it with two large cloth bags into a small handbag. 
 
   Then I slip out of my apartment and walk to the Tube station. There I surreptitiously look around me. A man—he is young and thin—looks away as I meet his eyes. I won’t look in that direction again. The train comes and I board it. Five stops later I get out and start walking to the opposite platform. I sit on the bench and wait. A train comes but I don’t get on it. I look around casually and notice the man standing at the far end of the platform. When the next train comes I get into it. As the doors are closing I lunge out. The train whooshes away. 
 
   I look around me. There is no one but me on the platform. I run up the stairs and make for the Central line. There are only two Asian guys and a woman with a pram on the platform. An elderly woman appears. She looks at me with hostility. I have never seen her in my life. I am being paranoid. 
 
   The train is due to arrive in one minute. It arrives. I get on it and change again at Tottenham Road. I sit alone in the carriage and watch the train tear through the darkness of the tunnel. I get off at Goodge Street station. Here the amount of people thronging around me makes me feel safe. I get out of the station and take a taxi. I don’t go directly to the apartment. 
 
   I go to the coffee shop down the road and order a glass of orange juice. I sit with my drink and settle my nerves before going to the toilet and removing the key from the padding of my bra. I slip it into my pocket and casually walk to the building. It is on a quiet street. Most probably why he got it in the first place. I look around me and there is no one about. I read the names against the bells. So Myra lives in Flat 3. I give her direct neighbors a miss and ring bell number thirteen. No one answers. There is no one at Flat 14 either. I hit gold with Flat 15.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say making my voice sound as young and apologetic as possible. ‘This is Myra from Flat 3. Could you please let me in? I’ve left my key at home.’
 
   There is a rude grunt and the door buzzes open.
 
   I push it and enter. The lobby smells dank. I have a flashback of coming here with Jaron that first night. I was so high and excited I did not notice the smell or the dankness of it. I am too hyped to wait for the lift. I run up the stairs and hear my own footsteps reverberating loudly in the empty stairwell. To the third floor. I put the key in Jaron’s door and enter.
 
   Inside I lean against the door panting for a minute. My heart is pounding so hard I can barely hear myself think. All the curtains are drawn shut and it is dim. The flat is exactly the same as it had been that night. Spartan. Clean. Unwelcoming. In fact it has that sepulchral, crypt-like aura about it. I put my handbag on the hardwood floor, hurry to the bedroom and switch on a light. It is cold in the bedroom. I look around me quickly. The bed is made. I have an image of it unmade with both of us naked and clawing at each other. I don’t dwell on the image. It is not lost. I can still have it back.
 
   It is almost a cliché but I run to the wardrobe and tap on it. Well, what do you know? It is almost too easy. I feel a surge of excitement. I tap in different places and find that the whole fucking thing comes back hollow. 
 
   I sit back on my heels and stare at it. I yank all the clothes from the clothes rail and throw them on the ground. I start looking around the sides. The edges are all smooth and clean. It is too neat and well built. I know what I am looking for and I am closer than I think. In the end I find it. A little button just behind the door. I push it down and grin. 
 
   The panel slides back, so smoothly and silently that my eyebrows rise with admiration. The admiration turns to awe as the panel reveals what lays behind it. An oblong vault door made of solid steel. The rivets are so huge they are like those you see in bank heist movies. An electronic lock blinks at me. There appears to be a fingerprint scanner but Jaron must have switched it off and only one light is glowing red. Shaking with nerves and excitement I key in the numbers in my head and the light becomes green. Grasping the massive lever I heave the heavy door toward me. It swings open slowly.
 
   A room, an actual room yawns at me. 
 
   My skin tingles with anticipation as I take a step toward the darkness. I have the feeling that entering into it is akin to crossing an imaginary threshold into another world. Jaron’s world. I enter it without a second of hesitation. I feel the sides of the door and locate the light switches. The spotlights that come on blind me. I blink and then my eyes widen with wonder.
 
   Wow!
 
   I look around, my mouth open. The room is no bigger than about six by ten feet, but its walls are lined with glass cases and in them are the most marvelous, staggeringly beautiful jewels. There is a large armchair a step away from me and I collapse into it. This is where Jaron sits admiring his loot. I bring my feet up and curl up in the comfy seat. There is a small round table next to the chair with a remote. 
 
   I press play and the classical music fills the room. I don’t rate classical music. I have always thought it is boring music for boring people. I kinda like being tasteless and the lover of the lowest common denominator, but at this moment, this piece of music is perfect. It is fast and precise and full of drama. I imagine Jaron sitting here, with a glass of champagne, simply admiring his beautiful jewels. 
 
   By their fruit ye shall know them.
 
   For a long time I sit in the armchair looking at the dazzling pieces of jewelry in wonder. For the first time I understand what he meant when he said jewels are frozen music. The clarity is fierce and all-consuming. I know what I have to do.
 
   I spring out of the chair and going back out into the flat I retrieve my handbag and take out the cloth bags I had stuffed into them. It seems I had always planned to do this. I take the cloth bags back to the secret room. For a moment I stand framed in the doorway. I wish I could take a photograph, but I can’t for obvious reasons. Never mind—I will never forget this sight as long as I live. This amazing room that Jaron created. I go to the first showcase. It is not even locked. I press the glass and it springs open silently. I run my finger on the square pink stone. It must be a pink diamond. He has touched this. I take it away from its black velvet stand and hold it in my palm, savoring the weight of it. I hold it up to the light and it sparkles like crazy, scattering little pieces of light on the floor.
 
   I roll them all in toilet paper and bag them all quickly.
 
   In less than an hour the room has been ransacked. It looks strange. I feel a bit sad to think I have dismantled Jaron’s life’s work. But I switch off the light, close the safe, slide the panel carefully back, put the clothes back into the wardrobe and close it. I switch off the light and, opening the door, leave the flat carrying two plastic shopping bags. I go down the stairs and taking a deep breath exit into the street. 
 
   No one pounces on me. Phew.
 
   I walk quickly down the road and disappear into the Tube station. When I emerge it is in Victoria station. I buy a couple of small suitcases and put the bags into them. Then I head on over to left luggage, check the bags in and return to the Underground. On the Tube I put the battery back into my phone. I emerge out of the network in Green Park. I get out of the station and call Lana.
 
   ‘Hey,’ I say. ‘I need to talk to you and Blake.’  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Twenty five
 
   Blake’s private plane drops me off on the mainland. I take a boat out to the island and get the man to drop me off in the sea, swimming distance from the beach. 
 
   ‘You sure?’ the boatman says.
 
   ‘I’m sure,’ I tell him and jump into the water.
 
   ‘Must be island love,’ he says, grinning and starting his motor. 
 
   I kick off my shoes, pants and top and then I begin to swim. I spot him immediately. He must have heard the engine of the boat. 
 
   He is standing alone, a mountain of a man, his hands jammed deep into his trouser pockets, staring out into the sea. He looks so abandoned and so despondent that my heart bleeds for him. This is my man. For better or worse I’m sticking to him. 
 
   When my feet touch sand I begin to walk toward him. It is that first morning we arrived. Me coming out of the sea. Him watching and waiting on the beach. I come out of the water and walk up to him, my feet sinking in the soft sand noiselessly. About five feet away I stop walking and we gaze at each other. 
 
   Oh God, the sight of him. 
 
   In two days he has already picked up the kind of golden tan that I would kill for and there are blond streaks in his hair that I have fantasies about. Something quivers inside me. Damn it, he is just so mind-numbingly handsome it is unfair. Objectively, the guy is more fuckable now than I have ever seen him before. An image of him naked flashes into my mind. 
 
   He takes his hands out of his pockets and lets them hang loosely by his sides. I love his hands. Big, manly… Useful. For putting into crab tunnels. For the first time since I have known him he seems tongue-tied. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ I greet softly.
 
   ‘I didn’t run away,’ he mutters. 
 
   I barely catch it over the sound of the waves. He sighs. ‘I was working on a plan. You had to know that I chose you over the stones.’
 
   ‘I know that.’
 
   ‘And I wasn’t part of the team that tried to rob Lana’s jewels either.’
 
   ‘Oh! I know that.’
 
   ‘I was going to steal the pink diamond pendant that Lana wore to the art exhibition, but that was before I knew she was your friend.’
 
   ‘It’s OK, baby. I know you were not trying to hurt me.’
 
   ‘I love you. You know that, right?’
 
   Tears start slipping quietly down my face. ‘That’s good because I’m crazy about you.’
 
   He takes two steps toward me. ‘I want to marry you.’
 
   I grin through the tears. ‘That’s real handy. I always wanted to be married on a beach.’
 
   ‘I’ll have to go straight. We might have to pay taxes and stuff.’
 
   ‘That’s OK. I’m quite rich in my own right.’
 
   He looks at me quizzically. ‘You returned the jewels, right?’
 
   ‘Some,’ I agree non-commitally. 
 
   For a few seconds he looks at me with a mixture of shock and disbelief, and then he grabs me as if he owns me and pushes me to the soft sand and falls sprawled and laughing on top of me.
 
   ‘Tell me,’ he growls.
 
   ‘I gave Blake a few token pieces to return to their rightful owners in exchange for you.’
 
   He looks at me curiously. ‘Blake bought that? He’s too sharp.’
 
   ‘Of course he didn’t, but I told you there are benefits to being his wife’s best friend.’
 
   ‘Where are the gems now?’
 
   ‘In left luggage, Victoria Station.’
 
   ‘You left hundreds of millions worth of jewels in Victoria station?’
 
   ‘Relax. It’s the safest place for them.’  
 
   He laughs and runs his fingers along my cheekbone. ‘Oh, Billie. You are a girl after my own heart,’ he says, and there is such a look of love and tenderness that I feel my insides melt. I look into his eyes, molten gold in the bright sunlight and the reflections of the sand. My face feels hot and there is already a wet throbbing in the soft flesh between my thighs. 
 
   ‘Do you feel like fucking?’ I ask, arching my eyebrows.
 
   ‘Always.’
 
   ‘Because I’m ready to explode in a very unladylike way.’ 
 
   He looks at me the way I would look at a very beautiful gerbil. ‘I love you, Billie. I’ve never felt for anyone or anything the way I feel for you.’
 
   He takes my bra off and starts kissing my breasts. ‘You know,’ he murmurs, ‘I think I fell in love with you in that club on the very first night we met.’ 
 
   ‘And that’s why you didn’t call me, huh?’
 
   His gaze is warm. ‘I always knew I was going to call you. There is no one in the world like you, Billie Black. But I had problems. I didn’t know you were friends with Blake and Lana. And then Ebony became angry and contacted the Mafia and my cover was blown forever. The best way to get caught is to lose control and team up with impulsive psychopaths. I didn’t want to do it so she went behind my back.’
 
   ‘She’s in love with you, you know.’
 
   ‘No she isn’t,’ he retorts instantly.
 
   ‘You’re such a man. So clueless.’
 
   He frowns.
 
   ‘She came to see me.’
 
   ‘A fat lot of good that must have done her.’
 
   ‘Oi! Whose side are you on?’
 
   ‘Yours, yours and yours.’
 
   ‘Keep going.’
 
   ‘I’ve actually got to show you something.’
 
   My eyes flick meaningfully to his crotch. ‘Take off your trousers then?
 
   Patience, Black. Patience. He sits up and twists away from me, and I see that his entire back is filled with a massive spider tattoo. It is still raw and fresh.
 
   ‘Oh my god,’ I cry.
 
   ‘Do you like it?’
 
   ‘I love it,’ I scream. ‘But why?’
 
   He shrugs. ‘I never could before. I was always trying to blend into the background of the titled, the moneyed and the famous. I’m finished with all that now.’
 
   ‘It’s totally boss.’
 
   ‘Good. Because I did it for you.’
 
   ‘Does this mean you get to be on top until that spider heals?’
 
   He cocks an eyebrow. ‘Let’s get one thing straight, Miss Black. You’re always going to be underneath me. Got that?’ 
 
   ‘Loud and clear.’
 
   His grin flashes. ‘Now get fucking naked.’
 
   ‘Make me,’ I say.
 
   And he does. 
 
   The End
 
   


 
   
  
 



Interested to know more about Blake and Lana Barrington? 
 
   Read about them in The Billionaire Banker Series.
 
    [image: Description: TBBS Books1-3  Box Set (1)] 
 
   Links:
 
   Amazon.com:  http://amzn.to/1rvPuOs
 
   Amazon.co.uk:  http://amzn.to/1xtZoVH
 
   Amazon.ca:  http://amzn.to/1DRFLZm
 
   


 
   
  
 



Finally, here is a sneak peak into the contemporary romance I am writing with newcomer to this genre, Laura Jack. 
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Chapter 1
 
   Tori
 
   ‘I beg your pardon,’ Dr. Maurice Strong, London’s top plastic surgeon, said with a perfect mix of British snobbery and professional contempt.
 
   Anybody else would have cringed, but not Britney. She had absolutely no problem repeating her certifiably weird request.
 
   ‘I want you to make my eyes look like a cat’s. You know, going upwards, like this.’ She laid her forefingers on the outer corners of her eyes, and pulled the skin upwards, as high as her seventeen-year-old skin would stretch.
 
   Dr. Strong glanced at me as if he suspected this was some sort of a schoolgirl prank. 
 
   I’ll admit it was a feat not to laugh at the crazy scene unfolding before my eyes, but I was damn good. I kept my expression shit-hot blank. It was more than my job was worth to express even a hint of mockery at Britney’s frequent forays into lunacy. I was paid by her father to follow her around, fetch, carry, and generally baby her. 
 
   How can I describe my job? Well, I guess, it was a bit like the ass-wipers of ancient China. No, I’m kidding. Straight up serious. Apparently, every great emperor had a manservant whose sole duty was to carefully clean his master’s ass after he had done a number two, and carry the precious royal droppings away to be disposed of. But here’s the best part of this little nugget from the past. You’d think that would have been considered the most horrible occupation a man could have, wouldn’t you? 
 
   Not so. 
 
   Since the emperor was considered a god in human form, direct from heaven itself, it was an awesome job eagerly fought over by many candidates. The lucky guy got to smell and dispose of a god’s poop. Unfortunately for me, other than the silent laugh factor to my job there was no such satisfaction in mine.
 
   Getting nada from me, Dr. Strong pushed his glasses halfway down his nose (strange how plastic surgeons never have great noses) and peered frostily at Britney from the top of his gold-rimmed glasses. It was obvious that he thought she needed professional psychiatric help. 
 
   ‘You want me to operate on your eyes to make you look like a … a … cat,’ he enunciated slowly, the last word dropping like a brick into the frigid air of his consulting room.
 
   ‘Yes, that right,’ Britney confirmed, nodding her blonde head eagerly, and flashing a heartbreakingly happy smile at him. 
 
   I could already see what was coming.
 
   Dr. Strong sighed, as if he had done this way too many times, or he might actually prefer the ass wipe job. He clasped his hands on his desk and looked at her sternly. ‘I’m sorry Miss. Hunter but I’m here to make people look better not turn them into ridiculous freaks.’
 
   ‘No, no, no, you don’t understand,’ Britney launched hastily into an explanation, sheer panic turning her voice into the high, whinny drone that always hurt my ears. ‘It will look brilliant.’
 
   ‘It may look brilliant, but I’m afraid I’m not the doctor for you.’
 
   ‘Oh, but I want you to do it. You’re the best,’ Britney wailed. He didn’t know it, but we were this close (half-an-inch between thumb and forefinger) to a full-blown tantrum.
 
   Dr. Strong looked like he was sitting on a toilet and had not eaten enough fiber to make it a worthwhile exercise. ‘Then take my advice and stop trying to ruin a perfectly good pair of eyes.’
 
   ‘I’ll pay more,’ she offered suddenly. 
 
   Oh! Britney, Britney.
 
   For the first time a flash of anger showed on the good doctor’s face. He speared her with a stink glance. ‘If there is another issue you wanted to discuss then please do so, otherwise this appointment is over.’
 
   ‘But …’ Britney cried petulantly. ‘You did my nose and my boobs. You have to do my eyes.’ 
 
   ‘I don’t have to do anything.’
 
   ‘Oh please,’ Britney begged. 
 
   ‘If you insist on cat eyes no doubt there will be other surgeons interested in taking on the … project.’
 
   ‘I don’t want to go to anyone else. You’re the best.’
 
   He closed the file on his desk and looked at her with cold finality.
 
   ‘This is so unfair. I want cat eyes. I’m not asking for something unreasonable. And I’m paying. You can’t just turn me away,’ Britney raged.
 
   ‘Miss. Hunter,’ Dr. Strong reprimanded strictly. ‘Kindly do not waste any more of my time.’
 
   Britney jumped up and I quickly followed suit. 
 
   ‘Come on Tori,’ she ordered huffily, and proceeded to stalk out of the office with her nose held high in the air.
 
   I shrugged apologetically at the doctor and followed her out.
 
   She ran past the waiting room and rounded on me in the corridor. ‘I have to find a way to make him operate on me,’ she said desperately. ‘Can you help me to convince him?’
 
   ‘Me?’ I asked startled.
 
   ‘Yes, you. You’re always so sensible.’
 
   ‘To be honest I think your eyes are beautiful as they are.’
 
   She looked at me the way I always imagined Cesar looked at Brutus.
 
   ‘What?’ I asked, bewildered. It’s not like we were best friends or anything.
 
   ‘You don’t want me to be beautiful,’ she screeched suddenly, and ran off in the general direction of the toilets.
 
   I stared after her for a few seconds before I turned around and slammed into a perfectly solid wall of cologne-scented, honest to goodness, male muscles. Strong, wonderfully warm hands curled around my forearms. I looked up. Okay, long tanned brown throat, unshaven jawline …
 
   Oh! My! God!
 
   Amused, bright green eyes fringed by eyelashes that rightly should have belonged to a girl; straight, black, cocked eyebrows; disheveled hair, and a badass smile curved on the sexiest most deliciously full lips. The kind you just wanted sink your teeth into. Oh, and just before I faint, a chin dimple just made a late entrance to the party. This was exactly the kind of man my best friend, Zodie would call, ‘a happening guy.’ Things happen around him.
 
   ‘Whoa,’ he said.  
 
   How can I describe his voice? Warmed up chocolate sauce poured slowly down my naked back. Swoon, my ass, I fucking shivered.
 
   ‘Whoa, yourself,’ I croaked.
 
   He bared his straight white teeth in a grin. It was one of those magic grins that made me want to suck it off his face. 
 
   ‘Was that my sister I just saw bolting into the toilet for a quick meltdown?’
 
   I swallowed hard. This was so not how I expected to meet Britney’s famous brother. ‘Could be, if you’re the rock star brother.’ 
 
   Cash Hunter’s green eyes looked like they were on fire. ‘That’s me, babe. Rock star brother.’
 
   ‘Now might be a good time to let go of me,’ I croaked.
 
   ‘Give me one good reason I should?’ he countered lazily.
 
   My eyebrows flew upwards. ‘My knee’s reckoning on an upwards trajectory?’
 
   Grinning, he let go of me and raised his hand up in surrender. ‘Looks like I caught me a wild cat.’
 
   My legs played up a little as I took a step back.
 
   He watched me ‘Where have you been all my life, Beautiful?’
 
    I gave a fake laugh. ‘Are you deliberately using bad lines to save on contraceptives?’
 
   The leather-clad, powerhouse of sexy goodness threw his head back and laughed. That early in the morning the vodka fumes that hit my nostrils were strong enough to make me dizzy.
 
   ‘What’s going to work on you, wild cat? My cock wants to say hello to your pussy?’
 
   ‘Breath mints might help,’ I retorted.
 
   ‘Damn, you sure know how to suck the juice of out a tender moment.’ He rummaged around in his pocket and popped a mint into his mouth. ‘Now unless you don’t like a long, thick, cock we’re good to go.’
 
   I looked up at him with frosty eyes. ‘Personally I think size is overrated.’
 
   His eyes gleamed. ‘Baby, we’re in luck. There’s a man on the other side of the corridor who can customize my dong into the right shape and size for you.’
 
   ‘Hilarious,’ I said unenthusiastically. 
 
   ‘I bet I can make you call me Daddy,’
 
   ‘Thanks, but … ugh no..’
 
   ‘Right: change of tack. Not that I’m giving up on getting you into my bed or anything, but want to have dinner with me tonight?’
 
    He was too beautiful to be real. 
 
   The door behind us opened.
 
   ‘Cash,’ squealed Britney. 
 
   Cash winked at me before he turned his attention to the figure flying at him. He caught her as she wrapped her arms and legs around him like a big kid.
 
   ‘How did you know where to find me?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Isn’t this your second home?’ he asked dryly.
 
   ‘Not anymore. Dr. Strong won’t do my eyes,’ she grumbled.
 
   ‘Oh yeah. Why not?’
 
   ‘He’s says I’ll end up looking like a ridiculous freak.’
 
   ‘Hmmm… what did you want done?’
 
   ‘I want cat’s eyes.’
 
   Cash’s gorgeous eyes widened. He nodded slowly as she told him about her appointment with Dr. Strong.. 
 
   ‘Well, PooBear. I think cat’s eyes are a great idea.’
 
   Jesus. Madness must run the family.
 
   ‘You do,’ Britney asked brightly, her whole face shining with hope.
 
   ‘Absolutely. It’s a great look. It’ll make you look like one of those beauties from the fifties and sixties.’
 
   ‘What?’ Britney frowned, and climbed off her brother.
 
   ‘Yeah, you know like Zsa Zsa Gabor.’
 
   ‘Zsa Zsa Gabor. Who’s that?’
 
   ‘It’s from Dad’s time,’ he supplied with a wise nod. ‘Oh, and like …er … what was the name of that comedienne who died recently?’ He clicked his fingers and looked at me. 
 
   ‘Joan Rivers,’ I suggested helpfully. 
 
   He stopped clicking and pointed at me. ‘That’s the one.’ He turned towards his sister who was looking at him with dismay. ‘Great look,’ he said approvingly.
 
   ‘But they’re both so old.’
 
   ‘So what. They had style. Style never dies, Come on, let’s go and see Dr. Strong together. I’ll help you to convince him.’ He took her arm.
 
   Britney held back. ‘Hang on a minute. I don’t think Dr. Strong might have been right. I should think about this a bit more.’
 
   ‘Oh,’ he said innocently. ‘Are you sure?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ she said lamely.
 
   ‘In that case,’ he turned to me, ‘how about introducing me to this lovely creature.’
 
   Britney turned to me. ‘Oh, this’s Tori Diamond. Dad hired her to be my PA.’
 
   He extended a hand out. ‘Hello, Tori Diamond. Cash Hunter, Britney’s rock star brother. How nice to meet you?’
 
   I stepped forward and put my hand into his ridiculously strong hands. Jesus, these were some hands. My imagination ran away with me. One finger inserted deep inside me, and curling to stroke me. Oh hell! Whew! Was it hot in that corridor or what? Heat crept up my neck. 
 
   He smirked. The smarmy bastard. 
 
   I cleared my throat. ‘Charmed, I’m sure,’ I said in the poshest voice I could muster.
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