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        Tyson

        (Eight Years Old)

        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mWRsgZuwf_8

        Demons

      

      

      “Oh! My God. Your face. What happened?” my mother screams as she rushes towards me.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, taking a step back.

      She grasps my chin roughly in her hand and turns my face left then right while her eyes examine my face. It’s afternoon and I can already smell the reek of alcohol on her breath. “Who did this to you?” she demands.

      I shrug. Even having her hand on my face is painful, but I don’t allow myself to flinch.

      “Tell me,” she commands, her eyes flashing with fury.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Tyson Friedman, if you don’t tell me right now, I swear, I’m going to ground you for a whole week.”

      I stare into her eyes rebelliously. Let her. I don’t care if she does.

      “Please, Ty, tell me,” she begs. She knows I can never resist her when she pleads for something.

      “Johnny Matteson called you a whore, and said I was the son of a gyppo. I punched him and his gang jumped on me.”

      She blinks in shock then draws a sharp breath. I see her throat work as she swallows hard. Releasing my chin, she straightens. Her eyes flick away from me as she sways unsteadily inside her dressing gown. On TV the music for Countdown starts. It is one of her favorite shows. My mother is clever and often she has the answers before the clock stops ticking. Her hands shake as she flicks a lock of hair from her forehead.

      “Mary Mayweather must have started that rumor. I’ll go to the school tomorrow and talk to the headmaster,” she says vaguely. We both know she’ll do no such thing. By tonight she’ll be so drunk she’ll have forgotten the entire incident.

      I touch her arm. “Is it true? Is my father a gyppo?”

      She drops to her knees, her eyes suddenly fierce. She still loves him. Desperately. “He’s not a …  gyppo. He’s a traveler. A wild and beautiful gypsy.”

      I stare at her face curiously. How transformed it is when she speaks of him. “Where is he now?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s not important.”

      “Tell me about my father, Mom. Please.” I look at her with begging eyes.

      “When you grow up I’ll tell you.”

      I shake my head in frustration. “Why should Mary Mayweather know more about my father than me? If you don’t tell me I’ll never be able to protect myself against the lies of Johnny Matteson and the other kids.”

      For a long time she says nothing. Then she nods. “Come,” she says, and takes me to her room. It smells in mom’s room of stale sweat and alcohol. She sits on the bed and pats the place next to her. I position myself beside her. Taking a deep breath, she opens her drawer and pulls out an old Bible. From between the pages she pulls out a polaroid strip. One of those you get from photo booths. She strokes the length of it lovingly before she hands it to me. “That’s your father.”

      I take it in my hand and stare at the picture. I cannot believe that young laughing girl who looks so full of life and vitality is my mom. She is unrecognizable. I stare at the man, drinking in his features. He has the same coloring as me, straight dark hair and bright blue eyes.

      “Does he know about me?”

      “He knew I was pregnant.”

      “Where is he now?” I gasp. My voice is awed. All my life I’ve wondered about my father. My mother never wanted to speak of him. Every time I asked she would start crying so I stopped asking, even though the questions burned inside me.

      She smiles sadly. “He lives in Chertsey.”

      “Can we go and see him?”

      Tears start rolling down her eyes. “No.”

      I take her hand in mine. Already mine are almost as big as hers. “Don’t cry, Mom. Please, don’t cry.” I hate to see my mother cry, but I have to know about my father. I want my father to come and save us. I want him to make my mother stop drinking. I want her to go back to being the happy girl in the picture. “Does he not want us?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Why?” I whisper.

      “Because …” her voice trembles, “because … he already has another family.”

      My eyes widen with astonishment. “Another family?” I echo.

      “Yes, he has a wife and children,” she sobs.

      “Children? He has other children.”

      “Yes.” She closes her eyes and tries to compose herself.

      “How many?”

      “Three boys and a girl.”

      “I have three half brothers and a half sister.”

      “Yes,” she admits.

      “Do they know about me?”

      She shakes her head vigorously. “No. No one knows about us. And you must promise never to tell anyone about this.”

      “What’s my father’s name?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “Tell me. I must know. I have a right, Mom.”

      “What difference would it make?”

      “I want to know. I deserve to know.”

      She bites her lip.

      “Please, Mom. I’ll never tell.”

      She hesitates.

      “I promise I’ll never tell anyone.”

      “You must never tell anyone,” she cries.

      “I’ll swear I’ll never tell.”

      “Your father’s name is Patrick Eden.”

      

      
        (One Week Later)

      

      

      “What d’ya want with Patrick Eden?” the man growls. His eyes are black and full of suspicion.

      I look up at him without flinching. “I’m a friend of his son.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Which son?”

      “Jake. Jake Eden.”

      “It’s the house with the blue curtains.” He points a dirty finger down the road.

      “Thanks Mister,” I say and set off down the road. The house is opposite a field and beyond woods. There are caravans at the end of it. I walk past the house and make for the trees bordering the field. It has been raining. I cross the rain soaked grass and lie down on my stomach in a hollow in the ground. The smell of the wet earth fills my nostrils. The scent of the leaves is fresh and good. This is a good part of the world. Not like Kilburn. Where it smells of traffic and smoke and despair. The grass is cold on my bare legs.

      Lying on my belly, I wait.

      The sun comes out and the blue door of the house opens and out runs a little girl. My sister! She is wearing a yellow dress. She stands just inside the gate and jumps up and down with impatience. From inside the house a woman shouts.

      “Shane, go outside and watch your sister.”

      A boy with dark hair emerges He opens the wooden gate and immediately the girl rushes through. She is holding a kite. He is taller than me. I watch them fly the kite. Then an even older boy comes out. There is no doubt that he is my brother. He looks a lot like me. In fact, he just looks like an older version of me.

      “Jake!” the girl screams. “Look at me. Look how high my kite is.”

      He laughs and starts walking towards them. Another boy, he is smaller than Jake, but bigger than Shane and the girl, appears at the doorway.

      “Dom, come and see me,” the girl screams delightedly.

      The oldest boy turns and waits for Dom. As I stare at my half brothers and sister in fascinated astonishment, a car pulls out and my breath catches. A tall man walks out. Instantly, the girl lets go of her kite and it flies off into the clouds. She runs towards him with arms outstretched and screams, “Daddy.”

      My father!

      I see him pick her up and swing her around while she squeals and howls with laughter. I watch the family gather around their father, my father. I watch him open the boot of his car and take out presents for them all. I hear their excited voices. I see the woman that comes out of the house and how she smiles proudly at her happy family.

      I feel a sting of hatred for her. What about my mom?

      I feel the hot tears slide down my cheek. A long time after, they go into their home and close the door. I lie on the cold, damp ground. It’s not fair. They’ve got everything and mom and me have nothing.

      

      
        (Nine Years Old)

      

      

      I pour the hot coffee into the flask and press the stopper lip on its mouth then screw on the cap. I put it on the breakfast tray next to the buttered toast, pop out two headache tablets into a small plastic cup, and carry the tray to my mother’s bedroom. This is my ritual every day before I go to school. By the time mom wakes up the toast will be cold, but she says she doesn’t mind. The most important things are the two headache tablets and the hot coffee.

      I open her door and set the tray on her bedside table. The smell in my mother’s room is intolerable. Especially now in winter when the windows cannot be opened much and the stench is all pervasive. As a rule I never linger. I turn away, but something catches my attention.

      Mom’s hand.

      Hanging over the edge of the bed. Even in that fleeting glance my brain instinctively notes the stillness, the blue of the fingernails. Slowly, I turn back and look at her face. It is buried in the pillow. I touch her shoulder and jerk back.

      Her body is as cold as ice.

      Terror grips my body. “Mom,” I whisper. My voice is hoarse with fear.

      I stare at the still body.

      “Mom.”

      The body doesn’t move.

      “MOM.”

      Nothing.

      I grasp her shoulders and shake her. Her body is stiff. I turn her around. There is vomit around her mouth and down her chin, neck, clothes. Her eyes are closed. I stare at her dead face for the longest time. Then I put her back on the pillow and go to the living room. I call the police. Calmly, I tell them my mother is dead and give them my address. Then I go back to my mother’s room and open the windows. Cold air rushes in.

      I cannot have the police smell my mother. I cannot have anyone think less of my mother. I clean off the vomit. I change her nightdress. Her underwear looks yellowed and dirty. I pull it off her thin legs. Her smell is now overpowering. I run some hot water into a basin and squeeze some shower gel into it. Gently, I wash her body with a hand towel. Then I take a fresh set of clothes from the cupboard and dress her in them. I comb her hair and powder her face. I find a case of pink lipstick and carefully drag it over her cold lips. I liberally douse her body with perfume. Lily of the Valley. It stings my nose.

      I spray her bedclothes and the entire room with the same bottle.

      I don’t close the windows, because I’ve learned that her smell gathers very quickly when the windows are shut. The scent of her perfume is overpowering. There is no way for the other smell to overtake it. The police will be here soon.

      She looks quite pretty so I don’t cover her face.

      I don’t feel fear or pain. Comfortably numb, I sit on a chair and wait for the police to arrive. They come with an ambulance. The men pronounce her dead immediately and take her away on a stretcher.

      A policewoman sits me down at the kitchen table. She smiles kindly at me. “Where’s your father?” she asks.

      “I have no father.”

      She looks concerned. “Do you have grandparents?”

      I shake my head.

      “What about uncles and aunties?”

      I shake my head again. My mother was an orphan. She grew up in a foster care system that she hated. She always swore that she would never let the state get their hands on me. When social workers used to come to visit, both my mother and I would pretend that she had stopped drinking.

      She frowns. “Do you have no one at all?”

      I think of my father holding my half sister high above his head and swinging her around. I think of them laughing. I think of them going into the house with their presents. I think of the promise I made to my mother. I will never betray her. Not as long as I live.

      “No,” I say quietly.

      That slight hesitation makes her frown. “You will have to go to a foster home if you have no one. Are you sure you have absolutely no one?”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I say flatly. My voice rings in my head.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    







            Tyson

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      
        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wFhs7WVvuXk

        Thunder

      

      

      “For a fuckin’ tight bastard Brad Sommers sure knows how to throw a lavish party,” I observe, looking around the luxurious penthouse. It’s overflowing with beautiful people he has flown in from all over the world to enjoy his hospitality, admire his generosity, and envy his great fortune. This party is supposed to be in my honor, but in fact he wants the whole world to know he is the proud owner of Magnificent Obsession, the champion horse I bred for him.

      “Yeah,” Chaz agrees with a laugh. “When he throws a party, you have to look past the fact that he is a total dick. Anyway, you bloody deserve this bash. How do you do it? How can you tell that a three-year old foal will become a champion horse?”

      “I don’t know. I just do,” I say with a shrug. It’s true. There is no science to it. It is pure instinct. Horses are my work, my life, and my passion. I have no time for human beings. They are disloyal, greedy, cruel, ungrateful, self-obsessed, vain creatures. Horses. They are gentle beasts capable of great love. Every horse I have bred I have loved with all my heart.

      Kinda breaks my heart even now to know Magnificent Obsession will be the property of such a shallow philistine like Brad. He’ll never see her as anything more than an expensive bit of horseflesh with the potential to bring him the fame and adulation he craves. I wish she could’ve gone to someone a little more worthy of her. Somebody who could appreciate her as more than a fast set of hooves.

      Chaz throws an arm around my shoulders. “Come on, Tyson. I dare you to show me that all the legends about an Irishman’s ability to hold his liquor aren’t bullshit.”

      I chuckle at the challenge. Chaz has no idea. To start with he’s been drinking all afternoon, and is already halfway in the bag. Even if he wasn’t I could drink him under the table no problem. They didn’t call me Hollow Legs back at the young offender’s correctional institute in Ashfield for nothing. “You might find yourself regretting that challenge, my friend,” I warn.

      “Empty words,” he taunts with a cheeky smile.

      We make our way to one of the three bars set up for just the occasion and I order a double whiskey neat. Chaz wants to see what I can do? Why not?

      “There he is!” Brad’s enthusiastic voice booms over the party noises from across the room. I wince inwardly as I turn to face him. “The miracle worker! The man who’s gonna get me a permanent seat in the winner’s circle! You should come work for me. I promise to make it worth your while.”

      I laugh, but it’s strained. I regard him from above the rim of my glass. I received his payment for Magnificent Obsession, so I know how much coin he dropped on her, but even the idea of working for him makes my skin itch. “Let’s wait until she wins a few more times before you crown me.”

      “Look at all that modesty.” His eyes glitter with excitement.

      To a man like him she will always be just an investment. He will never see beyond her shining perfect form. If she was injured tomorrow he would never suffer other than to regret the investment.

      He slings a hand up to my shoulders, and I smell sweet champagne on his breath. “So how do you like it?” he asks, swinging his arm in an arc to encompass the entire suite. It’s grand, to be sure, with its high ceilings—four or five meters, in my estimation—and windows which stretch the full height and length of three walls, granting guests an incredible night view of the twinkling lights of Paris. Fuck knows what he paid for the privilege.

      “It’s like sitting on a cloud, looking down on the city below,” I sum up.

      Throwing his head back, he starts cackling like a fucking hyena, the action pitches him off-balance and he starts to fall backwards. I catch him in time to keep him from cracking his head open on his fine Italian marble floor. He pats me on the hand as I set him upright.

      He winks at me. “Magnificent Obsession is a hell of a lot prettier and faster than any blue-chip share.”

      If I stay around him any longer my fist is going to end up connecting with his jaw. I take a belt from my whiskey. I look around and wonder where the hell Chaz escaped to.

      He leans against the bar and looks at me with a sly expression. “Actually, I could introduce you to a few pretty things that are so fast they’ll make you see Jesus!”

      Before I can react, he signals to a woman in a long red dress and she immediately starts walking towards us. One look at her and I can see that she is a high-class hooker. I finish my whiskey and signal to the bartender to refresh my drink.

      “Hellllllllo,” she drawls.

      “Be nice to him,” Brad says, and walks away.

      “Gosh, you’re a good looking one,” she says looking up into my eyes and running her manicured nails along my jacket lapel.  Her perfume lingers in the air between us.

      “Listen, I’m flying out tonight. So this might not be such a good idea …” I shrug.

      “I don’t need the whole night,” she whispers.

      I take her hand in mine and put it on the bar. “Thanks sweetheart, but I’m not really in a party mood tonight.”

      “That’s a pity. We would have had a great time together,” she says, and even manages to look regretful.

      I leave her and take a slow walk around the perimeter of the room. It seems like some of the most beautiful women in Europe are gathered in Brad’s vast living room.

      “See anything you like?” Chaz asks from my side.

      “How the hell do you randomly pop up out of nowhere?” I ask with a frown. “And while I’m at it, where the fuck did you disappear to while I was trying to keep myself from punching Brad in the mouth?”

      “Oh, sorry about that,” he says with a sly grin. “I was busy. A redhead pulled me aside and asked me a thousand questions about you. Beauty she was too … fucking legs that went up to her neck.”

      I take a sip of my whiskey. “Really now? Why didn’t she come up to me herself?”

      He shrugs. “I’m not as intimidating as you. Women see a short guy with a dad bod and automatically think he’s easy to talk to. One of the many misconceptions I have to deal with on a daily basis.”

      “Like they don’t warm up real quick when they find out how full your bank accounts are,” I say dryly.

      “If I can keep them hanging around long enough to find out,” he points out, laughing.

      I scan the room lazily, my eyes traveling over the many firm, half-naked bodies, some of which sway in time with the music pumping out of Brad’s exceptional sound system. More than a few of them notice me sizing them up and flash “come hither” smiles my way. I’ve learned to not let it go to my head … too much. I’m only a man, after all. “Which one is she?” I ask.

      “There she is.” Chaz points across the room to a corner. Four girls sitting on a sofa. Sure enough, one of them is a stunning redhead. Porcelain skin, sapphire eyes, and a body that would tempt the devil himself. Yes, she’s very tasty, but it’s not her my eyes can’t get enough of. It’s the girl sitting next to her.

      “Who’s the girl on her left?” I ask, eyes glued.

      “Which one? The blonde?”

      “Yeah. The blonde.”

      “No idea, mate. If you’re not going to have the redhead …”

      He’s still talking, but I stop hearing him. I can’t break focus. The blonde is all I can look at, all I can think about. Her hair shines like gold, and she swings it from side to side as she laughs at something one of her friends said. The light shines directly on her and her eyes are emeralds, sparkling and clear. Her full lips curve into a smile as she playfully shoves the redhead.
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            Izzy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t start,” I warn, slapping Kylie’s arm.

      “What?” she protests, pretending innocence. “I’m just saying that Paris slash this party could be a great place for you to find a man to pop your cherry.”

      “I’m not here to find a man to … to … pop my cherry, as you so elegantly put it. I’m here to attend Charlotte’s wedding tomorrow,” I splutter with embarrassment. I can’t believe this topic has come up again.

      “Far be it for me to agree with Kylie,” Lina pipes up, “but she does have a point. We are in the city of love. I mean, look around you. What better place to find a lover than here? I’ve seen at least three guys that I’d personally love to climb up. Plus, we’re in a foreign country. Other than us no one else need ever know. You could let your hair down, be completely slutty, do whatever you want, as long as it’s legal, of course, and be back at work on Monday with no one the wiser.”

      I sigh heavily. How I wish I had never told Charlotte I was still a virgin. She told Lina, Lina told Catherine, Catherine told Kylie, and now every damn person in our circle knows. If I didn’t believe in my own convictions so strongly I would be almost tempted to lose my virginity just to stop them gossiping and speculating endlessly about my sex life.

      “What are you waiting for, anyway?” Kylie joins in gleefully. “You’re already twenty-two. Your poor pussy is going to shrivel up and die if you carry on depriving her of her protein shake. Sex is a healthy thing. Think of it as a sport.”

      Both Lina and Catherine laugh at the joke. I lean forward and speak earnestly, willing them to understand, even though I know there is not a hope in hell that I will convince them.  “For me sex is not a bit of sport. I want my first time to be with the guy of my dreams. I want it to mean something special. I want it to be,” I pause, “everything.”

      “Oh, Izzy, Lina says with a sigh. “You are going to be very disappointed if that is what you imagine losing your virginity is all about. The first time is only great in romance novels. Unless you find a man with a magic penis it’s going to be painful, awkward, and messy. There might even be blood.”

      I frown. I don’t want to hear their well-meaning advice. I know it’s going to be painful. I know there might be blood. But they are still talking about it from a physical perspective. They don’t understand. I’m talking about the deep emotional connection between a man and a woman. Maybe I’m a fool, maybe they are right, such a thing doesn’t exist. But I’m not giving up on my dream.

      “Once I wanted everything too,” Kylie says, flicking her flame colored hair forward. “Now, I’d settle for a man who can give me one night of great mindless sex. Like that horse trainer guy that this party is in honor of, Tyson Eden. Oh my God! He’s so delectable I want to throw my panties at him. His reputation is love ‘em and leave ‘em, but by God, I would let him fuck me until I couldn’t walk straight.”

      Lina laughs loudly.  “I think I just want a man who will take good care of me financially. Some of these men are so wealthy they could set you up for life. Someone like Brad Sommers. He gave his last girl an apartment in Knightsbridge and a sports Mercedes. Even after he broke up with her he still paid for all her credit card bills. He only stopped when she hooked up with that Polo player.”

      I crinkle my nose. “I’d rather be a spinster for the rest of my life than end up with any of the men in here. They’re all way out of my league. Too rich and glamorous for me. I’m not interested in a man who is so wealthy he could have any woman. I mean, why would such a man settle down with one woman? The temptation would be incredible. All I want is an ordinary man that I can have a family with.”

      “That’s very sweet, Izzy,” Lina says, “but don’t you think you’re being a bit naïve? Trust me when I say, without money love will fly out of the window so fast it’ll leave you reeling.”

      “I think you’re wrong,” I insist stubbornly. “Real love doesn’t need money. I’d prefer to live in a cold, cramped apartment with a man I love than in a palace with one I don’t. I’m looking for my soulmate.”

      “Oh, don’t be such a goose. There is no such thing as a soulmate. Show me a relationship that lasts and I’ll show you a woman who is making all kinds of sacrifices and compromises to make it work. You’re crazy if you think you’ll find a man like that. Any man, rich or poor, would cheat given half the chance. If I could have a man like Brad Sommers I’d be set for life. Who cares about hearts and flowers? I’ll settle for throbbing chemistry, diamonds and Guccis.”

      I put my cocktail glass down. “Okay, you girls have fun. I have to get back to the hotel. I promised Charlotte that I’d go out early and get replacement ribbons for her.”

      “Don’t be such a party pooper.” Kylie groans. “Things have not even begun to warm up yet and you’re already wanting to leave. Do you know how many arms I had to twist to get us on the guest list?”

      “Bullshit,” calls Lina. “You flirted with one of the bouncers and he sneaked us in.”

      “I don’t see you getting us into any happening parties,” Kylie snaps back.

      “Look, I’m really sorry. I don’t want to ruin the night for anybody,” I apologize to everyone at the table. “You guys know this is not my kind of scene. I’m a simple person. I like babies and dogs and I’m happiest when I’m at home in my PJs with a good book and a box of chocolates.”

      Catherine shakes her head despairingly. “You’re going to waste your life away, babe. One day you’ll look in the mirror and think where the fuck did my youth go, but it will be too late then.”

      “Oh my God, yes! Tall, dark and hunky alert at four o’clock,” Lina mouths, her eyes enormous. “Look, but not all at once, please. Since you’re the virgin you may look first, Izzy.”

      “For God’s sake it’s not a disease, you know,” I mutter, trying not to grit my teeth with irritation.

      “I’ll look,” Lina offers brightly. She toys with her earring before turning her head casually. Very calmly she swivels around and looks at me with widened eyes. “Jesus H Christ. There is a hot devil wearing black jeans and … he’s staring right at you, Izzy.”

      “Whoa … and he hasn’t even seen your big, heart-shaped butt yet,” Catherine quips.

      “Don’t be so silly,” I grumble, feeling myself flush with embarrassment. It’s obvious that if he has both Lina and Catherine open-mouthed with wonder then he is definitely not staring at me when the whole place is crawling with beauties and models.

      “See for yourself if you don’t believe me, but take six deep breaths first,” she says.

      Something about her widened eyes makes my stomach contract nervously.

      “Hang on. Hang on,” Kylie cuts in suddenly. “That guy is mine. That’s Tyson Eden, the horse guy that I was telling you about. I saw him first so you all can just lay off him, okay?”

      But nothing can stop my head from turning. From looking at the devil himself.
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        “Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere,

        they are in each other all along.”

        - Rumi

      

      When she turns her head and looks at me, she might as well have punched me in the gut. Our eyes lock and all the air escapes my lungs. Desire, hot and urgent, claws in my gut. I want to do things to her I have never done to any other woman. At that moment the craving is so strong I could have climbed any mountain, swam any ocean to have her. If I don’t end up between her creamy legs tonight, my name is not Tyson.

      “Earth to Tyson,” Chaz laughs. “Wow. She sure did something to you, pal. Do you need a ride to the jewelers to pick up a ring?”

      “Stuff it,” I growl. He’s still laughing as I head for her table. No way I’m letting her out of my sight. I need to know her. I need to do more, far more, than know her.  My blood throbs in my veins and my cock shoves against the zipper of my jeans.

      The chicks stop laughing as I approach. One of them looks away. They were definitely talking about me. The redhead who wanted me pushes her chest out.

      “Good evening, ladies,” I say with a slow grin.

      The other women are all staring at me, but I don’t even see them. I zero in on the blonde. Her eyes are trained on me. They are bright, bright green. The brightest I’ve seen. Bedroom eyes.

      “Enjoying the party?” I drawl, not taking my eyes off her. She’s really something. The dress she’s wearing comes down to her knees, and any man knows that’s even sexier than a woman who puts everything out on display.

      She flicks the tip of her pink tongue over her lips in a nervous gesture, and my eyes drop down to her mouth. Oh, Fuck! That mouth. An image of my cock in it flashes into my head. I can already see her long, sun-kissed legs open and waiting. Hell, I can’t remember the last time a woman had such an effect on me. I stare at her in bemused fascination.

      “It’s … nice. Are you enjoying it?” Her voice flows over my heated skin like warm honey. Hell, I could listen to her read a dictionary … in my bed.

      I lean in. “I wasn’t … until just now.”

      The other two girls titter, probably surprised by my direct technique, but the redhead is not giving up. “You’re the man of the hour, aren’t you? Seems a shame you weren’t enjoying a party held in your honor,” she purrs.

      I drag my eyes away from the blonde to the redhead. She crosses her legs. There’s a lot of her on show. She looks me up and down, one eyebrow arched. That look pretty much always guarantees a good night, but it leaves me cold. No, it’s the blonde with the butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-mouth expression, the modest skirt, and the two little dimples in her cheeks that I’m hot for.

      I turn my focus back to my quarry. “You girls seem to know a lot about me. I feel at a disadvantage,” I murmur.

      “Unlike you, we’re not famous. And we don’t make it a point to get our pictures in all the juiciest gossip rags, either,” the redhead says.

      A slow smile spreads over my face as I stare at the blonde. She stares back, as helpless to look away as I am. “Yeah, well, I don’t make it a point. It just turns out that way. I guess they think I’m photogenic.”

      My blonde bites her plump bottom lip to stop herself from smiling. “I guess they must do.”

      For a few seconds, it might as well have been just the two of us at the table—hell, in the entire suite. One of the other girls clears her throat a little too loudly before she gets up and pulls the redhead to her feet. “Right, we’ll be on the dancefloor if you need us,’ she says.

      “Okay,” Blondie says not breaking eye contact with me.

      I barely look at them as I slide into a chair next to her. She smells as good as she looks.

      “I could keep playing word games with you, but it’s all a waste of time.” I hold out my hand. “My name is Tyson. But you already knew that, right?”

      She nods, placing her hand in mine. It’s small, delicate, the skin silky soft. “Izzy.”

      “Izzy?” Fitting name for that odd mix of innocence and unconscious sex appeal.

      She nods, and as I watch, her cheeks start filling with color. I don’t think it’s the cocktails doing that, just like my whiskey isn’t making my cock throb. Who’d have thought? All from holding a girl’s hand. Yup, she’s blushing because I’m still holding on to her hand, long after any ordinary handshake should have come to an end. I want to touch more than just her hand. I want to slide my hand up her skirt and hear her scream when I suck her clit into my mouth.

      She withdraws first, sliding her smooth skin over mine, and taking possession of her glass once again. “So, you train horses?”

      “I breed them,” I correct quietly.

      “Oh.” The corners of her mouth curve down. She is not pretty. There’s nothing pretty about her. She is a river of sexy. “What’s the difference?”

      “It’s pretty simple. I maintain my horses, make sure they get the right care and exercise, eat as they should, and when the time comes, I pay for the stud with the best qualities and … well, you know …” I finish with a wink.

      She flushes again, stronger this time. “You play a little romantic music, dim the lights, and let nature take its course?”

      I have to laugh. “Eh, maybe not exactly like that, but you get the general idea. We have an exceptional stable of champion horses—including a few former champions who are now out to stud. Maggie’s father was a champion.”

      “Maggie?”

      It’s my turn to flush a little. Nobody knows of my little nickname but me. “Magnificent Obsession. It’s just easier to call her Maggie. Rolls off the tongue.”

      “I can tell you care about her,” she observes with a soft smile.

      “You can now?”

      She nods firmly, convinced, sincere … breathtakingly beautiful. “Sure. Your eyes lit up when you mentioned her.”

      I can’t help but shift uncomfortably when she reveals me like that. It’s rare for me to even have a conversation about anything deeper than what a woman wants to drink or whether she needs me to call her a taxi in the morning. The way she looks at me, though. The way her own eyes light up.

      “Yes, I guess I do care about her,” I admit with a shrug. “She’s a special horse. I was there when her mother foaled and I’ve been raising her since the first day. She’s damned fast, too. I only hope Brad knows what he’s doing and gets the right people working with her.”

      Izzy’s hand covers mine. Jesus! Goosebumps. “You’re very sweet.”

      My eyes widen. Sweet? Not exactly something I’m used to hearing from a woman. “Yeah, well, I have my moments. What about you? What do you do?”

      “Oh, nothing as exciting as you,” she says, waving the hand that’s no longer touching me. “I’m no big deal. Someone’s unappreciated assistant.”

      “What do you want to be one day?”

      She frowns again. Deeper this time. “Why do I have to want to be anything else?”

      Ouch. “I didn’t say you had to. But normally, a person doesn’t want to stick with a job they feel so …”

      “So blah about?”

      I chuckle. “Yes. So blah about. You should do something that excites you, something that makes you want to get out of bed every morning. Does your job do that for you?” I lean in a little closer and get another whiff of her perfume, and something else. Shampoo? Soap? Her natural smell? It’s enough to make me want to bury my nose in the crook of her neck and never come up for air.

      “Obviously not,” she giggles.

      “What are you enthusiastic about?” I ask, looking her straight in the eye.

      A secret smile plays over her lips. “I don’t know, truth be told. I don’t know if I have anything that I’m all that enthusiastic about.”

      “You’re probably too young.” I grin. I know she has a dream. She just doesn’t want to share it with me. I’ll work it out of her. I want all her secrets.

      “I’m twenty-two.”

      I wave a dismissive hand. “A mere child.”

      “Oh, what are you? Five minutes older?” She laughs.

      I decide to take a chance. “My point is, you have plenty of time to find out what excites you.” My hand finds her knee and rests there gently.

      One corner of her luscious mouth quirks up in a knowing smile. “Oh, I already know that. No problems there.” She doesn’t move my hand away.

      “Really now? You’ll have to tell me all about it.”

      “It’s not the sort of thing I like to discuss in public.” She glances around the room. “I mean, so many strangers. So much bad dancing.”

      I chuckle and let my eyes stray around the room. She’s not wrong about that. Everybody’s a little worse for drink by now. A bunch of moose in high heels got loose could be a good way to describe what is happening in the center of the room. Brad’s probably in the center of it all, living it up. “Maybe we should get out of here so you can tell me more,” I suggest.

      She bites down on that juicy bottom lip. Something I plan on doing myself later tonight. “Are you hungry?”

      She shrugs. “I suppose I could eat.”

      “Good. My hotel has a fantastic room service menu.”

      She bursts out laughing, and that’s the sexiest thing of all.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You’re direct as hell.”

      I blink. Is she really that oldest of clichés—a good girl? Do they even exist anymore? Not in my experience. “Too forward, huh?”

      “No, I just expected you to be a lot smoother.”

      I grin. “Baby, I can be smoother. Some parts of me are so smooth you’ll have to touch to believe.”

      “I can’t believe you said that,” she blurts out, her cheeks flaring up with heat.

      I take pity on her. “Want to see Paris by night?”

      That goes down well, her eyes sparkle. “Really?”

      I shrug. “Sure. You ready to go?”

      “You want us to leave now?” she asks incredulously.

      “Why not?”

      “But the party’s for you!”

      “Yeah, well, between you and me and the designer walls, I think it’s more a party for the man throwing it than it is for me. But as I say …” I hold a finger to my lips.

      She smiles. “But I don’t know you at all. You could be a secret serial killer.”

      I look into her eyes and words I have never said to anyone pour out of my mouth. “You know me, Izzy. You’ve always known me.”

      She stares into my eyes, her smile dying away. “You’re right. I do know you.” She says something else, but I don’t quite catch it. It sounds like: I’ve been waiting for you all my life. But obviously, that can’t be what she said.

      I hold out my hand and she places hers into it. I watch her stand in a single graceful movement. She’s only average height, coming up to my shoulder in a pair of heels, but her body makes my mouth water. Her black dress leaves a lot to the imagination, but it can’t hide her delicious curves.

      “Where will we go?”

      “Do you like dancing?”

      She nods, a smile playing about her lips.

      “Do you like drinking Jameson?”

      The smile becomes a grin. “I’m not adverse to trying it.”

      I pull her close to my body. “Want to go to a sixties club called Le Coq?”

      She nods. “I should tell my friends first, though.”

      I turn my head. “No need. Just wave to them. I think they get the picture.”

      She blushes deep red as she waves goodbye to the three girls gawking at us.
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        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d8VbeXzdWWM

        Nightcall

      

      

      I’ve left a party on the arm of a stranger. Not just any stranger, either, but one the gossip magazines claim is an infamous cad, the type to love ‘em and leave ‘em.

      I don’t do things like this!

      I’ve never left a party with a strange man, no matter how sexy he was, or how blue his eyes were, or how thick and rich his hair was. Just because I want to tangle my fingers in Tyson’s black mane and never let go, or that his smile makes my toes curl, I shouldn’t be leaving with him.

      But I am.

      I used to shake my head condescendingly when I read about girls who got suckered in by a sexy smile, or a great pair of eyes.

      Now I get it.

      It’s not just the smile or the eyes, though they count too. It’s the way someone makes you feel when they look at you. When we were at that party, surrounded by a hundred other people, he made me feel as if I was the only woman in the room, no, make that in the world. Nobody else existed. Not even Kylie, and she’s the one men normally trip over me to get closer to. Not that I do badly on my own, but when I’m with her I might as well switch off the lights and go to bed: I’m invisible.

      Except with him.

      He is so tall I have to throw my head back to look at him. Not conventionally good-looking, but dark and hawkish. Almost dangerous and irresistibly seductive. And the hunger in his eyes! That is a damn beautiful thing. My heart is beating wildly in my ribcage, as we go down the thickly carpeted corridor and step into the lift. The doors swish close. In the electric atmosphere we don’t talk. I watch our reflections in the highly polished doors.

      Tyson is leaning against the back wall, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans. I can’t stop looking at the black shirt he’s wearing, the way the top buttons are undone, showing off a delectable triangle of chiseled golden chest. I lift my eyes to his and our gazes meet. The naked lust in his eyes makes me tingle from head to toe.

      “Are you a friend of Brad’s?” he asks.

      “Oh, no, Kylie got us all into the party. She’s the one with the red hair,” I explain.  I wish my pulse would stop fluttering so frantically.

      “Ah, I see. I should have introduced myself to everyone before moving in on you. I suppose you’ll get an earful tomorrow.”

      “That’s a very unlikely scenario. They’ll want an earful from me—didn’t you notice them all staring at us with their mouths and eyes open wide as we left?”

      He grins. “No, it’s something that can’t be unseen.”

      I laugh even though I am still shocked by my own bold behavior.

      “Are you girls on holiday?”

      “No, we’re here for my friend’s wedding. It’s tomorrow and we’re all bridesmaids.”

      “Ah.”

      The lift opens out to the lobby. He holds my elbow. It’s not a firm grip, but the sort of thing that clearly lets people know I’m with him. It’s sexy in a possessive, caveman way. I like it. The night porter nods at us as we pass him by. Outside, the night is hot and dark. The way it has never felt to me before. I take a deep breath to clear my head. I feel almost giddy with the thrill of his presence.

      “Where are we headed?” I ask as he hails a taxi.

      He looks at his watch. “We’re going to a club, but we’re also just in time to see the Eiffel Tower.”

      I smile. “I’ve seen it.”

      “Ah, but you haven’t seen what it does every hour on the hour from ten to midnight, have you?”

      I shake my head. My expression is curious, but he doesn’t explain.

      He puts me into the taxi and goes over to the other side.

      He tells the driver the name of the street, but I don’t catch it. “Take the route that passes the Eiffel Tower,” he instructs.

      The driver who has a shock of curly dark hair nods. “Oui.”

      Sitting so close without all the other aromas of the bar, I smell him. He smells like a man should. Woodsy with the faint smell of leather and spice. I look up at him. Even in the dark his eyes are too bright. Too blue. Like slicked topaz jewels. My mouth parts.

      “I want a taste,” he says, his voice guttural.

      Without waiting for a reply, his hands tighten around my upper-arms and his face descends. He stops half-an-inch away from me and inhales deeply as if he is breathing in my essence. Gently he licks my lips. Desire sears my insides, making my thighs clench.

      “Peach?”

      “Peach schnapps cocktail,” I gasp unsteadily.

      Then, his lips capture my mouth, and he takes.

      And takes.

      And takes.

      As if he has been starving for me. The hunger makes my head spin. My body arches towards him, my hands desperately clawing his shirt, pulling him closer.

      The taxi driver coughs loudly.

      I pull away, flushed, embarrassed, and amazed by my behavior. Unable to tear my eyes away from his heavy-lidded ones I stare disbelievingly into them.

      “The lights, Izzy,” Tyson whispers, huskily.

      I turn my head then, and for a second, my dazed brain computes what I see as an effect of the kiss, a hallucination. Because the tower seems to be sparkling, the lights twinkling, and flashing really fast. I blink a few times in astonishment before I realize that it must be the special effect that Tyson wanted to show me. The road turns off and we start driving parallel to it. I turn back to watch it. When I swivel my head back to Tyson, he is watching me.

      “Thank you for showing me. It’s beautiful,” I murmur.

      “My pleasure,” he says, and the way he looks at me makes my throat close over.

      He doesn’t touch me again, but sitting next to him, my whole body tingles with excitement as we drive through the streets of Paris. He seems happy enough just to be going somewhere with me, which warms me up inside.

      I turn my head and stare at the scenery, but once our eyes meet, I forget to breathe. How is it possible that I feel like I know him when we only just met? When I look at him and he looks at me, I can almost hear his thoughts. I bet we could have a whole conversation without saying a word.

      When the taxi stops, he hands the driver some money. Grabbing my hand, he yanks me out of the seat with him. I land on my feet and, filled with awe at the adventure my life has become, look up into his face.

      The wind catches his hair, plays with it, and throws it across his forehead. He pushes it away as it starts to rain. A fine mist that soaks my upturned face.

      “Come on,” he says. Holding me close, he takes me through a set of wooden doors.

      Le Coq is heaving. He clears a path for me through the solid wall of people. I notice them looking at him, parting to make way for him. He is so big and commanding. We go past a zinc bar and reach another door with a doorman.

      He nods at Tyson and beckons us through. We go down some stone steps, and open another door.

      It is like going back in time.
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        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TqL_pinZVp8

        Tutti Frutti

      

      

      “Oh,” I exclaim, “it’s like we are in a dance hall in sixties America.” Waitresses dressed in sixties mini-dresses and beehive wigs pass by balancing trays of drinks. There is a little stage where a rock and roll band is performing, people are dancing to their lively music, and the atmosphere is amazing.

      “Like it?” Tyson shouts over the fantastic din.

      “I love it,” I scream.

      Tyson spots a small table in the corner where we can hole up and pulls me along. A waitress arrives almost immediately.

      “Jameson?” he mouths to me.

      I nod.

      He shows her two fingers and she takes his credit card and puts a pink marker on the table to indicate that we are her customers before sashaying away. My head and body move in time to the quick and catchy beat of the music. I look at the dancers twisting on the dancefloor and their energy is astonishing. Some of them are really good. The men pick up women, swing them over their heads and catch them again. Tutti Frutti comes on.

      “Wanna dance?” Tyson shouts.

      “I can’t do these sixties moves,” I protest, horrified.

      “I’ll show you,” he says and stands. Before I can protest he hauls me up, and with his strong hands around my waist propels me towards the dancefloor.

      “I can’t dance, Tyson,” I say, leaning away from him. The last thing I want to do is make a fool of myself when everybody else is so damn good.

      He doesn’t take no for an answer. He curls his large muscular hand around my waist, and teaches me right there on the dancefloor. His large hands placed somewhere on my body, make it easy for me to follow his lead. He tells me I’m a natural. To my delight, soon I am doing the mash potato, the swim, the twist, and the pony.

      “Want to try a lindy hop?” he asks

      I laugh, breathless, and happier than I’ve ever been. “What is that?”

      He points to a couple who are doing a fast swing. I watch the woman slide between his legs and get swung up over his head, before she rolls across his shoulder and lands on her feet like a cat.

      I shake my head vigorously. “Oh no, no, noooo, Tyson,“ I scream, as he swings my hand and twirls me around so my back is facing his front. He fits his hands around my waist, hoists me high into the air, and flings me backwards. Earlier, I saw another couple do the same move so I do what the girl thrown into the air did. I bring my knees up so that I somersault in the air and land on my feet. Even before my feet can touch the ground Tyson has turned around and caught both my hands to steady me. I look into his eyes and laugh. I was petrified while I was flying in the air, but suddenly I feel free and filled with energy. I had executed the move successfully and I was never in any danger. Anybody who looked could have seen me flash my underwear, but I don’t care. I throw myself into Tyson’s arms. He twirls me around and we carry on dancing.

      We make a beautiful team.

      By the time we return to our table, we are both flushed and hot. Tyson’s hair is disheveled and his eyes glitter with something unnameable. He knocks back his Jameson and I follow suit. The alcohol burning all the way down to my stomach. I wipe my mouth. “That was great. How come you’re so good with this kind of dancing?”

      “It was a pilot program at the boys’ correction facility I was in. They wanted to know if teaching little shits dancing would make them less pig-headed.”

      “Did it?”

      He chuckles. “Nope.”

      I laugh. “Why were you in such a place?”

      “I stole a Mitsubishi 4 by 4, took it for a joyride, and caused hundreds of thousands worth of damage when I mowed it into a Lamborghini official dealership.”

      I clap my hand to my mouth. “Ouch, that was unlucky.”

      “It wasn’t unlucky. I crashed it there deliberately. I was an angry kid. I wanted to destroy precious things. Things I could never hope to have.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yup, I hated the world.”

      “How old were you then?”

      He orders two more glasses of Jameson, by lifting his hand and showing the peace sign to the waitress. “Thirteen.”

      “You were just a child.”

      He shrugs. “I have a very thick skull.”

      “Were you in that school for long?”

      “I ran away to Ireland when I was fourteen. I would have ended up a criminal, but I stayed a night on someone’s farm and he had horses. The moment I touched a horse I knew what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. Until then the world did not make sense.”

      “Where do you raise your horses?” I ask.

      “In Suffolk.”

      “Ah, I thought your farms were based out of Ireland.” He still has a brogue and all.

      He shakes his head. “Nah, I left Ireland when I was 20.”

      “So now you breed horses and sell them to men like Brad?”

      He rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

      “What’s the matter?”

      The waitress places two glasses on the table. “You say you’re not a friend of Brad’s?”

      “No. I never heard of him before tonight.”

      He holds his glass in a mock salute. “Well, since you don’t know him, I’ll tell you: I wish Maggie went to just about anybody but him. He cares nothing about her. All he wants is the glory she’ll bring him.”

      He looks sad and my heart goes out to him. I never expected him to be such a deep thinker. Kylie had given us the impression he would be loud and brash; desperate for cheap publicity. My hand closes over his before I can think about it. “I’m sorry you have misgivings.”

      He glances down and smiles just a little, then turns his hand a bit so it locks with mine. “Thanks for listening. It’s been weighing on me ever since the sale went through.”

      “Why sell her to him at all?”

      “I made a mistake. I doubled her price because it never crossed my mind that anybody would pay that much,” he says, sounding glum. “I wanted to tell him to take a leap, but I couldn’t go back on my word.”

      “The money doesn’t matter to you, then?” I ask, a little hopeful.

      He grins wryly. “I wouldn’t go that far. Money’s a wonderful thing to have—the more, the better, but there are things that matter more.”

      “Noble of you,” I say with a smirk.

      He raises an eyebrow. “What’s that mean?”

      “It means it’s very easy for a person with all the money in the world to be choosy. Some of us have to do what we have to do. Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s wonderful that you care about your horse, I really do. You’re not half as shallow as the gossip mags make you out to be.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      “It was meant as a compliment.” I finish off my drink, then tell myself I absolutely should not have another one if I want to keep control of myself. “As I was saying, though, it’s nice that you even have a choice whether you should or shouldn’t take the money.”

      “Is that why you work at a job you don’t like?”

      “I guess I had that coming to me.”

      “I guess you did. You did just call me shallow.”

      “Not fair. I said you’re not as shallow as the general perception seems to be.”

      “Oh, right. I got mixed up.” He grins.

      “To answer your question, yes. It’s why I work at a job I don’t like. Most people do, don’t they? They have to work to make money to support themselves, and it doesn’t matter a damn whether or not they like what they do.”

      He shakes his head, and he’s not grinning anymore. “Then the job you are doing is not good enough for you, Izzy. You are so young. The whole world is at your feet.”

      “Oh, well. Let’s not spoil tonight talking about that. Tell me more about you,” I say, sweeping my hair over one shoulder as I silently scream at myself to stop pouring out my stupid heart to him. It’s supposed to be a fun night and look at me. He’s going to think I’m a complete idiot—a corporate drone, selling her soul in exchange for the monthly rent, babbling on about unimportant nonsense.

      “You’re the only woman in that entire penthouse I wanted to meet.”  Those impossibly blue eyes of his make a slow tour of my face. I should want to turn my head away or hold my hands in front of me or something, anything to get him to stop looking. But I don’t want him to. I like that he seems to enjoy what he sees.

      “I am?” I ask with a breathless giggle.

      “Yes. You know that, so don’t play coy.” He moves closer to me, leaning in as though he wants to speak into my ear. His breath is hot on my neck, the side of my face. So why do goosebumps cover my skin? “The moment I laid eyes on you, I had to know you. I couldn’t help myself.”

      There’s no way he’s saying these things. I have to be imagining it. He’s the infamous Tyson Eden. He could have any woman he wants. I feel the curious looks from other girls around. I have been feeling them all night, ever since he came to sit with me.

      But he wants me. Me!

      I down the amber liquid in my glass and feel it hit my empty stomach. The alcohol is like fire in my veins, making me brazen. “I don’t particularly want to spend all night here,” I whisper, getting as close as I dare to his ear. The scent of his cologne is enough to force a groan from deep in the back of my throat. I’ve never had such a primal reaction to a man in my life.

      He leans back just enough to look in my eyes, and when he does I’m finished. I’m his.

      “Really,” he drawls, one eyebrow shooting up. God, he has such a sexy smile.

      “Really.” I rest my hand on his shoulder. A very firm, very broad shoulder. I can feel his muscles flexing under the perfectly tailored suit jacket and realize with a thrill that shoots straight between my legs that he’ll be stripping that jacket off soon enough.

      I can’t wait.
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      “It was like one solid wall of humanity in there!” I say, laughing and shaking out the wrinkles in my dress when we manage to fight our way outside. The air has cooled somewhat and the night seems mysterious and full of wonder. I look up into his eyes and stop laughing, caught by the hunger blazing in them. He really wants me. One day, I will tell my grandchildren; the most unexpected, most unimaginable, most awesome thing happened to me when I went to Paris to be my best friend’s bridesmaid.

      He slides one hand along the back of my head and pulls me towards him. I feel his fingers running through my hair and the pressure of his palm. The warmth of him envelopes me as I get closer. I feel his breath on my face, and I hear the thudding of my blood in my ears as he dips his head towards me. Our mouths meet, the mellow taste of whiskey on his tongue mingles with mine, and it’s pure magic.

      My knees turn to jelly and I feel as if I might collapse at his feet. He must have understood this because his other arm encircles my waist firmly as his mouth moves over mine. I’m his. All his. My body melts into him and for that perfect, breathless time, all the pieces fall into place. I am where I belong. I didn’t miss anything by not partaking in all the anonymous, frantic, drunken sex that Kylie crows about. I wasn’t wrong to wait. They laughed at me, but I wasn’t ‘being silly’ or ‘being foolish’. My body always knew this existed. This is what I was waiting for all this time.

      By the time the kiss ends, the thick bulge in his jeans is digging into my flesh, and there’s an ache between my legs. For the first time in my life I’m hungry for a man to be inside me. Suddenly, it seems urgent that we get to his hotel. Fast. I barely pay attention to the taxi ride. My hands run over his shoulders and arms as he kisses me until I can’t even think straight. I actually need his help getting out of the car.

      We cross the lobby in large strides. Both of us barely able to keep our hands off each other.

      He opens his room door and I almost fall in. Any other time, I would be fascinated by the size and luxury of his suite. I would have spent some time running my hands over the furniture and admiring the view. Instead, I turn around and launch myself into his arms as he kicks the door closed. He lifts me off my feet. I lose my heels on the way to the bedroom. I’m kissing him madly, groping at him like a horny schoolgirl because that’s how he makes me feel. It is so wild and crazy it is like something out of a dream.

      He sets me down by the edge of the bed and my hands slide under his jacket. I relish the feeling of his powerful shoulders as my hands move over them, pushing the jacket over his arms and letting it drop to the floor. Then my hands lock around his neck as he pulls me in for a deeper kiss. When he grabs my butt in his strong hands and slams my body towards him, I cry out with a strange animal sound.

      “You’re so fucking delicious,” he growls, burying his face in my neck.

      I tilt my head back with a sigh, absorbing his touch and the uncontrollable madness of it all. All I want to do is give myself to him, and let him do what he likes because I know I’ll like it, too. No man has touched me the way he does. Their lips never started a fire under my skin the way his does. I didn’t cry out like an animal when any of them dared to slide a hand under my dress or cup my butt. My nerves are dancing, sending waves of pleasure throughout my body.

      I hear my zipper slide down. My dress falls open. His calloused hands on my bare skin is heaven. I wiggle out of the dress, leaving me in nothing but my matching black-lace bra and panties with the pretty pink bow at the front—thank God I didn’t just throw on any old thing tonight. He pulls back and looks at me from the top of my head to my painted toes, drinking me in with his eyes. His hands work the buttons on his shirt, but his eyes never leave my body. His nostrils flare as he breathes hard.

      The shirt drops and I see that his whole upper-body is inked. Gorgeous animals, angels, skulls, patterns, and crosses run rampant on his big body telling a story of hidden depths. Depths I want to dive into. At that moment I know without any doubt that one day I will get to the bottom of this man.

      “So beautiful. God, you’re so fucking beautiful,” he mutters, taking me in his arms and lowering me to the bed.

      I run my hands over his broad back, loving the feel of his silky skin and the corded strength beneath, while he practically … devours me. His tongue reveals my body to me, swirling and licking a trail over my bare skin. Making me feel things I’ve never felt before. With a deft flick of his fingers, he unclasps my bra and moves the cups aside. His eyes widen when he takes in my full breasts. Then he is hungrily lowering his head. Even before he reaches my skin, my nipples begin to tingle with fierce anticipation.

      My back arches and I cry out his name when his warm wet mouth closes over my nipple. My fingers tangle in his thick black hair and I slide one leg up over his. He catches it. Stroking my thigh, his fingers trail further up. It’s sensory overload. I can’t take it, but I don’t want him to ever stop, either.

      “Open for me, baby. I want to get my mouth on your sweet pussy.”

      I part my thighs willingly, and he brushes against my pussy as he moves south. He’s still wearing his pants and I’m still wearing my panties, but when the heat of his hardness presses itself against my open pussy, I gasp with shock. The sensation promises so much. He stops and pushes forward with his hips so his cock rubs against me. Heat races through me.

      It’s so delicious I whimper for more.

      So he gives it to me, again and again, until we’re humping and grunting and breathless, driving each other crazy, pushing ourselves to the edge. He covers my mouth with his and thrusts his tongue inside, keeping time with the thrusts against my pussy, and I can hardly control myself anymore. It’s all too good, too hot, too much. I realize with a mixture of shock and astonishment that I’m about to climax. What will he think of me? Probably the truth. That I’m an inexperienced, absurd thing who gets off just from dry humping.

      I pull away from him, clawing at his shoulders, trying to stop myself, but it is already too late. My body tenses as the first wave hits.

      “Oh … oh, God …!” I cry as unspeakable pleasure floods every inch of me. When I dare open my eyes, horribly embarrassed that I came so pathetically quickly, I find him smiling down at me with a proud, satisfied look on his face.

      “You’re amazing,” he murmurs before kissing me again.

      And again.

      Deeper and deeper.

      He’s hot and ready for me, probably aching the way I was before my release hit. My body responds to the need in him and to my surprise I feel myself yearning for more. I tug at his belt to show him what I want, and that’s all it takes.

      He breaks the kiss and kneels in front of me, working at his belt, unzipping and dropping his trousers in a blur. I reach for him, caressing his erection through his underwear—it’s so big, so thick. When he rips away the material he springs free, veiny and pulsing with need, l wrap my fingers around him eagerly.

      “Careful,” he chuckles, moving my hand away. But he’s not really laughing. His jaw is clenched tight, like he’s barely holding onto control as he unrolls a condom. Then, he hooks his fingers under the waistband of my panties—I lift my legs straight up and he drags the lacy scrap down and tosses them aside. When he stretches out on top of me, I welcome him by wrapping my arms around him. Holding him as close as I can, I whisper, “You know the way my friends were staring at us?”

      He looks at me distractedly, as if the words are not really hitting home.

      “It’s because I’ve never gone home with any man before.”

      His eyes widen. “Whoa! Back up. What are you trying to tell me?”

      I feel my cheeks grow hot. “I’ve … never been with a man.”

      “You’re a virgin?” he utters incredulously.

      I nod slowly.

      “Okay,” he says slowly, then a thought occurs to him and he frowns and looks at me suspiciously. “You are above eighteen, right?”

      “I didn’t lie before. I am twenty-two.”

      He exhales with relief. “Phew, for a moment there …”

      I bite my lip. “Sorry, I should have told you earlier.”
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      I lay my fingers on her soft lips, “Don’t. Don’t ever apologize for being untouched.”

      She stares up at me, her eyes enormous.

      Looking into them makes me feel like a lion. I try to wrap my head around the fantastic fact that no other man has had her. Then suddenly: greed. Fuck, I can claim her for me. The sensation the thought produces shocks me. The idea of marking her with my cock is primal, feral, animal-like, and ridiculous, and yet a wild joy erupts in my chest. I bend my head and brush my lips against her forehead, her temple, her nose, her cheek. She’s so soft and so delicate. I inhale her scent. I lick her skin. It’s like I can’t stop touching her. I swoop down and catch her nipple between my teeth. It feels like silk in my mouth. I suck and I bite. She doesn’t stop me. She belongs to me. I can do whatever I like.

      I push her legs apart and look at what is mine.

      Her pink opening looks small and innocent as it drips out sweet nectar for me. A rush of possessive heat fills my gut. This is all for me and only me. I look over every inch of her. No other man shall touch this.

      “Fuck, you look so hot when you are spread open. I want you always like this. Open for me. Every fucking day for the rest of your life.”

      She flushes with a mixture of sexual excitement and embarrassment and it’s just adorable.

      I let my hand brush her swollen clit and she gasps. She’s so goddamn responsive it blows my mind. The only other time I’ve dry humped a woman to climax was with the cleaner at the correction center. I was thirteen and she was my first. We did it in the broom cupboard. She smelt of bleach and body odor, but I came in my pants. Since then, I have made many women cum in my lifetime, but this time, with this woman everything is completely different.

      “You’re my dirty girl, aren’t you?”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods, and I fucking ache to sink into that wet slit. It’s killing me to wait to feel her innocent little cunt wrap around my cock, but I hold back. I’m going to take my time. I’m going to eat her sweet pussy until she sees heaven. I rub her clit in circles and her hips rise off the bed impatiently. I feel it building in both our bodies, the urge to fuck until we are without skin; one animal.

      She moans with pleasure when I push a thick finger into her opening. She’s so goddamn tight, I’ll have to break her in slowly. My cock needs to be able to fit in there. I plunge my thumb into her pussy and watch her eyes widen. Her pussy walls pulse and contract around my thumb. I thrust it in and out and she starts to writhe with pleasure. I use my two fingers on either side of her clit and begin a sawing motion. Her legs start to tense up.

      “You like that, baby?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she groans as she starts riding my hand.

      “You want my cock in you?” In fact, my cock wants to go in bare, and my balls hurt to empty my seed in her.

      “Yes,” she screams as she comes. I watch her face clench, her body arch like a bow, her thighs quiver, her mouth open in amazement as she goes over.

      I wait for her to come back. She opens her eyes. Her skin is flushed and glowing. I push two fingers into her while she is relaxed and not expecting it. I bring my fingers coated with her sticky honey and slip it into my mouth. Just as I guessed, she tastes like heaven.

      “Oh,” she exclaims, surprised.

      I dip my fingers into her tight channel again then hold them in front of her mouth. “Taste yourself.”

      She opens her mouth and, extending a pink tongue, licks my fingers clean. Just like a little cat. My cock twitches at the sight. I slip my fingers into her mouth and she sucks them. I can climax just looking at that.

      I suck on her pussy lips, one fat one at a time, luxuriating in the silky feel and taste of them in my mouth. Then, I move down to her slit and lap hungrily at the juices pouring down for a few minutes. 

      Her hips are rocking desperately, pleading for release so I plunge a finger into her pussy and return my mouth to her clit, and suck on it once more. It hardens in my mouth even as the muscles in her pussy grow tight around my fingers. I know she isn’t far from coming, but when she does, it is even more intense than the two before.

      Her virgin cunt clenches my fingers tightly, gripping me like a vice, and her eyes flutter shut as her orgasm hits her. This one is a full-body reaction, and I feel a little proud to have drawn it out of her. 

      Fisting my cock in my hand, I press the tip to her wet opening, and slide against her in a teasing motion. Instead of pushing into her heat, I slide away.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t you want to?” she whispers, her eyes glazed.

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to fuck you all right, I just don’t want to tear you.”

      I push into her tightness. She lets out a mewling sound and for a few seconds her muscles fight back, but she’s so fucking wet my cock tunnels through, and my thickness fills her little cunt. Her mouth opens in a soundless cry.

      “It’s okay. It’ll only hurt for a moment,” I say, going completely still to allow her to adjust to my size. She is so tight it feels as if my dick is being squeezed hard. Slowly, I pull out of her and I see the tinge of red slick on my dick. Jesus, I drew blood. How strange that the sight should fill me with an odd satisfaction. I marked her as mine.

      I feed my cock into her inch by inch, but I feel aggressive. It is as if she’s woken up some sleeping beast inside me. I want to slam into her and ride her until she screams. I want to see her submissive. I want to see her drink my cum. I want fill all her orifices with my cock. I want to possess her and own her.

      “You can take all of me, can’t you, baby?” I groan.

      She spreads her legs wider and rocks her hips, as if begging me to do what I want. She has no idea how pretty her wet pussy looks when it begs like that. I slide back in, this time all the way to the root. Her eyes roll back in her head and I sweep my tongue into her open mouth, swallowing her cry of pain. When the pain eases, she pushes into me and grinds her hips, her pussy squeezing for all it’s worth. I start thrusting harder, fucking in and out of her tight flesh. Our bodies rubbing against each other.

      Less than five minutes. That’s all it takes before her virgin pussy starts clenching and cumming on a cock for the first time. On my cock. I watch her with satisfaction. The way her body bows and her mouth opens in a cry of ecstasy. I don’t want to come. Not yet. I’m not ready. I want to watch her break apart again. I grit my teeth when I feel the orgasm gather in my balls and try to think of something else, but there’s no chance. I lose it and it happens. I join her in paradise. We become one long intense orgasm, one skin, one animal.

      I had never had a sweeter fuck. It’s so perfect, its beauty fucking kills me.
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      He kisses my throat, my chest, my nipples, my mouth while I fight to breathe normally. He is still inside my body and hard as a rock, filling me completely. Tears spring to my eyes, but I’m not in pain. It never crossed my mind that sex would be this incredible. When my body stops shuddering, I look up into his eyes. They are ablaze with naked lust. I feel as if I’m drowning in him, but that’s all right. I want to.

      “I didn’t know what I was missing all this time,” I whisper, shocked to my core.

      “You think this happens all the time?”

      I stare into his eyes. “It doesn’t?”

      ‘It’s never been like this for me,” he says softly.

      “This must be how it’s supposed to be. I feel connected, really connected, body and soul to you.”

      “You have no idea at all how damn beautiful you are, do you?”

      I wriggle under him and his face changes. “God, being inside you feels so fucking amazing.”

      He grinds his pelvis against my clit and my mouth opens in a gasp of surprise at the shaft of pleasure that jolts into my body even though there is a small sweet ache there. “I don’t think I can take anymore of you tonight,” I groan.

      “You will take more of me, and you’ll love every second of it,” he growls.

      He pummels me. Harder, deeper, grunting a little. All I can do is whisper, “Yes, I love it … it’s so good … more, more, please … yes, Tyson … yes … more …” His jaw sets firm and he stares deep into my eyes as he fans the flames of the fire he started in me. I gasp every time our bodies slam together and my gasps get louder as the tension builds and he pushes me higher and oh, my God, I come again, clawing at his shoulders, and give in to it, screaming as ecstasy rocks me to my core.

      He lets go too, slamming into me until he collapses with a low growl.

      “My God,” he pants against my neck. I can only whimper in response. Then the room becomes quiet. Nothing but the sound of our heavy breathing filling the dark bedroom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wake up suddenly, my eyes flying open. I can see from the little slit in the black-out curtains that it is already morning. How the hell did that happen? The ribbons. Charlotte.

      Shit! Shit! Shit!

      I move and his arm comes around me. “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?” he asks with a slow smile.

      I can’t hang around. “What time is it?” I ask, rubbing my eyes before I remember about smudging my makeup. What a mess I must look.

      “Almost seven.”

      “Damn it! I can’t hang around. I promised Charlotte I would go pick up her ribbons.” I try to scramble out of bed, but he grabs me by the waist and pulls me back against his body. Talk about morning wood!

      “Hang on,” he whispers in my ear. “Let me take you … after your morning fuck.”

      “No, I don’t have time for that,” I wail, almost in a panic. Just because I found a man I won’t let Charlotte down. We’ve been planning this day for months.

      He gets up on his elbow, and looks down at me, all unshaven and sexy. “All right, we’ll both get ready and I’ll take you.”

      “No, you can’t,” I say gently. “This is Charlotte’s day. She’s the bride and the center of attraction. If I bring you back with me, I’ll steal the limelight from her. She’s my best friend, Tyson.”

      He frowns. “So you’re just going to run out on me?”

      “Uh … huh. Let’s meet after the wedding. The cake cutting will be done by 5.30 and I can disappear as soon as Charlotte has changed into her going away clothes which should be about 6.30. Wouldn’t it be terribly romantic if we meet in that cute Italian restaurant on the same street as Le Coq? I think it’s called Basilico.”

      He shakes his head. “Basilico is not on the same street as Le Coq.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Nope.”

      “Oh, okay, I saw a Costa on that street. Let’s meet there at 7pm, and then we’ll go to the restaurant together. We need to talk.”

      “Sounds great. Off you go,” he says and slaps my butt.

      I scramble out of bed and streak stark naked to the bathroom. His laughter follows me and I try not to slam the door in my frenzy.  Shit, I managed to smudge mascara all over my face back there. Smooth move. Five minutes and a lot of soap and hot water later, I run out into the bedroom wrapped in a towel. He’s got out of bed and is waiting for me with my shoes in hand. He is also distractingly naked. In the morning light his cock is really, really big.

      “Here you go.” He smiles, but pulls the heels back before I can grab them.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Your face.”

      “Oh, what?” I touch my fingers to my freshly washed face. “I know I look horrible. You don’t have to remind me.”

      He shakes his head. “You look even better without makeup on.”

      “You are such a liar,” I accuse with a giggle as I grab for the shoes. “You already got me in bed, Tyson. You don’t need to lay it on so thick.”

      “I mean it. Hey.” He grabs my wrist and pulls me close, knocking the wind out of me when our bodies collide. “I do mean it. You look even more beautiful with no makeup and messy hair.”

      “Well … thank you,” I mumble, feeling like the world’s biggest ass for giving him a hard time.

      

      “What will you do today?” I ask.

      His smile is warm and it fills my heart. “I was supposed to fly out last night, but I met a sweet blonde who turned my head so I’m here in Paris with nothing to do.” He grins. “I have a friend who has a stable two hours from here. I’ll spend the day with him. He has a mare that I’d like to buy.”

      “Right. So I’ll see you this evening.”

      “Hey, before you go …”

      “What?”

      “Show me your ass.”

      I blink hard, sure I must have misheard him. “Come again?”

      He laughs, the sound warm. “I would love to, but I thought you were in a hurry.”

      My cheeks burn furiously. “Very funny.”

      “I mean it,” he says softly, his eyes full of determination. “Show me your ass.”

      Slowly, I turn around.

      “Lift your dress and bend over.”

      I obey, and when I turn around he is sporting an almighty erection.

      He rewards me with a sweet, lingering kiss—I’m glad I rinsed with mouthwash a few minutes ago—before releasing me.

      “Damn, I really need to run.” I hurry to the door, grabbing for the purse I dropped when we got in.

      “Take my number,” he says.

      He calls it out and I key it into my phone and start walking towards the door.

      “Give me a missed call,” he says with a smile. For a second I turn and stare into his eyes. At that time, it never even crossed my mind that we would not be together. I took for granted that we would meet and travel back to England together. How could we not be together? We were so perfect together. At that moment I was so naïve I forgot that he is not Mr. Commitment. That he fucks girls and forgets them the next day.

      That he makes promises he never keeps.
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      I run my shaver down my cheek and can’t stop grinning at my own reflection. I feel like the cat that ate all the cream when I remember how good it felt inside her, how eager she was for me. She was a virgin, but she was fucking fantastic in bed. The sex was, quite literally—mind-blowing, and I don’t use that term. Ever. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, it did. Much better. Shit, it’s never been that good with anyone.

      Yeah, she’s something else.

      Beautiful, funny, smart, a great dancer, and to top it all a heart of pure gold. I’ve known more than a few women who wanted to twist my stones because I wanted their bodies. When they landed on their ass outside my front door they found out: nobody has me by the short and curlies.

      One thing for sure, she is the first woman I wished didn’t have to leave in the morning. I’d been up long before her. I knew I should wake her so she could get to that wedding on time, but I found myself unable to do it. How could I? When she was this sweet, peaceful angel lying in my arms, a little satisfied smile on her face, and snoring softly.

      For all that adorable snoring though, she must have a backbone of steel to have resisted all the men who must have tried over the years, plus the social pressures around her, and remained a virgin all this time. Maybe that’s what is so fascinating about her. That unusual mixture of strength and vulnerability. I remember how she blushed when I called her beautiful. As if she didn’t quite believe me. Could she be so totally unaware of her own beauty? Most women with half her looks would be strutting their stuff morning, noon and night. She’s a breath of fresh air, for sure.

      I realize I’m humming as I step into the shower. Since when do I hum? Then again, I’m never this damn happy. I’m so fucking happy I almost want to jump up and down on Oprah’s sofa. How absurd is that? As I lather up I kinda wish I didn’t have to wash the scent of her off my skin. I want to hold onto her for as long as I can, but life calls. The bizarre thought makes me laugh at myself.

      I leave the bathroom and look at my phone. There is no missed call from her yet. Drying my hair with one hand, I open the photo I snapped of her at the club when she wasn’t paying attention. She was looking down at the table, tucking a chunk of hair behind her ear, and I couldn’t resist that unique aura of vulnerability and innocence around her.

      Now I know why she looked innocent and fragile, but at that time, it intrigued me. Even now looking at her photo touches something in me and brings out my protective side. As if I need to shield her from the big bad world.

      “What’s with you, man?” I say aloud, shaking my head. I’ve never been so soppy about a chick before. I click into my inbox. There’s an email from Ralph, the head of my stable, asking why I didn’t turn up last night. I fire back a quick reply, assuring him I’ll be back in the next couple of days.

      Thoughts of her race through my head as I get dressed. My gaze falls on the room service menu and I smile to myself when I remember the way she laughed over my room service misstep. She took it well, though. And she has a nice laugh. Sexy.

      I call Louis and arrange to meet up for lunch. I look out of the window. It’s a beautiful day. Instead of having breakfast at the hotel, I decide to walk over to the patisserie around the corner.

      There are a few people standing in line at the bakery. A few of them look at me and I realize I must still be grinning to myself. It doesn’t bother me that much. Getting stared at is not a new thing for me. The gossip rags are notorious for spotting me at my worst and screaming about it for the world to see and hear. I wink at an old lady in a black dress who seems unable to take her eyes off me. She smiles and says, “Le monde est un bel endroit quand tu es amoureux.”

      

      My French is iffy at best, but it sounds like, the world is beautiful when you are in love.

      I’m not in love, but hell it sure feels good. I grin at her and tell the server I want to pay for her stuff. She wags her finger knowingly and laughs at me as she leaves with her baguette and baked goods.

      I get a sandwich and coffee and go back out into the sunshine. The world seems beautiful. It’s definitely a good day for a wedding. I wonder what Izzy is doing as I walk down the sideway. I know it’s probably just an infatuation and it won’t last. I’ll eventually figure out she’s just a normal woman with all the pitfalls of a normal woman, but for now she’s all I can imagine wanting for the rest of my life.

      I look at my watch. Less than eight hours before our date tonight. At this rate, I don’t know how I’ll be able to wait that long. I can’t get her out of my head. Who’d have thought I would be actually looking forward this much to a night with a girl? Never happened before. I bite into my thickly filled baguette and I hope my concentration kicks in before I get to Louis’s place, because right now I’m on Planet Izzy.

      My phone buzzes and my first thought is: my missed call from Izzy, but when I see Liam’s name on the ID, I smile … and the day just got better. It’s like he knows when I need him to bounce off. He’ll understand. I laughed at him when he got together with Vanessa, but he just smiled knowingly and said one day I’d understand. He’s probably the only friend I have who would not take the piss out of me for getting hooked on a girl after one night.

      I hit the green button on my screen. “You fucking fell off the face of the Earth, man. Where the hell have you been?” I ask with a laugh. I wait to hear his snarky comeback, but there isn’t one. Instead, I hear a strange sniffling sound. “What’s up, bro? Are you sick?” I ask warily.

      “Tyson?” A woman’s voice, thick with tears.

      Just like that, my blood runs cold.
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      “Stop being so coy and bloody well tell us what happened last night,” Lina demands.

      The dressmaker is getting Charlotte into her meringue dress, a complicated affair with boning, petticoats, tapes and stuff so we’re staying well clear and having a quick glass of champagne outside the bedroom.

      “I had a great night,” I say casually. “We went dancing to this really fun sixties club, then we ended up in his hotel room.”

      “Ended up in his hotel room? What the hell kind of story is that?” Catherine huffs. “We need details, girl. How many times? Positions? Length? Girth? You know, the usual works.”

      “Well, at least tell me the guy has a small dick,” Kylie says, gulping down her champagne.

      I smirk.

      “What?” she explodes. “Are you telling me he is to-die-for good looking, rich, famous, and has a big dong too!” She shakes her empty glass at me. “I’ll say this for you, Izzy Faraday. You sure know how to pick your one-night stands.”

      I frown. “It was not a one-night stand. We’re meeting for dinner tonight.”

      Not only Kylie’s but both Lina’s and Catherine’s jaw drop. “What?” all three cry in unison.

      I had to pinch myself in the taxi because I simply couldn’t believe what happened to me could be real so I totally get their surprised faces. “Yeah, we’re meeting for dinner tonight,” I say, and can’t help feeling totally smug about it all. Tyson is so amazing. Everything had been so perfect.

      “Are you guys going to date?” Lina asks in a shocked voice.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “We didn’t get a chance to talk much last night—”

      “I bet,” Kylie interrupts sourly.

      “But I really hope we do. He’s really special,” I say ignoring Kylie’s sarcastic comment. “Anyway, we’re meeting for dinner to talk. He wanted to come for the wedding, but I didn’t think it would be fair to Charlotte. It’s her big day, and the last thing I wanted was to make it anything else but her day.”

      Catherine is the first to let out a whoop of joy. “That’s incredible, Izzy. I mean, do you realize that you’ve hooked up with the famous Tyson Eden? The guy who’s been voted by GQ as the number one guy you’d sleep with in secret, but wouldn’t take home to meet mama.”

      I grin. ‘Last night was perfect, Cat. Just perfect. It was everything I ever dreamed of.”

      Catherine grins back, genuinely happy for me. “I’m glad to hear that, honey. You deserve a good man.”

      “Be careful though. He’s known to be a player,” Kylie says.

      “Stop raining on her parade,” Lina scolds Kylie. “A man is a player until he meets the right woman. Look at Clooney. The guy was a confirmed bachelor until he met Amal.”

      “That reminds me. I should call him. He asked me to give him a missed call so he has my number too,” I say, digging into my purse, my stomach lurching with fear. I search all round, then frantically pour the contents of my purse out, but my phone’s not in it.

      “Don’t tell me …” Catherine says.

      I look up at my friends with a frown. “I can’t believe it. I’ve lost my phone.”

      “Where was the last time you had it?” Lina asks.

      “I keyed in his number in the hotel room and remember putting it back into my purse in the elevator. I must have dropped it in the taxi.” I pause. “Or maybe I left it at Monsieur Armand’s shop when I went to collect the ribbons.”

      “You’ve got everything backed up, haven’t you?” Cat says.

      I nod. “Except his number.”

      “Can’t you call him at the hotel?” she says.

      “No, he said he was going to see his friend who lives two hours away about a horse.”

      “I don’t think you should call him, anyway. You don’t want to seem desperate,” Kylie says.

      Lina turns to Kylie. “Excuse me. Don’t want to seem desperate? You’d have rung his phone five times by now if it was you.”

      “Never mind, I’ll just see him tonight.” I look at Catherine. “Do you think he will be upset that I didn’t call?”

      “Of course not. He will just assume that you were busy with the wedding. Talking of the wedding here comes Charlotte.”

      I turn towards the bedroom door and Charlotte is standing there with a horrified expression on her face. “I tore the veil,” she wails.

      We all rush towards her. It is only a tiny tear and Catherine who is a whizz with DIY stuff says she can repair it with a bit of glue. I run downstairs to look for glue. I will think about Tyson later.
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      “Vanessa?” I ask in disbelief. Only she would call from his phone … and there’s only one reason why she would call in tears.

      “Yes,” she confirms with a sniff.

      ‘What’s wrong with Liam?”

      “First off I got to tell you that I’m going against Liam’s wishes here. He didn’t want me to tell you. We’ve argued about it numerous times. I’ve told him he should tell you, that you would want to know, but …”

      I grip the phone tight. “Tell me what, Ness? What is it?”

      She lets out a choked sob. “I’m calling from the hospital, Tyson. Liam’s been here for weeks.”

      “What?” It should have come out as a shout because there was a lot of emotion behind that word, but it exits as a horrified whisper.

      “I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you—”

      “For what?” I manage to sputter.

      “It’s cancer, Tyson. They operated last night.”

      “What the fuck?” That comes out as a shout, shocking the people bustling around me. “Liam’s got cancer? For how long?”

      “He’s known for six months.”

      “Six months!” I exclaim, utterly shocked. Liam is the only true friend I have. He’s more like a brother. He’d have my back no matter what, and the same goes double for me. I’d do anything for him. And he didn’t even want to tell me he has cancer. Cancer! Him? My head spins.

      “Tyson, I’m sorry,” she sobs brokenly. “I know it isn’t right, and I told him so many times that you would want to know. That you deserve to, but … he didn’t want to see pity on your face. He didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for him. And he knew you would, because you love him. I know you do.”

      “Oh, fuck,” I whisper, stunned. He’s twenty-six, just like me. People in the prime of life don’t normally get cancer. That’s for people who don’t take care of themselves, the ones who smoke and drink too much, and eat food full of nitrates and shit like that. Not us.

      “He knew there was nothing you could do for him. There was nothing any of us could do, believe me. I’ve been with him every day and I’ve never felt so helpless in all my life. Watching him waste away …”

      I shake my head, wishing I could make sense of the thoughts racing through it. Liam has cancer. He’s dying. He’s wasting away. And he didn’t tell me. “You said there was an operation?”

      She sniffles loudly. “The operation went all right, but something happened overnight. I don’t know what, but since then he’s been going downhill. They’ve been working on him all day. They can’t tell what it is, but it seems like his body’s just … I don’t know, just shutting down. Tyson, please come. They don’t think he’ll make it past tonight.” She breaks down then, sobbing horribly. I can’t sob. I can’t even muster a tear. I can’t feel anything.

      “I’ll be on the first flight out,” I promise.

      “Please, hurry. I’ll tell him you’re coming. I know he would want to hold on for you, Tyson.” I get the address. There’s a fist squeezing my heart when I end the call. Liam, you fucking idiot. How dare you not even give me the chance to help?

      I pull up a random travel site on my phone and search frantically for flights to Ireland—my fingers keep hitting the wrong buttons at first, but I eventually manage to schedule a flight going out in two hours. I buy the ticket on the spot and rush back to the hotel.

      I rush up to my room and start throwing things into my suitcase, cursing him, mourning him, and wishing I could wring his fucking neck for being so stubborn and stupid. He is dying in some hospital bed in Ireland and there’s nothing I can do about it. He should’ve known I would want to be there, the jackass. A lifetime of being my best friend and he thought it would be all right not to tell me he was fuckin’ dying.

      Suddenly, I remember Izzy.

      “Damn it!” I whisper, running my hands through my hair. I look around, frantic, in a panic. I’m losing my fucking mind. I grab the phone that I tossed on the bed. I have to keep myself from hurling the damn thing to the floor when I see she still hasn’t given me that missed call.

      I pace my suite restlessly like a caged tiger.

      She’ll call soon. She’s just busy doing whatever bridesmaids do. Fuck, what if she calls while I am airborne? I change the recorded message on my phone’s answer machine. My message tells her that I have to fly to Ireland on an emergency and could she leave a number and I’ll call her back.

      Another thought hits me. What if she doesn’t have the time to call and she is just planning on showing up in Costa tonight? Another thought hits me. Maybe she hasn’t called me yet because she was in such a hurry to get her ribbons she made a mistake with my number.

      In that case, she won’t hear my message. She’ll think I ditched her. That I was never serious in the first place. She was only a fling. I imagined her sitting there, waiting for me, hopeful. Until enough time passed and she knew I wasn’t going to show. I could actually feel her pain as though someone were stabbing me.

      The thought of hurting her is almost as crushing as the pain of my best friend dying. Like a knife to my heart. She doesn’t deserve to be hurt like that, especially when hurting her is the last thing I want to do. It is at that moment I realize she’s even more special to me than I had recognized.

      I slump on the bed. I have enough time to leave her a message with the staff at Costa.

      I snatch my suitcase, check out, and rush out of the hotel. Outside I flag down the first taxi that comes my way and direct the driver to the pub in question. While we’re on the way, I call Louis to cancel my lunch with him, then I shoot emails to Ralph and several others, letting them know about the change in plans. Ralph gets back to me instantly, telling me he’ll handle things on his end. He knows how much Liam means to me, the brother I never had.

      “Wait here, please,” I say when we pull up outside Costa. I fly through the door and up to the counter. I ask to speak to someone who can understand English.

      One of the girls comes towards me from the other end of the counter. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, please. Will you be working here at about seven tonight?”

      “Yes, I am working, how do you say, is it … double shift?”

      I nod quickly.

      “Yes, double shifts tonight.”

      “Good. I need you to do a big favor for me,” I explain as I fumble with my phone, searching for Izzy’s photo. “I’m supposed to meet this girl here at seven tonight, but I have to leave the country because of an emergency. Do you understand me?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “I don’t have her number. I need her to know that I’m not standing her up, right?”

      “Ah, I understand.” She smiles, a smile that tells me she understands and everything will be all right. “You want me to tell her you can’t make it tonight because of an emergency.”

      Nodding, I smile back at her. The relief feels like physical sensation in my body. I exhale. Oh, thank God.  She will look out for Izzy and tell her what happened. “Do you have a piece of paper I can use?” The guy behind the bar slides me a notepad and a pen.

      

      Izzy,

      I’m so sorry, but there’s been an emergency. My best friend is critically ill and I have to fly out a.s.a.p.

      Please call me when you get this.

      x Tyson.

      

      Underneath, I scrawl my cell number.

      “Here.” I hand it over to her. “Please, give this to her.” I show her the photo again. “This girl.”

      “She’s beautiful,” she says.

      “Yes, she is. Which is why I can’t let her think I stood her up. This means the world to me.” I pull out two hundred Euros and shove the bunch of notes into her hand. “Thank you.”

      “Sure, no problem!” she says, grinning from ear to ear. “I’ll be here tonight, and I promise to give her this note. Actually, if you call here at that time I can even let you speak to her.”

      A great weight slides off my chest. It’s not ideal, but it’s the best I can do at the moment. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      “No problem. When you call just ask for Margot.” She grins. “That is me.”

      I smile at her gratefully. “You’re a life saver.”

      “Good luck,” she says as I turn away, clutching the notepad with the establishment’s phone number.

      As I walk out, I suddenly wish there was a way for me to take Izzy back with me. It seems wrong to leave her here, but I have no choice but to climb back into the taxi and tell the driver to take me to the airport. I get to the airport with just enough time to get through security and board the plane. As it takes off I look down at the earth below and my heart feels heavy with some unknown fear.

      Izzy will be all right, I tell myself. She’ll call soon and hear the message. She’ll understand. I know she will. We have something special. Any other woman might think it was a brush off, but not her. She’ll know there was nothing else I could do. I have to be with my friend—or at least try to help his girlfriend through the aftermath … if I don’t make it there in time to say goodbye. He would do the same for me.

      I can’t wait around another day. I gave my word. And my word is always good.
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        Dust to Dawn

      

      

      I tap my nails against the glass of iced coffee. Condensation wets my fingers and runs down the side to pools in a ring around the glass. My eyes dart around—every movement on the street could be him. Every tall, dark-haired man makes me jump. Even the ones who aren’t so tall, or so handsome. My heart still skips a beat whenever anyone who looks even remotely like him strides past the windows. Whenever the door opens I turn my head. It might be him. It just might be.

      But it isn’t.

      I can just see the look on Kylie’s face when I tell her I sat around in Costa, waiting for a man who clearly had no intention of ever seeing me again.

      Yes, that would go over really well.

      My chest hurts. A deep, stinging pain that only gets worse with every minute that passes. Every tick of the clock feels like another second of my life gone. Last night comes back to me like scenes on a reel of film. His smile. The way he looked at me. The way he laughed at himself. The electricity of his touch. The way my breath caught when he swept me off my feet—literally—and carried me to the bedroom. The look in his eyes when I woke up the next morning. The way my heart pounded double time when he told me he wanted to see me again.

      The images play like a movie I can’t stop. I wish I could stop it. It’s hell—the memories don’t bring pleasure or fill me with a secret joy like they did all day. Now they’re a reproach. The reminder of what an idiot I was to believe him.

      And yet, I keep hoping.

      Craning my neck whenever the door opens. When it doesn’t turn out to be him, my heart sinks further and further. I know I can’t sit here all night, waiting, but … just a little while more.

      As the night moves on I feel the eyes of the wait staff watching me, pitying me. They’ve probably seen dozens of girls like me, maybe hundreds. Walking in with their heads high, all dolled up in their best clothes, their hair and makeup much nicer than they’d wear it if they were meeting up with just friends. Checking their reflection, self-consciously looking up every time the door opens. Just about radiating anticipation.

      Until enough time passes. Until anticipation turns to embarrassment, then despair. And all the while, they try to keep up a brave front because they are in public. They can’t let anybody see them fall apart, even though falling apart is the one thing they are going through. What a pathetic fool I was to be roped in by a good-looking face.

      I cringe to think that I was so easy.

      The staff are roping off sections without customers. They are about to close shop. Some of them look in my direction. They want me to go.

      The nasty, taunting voice in my head starts a monologue. Kylie was right. What were you thinking? A man like him is not for you. This was bound to happen. Better now than later. It was just a one-night stand. It’s life. Every night millions of men and women all over the world are doing it and walking away.

      I stand suddenly. I have to get out of here. My cheeks are burning, there’s a tightness in my chest. It feels as if I’ll explode if I stay here a second longer.

      “Goodnight,” one of the waitresses says as I walk to the door. There’s sympathy in her eyes. Like she wants me to know I’m not the only one who’s ever been through this. Strangely enough, my pride kicks in. I don’t need her sympathy. I’m not hurt. So what if I made a complete fool of myself by sleeping with a man who is known to be a Casanova, and actually expected him to show up for lunch after he got what he wanted.

      “It looks as though my meeting got canceled without my knowing about it.” I manage to smile. “Goodnight.”

      She’s diplomatic enough to pretend she believes me. Nodding politely, she walks away. Tears of shame burn behind my eyes. She knows. They all know. Thank god I’ll never be coming here again. I hurry out, careful to avoid eye contact as I go. I wish I’d never come. I wish … God, I wish … I wish he had just turned up.

      I can’t go back to the apartment just yet. The thought of sitting with my friends for the rest of the night enduring their pitying glances … it’s too much to even think about. How they will laugh at me. Saving my virginity all these years and dropping it into the lap of the worst kind of skirt-chaser. I look back and forth down the street. A taxi stops. I get in and to my shock I ask the driver to take me to his hotel.

      I walk through the lobby, and up to the reception. A woman in a navy suit smiles professionally.

      “I’d like to speak to Tyson Eden, please,’ I say, meeting her in the eye.

      She frowns. “Monsieur Eden? I … um … let me check.” She looks down at her computer screen and taps at a few keys. She looks up shaking her head. ‘Sorry, Mademoiselle, but Monsieur Eden checked out this morning.”

      My eyes widen. “What?”

      “Yes, he checked out at eleven o’clock.” She shrugs. “Sorry.”

      For a second I stare at her blankly. He checked out. So even that story about going to see his friend was bullshit. My mind refuses to believe it. I cling on to the last bit of hope. “Did he leave a message for me?”

      She shakes her head slowly, her eyes pitying. “No, sorry. He did not leave a message for anyone. If he had there would be a notice in the notes section.”

      I nod and, turning around, head out of the hotel. My mind is blank as I walk the streets of Paris for ages. Even when it starts raining I don’t stop walking. There I was, thinking I was smart. I wouldn’t ever get roped in by a handsome face or a charming smile. Holding myself above all the poor, silly girls who let men take advantage of them. What did I think made me so special, so smart? I was clearly wrong. I was wrong about so many things.

      I think back to how happy I was only a few hours ago, how I spent the whole day smiling and giggling to myself like I was the keeper of the most wonderful secret in the whole wide world. I feel so lost and hurt. A single tear rolls down my cheek and I knuckle it away.

      I stop at the corner to wait for traffic to rush past and it hits me that something might have happened to him. My breath catches. All these cars racing past. What if he got hit on his way to Louis? Or had an accident? Maybe I should call up the hospital to see if he was admitted? No, that’s stupid. He checked out of the hotel. What if he had to go home for something, like an emergency? That’s surely possible.

      A tiny flicker of hope sparks to life in my heart, but I put it out right away. Then why didn’t he leave a message for me at the hotel?
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      Izzy still hasn’t called my phone. I flag a taxi and go straight to the hospital. By the time I reach Liam’s bedside, running full-out from the second I cross through the entrance, he is still hanging on, looking worse than I’ve ever seen him, but alive.

      “You think you’ll get rid of me that easily?” he wheezes. I can barely hear him.

      I run a hand over his mostly-bald head and force a smile. “Keep your smartass comments to yourself. Rest a little, eh?”

      He shakes his head. His eyes burn as he looks up at me. “Fuck rest. I’ll rest when I’m dead. Hit me with all you’ve got, you pussy,” he whispers.

      I pretend to chuckle, and he chuckles with me, but I see that even laughing exhausts him. My heart aches to see how he still wants me to think of him as a strong man. I hold his hand and he squeezes mine, but there is no power left in him. He is just a shell of the man I knew. I want to know why he didn’t tell me. How he thought I would take it if I never got the chance to say goodbye. But none of that matters now. It would only take up the little time we have left together.

      Vanessa comes in with fresh coffee. She’s a mess—hair dirty, pinned up on top of her head. Eyes ringed with dark circles, cheeks sunken in. Clothes that look like she’s worn them for days on end. Her nose is red and chapped. I have to admit, I never cared much for her. Never thought she was good enough for him. Seeing the way she’s falling apart taking care of Liam, and knowing she could easily have walked away when she found out he was sick makes me regret the things I said about her.

      “It all happened so fast,” she whispers softly as she sits on the other side of the bed, close to him. “He started coughing for no reason. He felt fine otherwise, no fever or anything. Just that cough. Then, he lost his appetite. And he was tired all the time. I would say three or four weeks between when it started and when I managed to convince him to see the doctor.”

      “He always was a stubborn ass,” I mutter.

      “That’s the truth,” she agrees, shaking her head with a rueful smile. “But it was too late by then. The doctor said it was Stage Four lung cancer.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      She looks up at the ceiling. “Three months?” she says with a shrug.

      My hands clench. Three months. He could’ve gotten better treatment. He might have had a chance, but no, the stubborn bastard insisted on keeping it a secret from me and letting the cancer ravage him. My eyes find his face and I see the way it has eaten him out. His hair is all but gone, and his pallor is ghostly grey. Eyes and cheeks sunken like a survivor of a Nazi concentration camp. I can hardly believe this is the same man I used to sprint up and down the football pitch with. Somebody replaced my best friend with a withered old man.

      “They must be able to do something for him.”

      She looks at me from across the bed. “Nothing we can afford. Nothing feasible.”

      “Afford? Feasible?” I hiss. Money? Is that all he lacked? When I have more of it than I’ll ever know what to do with? I’d kill him myself if he wasn’t already so close to it. The bastard.

      She shrugs uncomfortably.

      “I can afford it, Ness.”

      “He didn’t want you to do anything like that,” she says, her voice breaking. “He’s proud and stubborn. He wanted it this way.”

      “How could he want this?” I ask, furious but trying to keep my voice down for his sake. What I want to do is punch a wall, curse him for being such an idiot.

      “You know how he is,” she says, like that’s an answer.

      I stand up. “Tough shit. He’s going to have to deal with help from me. I can’t accept this. I want to speak to his team of oncologists, immediately. I want to explore other alternatives.”

      “Tyson, no.” She rises, grabbing my arm as I’m about to storm out the door and raise holy hell in the corridor. I look down at her, surprised. Why would she stop me from getting help for him?

      She swallows hard. “If it’s more of what he’s had, no. You don’t know how much he’s suffered in the last three months. Believe me, there is nothing I want more than for him to be alive, to be with me, but I love him so much I won’t put him through anymore. Enough is enough.”

      I touch her arm. “I’ll find a way. A way where he doesn’t suffer.” My voice is strong and determined. “I need him. This is what I want. I can’t sit here and not try, at least.”

      Her eyes swim with tears and a wild, crazy hope. “All right, then. Do it. I can’t pretend I don’t want you to do it.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      He sleeps through the next few hours, and I sit up by his bedside. Just watching, waiting. Waiting for what? For him to open his eyes again? For him to die? The thought kills me and I walk out of his room and go down the corridor. There is a door that leads out to a garden. There is no one in it. There is still no missed call on my phone. I guess she must be so busy she is going directly to Costa.

      I call Costa at eight sharp. A man answers on the first ring, and I ask for Margot. She comes on the phone and immediately recognizes me.

      “Is she there yet?”

      “No, she has not arrived.”

      “No problem. I’ll call back in fifteen minutes. Ask her to wait for my call.”

      “Got it.”

      I call again. And again. And again. Fifteen minutes became every thirty minutes. But each time the answer is always the same. She has not arrived. Finally, the answer was different.

      “I’m so sorry. She has not come and we are closing now.”

      My heart is so heavy, I can barely thank her for her trouble. Oh, Izzy. Did I completely misjudge you? No. I’m a pretty good judge of character. I didn’t make a mistake. No one can pretend such innocence. I saw the blood. That wasn’t a lie. We were so perfect. So happy. I try to think of anything she might have said that would give me a clue as where she could be.

      Suddenly, crazy thoughts and images start appearing in my head. What if she met with an accident? What if she’s lying in a hospital even now? I imagine her broken and bleeding.

      If it weren’t for Liam, I would have gone back to find her, but he needs me. His doctors are trying to find him a place at the Oslo Comprehensive Cancer Center in Norway. I need to be here to move quickly when they arrange something. My brother needs me.

      I go back to Liam’s room and he is still asleep.

      “You look like shit. There’s no need for both of us to be here. He’ll sleep right through now. Why don’t you take a break?” Vanessa says to me.

      I rub the back of my neck. “Why don’t you take a break? I’ll stay with him.”

      She smiles. “I’ll be all right. I’m happier when I’m here, next to him. You go ahead. There is a hotel just up the road. It’s not much, but you’ll be close by, and you can refresh and recharge. You’re no good to him tired and irritable. Go on.”

      I don’t want to leave the hospital, but the doctor assures me things look all right for now. I haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours and Ness is right. Liam needs me at my best. I take a taxi to the hotel Vanessa told me about.

      The room is drab and basic. I drop my bag on the bed and walk to the window. The hospital is so close by I can see from where I am standing. A square gray building. I think of all the people who work there, who die there.

      I should sleep.

      The bed looks comfortable enough, but when I lie down and close my eyes, all I see is Izzy. I can’t get her out of my head. I roll onto my back with my arm over my eyes.

      And there she is again.
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      I get lost in the maze of streets and don’t even realize I am lost until two men walking towards me say something in French to me, but their body language and leering faces snaps me out of my daze.

      I’m alone in a dark street with two men who look like thugs. I don’t think I have ever been so frightened in my life. I drop my head and crossing the road start walking away quickly. My heart hammers in my chest. My ears listen for their footsteps. They don’t follow. One of them laughs and calls something out. I don’t turn. Just keep my head fixed straight ahead and my stride long and fast.

      To my relief, only a short distance away, the street joins a busy one full of traffic and people.

      I run the last few steps and burst on to the busy street. I look around me. I realize for the first time that I am soaked to the skin and shivering. Nobody takes any notice of me. I flag down a cab and give the address of the apartment I am staying in to the taxi driver.

      He doesn’t speak. Simply grunts, switches on the meter, and starts on driving.

      By the time I get back to the apartment, everyone is asleep after all the champagne at the party, and only Marie, Lina’s French friend, whose apartment we are staying in, is awake.

      “You are wet,” she says and shoos me towards the bathroom.

      My mind is blank as I peel off my clothes and get into the shower. I don’t even cry. Slowly, feelings come back to my frozen limbs. Eventually, I get out and wrap myself in the thick bathrobe Marie hung behind the door for me.

      I dry myself and go into the living room where she is watching TV. To my surprise Lina has come to join her friend in the living room. They are talking in low tones. When they hear me they both turn towards me, but it is only Lina who speaks to me.

      “I heard the doorbell. What are you doing here?” she asks, a frown on her face.

      I shake my head, because quite honestly, I cannot speak. Cannot say a word. She stares at me for a few seconds then, she stands, and comes over to me. “Come on, let’s have a cup of tea in the kitchen.”

      We go into the kitchen, but it is not tea she takes down from the cupboard, but a bottle of cognac. I sit down and watch her pour a generous measure into two mugs. I smell the fumes from where I am sitting. I drank Jameson last night. I can still taste it on my tongue.

      She pushes one of the mugs towards me. I curl my hands around it and drink it down. All of it in one go. It burns my throat and makes me cough. I look at Lina’s face.

      Her mouth quirks. “It’s okay, honey. It happens to all of us.”

      I bite my lip. She doesn’t understand, but I nod. I can’t talk about it. Not to her. Not to anyone. She can never understand. No one can.

      “So Charlotte went on her honeymoon. Everything went really well,” she says softly.

      I nod.

      “Kylie got really drunk and threw up in the toilet,” she adds into the awkward silence.

      I nod again.

      She drinks her cognac and refills our mugs. I drink it and stand up.

      She stands too. “I’m really sorry, Izzy.”

      I nod, then I turn to leave.

      “I’m here if you need to talk,” she says.

      I turn. Her face is soft and full of concern. I nod and manage a half-smile. For the first time in my life, the pain is too deep for me to talk about my pain to anyone.
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* * *

      
        Tyson

      

      

      “Norway?” Vanessa chews on her lower lip, looking uncertainly from me to Liam and back to me.

      Liam frowns. “Why?” he whispers weakly.

      “Because there are specialists there who are in the middle of developing a new treatment for your specific cancer. There are doctors throwing all their expertise behind it,” Liam’s doctor says.

      “Can he manage a trip like that?” Vanessa looks at the small team of doctors gathered at the foot of the bed.

      “Yes.  Mr. Eden has already made the arrangements for transport. All the necessary medical equipment can be taken onboard.”

      “And it’s ready to leave whenever you are,” I finish, looking down at my friend. “All you have to do is stop being a stubborn jackass and accept the very thing you would do for me if you were in my shoes.”

      “How much is it going to cost?”

      “I can afford it,” I say.

      “No, it’s too much,” he protests.

      “Stuff it. It’s not too much. It’s nothing.” I touch his shoulder—it’s like touching a skeleton. “Please.”

      Liam looks at Vanessa, his jaw set hard.

      Her eyes fill with tears. “Please, Liam. Do it for me.”

      It’s what decides it for him. “All right. Let’s go to Norway.”
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        Two Days Later

      

      

      The journey back is strange and strained. I find it difficult to talk to the others and spend most of it pretending to be asleep. Lina’s brother comes to pick us up.

      As soon as he drops me off on my street, I wave goodbye to everyone and run up the three flights of stairs to my little apartment. I lock the door behind me, then lean against it. A strangled sob bubbles up out of my throat. I’m alone, finally. I can let it all out. Tears overwhelm me as I slide down the door and end up in a heap on the floor.

      What’s wrong with me? Why does it matter so much? He was just a man, just a man, just a worthless man. I made a mistake. So what? I had fun, right? Then why is my heart breaking? It must be my pride that’s hurt. Yes, that must be it. My pride. My pride is hurt.

      Though I did think we had something special. Nobody can tell me that night was not special.

      I cry my heart out. When I finally manage to get myself up off the floor I feel cold determination take over. I’ll get over this. I take my shoes off, then the belt of the brand new dress I wore for the first time today, a cute little knit dress that hugs my body and whose light grey shade complements my eyes. I pull it over my head and toss it on the bed, not even bothering to put it away.

      I only wore it because I was sick of Catherine and Lina looking at me as if I was going to slit my wrists.

      A pair of tracksuit bottoms and a cuddly old night shirt will suit my mood a lot better. I pull my hair into a bun on top of my head and put the kettle on. An afternoon of trashy TV is what I need more than anything. I’ll get over you, Tyson Eden. You’ll see, I’ll get over you if it’s the last thing I do.
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      “It’s looking good, Ralph. He’s looking real good,” I say into the phone. The Norwegian sky is a clear blue and the air is fresh and clean.

      “That’s great news,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Did they say when he can come home?”

      “Not sure yet. They’ll probably want to keep him around a few more days for observation, just to be sure he keeps improving. The trip out here wasn’t easy on him, so he’s got to be a little stronger first.”

      “That’s understandable. And how are you holding up?”

      That’s out of character for Ralph. I can count on two hands the number of times he’s asked me a question like that in the ten years we’ve known each other. Not that he doesn’t care—it’s that he doesn’t know how to show it.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fine? Bull. Keep up the pace you’re setting, and you’ll be the one in hospital.”

      “This is not about me, Ralph.”

      “The doctors know what they’re doing, Ty. Take a little time to yourself, get some rest.”

      “You don’t know that I’m not getting any rest,” I argue.

      He chuckles. “You act like we’ve never met, like I haven’t known you for ten years.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means that when you make up your mind to do something, you go all-in without taking anything else into consideration. That sort of focus is good when it comes to business, and it’s why you’re as good as you are at what you do, but you can’t forget about yourself right now. Your burning the candles on both ends. Your life can’t stop indefinitely.”

      “It won’t be much longer. Only a few days, and we’ll fly back.”

      “All right,” he says, sounding unhappy. That’s not something I can concern myself with right now. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve made him unhappy with me. His disapproval is something I’ve learned to take in my stride.

      Liam is sitting up in bed when I get back to his room, which is more like a hotel suite. Every aspect of our time at the clinic has been beyond my wildest hopes. He’s put on weight. His color is better. He even has the energy to move around using a walker, though he doesn’t move very far. Still, it’s progress. I only wish Vanessa could’ve come with us, but she couldn’t spend much more time away from work. She’ll be that much more surprised when we get home.

      “How’s Ralph?” he asks with a smile.

      “The same as always and dead chuffed to hear you’re doing so well.”

      “For once, I can say you were right about something,” he admits with a wry grin.

      “For once?” I raise an eyebrow, and we both laugh.

      Then he looks troubled when the laughter fades. “I can’t let you pay for all this without accepting something in return.” He motions around us—the spacious suite with its view of a crystal-clear lake. “This is like a spa. And the treatments? All that cutting edge gene therapy and all these drugs they’re pumping into me? I can’t begin to imagine how much this is putting you out.”

      He’s right about it being expensive. It’s jaw-droppingly, obscenely expensive, but I would do it all again in a heartbeat to know my friend is improving. I smile at him. “I’ve never found anything more worth spending my money on than getting you well enough to break my balls and be a general pain in my ass. Sadly, I can’t think of a single thing I’d rather spend my money on.”

      He opens his mouth and I raise my hand warningly. “End of discussion.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three days later and we’re back in Ireland. The reunion between him and Vanessa leaves me feeling a little misty-eyed. I’ve set him up with an in-house nurse so he can receive round-the-clock assistance, though at the rate he’s improving I doubt he’ll need it for very long.

      When I think back only a few weeks ago and remember how close to death he was, it’s enough to make me believe in miracles. There are no guarantees as to how long he has—but none of us have a guarantee, do we?

      I almost believe I’ll be able to find Izzy again, too. If Liam can have a turn around like this, anything’s possible. Once I’m back in England in a few days, I’ll start the process of finding her. There’s got to be a way, even if I have to take out full-page spreads in every London paper until she notices. A good private investigator should do the trick, though.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, brother,” I tell him once he’s settled in. Vanessa has hugged me at least ten times since we arrived, and she hugs me once more before I go.

      “None of this would’ve been possible without you,” she weeps against my shoulder.

      “I’m just glad you called.”

      I fly back to England. I get out from the shower and go to sleep. My phone jerks me out of a deep, dreamless sleep. It’s Vanessa. I experience déjà vu for the first time in my life.

      “Hurry. They’ve taken him to hospital,” she gasps into the phone. I sit bolt upright in the pitch darkness, dazed and still half-asleep.

      “What? Why?” I scramble out of bed and pull my clothes together.

      “I don’t know! He wanted a nap. When the nurse tried to wake him for his meds, he wouldn’t wake up!”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” It can’t be true. It can’t be. He was doing well. He had a second chance. There has to be some explanation, something stupid none of us thought of. A reaction to something. The doctors will be able to reverse it. They have to.

      They don’t. He never wakes up again.
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        Never Give Up

      

      

      Charlotte’s honeymoon is over. I’ve been expecting her phone call, but when my phone rings, I jump. The sun is low in the sky and I’m surrounded by balled-up tissue.

      “Jesus, Izzy, Lina just told me what happened. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “And spoil your honeymoon. Look, I’m all right now. It was just a one-night stand.”

      “Sweetie, I’m bringing over a bottle of wine. We’ll get a takeaway.”

      One look at the mess around me and I have to object. “I don’t know ...”

      “It’s not up for debate, cupcake. I’ll be over in a flash.” I know better than to argue with her. She always gets her way. I force myself off the couch and start tossing handfuls of used tissue into the wastebasket. I clear away the pizza boxes and the Chinese food takeaway cartons.

      When I step into the bathroom to wash my face, the sight of my reflection makes me wince. The puffy eyes, the red, swollen nose. All this over a one-night stand. What an idiot. I splash cold water again and again in the hopes of bringing down the swelling and making myself feel a little more human. He’s just a man. Just a silly man.

      Charlotte agrees with me as she opens the first bottle of wine only minutes later. “He’s just a man, like so many other men. Nothing special.”

      “I guess so,” I say with a shrug, careful to avoid eye contact as I open boxes of good smelling Italian food. It occurs to me that I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and my stomach rumbles in appreciation.

      “You guess? Was he really that good?”

      “Charlotte, please.”

      She swings her auburn hair over one shoulder and fixes me with a steady gaze. “Izzy, be honest with me. Are you really that broken-hearted over him?”

      “I … no … yes, I am.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” She rises up and, coming to sit next to me, pats my knees. “It’ll pass. I promise you that. One day, you’ll find the right guy and you’ll look back on this time and be glad it was not him.”

      “Thanks.”

      She sighs. “I hate to see you hurt. You are such a sweetheart, you don’t deserve this.”

      “For what it’s worth, I hate it, too,” I say with an attempt at a smile. “I just wonder if I did something wrong, is all. Did I fuck it all up?”

      “Sweetie, you didn’t do anything wrong. He was just not the guy for you. The most important thing is you enjoyed your first time. Some relationships are over in a night. They come, they go, but they have a purpose. You needed to throw caution to the wind and enjoy yourself. Which you did. Maybe that’s all it was ever meant to be.”

      I wish I could believe that, but my heart tells me otherwise. How can I explain it to her? The way I felt when our eyes met. Like I understood him better than anybody else. His sense of beauty, his sense of what really mattered in life. There was a depth to him that I could see. And he saw something in me I don’t think any man ever has. At least, that was how it felt. Perhaps the alcohol made me see things that weren’t really there.

      “I shouldn’t have slept with him,” I mutter.

      “But then you wouldn’t even have a good time to look back on. Do you know how lucky you are that your first time was so amazing, with such an experienced man? Most of us have to put up with a fumble and a poke in the dark,” Charlotte reasons. “One day you’ll look back on it and be glad that it happened the way it did. Believe me. You’ll come to appreciate the memory. You said it was incredible, right?”

      A sigh escapes me. “Yeah, it was.”

      “Accept that. And accept that you were two ships passing in the night. You’ll move on, and maybe you’ll be a little wiser. You won’t equate great sex with great love.” She touches her wine glass to mine. “And let’s not forget something.”

      “What’s that?”

      She smirks. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing, the daft prick. His loss.”

      I can’t smile back. She doesn’t understand. It’s my loss. My loss.
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        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fkLUBxLMMio

        Too Much

      

      

      It’s a cold day. Clear, beautiful. Almost like a spring day, come to think of it.

      The sounds of weeping grow fainter, fainter, as the rest of the mourners file away from the gravesite. It’s just me, hands clasped behind my back, standing in the middle of the church cemetery, looking at the casket that holds my best friend’s body. I feel like I’ve aged ten years since that first call from Vanessa. He managed to linger another two days after he went to sleep, but that was the best he could do.

      I stare at the polished casket. Why bother making it so shiny when it’s only going into the ground? I walk up to it. Kneeling next to it, I rest my forehead against the shiny wood. He’s in there. I close my eyes.

      “Everybody thinks I care about the money, like it all went to waste because you died anyway, but you know what? I don’t give a shit about it. I would have spent everything I have for you. If my money had kept you alive for one hour more, it was well spent. So those three weeks … well, that’s better than nothing. I got to tell you what needed to be said, and that has to be enough.”

      My voice breaks. I pause.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten all our hopes up. I don’t know. It felt like the right thing to do at the time. I still don’t know how it happened—maybe none of us ever will. Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be, but I fucking hate it.”

      I stand up and look down.

      “You’ll always be my brother,” I choke out before turning away and walking down the gravel path leading to my car. I drive straight to the airport. My lawyers have already set up an investment fund for Vanessa. She never needs to worry about her old age or pension again. It was the least I could do. Her selfless loyalty to Liam touched me, and I know it would have made Liam happy to know she was taken care of.

      Now, it’s time to go home. Time to find Izzy. It is the only thing that will take my mind off the grief—and the feeling that I failed him.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Tyson

          

          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      
        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lnRS3A_iIYg

        Pretty Woman

      

      

      Fuck these early morning meetings. The negotiation went well, but having to deal with people first thing in the morning just kills my day. I smile to myself as I get off the elevator of the offices of my latest clients, or soon-to-be clients. They haven’t signed on the dotted line yet, but they will. I can always smell the excitement of a buyer who is desperate for my horse, but thinks that playing it cool is a good strategy to lower my price.

      Sometimes, I want to save them the trouble and tell them I never lower my asking price. I know what I’m selling. It’s worth everything I ask for and more. But other times, I just sit back and watch the drama. It’s a game they love to play. Those stingy bastards would ask for a discount on a bag of fries if they could.

      If it weren’t so ungodly early in the morning, I’d go out for a little celebratory drink. Instead, I need to find somewhere to pick up some chow. I missed breakfast and I’m starving. I know there’s a little hole-in-the-wall café at the end of the next block that do huge fry-ups, so I head in that direction. It’s cold and all around me people in thick coats are hurrying to the next warm place. Not me. I’m in a T-shirt. I love the cold. I even ride bare-chested in the middle of winter.

      I open the door and the smell of coffee and grease hits me. My stomach rumbles.

      The place is small and cozy and boiling hot. It has a hearth along one wall where people can curl their hands around steaming mugs of hot cocoa or coffee and chat quietly. There are two girls there right now, and they look me over with appraising eyes. There was a time, long ago, when I would have flirted right back. Not anymore. I’ve lost my mojo. Not even a lap full of gorgeous blondes could do it for me last week.

      It’s fairly crowded, but I find a table by the window and sit down. A waitress stops by. Her hair is tied back in a messy bun and she looks harassed. I order coffee, the With Everything On It Breakfast, and extra toast.

      She nods and makes a note on her order pad. “You’re hungry. Want black pudding on the side? It’s good.”

      She just earned herself a hefty tip right there. “Why not?”

      “Great. Be right back with your coffee,” she says flashing a big smile.

      I scan the place and people are turning around to watch me. Two years ago they would have turned to look at me because I was a celebrity. Now it’s because I’m a strange fucker with a big beard and long hair. If someone looks at me it’s only because I’m so damn big and bearlike. Ignoring them, I take out my phone. I have one more appointment then I can get back on the road.

      Truth is, I can’t wait to get back to the farm, back to my horses. Dealing with horses is a lot less complicated than interacting with people. Something changed in me when I lost my friend. I understood in a real and material way that life wasn’t endless. I had an expiration date. I lost my taste for the life I used to live, always needing excitement, getting into trouble, getting my picture in the gossip mags. But all that seemed like a waste of time.

      Then once it became clear I was not going to be able to find Izzy, life lost all its color and vibrancy. I felt cheated by life. Everything I loved, wanted, was taken away. I devoted my time to my horses and I became a recluse and a workaholic. Some might even call me obsessed and a little mad.

      There’s a little old-fashioned bell above the front door and it tinkles whenever somebody comes in or goes out. It rings and my eyes dart up from my phone purely out of reflex. And what I see knocks all the air from my lungs.

      Izzy.

      I stare at her, frozen, disbelieving, mesmerized. The one person I’ve always hoped to see and the last person on Earth I ever expected to see again. The amount of times I’ve run up to a woman and turned her around only to be disappointed is too numerous to be counted. It never occurred to me that I would see her here in my old haunt. Especially after both the highly recommended private investigators I hired independently informed me they didn’t even believe she lived in London anymore.

      But here she is, right in front of me, smiling politely, holding open the door for a lady leaving at the same time as she is trying to come in. When the woman goes past she comes inside. Stripping her leather gloves off she rubs her hands together and blows at them through pursed lips. My astonished eyes follow her as she walks up to the counter.

      How many times have I imagined seeing her again?

      How many times have I dreamed this moment?

      But by God, she makes all my dreams and fantasies seem like faded photographs. I stare at the color in her cheeks, the apple green of her eyes, the blonde strands of hair that have slipped out of her beanie hat. She is like an angel.

      I never believed in miracles before, but this is just too incredible not to be one. What are the chances of running into her in a city of nearly nine million people? The sheer wonder of it gets me out of my chair and sends me over to her. She’s standing in line, presumably to get a cup of coffee to go.

      “Izzy,” I murmur, standing behind her.
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      She jumps and whirls around, her eyes wide with shock. She’s lost weight. At first there is just shock and surprise. Then she looks into my eyes…and recognition. For a fraction of a second I see a flash of a terrible, terrible mixture of sadness and longing. It’s only there for a split second, but I know the look because I’ve seen it in my own reflection whenever I catch sight of myself thinking of her. The longing. Wondering what might have been.

      Then, her eyes go ice cold. She might as well be looking at a lifelong enemy.

      I ignore that. “It’s you. I can’t believe it’s you. Out of the entire city …”

      She nods, eyes moving over my face. “Small world and all that.” There’s something missing from her voice. Warmth. There’s no warmth. She sounds defeated.

      “Look. I can imagine how you must feel about me,” I begin. I called the hotel I was staying at in Paris and the receptionist told me a blonde woman had come looking for me the night I checked out. I knew then she must have had a good reason for not calling me, or turning up at Costa that night. I was furious with myself for not thinking of leaving a message for her at the hotel. At any other time, I would have thought of it, but then with Liam on my mind I guess I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’ve never forgiven myself for that. Never.

      Her expression doesn’t change. “No. You can’t.”

      I look over her shoulder—there’s nobody left in line. “Come have a cup of coffee with me. Just a few minutes. Please.”

      “I’m actually in a hurry.” She takes a step away from me, then another. No. I can’t let her get away that easy.

      My hand shoots out, curls around her arm. She’s definitely lost weight. “Please. Just a few minutes. Just once, so I can explain what happened.”

      One eyebrow rises. “There’s an explanation?”

      “Of course.”

      “I suppose you’ve had enough time to think one up.” She glances over her shoulder, where a girl is waiting behind the counter to take her order. I realize I’m holding my breath, waiting to see what she’ll do.

      “Come on. What can it hurt to hear me out?”

      “I’ll take a latte,” she tells the girl, then, she looks at me. “And I’ll be sitting with this gentleman.” There is sarcasm in the way she said the word gentleman, but my body sags with relief at her announcement. I lead her to the table and she sits opposite me, her spine ramrod straight.

      “So what are you doing here?” She tucks her purse between her body and the wall and lays her leather gloves on the table. Her left hand is empty—I have to stop myself before I pump my fist in the air. Not even engaged. Is it possible that she’s been thinking about me these last two years, the way I have?

      “I had a meeting with a potential buyer, just a block from here. I thought I’d stop in for a bite before heading back. I’m staying at a hotel nearby.”

      “I guess it’s lucky you came in,” she murmurs. She won’t stop fidgeting. Her fingers drum on the tabletop. She keeps craning her neck to look up and down the street. What’s she so nervous about?

      “From where I’m sitting, yes. It’s very lucky.” I reach for her hand to quiet the drumming. She pulls it away like my touch burns.

      She gives a nervous, breathy laugh. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

      “Two years.”

      “Yes. Almost exactly.”

      “You look wonderful,” I say softly, drinking her in with my eyes. She’s thinner, but even more beautiful than I remembered her. Memory’s a funny thing—it tends to paint a prettier picture than ever existed in reality. Not in her case. If anything, her hair is even more golden, her eyes a deeper green. Her skin is porcelain. Her lips are full, parted. I know what they feel like. She bites down on her lip and blood surges into my cock, making it twitch and thicken. Good thing there’s a table blocking her view.

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks flush, making her even more delectable. Almost like a doll, but a very passionate one. I’ve never forgotten the passion she showed me that night. I’ve never been able to find it anywhere else, in anyone else.

      I can’t sit here and make small talk anymore. “I feel like I owe you an apology or an explanation,” I blurt.

      She shrugs. “No, you don’t. It’s been a long time. A lot of water has passed under the bridge.”

      What happened to her? That’s not what I expected—especially the attitude, the almost bored tone of her voice. Either she had never really cared or I’d hurt her so badly, she was putting on an act. Could her pride still sting after two years? “Then please, do me a favor and let me explain for my own sake.”

      “All right. Go on then.” The waitress brings her latte and puts it in front of her. She looks up and thanks the woman. Her hand shakes when she picks up her glass of coffee. That gives me hope. She is not as unaffected as she pretends to be.

      “For starters, it was stupid of me not to get your phone number right away. I can’t tell you how stupid I felt when I realized we hadn’t exchanged them. It wasn’t deliberate, believe me. You were in a hurry and I was … well, I was so happy I wasn’t thinking clearly,” I admit.

      “Yes, you did want my phone number,” she whispers, frowning.

      “Oh, god, yes. Of course I did. I asked you to give me a missed call remember? You never did and I didn’t know how to contact you.”

      She nods, a sad, faraway look in her eyes. She must be remembering that day.

      “Anyway, after you left, I got a phone call. My best friend’s girlfriend called me. He was dying back in Ireland. The doctors didn’t even think he would make it past the night. He was the only brother I ever knew. We grew up together, went through everything together.” I can talk about it without the hurt choking me anymore. There was a long time when I couldn’t. “He had cancer. Lung cancer, and he never told me because he didn’t want to ask for my help. I had to fly to Ireland. I had to help him.”

      Her frown deepens. She stares in my eyes, her gaze searching. She doesn’t know whether to believe me or not.

      “I still remember charging around my hotel room, wondering how to contact you so I wouldn’t have to wait. I left a note there for you with a waitress in Costa. When you didn’t show up ...”

      Her head jerks back. “But I did show up.”

      It’s my turn to frown. “No way. I called five times. You never showed up.”

      “That’s impossible. I waited until closing time.” She’s still unsure, though. I don’t blame her. It all sounds ridiculous.

      Then it hits me. Oh fuck. “Which Costa did you go to?”

      “I … uh … couldn’t remember the name of the street, so I told the taxi driver the Costa on the same street as Le Coq club.”

      I close my eyes. It was that simple all along. “There are two Costas on that road. You said the one we passed.”

      She leans back, pale, sad. “I didn’t know there were two Costas.”

      I cover her hand with mine. “Why didn’t you give me a missed call?”

      She shakes her head as if to clear it. “I lost my phone in the cab.”

      “Why couldn’t my private investigators find you anywhere, not even on Facebook?”

      “I don’t use it much anyway, and if you were looking for an Izzy you wouldn’t have found me. I’m registered under my full name, Isabella Faraday.”

      “All these things couldn’t keep us apart. We ended up here together today,” I say in wonder.

      She frowns.

      “Oh, Izzy. You have no idea how long and hard I looked for you.’

      “You did?” Her eyes are enormous. We stare at each other. Then something happens to her. A mask comes over her face. “What happened to your friend? Is he all right now?” Her voice is still shaky, but her face is still, composed; that of a stranger.

      “I took Liam to Norway to a specialist hospital. Some kind of DNA mapping treatment. We spent more than two weeks there while he received treatment. He did well—very well. The tumors started shrinking and he made a tremendous turnaround. Energy, weight, appetite, it all started coming back, but it didn’t last.”

      “Oh,” she breathes.

      “I’ll never understand what happened. Sometimes I think it might have been better for him and Vanessa if I had never stepped in. Better for me, too. Hope can hurt. It fucking crushed us. We had such hopes when he started coming around. So when he died anyway …”

      “I’m very sorry to hear that,” she says. “Truly, I am.”

      I stare into her green, green eyes. She’s just as beautiful as ever. Maybe more. Maybe it’s two years of wanting that makes her look even better than I remembered. “I never forgot you, Izzy. A day didn’t pass without me thinking of you.”

      Her eyelids flutter down. “It doesn’t matter now.”

      I frown. “I want you to know I’m sorry you thought I stood you up, that I never cared. I did care. It ate my heart out, knowing you went to the hotel. I left a message at Costa, but with the shock of Liam’s illness, I just never even thought about the hotel …”

      She holds up a hand and closes her eyes. “Don’t, all right? Just don’t.”

      “I’m not trying to dredge up old hurts—”

      She opens her eyes and they’re hard, cold. The way I’ve never seen them. “But you are. You are. Right now, you are.” She leans forward. “I’ve gotten past it. Truly. It’s not the same as it used to be. I don’t feel angry or hurt. And now that you’ve explained yourself I understand the situation better. It’s good … having closure.”

      “Closure? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I never understood what happened and now I know.”

      I wait for more. Nothing more comes. “And that’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

      She blinks once, twice. “Why should I have anything to say?”

      I have to admit, she has me at a complete loss. I watch her face and hope for some sign of encouragement. Anything to hang onto, work with. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you. Did you never think of me?”

      She looks down at the table. “I’ve never stopped thinking about you, either.”

      Yes. I knew it. “You mean that?”

      A casual shrug—or a shrug that’s meant to look casual. “Of course. I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.”

      “Then you can’t pretend that being here with me doesn’t mean anything to you. That Fate bringing us together like this doesn’t mean anything.”

      “It does mean something. It was horrible when I thought I had misjudged you. That you never meant to meet up with me. That you had gotten what you wanted and were moving on. That you didn’t know how to let me down easy back at the hotel.” She shrugs. “It took me a long time to get over you. Then I grew up. I appreciated that it was just part of life. Hurts that we have to go through to become the people we are. It’s all in the past now. I’m sorry things turned out the way they did, for you, your friend, and us, but that’s the way it was. We can’t change anything now.”

      I watch closely. She can’t mean it. It’s not in the past. I refuse to accept the idea that we didn’t run into each other to give us the second chance we deserve.

      The bell on the door tinkles and she jumps, her eyes flying to the door and again I see the unguarded fear in her eyes, but it disappears so fast it is almost as if I imagined it. You can’t work with horses and not have great intuition. Something is not right. I wonder who or what makes her so afraid?
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        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wzIE3mRFypQ

        Baby Can I Hold You Tonight?

      

      I can barely hear him over the sound of my own blood rushing in my ears. My heart is pounding so hard it is like a drum in a marching band.

      Why did he have to come back into my life?

      I don’t need this complication. For two entire years, I’ve gotten by without him. I don’t need him. I don’t want him, but my palms are sweating and I can’t get my heart rate under control. Something else too. Butterflies. Hundreds of them in my stomach. Making me feel nauseous with anxiety. I should leave. He is so big and distinctive. Anyone could see me here.

      “Izzy …” he calls urgently.

      I look up into his eyes. I can stand sitting here across from him as long as I’m not looking in those impossibly blue eyes. They’re just as beautiful as I remember, but there is something else in them. A bitter sadness. A sadness that makes me want to hold him close and rock him as if he was my baby. It isn’t right for us to sit together the way we are.

      It definitely isn’t right that I feel exactly the same right now about him as I did when we first met—only now, I can’t blame the giddy, dizzy feeling, the breathless excitement, on alcohol. Worse, I can no longer hate him for taking advantage of me, of being a coward and a user of the worst kind.

      He will never know how difficult it is for me to shake my head and say, “It doesn’t matter. Life has moved on for both of us. We’re not those people anymore. I’m not that girl anymore.”

      “I don’t believe you.” His voice is soft, low, but deadly serious.

      I wish he would. It would make things so much easier. His food arrives, but he doesn’t touch it. He just keeps on staring at me.

      “That’s too bad. Because it’s the truth.” I shift in my chair, suddenly extremely uncomfortable. I’ve never lied to him before. Also, I’ve been sitting here too long. I look out the window again, just to be sure nobody’s watching. The coffee sours in my mouth.

      “Why do you keep looking out?”

      I whirl my head around. “Because I’d rather be out there than here, with you.”

      “That’s a lie, too.”

      “Don’t call me a liar,” I warn, my voice unsteady.

      “But it is a lie,” he says calmly. “You don’t mean it. You want to be with me just as much as I want to be with you. I can feel it, and fuck anybody who says different.”

      I bite my lip, angry with myself for being so transparent. “You’re so full of yourself. Doesn’t it hurt, being that full of yourself?”

      “It’ll stop hurting when I’m inside you.”

      My mouth opens in a gasp of shock. I can put on a show to everyone else, but I can’t try to hide the desire his words produce in me, there is no hiding from him. He could see right through me. From the very first moment we met.

      Desire and dread fight back and forth in my heart. I don’t know which is winning, but I don’t wait to find out. I stand so fast I almost knock the chair backward. He stands too, his movements quick as a cat.

      “I need to go now. Please, please don’t follow me.”

      I leave the coffee and hurry to the door before he can stop me. I need to get out of here. I can’t breathe. I can’t think straight. For a second there, it almost seemed like a good idea to let myself fall for him again. He’s tempting. As tempting as the Devil himself, but that would have been the worst mistake imaginable.

      I’m halfway down the street, rushing and weaving between people casually strolling along, when I hear him calling to me. “Izzy! Izzy, wait!”

      Shit, I can’t have him following me and yelling for me like that. He must be crazy. Just to stop him from shouting my name, I come to a halt and whirl around. He’s running, holding out one hand. He comes to a stop in front of me.

      “Please, leave me alone.”

      “You forgot your gloves.” He holds them out.

      I take them from him, feeling confused and saddened. He only ran after me to return my gloves. I shouldn’t feel sad. I can’t have him, anyway. I take the gloves from him. “Thank you. I love these gloves.” I tuck them into my purse rather than put them on. “And thank you for explaining what happened. I hope it’s made you feel better. It’s definitely made me feel a lot better.” He doesn’t say anything so I plough on. “Right. So I’ll be off. I really have somewhere else I need to be.”

      “You can bullshit yourself, but not me. You gave up the most precious thing a woman can give, and you gave it to me. That means something. Nothing can ever change that. There is nowhere else you need to be but with me. Now.” He takes a step closer and I know I should push him away. I need to. I ought to. But I don’t. I let the magnetism of him pull me in all over again.

      “Please, don’t do this.” It comes out as a weak, pitiful whisper.

      “Come with me.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      His smile is just as bright as I remember it, just as sexy, and warmer than the sun. It warms me from the inside out. “Yes, you can. You know you want this as much as I do. We deserve this. Both of us.”

      He is another step closer to me. I feel his warmth and smell his cologne. I want to fall into his arms here and now and never leave. What is the spell he has on me? I wish I could break it.

      “I shouldn’t …”

      “You should, and you will.” He is inches from me and I’m drowning in his eyes. I can’t breathe. There’s nothing in the world but him—nothing at all. Him and me. Just this once, Izzy. For everything you have suffered.

      I’m in a taxi before I know it. His arms are around me and he’s crushing his mouth to mine. Everything else is disappearing. I want him to do more. My body melts against him when his arms tighten. I never feel so wanted, so safe, as I do when I’m in his arms. I sense his heart pounding under my hand when I slide it over his T-shirt. He’s just as firm and strong as I remembered, but no memory is as good as this. The sheer bliss of his lips pressed against mine—moving, demanding, taking. And I want to give. I need to give.

      His tongue slides into my mouth, and from the back of his throat comes a growl. I remember the growl. I used to hear it in my dreams. I used to wake up with a rush of raw heat between my thighs. Heat and wetness. My body starts singing a song it forgot the words to. He knows my body, he knows what I need.

      We don’t say a word as we hurry through the lobby of his hotel towards the elevator.
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        Lost on You

      

      

      There is a feeling of deja-vu as we wait for the lift. I remember the feeling of his cock inside me and desperately need that again. I know I shouldn’t indulge myself like this but it’s all so good, so right. Nothing has ever felt so right as it does when I’m with him. I stare at the lift doors remembering our first night. I’ve replayed every moment of it so many times. Even last night.

      Nothing has changed. Everything has been perfectly preserved.

      He barely waits until the door of his room closes before grabbing me and pushing me up against it. Pressing his body to mine, he devours my mouth. With one rough movement he strips off my coat. I don’t hear it fall. The blood is pounding so hard in my head.

      I let my palms slide over his broad, powerful shoulders. God, I’ve missed him. My fingers around his neck. His hands run up and down and all over me until every nerve in my body is screaming.

      Uncorking the passion I’ve kept bottled up since that night so long ago, I hook one leg around his and pull him in until his thigh is between mine. Fire races through me, lighting me up, reminding me how dead I’ve been without him, what life is really all about. I moan as I grind myself on his thigh.

      “Fuck, I need you,” he groans, moving from my mouth to my neck, kissing, sucking, driving me crazy. I tilt my head back and hold him close, running my fingers through his thick hair, abandoning myself to him.

      It’s so good. Sooo good.

      His hand works on the buttons of my blouse, then pulls the material aside so he can latch onto one of my breasts through my lacy bra cup. It doesn’t satisfy him and he yanks the fabric aside before sucking greedily on me again.

      “Oh, God!” I cry out as I arch my back, pushing more of my breast into his mouth. He bites down on my nipple, drawing a hiss through my clenched teeth.

      “Take me, Tyson, take me now,” I hear myself gasp.

      He cups my butt, lifting me in one swift motion. I close my legs around his waist and the pressure of his thick, hard cock against my aching pussy is sweeter than anything I could have imagined.

      He lowers me gently, then crawls up the length of my body to kiss me again.

      He whispers my name. It sounds heavenly from his lips. He nips the spot between my neck and my shoulder. The exact same spot he had bitten that first night when he was deep inside me. I gasp with the sensation of his mouth, his teeth, and his tongue flat against my skin. Tasting, sensing, and enjoying the fast beat of my heart in the blood that rushes through my veins.

      I pull the shirt from his waistband and indulge myself in the feeling of his bare skin, marveling the way I did the first time at the size and firmness of his body. He is truly perfection. He peels his shirt off. I revel in the sight, the tattoos I’ve nearly forgotten, the rippling muscles, and rasp of his skin. Pulling him down for another deep, breathtaking kiss that goes on and on. I wish it would never stop. I would gladly spend the rest of my life in this moment.

      “I missed you so fuckin’ much,” he grates hoarsely, running a hand down my side, over my hip and down the outside of my thigh. He grabs my boot, tugs it off my foot and throws it behind him. He repeats it with my other boot. I watch him unbutton my jeans and pull the zip down. Grasping the leg ends of my jeans he yanks hard, the movement so strong and sure, my jeans immediately slide down my hips, legs, and feet. He flings them away from him.

      “Please …” I moan, flexing my hips upward like an animal in heat, dying to make contact with him. I need him between my legs. I need him inside me, on top of me, pinning me to the bed with his glorious body.

      He peels off my panties and looks down between my legs. Slowly, he spreads my legs and stares at my splayed open pussy as if he is starving. I feel my own wetness leak out of me as I let him look. I want him to look. The way he looks at me makes me feel beautiful, desirable, wanted. The way I haven’t felt in two years.

      “Look how wet you are,” he says, dragging his eyes up to mine.

      “It’s you. You make me wet for you.”

      “Wrap your legs around my neck,” he orders, and as I lift my legs, he throws them on either side of his shoulders. Then he dives between them. Licking a trail up my inner thigh, his beard scratching and tickling me, he moves higher and higher along the sensitive skin. His progress is maddeningly slow, and it makes me clench my hands to stop myself from grabbing his head and greedily pushing it to where I’m throbbing for his mouth.

      Finally, an eternity later, he drags his tongue across my throbbing clit, and I can’t help it.

      I scream.

      “Shhh …” he murmurs, as if he is attending to a crying baby.

      Spreading my pussy lips with his fingers, he dips his tongue into me. A cry is torn out of my throat. I already know I won’t last long. He laps up the juices pouring out of me, then rims my asshole.

      “Tyson,” I squeak.

      “Not now, but I’m going in there, babe,” he says with a dark laugh. Then he begins to suckle gently at my clit and my body arches off the bed. He touches parts of me that nobody’s ever touched, unleashes something I didn’t know existed before him. I close my eyes and let the sensations take over, abandoning myself. No more thinking. Only feeling. And there’s so much to feel.

      Writhing and groaning, losing control, I feel nothing but my hands clawing into his hair and his mouth on me. My ecstatic cries fill the air as my body clenches around him and waves of sheer bliss wash over me. His hands roam over me, touching, caressing, fondling, stroking.

      When I come down from that dizzy height of pleasure, and my ragged breathing quiets, I hear him making growling sounds as he starts to eat me out again. Sucking my swollen, wet lips into his mouth. He’s giving me more. And by God, I want more. I’ve been thirsting for this. I’ll never get enough of him.

      He barely has the condom unrolled before he’s between my legs again, pulling me into a deep, searching kiss as he pushes forward. I groan, deep and low as he plunges into me. I’d forgotten how massive he is, how he filled and stretched until I thought he would split me.

      “You like that?” he grunts, grinding slowly, teasing me.

      After all this time, I need more. I need it to hurt. I tighten my legs around his butt and pull him deeper, grunting with the effort. More of him gets pushed in. Our bodies fit together like they were made for each other. I watch his body moving and it’s like magic, his abs tightening each time he buries his cock in me.

      “Go in deeper still,” I gasp.

      He frowns. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I want to take all of you inside me.”

      “Okay,” he says, and pulls out of me. Sitting on his haunches, he rolls my hips so I am doubled over and both my pussy and asshole are exposed to his gaze. I lift my hips higher and look him in the eye, telling him without words that I want it harder, faster, stronger.

      He opens my legs and plunges all the way in. Then, before I can even adjust to the sensation, he gives it to me the way I asked for it. Like an animal. Feral and furious. Pounding. My breasts bouncing wildly, my whole body jerking uncontrollably.

      The pressure starts to build again, getting stronger every time our bodies crash together. Until I can’t stand it. It’s too good. He feels the change in me, the way my muscles begin to tighten around his thickness, and he pummels me faster than ever.

      My orgasm rips through me and crests. I hold my arms out to him, just as the wave breaks.

      “Yes. Yes,” I gasp. A sob of pure joy and relief pours from my lips. My nails trace lines across his shoulders, making him groan louder as his thrusts speed up.

      “Yes, I love it, harder, faster,” I whisper, thrusting up to meet him, desperate to give him what he gave me. When he explodes with a roar of pleasure, my heart swells with the deep love that I have never been able to kill no matter if I thought he was an uncaring cad. I’ve loved him all this time.

      “Hell,” he groans when it’s over, falling forward, pressing his mouth to my shoulder. “To think I managed to convince myself that I was imagining how fantastic it was before.”

      “Me, too,” I whisper, kissing the side of his face, his shoulder. “Me, too.”

      It was so good, so right. Everything I remembered and more. We smile at each other, and just for a second the years dissolve and we’re right back where we started. Intoxicated with each other. Unable to believe that we’ve been so lucky to find each other.

      Then the real world comes back to me and dread fills my heart. I gave in to a sexual urge? It’s so wrong.

      It’s all so wrong.
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      I stare up at the ceiling and can’t help grinning like an idiot. I found her … and drove her nuts. Two years of being without her, of longing, of regretting I never left a message at the hotel, is finally over. Two years haven’t changed a thing.

      The problem is, when I turn my head to face her, I don’t see the same look of happiness and joy. She even seems distressed and upset. My smile goes sour before dissolving. “What is it?” I ask.

      She closes her eyes for a second, then sits up. “I should go. I don’t regret what we did, but it can’t happen again. This ends here.”

      “What are you talking about?” I reach for her, brushing my fingertips over her bare back, and she jerks away like I burned her.

      “Things are very different now, Tyson.” I’ve never heard such sadness, such total hopelessness in her voice before.

      I sit up, speechless, devastated. She really wants to go. Fuck if it makes sense. How could she be so passionate one minute and turn so sad the next? What’s happened to her? I run my fingers through my hair and try to figure out my next move. I mucked things up once, I’m not about to do it again. If she thinks she is going to slip through my fingers so easily she’s got another thing coming. “Help me to understand how it is,” I say slowly.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t. I don’t have the time. Just know that it’s better for us both if I get out of here as fast as I can.”

      I catch her hand and tug. She falls on her back and looks up at me. “Make the time. For old times sake.”

      “I’m late. I’ve got to go. Please.” I stare down at her. How could I want to fuck her again? I just did. She wriggles out of my grasp, scoots to the edge of the bed and starts looking around the room. “My purse,” she mumbles. “I have to check my phone.”

      I point to her purse by the door, and her cheeks go pink with the memory of how she dropped it in her hurry to fuck me. Buck naked she hurries over to pick it up. There is nothing on her mind except her phone. I watch her look at the screen and the relief that crosses her face as she drops it back into her bag.

      “Everything all right?” I ask casually.

      “Hmm? Yeah. Thanks.” She turns away and starts getting dressed. She slips into her panties, then pulls her jeans on over the top.

      “Be honest with me. Why are you running away like this?” I bound out of bed. In spite of what is going on, I have a hard-on from watching her dress. She tries to avert her eyes as she looks around for her bra.

      “It’s much too long a story, and I don’t have the time. I’m sorry, Tyson, but you’ll just have to accept that.”

      I take her by the arm as she tries to hurry past, and I pull her to me. “I don’t have to accept anything. I don’t even have to let you go. I could keep you here for days, naked and with my cock inside you, and you won’t be able to stop me.”

      “You’re holding me too tight,” she mutters through clenched teeth, looking at my shoulder.

      I know I’m not holding her too tight. “Want me to prove it? Want me to show you how easily I could get your ass back in that bed?”

      She flinches.

      “Why won’t you look at me, Izzy? Is it too hard to leave when you look me in the eye?”

      She raises her eyes to mine. God, they’re so sad. “Don’t we deserve so much better than what we’ve had?”

      She doesn’t say a word—but she doesn’t disagree, either, so that’s something.

      I capitalize on my argument. “I want us to have another chance. The chance we should’ve had two years ago. I swear I’m telling the truth when I say I’d have given anything for things to have gone differently, but I couldn’t do a thing then. Now, it’s up to us, you and me. We lost two years, but we still have the rest of our lives. We could be so happy together, Izzy. I want you. I want you in my life forever.”

      Tears fill her eyes. “Tyson. Don’t do this. Please.”

      I sense her resolve waning and push in for the kill. “Don’t pretend you don’t feel it too. I can hear it in your voice, and see it in your eyes that you want it too. Just like you couldn’t resist coming here with me today—you tried, but you couldn’t do it. What’s between us is too strong, Izzy. Tell me I’m wrong. Go on.”

      She opens her mouth, but nothing comes out except a soft sigh. Resignation. She knows I’m right, of course. The way I know I’m right.

      I let go of her arm. “Izzy. Come on. Give us a chance. We could have so much. We could be so happy.” I reach out for her face, stroking the soft skin of her cheek. She doesn’t move. She only looks into my eyes with that same sad, longing expression. I’m offering the woman everything I have and she looks back at me like I just killed her dog.

      Then her jaw tightens and she raises her chin. “I wish it were that easy. If you believe nothing else, believe that.” She takes a step back from me. “Please, I need to get dressed.” I watch the only woman I ever gave a damn about run around picking up and pull on the rest of her clothes. Her hands are shaking in her hurry to get out of my life. Maybe this is what I deserve. I’ve played fast and loose for a long time. I’ve broken too many hearts. I’m getting what was coming to me now. But I refuse to accept it.

      “I won’t give up on you. You have to know that.”

      

      “Promise me something,” she mutters as she pulls on her boots.

      “It depends.”

      “No. Promise.” There’s fire in her voice like I’ve never heard from her. The fire reaches her eyes when she looks up at me from where she sits on the edge of the bed.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Promise you will never, ever try to contact me after this. Promise me. Please. I need to know, for your sake and mine.”

      “I can’t promise that,” I growl. “I need you. Don’t you hear what I’m saying?”

      “I hear you saying a lot of pretty words that don’t mean anything in the real world, where real things happen.” She springs to her feet with an anguished cry that tears at my heart. “Oh, Tyson, when will you understand? There’s a whole world out there, a world full of people who have to make choices. Sometimes they’re the wrong choices, I’ll grant you, but all we can do is the best we can with what we’ve been given. I had to do the best I could in the situation, and I made my choice. The fact that you happened to be in the café today while I was going in for a cup of coffee doesn’t erase everything that’s happened between the night we met and right now. This isn’t a fairytale, even though you live such a charmed life.”

      “Charmed life? I’ve told you what I went through.”

      “Yes, and I’m sorry for it,” she says, shaking her head sorrowfully. “But that’s nothing compared to what awaited some of us.”

      “So why can’t we make it right?” I go to her, but she turns away with her arms wrapped around her waist and her shoulders hunched. Protecting herself? From me? “Izzy, give me the respect of at least being honest right now. You can do that for me—I think I deserve that much. We’re both adults. I can take it.”

      “What is it you want?” she whispers in a shaky voice. I want to reach out, hold her, but I’m afraid she would lash out like a scared animal. Tension practically crackles through her.

      I’ve always had a bit of a thick skull when it came to her. Actually, my brain becomes jelly and my dick takes over when I’m around her, but what would have been obvious to a fool, suddenly hits home. I don’t want to believe it, and it kills me to even think it might be true, but even though there’s no ring on her finger, she must be involved with somebody.

      “I want you to tell me: is there somebody else? Are you already with somebody?” My body is so still it is as if my heart has stopped beating. I stare at her, while my life feels as if it is ended. I watch as her shoulders fall. A heavy sigh slips from her lips. She doesn’t turn toward me. “Yes. There’s already someone else.”
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      Two years have gone by—what did I expect her to do?

      Join a fuckin’ convent and pine away for the man that left her hanging.

      I figured out that she must have got my number wrong or lost her phone and that she probably didn’t turn up in Costa because she couldn’t. So as far as she knew, I ran out on her that morning and I never had any intention of turning up at our meeting. She owed me nothing.

      Considering the circumstances, I can’t expect anything more from her, but hell with her admission. She pulled my heart out and cut me off at the knees. My head is ringing, my tongue is thick in my mouth, and I feel totally fucked. The hurt is incredible.

      Sick to my stomach, I stare at her slumped shoulders.

      No. No. I cannot accept that she belongs to someone else. No.

      I lay my hand on her shoulder and she jumps. I turn her around slowly to face me. Unable to look into my eyes, she covers her face with her hands.

      I pry her hands away and look into her eyes. She loves me. I’m her man. She is mine. Not his. I claimed her two years ago and it was only a cruel twist of fate that parted us. I’m not giving her up to anyone. She belongs to me.

      I’ve just possessed her again.

      Whatever she has with him cannot be worth a damn if she came so easily with me. I don’t care who he is or what’s happened between them. I’ll win her back. This girl is mine. She is my virgin. Nobody else’s. Forever. I marked her, and I won’t rest until she is wearing my ring.

      I keep my voice gentle. “Tell me, are things as good between the two of you as they are with us? Does he make you scream? Do you get wet just because you’re in the same room as him? See this thing between us right now. This need. This passion. Is that what you have with him? Would he look for you for two fucking years and never stop hoping, never give up searching for you in the back of every blonde head he sees?”

      She pauses, her eyes pained. “What I have with him is different, but … it’s good too.”

      “I don’t believe you. You wouldn’t have come with me otherwise,” I mutter.

      “I came with you because you were, we were, unfinished business. Now it’s finished.”

      “Oh yeah? Want me to show you how unfinished it is?”

      She lifts her chin. She looks beautiful, even radiant, but looks can deceive. “Everything is not about sex.”

      “No, but it’s a terrible indictment on what you have with him if you can’t even resist a bit of sex from an old lover.”

      She turns away from me. “You won’t understand. Please believe me that I’m not the girl I was before. Everything has changed. I don’t want you. I have a good life. Please, let me go and don’t try to find me. Please leave me alone. If not for yourself, for my sake. Please. You don’t know what it means to me.”

      She’s on the verge of tears. Christ almighty, she’s afraid of him. Why is she afraid? Every protective instinct I possess rears up and roars. I have to keep her safe. She should only ever be happy and laughing.

      I reach out, touch her shoulders, and turn her to me when she doesn’t pull away. Sure enough, her eyes are red and watery. Whatever she is battling with is killing her. I wish she would trust me enough to tell me. I’d go to the ends of the earth for her. I need her to know she can trust me. It’s about more than just me now. There’s something happening to her, and I can’t let her go without knowing what it is.

      “Talk to me,” I whisper. “I have to know what’s happened to you. Why are you afraid? You know you can trust me, right?”

      Her eyes dart back and forth, all over my face. Searching. Wondering if she is making a mistake. Can she trust me? She wants to—I can feel it in my bones. She wants to trust somebody. How long has it been since she’s been able to trust a man? A steel hand clenches around my heart when I think about what she might have gone through while I wasn’t around.

      Her mouth opens, then closes. She bites her lip. I won’t push her—I know enough about calming spooked animals to know that a push right now could close her off forever. I just rest my hands on her shoulders, reminding her that she has access to my strength and she’s safe. The rest is up to her.

      When she opens her mouth again, she doesn’t close it on nothing. “I’m not just with any man,” she whispers. “The man I’m involved with is Tony Jackson. Do you recognize the name?”

      Tony Jackson. Where have I heard the name before? A stray newspaper headline flies past my mind’s eye. A photo of a psychopath smirking outside a courtroom after he got off on a technicality. Fuck, she didn’t get involved with a lowlife gangster?

      I try to hide my disbelief. I’m losing my damn mind here. Why would she be with anybody like him? Such a sweet, beautiful, perfect thing like her. How far has she fallen? If I needed any further proof that we belong together this is it. “I’ve heard of him,” I say tentatively.

      “You’ve heard of him, or of what he’s done?”

      “I know he’s not a good guy, Izzy.”

      “He’s a … gangster,” she whispers, her brow creasing like she can hardly get the word out. I can only imagine how hard she must have worked at telling herself he’s really a good man, a man who’s misunderstood.

      “Didn’t he get off on a technicality?”

      She shakes her head. “No, he got off. I mean, there wasn’t any real evidence …”

      “A gangster, Izzy?” I say, my hand dropping from her shoulders. “How could you get involved with a man like that?”

      Her chin trembles. “Don’t you dare judge me, Tyson.”

      “And you’re fighting me over him? Somebody like that, who can’t give you anything real? When I want to give you everything.”

      “It’s not just my feelings that are involved, Tyson,” she cries, pointing to her chest. “It’s not just … he’s … oh, God.” Her legs fold up and she lands on the edge of the bed. “Oh, Tyson, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
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      I’m almost too angry, too disappointed, to give a damn how she feels. A gangster. A man like that. How desperate could she be? Then I remember how the intolerable pain of losing her drove me to other women. Bodies that I used and discarded. Faces that I pretended were her. She made a desperate choice and that was all it took for him to sink his claws into her.

      My hands clench into fists and my entire body vibrates with the effort of keeping myself under control. She’s upset enough without me flying off the handle again. “Explain it to me,” I ask in a quiet voice.

      “I don’t know where to begin,” she says, looking down at her hands. She rubs them together over and over, like she’s washing without any water. “All I can tell you is that it was already too late by the time I discovered the sort of man he really is. He won’t let me go, Tyson. I’ve tried. I’ve tried so many times to get away from him. He’ll hurt me if I leave him, but worse he will hurt my family. He’s already told me so. He’s already given me previews of what it would be like if I ever went through with it.”

      “That son of a bitch,” I spit, rage boiling up. My heart races as adrenaline surges through my system. I want to kill the bastard for even touching her.

      She looks up at me. “So now you understand why it’s crucial that you don’t try to pursue this. I’ve already taken a big risk in coming here, and I pray he doesn’t find out.” She clasps her hands together, pressing hard. Desperate. “Please, promise me.”

      “I can’t let you go back to a man like that. Who do you think I am? Do you think I’m some coward who can’t protect you?” I sit beside her, taking her hands in mine. “I have all the money I need to set you up someplace safe. We can hire bodyguards, even get the police involved. I know who to talk to, and I would never, ever let him get to you. He would have to get through me first—and I would love to see him try, the cheap thug. Just let the coward try to come at me and he’ll see what I have in store for him.” I can just imagine tearing into that prick, making him bleed. Making him beg for mercy, as I’m sure he’s made her beg. The thought of him even laying a finger on her precious skin makes me want to kill him. Nothing else will satisfy me now.

      Her eyes are wide, full of terror, before she bursts into tears and falls against my chest. “Oh, Tyson! I wish it were that simple! You have no idea how much I wish it were!”

      She shakes as sobs rack her body. I hold her until they subside. “Why isn’t it that simple? Why can’t I help you?” I ask, brushing the hair back from her forehead. Trying to comfort her in any way I can.

      “Because his father is a judge. A crooked, terrible, evil man. He protects Tony and his buddies—that’s really how they beat that case against them. Because he interfered. It’s not just me Tony will hurt if I leave him. He’s threatened my family. He’ll make us all pay if I don’t stay with him. Nothing will ever happen to him or his friends if something happens to us. I can’t even get a restraining order against him. Everybody’s in his pocket. Nobody can help me. Nobody.”

      “I can help. I’ll find a way,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head, still crying softly. “I can’t risk that. Don’t you see? He’ll retaliate. You can’t keep us all safe. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to my family because I was too stupid to stay away from you.”

      “Izzy, Izzy,” I whisper, my heart aching for her. I can’t even begin to imagine living that way, always afraid, knowing there’s no way out. Knowing that her loved ones could suffer the consequences if she reaches for a bit of happiness for herself. “I can’t let you go on like this. I know there’s so much to think and talk about, but I won’t even be able to sleep at night for worrying about you. It was bad enough when I didn’t know what’s happening, but now? Fuck. Knowing he could hurt you, or worse? I can’t let it go. I just can’t.”

      “Oh, Tyson, please.” She lifts her head, looking deep into my eyes. “Please. I can’t let you do anything. I need you to—”

      “I know. You need me to promise not to try anything, or else he’ll find out and he’ll make your life hell. I understand.” I brush my thumb across her cheek, rubbing away her tears, being as gentle as I can while my insides roil and boil and I imagine every way possible of killing that fucker. I won’t let him get away with it, even if I have to be especially careful for her sake.

      “I don’t want to be with him anymore. God, I haven’t wanted to be with him for almost as long as I’ve been with him. He showed me his true colors early on—not early enough, sadly. What a stupid fool I was to fall for his fake charm and empty promises.”

      “You did what you thought was right.” I think of him as a vulture circling an empty sky, waiting, heartless. An innocent girl like her—so beautiful, so precious and untainted. He must’ve thought he hit the jackpot, the monster.

      “I do want to be with you.” She kisses my cheek, my jaw, my mouth. “I do, I do. It’s so unfair. Why did life have to turn out this way?”

      She’s killing me. She’s twisting the knife in my heart and making it all but impossible not to march out of the hotel and track Tony Jackson down and snap his neck. I kiss her back, tasting the salty tears. “I know,” I whisper, stroking her hair, her back. “I know. It isn’t fair.”

      She touches her forehead to mine. “Maybe there’s a way to protect my family before I leave him. I’ve been thinking about it. I think it’s possible if I play it safe. He might be leaving town tonight for a few days—if I can do it then …”

      She’s so desperate. So painfully desperate. I want to wrap her in my arms and never let her go. Just let that bastard try to get to her while I’m holding her. Then again, it isn’t just her. It’s her family. Even so, I would move heaven and earth for her. She needs only give me the word. “Don’t do anything yet. I’ll be here for you. Whatever you want, we’ll make it happen. Let me think about this. Let me come up with a good plan for us and your family. Don’t take any chances tonight,” I warn her anxiously.

      She laughs humorlessly. “Trust me, I won’t.”

      “Are you able to come here tomorrow at noon. I’ll have a plan by then.”

      “All right. I’ll meet you here. Noon tomorrow.”

      “How are you going to get back?” I ask.

      “I’ll just take a taxi.”

      She finishes getting her things together and I hold her tight before she dashes out the door. I’ve become paranoid so I feel as if it’s the last time I’ll ever touch her.

      “Wait! Wait!” I catch her before she gets on the elevator.

      “What is it?”

      “Let’s exchange numbers this time. Let’s not make the same mistake.”

      She shakes her head. “No. Don’t ever call me. Even if I delete a number he has a contact at the phone company and gets a list of all the numbers that I call or call me.”

      “What?” I explode.

      She touches my face. “It’s okay. It’s just something he does. Tell me your number. I will remember it and call you from the phone box just outside my apartment complex if anything happens or I can’t make it. Otherwise I’ll meet you here tomorrow.

      I give her my number and make her repeat it numerous times.

      I swallow the overpowering urge not to let her go back to him. It makes my hands clench. “Call me if anything changes. All right?” She nods before hurrying away.
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      It might be possible. It just might. My heart is soaring with hope. I can’t remember the last time I thought anything good was possible for me anymore. It’s been so long. I felt like an old woman, like my life might as well be over at the age of twenty-four. Like nothing good would ever happen again. He makes me believe that there’s a chance, after all. If we could find each other again, who knows what else is possible?

      I’m actually smiling as I walk through the door to my apartment. Not my choice of a place to live, but then I’ve not had many choices in the last couple of years. It’s either comply or face the painful consequences.

      “Where’ve you been?”

      I freeze instantly at the sound of his voice. Shit! He’s got to be the devil, he absolutely must be, or else I would’ve heard him breathing or felt his presence. Something. Instead, he’s tricked me into thinking I was secure. He’s always tricking me.

      I turn around from the coat rack where I’ve been hanging up my coat, to find Tony staring at me from the sofa in the living room. His long face is still and his tattooed right hand clenches and unclenches a red rubber ball. That is his tension reliever. One would think my heart wouldn’t take off like a frightened rabbit every time I see him with his ball, but it does.

      “I went out for a coffee.” If he knew what I’ve been doing he’ll kill me on the spot. I force a smile. If he believes nothing’s gone on, I’ll be all right. I’ve talked him down from these moods before. “And it was a pretty nice day, so I thought I’d take a walk.”

      “You’ve been gone for over an hour—well over.”

      “I didn’t think you would mind. I thought you wouldn’t be back until this evening. I thought you had that thing you had to go for tonight?”

      “It’s cancelled.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh? You know what is really oh?” He pauses so I can answer his stupid question.

      “What?”

      “I was here and you weren’t.” His voice is reasonable, but he is squeezing the ball faster and harder.

      “I’m sorry, Tony. I didn’t think you might come back.” I clasp my hands in front of myself and struggle to keep from running out the door. Every instinct tells me to, but I can’t. He’ll catch me and punish me, and his punishments are terrible. Better to take my lumps now.

      “You never think!” He throws the ball. It bounces once on the floor and hits me in the belly. My hands instinctively catch it.

      “If you had called me I would come straight back,” I say quietly.

      “Never mind. Funny thing happened today.” He looks into my eyes and waits again.

      “What?”

      “Fat John was at a café and he saw you.”

      My heart turns to ice. “Yeah, I told you. I went to get a coffee.”

      “Anything happen there I should know about?”

      I start shaking. “No. Charlotte’s friend was there. He said hello. Then I left.”

      “Charlotte’s friend?”

      “He used to work with her. He was at her wedding,” I explain as calmly as I can.

      “He?”

      I’m suddenly so terrified I can’t even speak. I nod.

      “So you sat like a fucking slut in a fucking public place and talked to a fucking man,” he asks, his voice deathly quiet.

      “It was just minutes, Tony. I was just being polite.” My voice has become that horrible pleading whine that I hate.

      He flies out of his chair suddenly, his face dark red with fury, and punches the wall. A part of me, the part of me that is not terrified to death, rejoices. Good. Get out your anger on the wall, you stupid pig. Punch it until you break your hand. We’ll see how you like it when I can fight back for once.

      He strides towards me. I feel my knees go soft. He grabs me by the throat and slams me so hard against the wall I bang my head and see stars. I feel his fingers press on my throat. Instinctively, I take a deep gulp of air. Then, he tightens his hold and drawing air is no longer possible. I feel my eyes start to bulge and see the excitement in his as he looks at me choking to death. I beg him with my eyes. He does nothing. His eyes glitter.

      Tears fill my eyes and my vision blurs. I try to struggle, but his grip is pure steel. Slowly my struggles become feeble. My lungs feel like they are on fire and I start to black out.

      An image of Tyson flashes through my mind. There is no regret. I’m glad I saw him. I’m glad we did it again. I’m glad … I’m fading … I’m dying.

      Reluctantly, he relaxes his grip on my throat and I take great gulps of air while he watches me with a mixture of regret and sexual arousal. He wanted to kill me. One of these days he will. God, I hate this man so much. As I’m heaving for air, he brings his face close to mine. So close I smell the nicotine on his breath. “This is my fucking town and you don’t disrespect me by acting like a bitch on heat out in public again,” he roars.

      “I’m sorry,” I gasp. “It won’t happen again.”

      “You’re damned right it won’t, you stupid slut. I’ll teach you not to make a monkey out of me ever again.”

      And he starts on me, just like I knew he would. I drop to the ground and curl up, arms crossed over my tucked-in head, but he’s not having that. He hauls me up by my arms and holds me in place while he hits me over and over with his clenched fist. I try to hold back my screams, but I never manage for long. Eventually they come out and I scream and beg for him to stop, but of course, he doesn’t. Not until he’s good and ready.

      When he’s finished I fall to my hands and knees before him. I can’t see for the hair hanging in my eyes. I weep as softly as I can for fear of angering him again.

      “You better learn fast, cunt, or I’ll fucking kill that bastard child of yours,” he snarls, and aims a vicious kick to my stomach before walking away.
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      The slam of the door is music to my ears. I can finally breathe again—though I have to be careful. My ribs feel as if they are cracked, but I’m used to broken ribs. It’s amazing what a person can get used to when they don’t have a choice.

      I drag myself slowly across the floor. Crying with agony I reach the bathroom and I stand on shaky legs. Supporting myself on the sink I force myself to look in the mirror. The sight of my own face frightens me.

      He usually lays off the face—wouldn’t want the average passerby to know he beats his woman senseless—but this time, he’s blackened my eye. At least, it will be black by the time it finishes bruising. It looks terrible already. Dark hand marks are already visible around my throat. He’s getting sloppy. My lower lip is a little swollen, too, from his first slap, and my scalp stings. He likes to pull my hair. Once he yanked so hard, he pulled a whole clump out and left me with a bald patch. He thought it was funny.

      I wonder what made him react so badly this time. Something must have gone wrong for him. Probably to do with why he is not going away tomorrow. He must have come here to take it out on me. I suspect that is why he still keeps me locked away here in this apartment. I’m his punching bag. He hardly ever needs me for sex, and it’s clear he avails himself of many, many women. I smell them on him when he stumbles to my bed drunk and high as a kite.

      With tears running down my face, I reach into the medicine cabinet for the high strength pain medication that he has so thoughtfully stocked up for me. After swallowing the tablets, I carefully clean myself up as best I can. There’s only so much I can do though. At least the tears have stopped. Now I just feel cold and empty inside. Like there’s nothing inside my skin. I’m just a shell.

      Whatever made me think that Tyson could get me out of this mess? I must have been mad with lust. With all the money and the connections Tony has Tyson will never be able to save me. Nobody will. I saw it in his eyes today. Time is running out for me. I have to protect Christopher. If anything happens to me he’ll become an orphan.

      The thought of Christopher pulls me out of the spiral I was falling into. I have to see him. I have to remember there’s still something good in my life. I put on my biggest sunglasses and wrap a scarf around my neck and mouth before leaving the apartment Tony forces me to live in. I hate it. I hate the neighborhood and the nosy people. Which is why he loves it, naturally.

      So many eyes on me all at once, watching when he can’t be around. Traitors. They have no idea who he is. None of them do. I’m sure they’ve heard me screaming, but people have a way of ignoring what they don’t want to hear.

      I walk to the phone box and call the number Tyson made me memorize. He picks up on the first ring.

      “Izzy,” he says urgently.

      “I won’t be able to make it tomorrow, or ever again. I’m so sorry. Goodbye, Tyson,” I say woodenly.

      “Izzy!” he shouts as I drop the receiver back into the cradle. I lean my forehead against the cold glass of the phone booth, my mind blank, my heart aching, until I hear a bicycle bell. A kid whizzes past. I can’t think of what I want or need anymore. I have to think of Christopher and Mom. I have to find a way to get us out of this country and fast.

      Mom’s not far away—I would normally walk, but there’s too much pain. A quick taxi ride takes me to her front door. When I reach her house, with its cheerful wallpaper and the smell of fresh-baked chocolate cookies in the air, I almost cry with longing for a life long gone, when I was young and life was sweet. I put my key away and Mom comes into the hallway carrying Christopher.

      “Look who it is! It’s Mummy!” Mom holds Christopher up so I can take him from her, but I wave her off, and sit carefully, slowly. Her face falls.

      “He’s been at it again, hasn’t he?”

      I nod and take off my glasses.

      “Oh, Isabella,” she gasps in horror.

      “It’s okay, Mom. It looks worse than it feels. It’ll heal.” I take the baby from her and sit him on the edge of my lap. I don’t trust Christopher’s waving arms and legs to hold him too close against my bruised body.

      She shakes her head sadly.

      “And how’s my sweet boy? Behaving for Grandma?”

      “Dada,” he says.

      I bite my lip. That is the only word my son will say. Over and over again. Every time I hear it I feel guilty all over again for the mess we are in. If only I had not gone to that bar that night. If only I had not said yes to Tony.

      “He’s an angel, as always,” Mom says as she potters around the kitchen. I hear ice clinking. She’s making me a pack. I shower my boy with kisses all over his pudgy cheeks and the soft, dark hair that covers his head. His clear, blue eyes shine.

      “Dada,” he shrieks excitedly, and laughs uproariously when I tickle him. No matter how bad I feel my spirits always perk up when I have a visit with him.

      I sent him to live with Mom about a month after he was born. It happened when Tony and I got into our first big argument. At that time Tony had only just begun to show his true colors, and I didn’t yet know the extent of his sadistic streak. What I did know is that I had made a mistake. You can’t live with a man you don’t love. During that argument, I made the error of telling him that it was wrong for me to move in with him.

      I had never seen anyone change the way he did. One moment he was standing in front of me having an argument about why I wouldn’t leave Christopher with a babysitter and go out to a party with him.

      Then the next moment he had stormed into Christopher’s room, grabbed him up by his tiny leg, and started swinging him around like he was a rag doll. “If you leaving him is the problem then I’ll just have to smash him against the wall. Problem solved.”

      He was like a mad man. I could not even imagine it was the same man who had promised to take care of me and my baby until his dying day. Because, he said, one day I would wake up and realize that he was the kindest and most loyal man, and I would fall in love with him.

      While Christopher screamed in fear I could only stand there frozen. So completely shocked. I was unable to move, speak, or even think. Until, suddenly, as I looked at my son swinging dangerously in an arc, it came to me in a flash. He was jealous of my son. All I had to do was genuflect. Show total submission. Tell him no one else was more important to me than him.

      I fell to my knees and begged Tony to let my baby go. I told him I would do whatever he wanted. He could do anything he wanted with me. He walked up to me and threw Christopher at me. I lunged forward and caught my tiny infant in my arms. I held him tight and tried to rock him. “Next time,” Tony sneered, “I won’t be so reasonable. Stop him screaming and come to bed. You have work to do.”

      “When are you going to leave that evil monster?” Mom asks, handing me the ice pack and taking Christopher back so I can hold it over my eye.

      “Mom, please. You know what’s happening. You know it’s not that simple.”

      “What I know is he’s going to kill you one day.”

      “Mom, please, don’t. All right? Just don’t. Not today.” Tears fill my eyes again. I thought I couldn’t cry anymore today. I can’t help but think of Tyson, and how happy I was for just a little while yesterday. At least I’ll have that to remember. That little bit of happiness in his arms, the way it was always meant to be. He’s right about that. We fit together perfectly. We are meant to be together. Life is cruel, but I will sort it out one day. One day after I have made my escape and Tony forgets about me I will contact Tyson again. I will introduce him to his son then. He deserves to know, but doing it now will endanger both him and Christopher.

      “If not for yourself,” Mom says, “then for your son. What happens when he has to grow up without you? It’s bad enough you’re afraid to have him live with you now …”

      “Please, just … please stop, Mom.”

      She opens her mouth to say something else, but I interrupt her. “You don’t think I know how terrible this is?” I know it is not her fault. She is trying to help, but my voice is full of the bitterness in my heart. “I spend entire nights staring up at the ceiling, asking myself how I’m ever going to get out of this.” I look at my baby in her arms. He’s angelic, completely oblivious to the pain all around him. I don’t want him to ever lose that innocence.

      I meet her anxious gaze again. “You don’t know how much I miss Christopher every day, Mom. I hate missing out on anything with him, and only being able to visit. I feel like I’ll never get out of this trap. I’ve even considered finding someone who can get us fake passports and just running away with you and Christopher. Somewhere Tony could never find us.”

      Even though I am kept on a very strict ration where I even have to show Tony my supermarket receipts every week, I’ve managed to salt away a bit of money. Not much, but maybe enough for one and a half passports. I was going to wait until I had enough for three passports, but now that things have come to a head, I will borrow what I don’t have from Charlotte or one of my other friends.

      My mom looks at me sadly, but she doesn’t discourage me. She’s willing to take the risk of us going to prison because we broke the law to get away from him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, back at my clinical, super modern apartment, I put my phone by my bedside. I know Tony will call though, and I know better than to miss his call. I think he gets a sick pleasure out of saying he is sorry and knowing that I have to pretend to accept his apology. Then, I gingerly lie on my back on the bed. I always try to sleep at times like this. There is no pain while I’m asleep.
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      I wake up early the next morning. My whole body is still in agony.

      Groaning with pain, I get out of bed and make it slowly to the bathroom. While I am in there I hear the phone ring so I have to dash back out, hurting myself in my hurry. It’s Tony. He’s all sweetness and light. He tells me he’s taking me out tonight.

      I inform him that I have a black eye.

      He is silent for a moment, then he tells me he’ll get his mates to drop him off after he’s been to the club instead.

      I agree to his plan and try not to allow the revulsion I feel to creep into my voice. After he rings off I sit down slowly on the bed. Oh God. When will this be over? I feel trapped and lost. Were it not for my mom and Christopher I would have walked out the first day he laid a hand on me.

      I stare at a blank wall.

      I already know what will happen tonight. He will come around and want me to have sex with him. While fucking me he will keep banging into my bruises. He’ll pretend they are accidents, but I know he does it deliberately. Then when he comes he will choke me again.

      I spend the day huddled up in the apartment, licking my wounds, and drinking enough tea to make me feel waterlogged and sluggish. Charlotte calls.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say.

      “What about?” she asks warily.

      “Tell you when I see you.”

      She makes a sound of despair. “He’s hurt you again, hasn’t he?”

      “No, no,” I lie. “It’s not about that. It’s about that cake recipe I asked you about.” Cake recipe is our code word for fake passports.

      There is a pause. “Oh, that,” she says super casually. “Of course. I will look for it tonight. When do you want to meet?”

      “In a couple of days.”

      “Damn that stupid wanker. You need a couple of days to recover, don’t you?” she demands furiously.

      “I’ve got to go, babe, but I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?” I end the call and wander to the kitchen. A look in the fridge only depresses me. I have next to nothing. Yesterday was food shopping day, but because I met Tyson, I didn’t go to the supermarket.

      There’s enough in my purse for bread, milk, and a few other things, so I bundle up and put on my sunglasses even though it’s well past sunset. Everybody knows what a woman wearing dark glasses at night is trying to hide, but it’s better to have someone shake their head and click their tongue than to let anyone actually see how hideous I look. When I was younger I thought of women who stay with men who abuse them as pathetic. Now I am one of them.

      It is with that shame I walk through the door of the corner shop. Mr. Rama’s wife always comes in the evening to spend a bit of time with her husband so she is also behind the counter. They are a sweet couple who call out to me cheerfully.

      As they bag up my things they talk to me about the weather and are kind enough to pretend not to acknowledge the elephant in the room. Sometimes I fantasize about telling other people. Telling anybody who could help me.

      Yes, he hits me. Hard. Yes, I’m bruised. Frequently. No, I don’t like it. Yes, I’m desperate to leave him, but I can’t. He’ll kill me. Worse, he’ll kill my son. He’ll probably kill my son while I watch, just for spite. That’s what a monster he is, that’s how sick he is. But all of this goes unsaid as I thank them for their help and pick up my bag.

      The moment I turn the corner to walk down the quiet path leading to my apartment block, a tall figure steps in front of me. I’m so skittish and nervous I jump back with a cry of fear, ready to run.

      “Wait, wait! It’s just me. Just me.” Tyson takes my arms and I flinch, wincing with pain. His jaw drops. “Jesus Christ. Sunglasses.”

      “How did you find me?” I gasp.

      His eyes search my face anxiously. “I had a private investigator trace your phone call and I came here immediately and waited for you. I knew you’d have to get out of your apartment complex at some time.”

      I look around, panic stricken. “You have to get out of here. Now.”

      “What’s with the glasses?” he whispers. “It’s fucking dark, Izzy.”

      “I have an eye infection,” I rattle off. One of my many excuses. It usually works. Not this time.

      “I just saw you yesterday and your eyes were fine. Try again.”

      “Please, leave me alone. I have to get back before somebody sees us.” I try to move back, but in a flash he has grasped my hand. He reaches out and takes off the sunglasses. His face goes blank for a moment before his eyes narrow to slits and the area around his mouth goes white.

      “I’ll fucking kill him,” he spits. “So help me God, Izzy, I’ll kill that bastard for what he’s done to you!”

      “You’ll get me killed standing out here talking to me, saying things like this!” I hiss. I can barely think for terror. If Tony were to show up right now … I whip my head around, but the street behind us is virtually empty. Thank God for that.

      “I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him with my bare hands, Izzy. I’ll take pleasure in it, I swear,” Tyson snarls.

      “Yes, and I would love to see it,” I blurt out. Suddenly, I feel tired. So damned tired. If only I could unburden this terrible weight on someone else. Just for a moment. My shoulders sag and I exhale.

      “Let me help you, Izzy,” Tyson says softly.

      The temptation to say yes, help me, is so strong I have to bite my tongue.

      “Come on Izzy. You can’t go back to him. I’ll take you somewhere safe right now.”

      “There is nowhere safe you can take me. Why don’t I meet you tomorrow and we can talk then? He is coming to see me tonight.”

      I have never seen any man look the way he did when I said he is coming tonight. It was murderous rage.

      “You know nothing about me if you think I am going to let that sick pervert anywhere near you again.”

      I look at him in a panic. “You don’t understand. I can’t just leave.”

      He looms above me, his hands clenched tight at his sides. “Why not?”

      I think fast. This is getting dangerous. His hotel is not too far from here, and I need to tell him about Christopher, anyway. If anything were to happen to me, he needs to know he has a son. Yesterday taught me how fragile my situation is. I should have told him the truth, the full truth yesterday, but I thought I could keep him from entangling with Tony. Christopher needs to know his father if I die or otherwise disappear …

      When I tell him about Christopher he will understand why I can’t just rattle the wasps’ nest. I need to plan a proper getaway. Maybe he can help with the passports. “All right, let’s go to your hotel and talk?”

      He takes my groceries out of my hand and we walk quickly to the street where he flags a taxi. I look around me fearfully. If someone sees me get into a cab with him, I’m dead meat. Life would’ve been so different if I hadn’t lost my cell in Paris. Then it would have been the way it should’ve been. But there’s no room for that sort of sentimentality right now.

      I shake myself free of that fantasy life of the three of us living as a family. I learned the hard way to stop indulging myself in it, because it is just that. A sweet fantasy.

      I climb into the taxi at the very moment I see Jessica Lambert come down the road. Instantly, I slip down, right down to the floor of the cab. When I look at Tyson, his jaw is clenched tight, and he is staring straight ahead. He gives the address to the driver and the car starts moving, but I don’t come up until we are a few streets away.
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      We hurry through the lobby of the hotel. It is unlikely, but I still can’t shake the fear that somebody will see us here together. As Tony keeps reminding me this is his town. He has eyes everywhere, friends everywhere. There’s just no telling.

      I don’t take off my coat, or the scarf around my neck. Tyson puts my shopping on a table by the window and turns around. He winces when he sees my eye in the full light.

      “I will teach that coward a lesson he will never forget,” he says, his voice low. Somehow, he’s more menacing when he’s quiet.

      “Forget about him,” I say. “There’s something more important we need to talk about. Something you deserve to know. I’ve kept it from you, well, obviously before yesterday, because I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with me, but since yesterday because I didn’t want a big showdown between you and Tony. This is also the real reason why I’m scared to death of Tony. I don’t care very much about myself anymore, but I care very deeply about the people I love.”

      “You said that. Your family.”

      I look deep into his eyes. “Not just my family. My son.”

      His eyes go wide. He looks sick. “You had his son?”

      I shake my head slowly. “No. I had your son.”

      His eyes nearly pop out of his head. He looks like I punched him in the stomach. I’ve been punched there many times. It feels like all the air has left your body all at once and you can’t get a breath in. Like you might die because you can’t breathe. He does breathe, just like I always do. “My son?” he echoes blankly.

      I nod. “Yes. He’s fifteen months old now … and he’s beautiful.”

      “We used a condom.” He’s reeling on his feet, whispering hoarsely.

      I look at him gently. “There was that once you put it on late, remember?”

      He stares at me, white under his deep tan.

      “He’s yours, Tyson. I haven’t slept with anybody but Tony since that night, and I only met him when I was already pregnant with Christopher.”

      “Christopher?” he echoes, his voice full of wonder. “His name is Christopher.”

      “It is.”

      A faint but incredulous smile tugs at the corners of his mouth, and I want to weep for the time we’ve lost. For all the times I’ve wished Tyson was there. Not just when I first found out I was pregnant, though that would’ve been amazing. Not just when I was giving birth, but also that magical moment when they put him into my arms and I looked at our son. He was so red and wrinkled with thin monkey arms and his father’s bright, bright blue eyes. His father should’ve been there for that. The first time he smiled, the first time he laughed. The nighttime feedings. The times when I watched him sleeping, awed by his perfection. All of those times. He missed out on all of them, and they would never come back. I felt sorry for everything he would never see.

      “He looks just like you,” I whisper

      “I can’t believe this.”

      “I’m telling the truth.”

      He shakes his head, waving his hand. “No, no, I believe you. I don’t think you’re lying to me. It’s the shock of knowing I have a son.”

      “I would show you a photo, but I don’t keep his picture in my phone or wallet, because Tony gets jealous.”

      Just like that his expression hardens to stone. His eyes narrow dangerously. “I’m that boy’s father. He’s my son. He’s my responsibility, and I want to be there for him and you. You’re my family.”

      “Tyson …” I’ve wanted to hear him say those words ever since I peed on that stick and two lines appeared. There is no way to describe how much I’ve needed him to want us, but now that he does, I realize I can’t just sail into the sunset with him. Tony’s thugs will hunt us down and hurt Christopher. He knows I love my child so his first instinct has always been to hurt Christopher. Once in the early days when he spied on my telephone call with Charlotte and she had advised me to leave him, he came into the room, grabbed my throat and said, “Try it if you really want to watch me kill that bastard child of yours.”

      “No,” Tyson says firmly. “You can’t push me away now. It was bad enough when I found out what that coward does to you, but don’t even think for one second that I will allow that sick fuck anywhere near my son.” His nostrils flare as he breathes in and out like a bull. For a second I feel a frisson of fear. Tony and Tyson are chalk and cheese in appearance, but that’s how Tony breathes when he’s about to hurt me.

      I take an involuntary step back and Tyson’s face suddenly crumples.

      He looks at me with a pleading expression. “Don’t ever be afraid of me, Izzy. I’ll never lay a finger on you. Ever. No matter what you do or say. I’d rather die than hurt you. Do you understand?”

      I nod and take a step forward. Carefully, I slide my arms around his neck. His arms come around me and I have to gasp with the pain. Muttering an oath, he holds me away from him. We stare into each other’s eyes. His are dark and stormy with emotion.

      Gently, he starts unwrapping my scarf. His eyes widen at the sight of my throat. I see a flash of fury in his eyes before he masks it. He touches the midnight-blue marks almost as if he can’t believe his eyes. Then he begins to unbutton my coat.

      I let him take my woolen dress off. Gentle hands lightly run over the dark patterns on my body. When his eyes meet mine again, they are brimming with tears. I touch his wet eyelashes.

      “I love you, Izzy. I’ve loved you for two years,” he cries brokenly.

      I smile through my tears. “I love you too. I’ve loved you from the first time you touched me. I only went with Tony because I was so lost and lonely, and I thought you didn’t want me.”

      “Why him?”

      “Because he pretended to be the kindest most considerate person. He told me he would take care of me and my baby. He said it didn’t matter if I didn’t love him. He just wanted to help me. I didn’t know it was all an act. He was a chameleon.”

      “It doesn’t matter now. I love you and nothing else matters. I’m going to take care of you from now on. Both you and Christopher.”

      “I’m afraid of Tony. Of what he can do.” My voice is a terrified whisper.

      “Do you trust me when I say you will come to no harm?”

      I nod. “What about my mom?”

      “If she’s your mom then she is my mom too.”

      My shoulders sag with relief. “Oh, Tyson. You have no idea what it has been like for me. I’ve been so frightened.”

      “Come on. Let’s get you dressed. We have to act quickly.”

      “Where is Christopher now?” he asks, zipping up my dress.

      “With my mother. He doesn’t live with me. It is too dangerous”

      He nods. “All right. Where is Tony? Right now?”

      “I—I don’t know …”

      “You said he was going out of town, right?”

      “He told me he was going to, but yesterday he said he didn’t have to anymore. To be honest, I don’t know. He might have been trying to trick me. I’ve had to second-guess everything he’s ever told me.”

      He nods. “You’ll never have to see him again, and he will never hurt my son.”

      I wish his words were a comfort. I wish I could collapse in his arms and believe that everything will be all right. Instead, all I can do is sob softly because I know it is not going to be that easy.
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      “Are you sure we shouldn’t wait for a bit?” Izzy’s eyes are wide with fear as we go down to the hotel basement where my car is parked. I know I’m not in a position to get her level of fear, but I’m going to do everything I can to help her understand I don’t fear him at all and he can no longer hurt her. Ever.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I say gently. “We can’t wait another second to do this.” Unlocking my door, I help her inside. She winces as she leans back. Fuck, I can’t even think about what he did without wanting to beat the shit out of him. Let’s see what a big hero he is when he has to deal with someone his own size.

      My head is buzzing as I follow her directions to her mother’s house. My Izzy is with a man who beats her. I have a boy. A son.

      She looks around nervously when I park in front of a block of apartments. Other than a few teenagers playing with their bikes there is no one around. We get out and walk to her door. She puts her key through the door and before she can push it open, a woman who looks like an older version of her is standing in the hallway. Her face is white and she looks terrified. At the sight of her daughter her hand clasps her chest.

      “I don’t know what I thought when I heard your key,” she mumbles. “I knew you wouldn’t be coming here at this time. I thought … oh God ...”

      “It’s okay, Mom. Everything is okay. This is Christopher’s dad, Tyson.”

      “Hello, Ma’am,” I greet with a polite nod.

      Her eyes skitter to me then back to her daughter.

      “He’s going to help us. We don’t have much time though. We have to hurry and get out of here,” Izzy says.

      Her mother’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t ask any questions. Just nods her agreement. Almost as if she was waiting for this moment. Hoping somebody would come along and save her daughter.

      “Only take whatever you need for tonight. We can buy everything else tomorrow,” I say.

      “I’ll get Christopher and his stuff. You go get yours, Mom. Just pack a small bag.”

      Silently, Izzy’s mother turns to obey her daughter.

      “Please leave any mobile phones or laptops behind,” I instruct.

      Her mother nods and scuttles away. Izzy takes my hand and we go upstairs. She opens a door and steps into a blue room illuminated by a night light by a cot. My feet won’t move. I stand stock still at the threshold. All my life I wanted my own family. Brothers, sisters, a father, and I never had it. Even the sad, alcoholic mother I had was taken away from me, but in this little blue room is my family. All mine. Made from my own seed.

      Izzy turns back to look at me, her eyes questioning, curious. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I say softly, but I’m so choked with emotion I can barely get the word out.

      She tugs at my hand again, and suddenly I can’t get to the cot fast enough. I follow her eagerly. A child is sleeping, his fat arm thrown over his face. I stare transfixed. Gently, she moves his arm away and I see his face. He is, without doubt, the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

      My son. This is my son. I think of my mother. How she would have loved to have seen him. Something unfurls inside me. Love for him fills my heart until it feels as if my heart will burst. I will die for this tiny life. To think of Tony threatening this innocent angel makes my blood boil.

      “Oh, Izzy. I can’t believe I missed everything,” I whisper. My voice sounds broken.

      “You won’t miss anything, anymore,” she says softly.

      “Never again,” I promise.

      She puts her hands into the cot and lifts up our sleeping child. It must have hurt her, because she winces slightly as she adjusts him against her body. Turning to me, she says, “Do you want to hold him?”

      I swallow hard. “Won’t I wake him up?”

      “It will take an earthquake to wake him up,” she says with a smile.

      I don’t smile back. I can’t. I’m too happy. Too proud. Too amazed. “Are you sure about this? I’ve never carried a baby.”

      “See how I’ve got him. Fold your arms in the same way, and I’ll just put him in that cradle like space.”

      I copy the position of her arms and she lay Christopher into them. Maybe it comes from working with horses, but as soon as she puts my son into my arms, my body instantly loses its anxiety that I wouldn’t be able to do it properly, that I’ll drop or hurt him. He is so tiny my hand can support his whole head. My hands go around Christopher naturally, protectively. I lift our child up to my face and kiss his soft cheek tenderly. He smells of milk and innocence.

      I look at Izzy’s face and she is nodding. Her eyes are full of joyful tears as if she just saw the proof she needed that she made the right decision to trust me. The heavy burden of protecting Christopher from Tony all on her own has been magically lifted from her shoulders. As if the sight of me with Christopher in my arms is everything she has ever dreamed for the last two years.

      For an eternity we stare at each other, both of us lost in our own joy and the little being we created. Then her phone rings and she jumps like a startled cat. She takes her phone out of her bag, looks at it, and back up to me.

      “It’s him,” she whispers.

      “Don’t answer it. Get Christopher’s things. Quickly.”

      She runs around the room throwing essentials into a yellow overnight bag. In minutes she is ready. We go out of the room and she knocks one of the other doors on that floor.

      “Are you ready, Mom?” I hear her ask.

      “Yes,” her mother replies coming out.

      We go down the stairs and out into the night. The teenagers are still there with their bikes. I curse, but there is no way around it. They turn to look at us. No wonder. We make an unusual sight. We look like we are running away.

      I settle my son in his grandmother’s lap at the back and carefully put Izzy in the front passenger seat. I am worried that she might have broken ribs. I need to get her to a doctor in the morning.

      “Where are we going?” Izzy asks as we drive away.

      “You’ll find out when we get there. You wouldn’t know where we are going even if I told you,” I explain, glancing into the rearview mirror to make sure we are not being followed. Tony’s not the only one with connections. I’m taking them to a gypsy camp.

      It will be a shock to Izzy and her mother, but I trust these people implicitly. I have to take my family where even the cops will not dare to tread. It’s too dangerous for them, but not dangerous for me or my family.

      Our surroundings start to get a bit dodgy after thirty minutes of driving out of London. We don’t talk much. Finally, we turn off the motorway into Hounslow. I take a dirt road to a gypsy caravan site. Even though it is already dark, children run towards our car.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Izzy’s mother asks anxiously as she sees the caravans.

      “It’s the best shot we have,” I murmur as I steer the car over the narrow path.

      “Tony, his men or the cops will not dare come here. There is no one here who will betray us. These people are fiercely loyal and protective of their own kind,” I explain as I navigate the car between two stone walls connecting the east and west side of the camp. There aren’t many lights on in the windows, but I still see faces peering out at us. The ladies must see them, too. A look in the rearview mirror shows a very worried looking woman.

      “It’s not the Ritz, but it’s temporary and it’s the safest place for the three of you,” I say.

      “Won’t you be staying with us?” Izzy asks worriedly.

      “No. I need a bit of time to arrange things for us.”

      “We’ll be fine here, Tyson. You go on ahead and do what needs to be done,” Izzy’s mother says firmly.

      I catch her gaze in the mirror. “Thank you. I promise there is no safer place you can be. I’ve spent more time here than I care to recall,” I say as I park the car between a ditch and a pile of rubbish. It doesn’t do much to settle their minds, I’m sure. I turn to them. “As a boy, I had a lot of friends in this village. I know it like the back of my hand, and the people here know me.”

      “You’re friends with gypsies?” Izzy asks, looking around us with a dazed expression.

      “Yes. I know. Crazy, right? Rich boy is friends with gypsies. I’m actually half-gypsy. After I ran away from the correction center I lived with them for many years. I wanted to run free, and that is what I did with them. It’s where my love of horses comes from. I know the woman who lives in that house,” I say pointing to the one on my left. “Mariella is a truly terrible cook, but she is a good woman.”

      “What if Tony does track us here?” Izzy asks.

      “Then God help him. Those people are lovely and very welcoming. They would give you the shirt off their back, all of them, but they’ll also show Tony he’s not half as tough as he thinks he is if he tries to start trouble. Believe me. I’ve seen them handle themselves.”

      Mother and daughter look at each other, having a silent conversation.

      I add, “It won’t be forever. Just until I can think of something more permanent. My top priority at the moment is keeping all of you someplace where he can’t find you. I need to be able to make my plans without having to worry about what he’ll do to you.”

      “No,” Izzy whispers, turning to me. “Now, I’ll have to worry about what he’s going to do to you.”

      “He doesn’t even know I exist … yet. But he will.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I can take care of myself, Izzy. You just stay safe here.”

      Mariella opens the door before we can even reach it. She comes out with her arms open and envelops me in a warm, soft hug. “Oh, my boy. It’s so good to see you again.”

      “Thank you for doing this,” I say close to her ear.

      She pulls away from me and looks at me incredulously. “After everything you did for me and my boys? This is nothing.”

      I introduce my family to her and she grins widely. “I’ve made a lovely dinner for everybody.” I look at Izzy, and for the first time since she called yesterday to say she won’t be turning up, I smile.

      She widens her eyes. “You are staying for dinner, aren’t you?”

      I pat my stomach. “Would love to, but I just had food. Couldn’t manage a thing.”

      Izzy grins back. She looks happy.

      I wait long enough for them to get settled in before I say my goodbyes. Izzy touches my arm. “Please. Come back and collect us quickly,” she whispers. “Not because I don’t like being here or anything, but I do hate being without you.”

      I pull her close to me and inhale her scent with my entire being. She makes me feel like a king, like I could do anything. All I want to do right now is to start our life together, but I’ll have to be patient. I’ve waited this long. I can wait a few more days.

      “I’ll come back soon. I promise.” I kiss her gently on the side of her swollen lip, and run the back of my fingers on her cheek. I have said goodbye too many times to this girl. If I am smart and play my cards right this could be the last time.
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      Ralph did offer to stay and take care of the farm, but I told him to go to his big family gathering five miles away. It’ll be good for me to go back to the farm. My best thinking time is early in the morning when I am astride one of my horses and galloping across the open fields. I feel good that I have taken Izzy and Christopher away from Tony.

      By now he would know they are gone. My family are safe for the time being, but I need a plan quickly. One doesn’t rest on their laurels when they’re dealing with a psychopath.

      I know my enemy. I’ve done my research. He’s a nasty, vile, disgusting excuse for a human being who is already linked to at least a half-dozen murders. Those I know about are only the ones the police are actually aware of. There might be dozens of others. People who didn’t know when to leave well enough alone, who tried to testify against him in court, or who wouldn’t back down when he threatened them.

      Izzy’s face floats in the front of my mind’s eye. Beautiful, fragile, injured. He’ll never hurt her again, not as long as there’s breath left in my body. I think of my son with wonder. I don’t think I’ve fully appreciated him yet. Even the thought is amazing. My mind drifts to the future. I can already see myself teaching him to ride. Giving him a real childhood in the country with horses, and dirt, and values. It’ll be a sweet life.

      I’ll make it a sweet life.

      The first step of my plan has to be drawing up a will and making Izzy completely self-sufficient should anything happen to me. I immediately call my lawyer’s office and leave a message for him to call me in the morning.

      I only stopped once to get some sandwiches, but by the time I get back to Suffolk it is after midnight. I open the front door and I’m in such a hurry to start work I don’t even bother to switch on any lights or switch on the heating. I go straight to the back of the house where my office is. As I’m firing up my laptop I hear gravel in the driveway crunching. A car is coming from the direction of the stables and halting in front of the house.

      For a second I freeze. I’m not expecting anybody. I’m in the country and never in the whole time I have lived here has anybody visited at this time of the night. As impossible as it seems it has to be Tony’s men. How could he have found me so quickly? Then I remember the teenagers. The way they watched us. It would be so easy for a man who has access to law enforcement databases to trace my car. When I hear car doors shut quietly, I snap out of my disbelief. There is more than one of them. Three. My hand moves towards the switch on my desk table. I snap it off.

      Then, I’m out of my chair and streaking across the room. I grab the bat that usually lies collecting dust on the counter and go out to the living room. Not making a sound, I move towards the doorway.

      I hear their voices. They’re already outside the front door. I position myself to the right of the door when I hear a rough voice say, “Just kick the fucking door in already!”

      “Forget that door. It’s solid. Come around here,” another voice says closer to the French doors at the side of the house. In a flash, I run over to the French doors.

      Bang!

      The door flies open. I raise the bat over my shoulder and wait. As one of the men passes through I swing it as hard as I can at head height. The sound of wood cracking against a skull echoes through the high-ceilinged entryway. A brutish looking thug drops like a sack of potatoes in the open doorway.

      “What the fuck?” Two other men stumble over the body but manage to stay on their feet. They don’t know yet, but they’re in trouble—deep trouble. One of them holds a knife and the other holds a machete. In a split second my brain has made a note of the fact that the knife and machete are dripping with blood.

      Whose blood?

      I need to get them before they get me. Instinct and the desire to survive take over. The machete is my biggest threat, so I turn to him first.

      His crooked smile widens as he raises his arms, and the moonlight filtering in through the open doorway glints off the metal. He is a big guy. Strong, but clumsy. Instead of trying to attack his arms, I go low. A good blow across his kneecaps makes him howl in pain. I’m fairly sure I heard a bone shatter. At least one of his knees crushed from the blow.

      “Fuck! You fucking broke my knees,” he screams, curling into a ball.

      Now the knife and the gorilla holding it. He glances at his mate, then back at me. There is fear in his eyes. He hadn’t expected me to be so effective with just a bat. With a roar he lunges at me with the knife pointed at my stomach. A quick sidestep and a back kick knocks him off-balance. He mutters a curse before I whip a brisk blow straight to his balls.

      He bellows, his eyes bulging, but no sound comes out of his mouth. I watch the veins of his neck pop as he drops like a stone. The knife skitters across the floor as he cups his privates, shrieking silently in agony while his friend with the busted knee is screaming abuse at me.

      I make quick work of kicking their weapons out of their reach. Better to be safe than sorry. The car sitting outside is a Range Rover. I go out and have a look—the keys are still in the ignition for a fast getaway. I start the engine, then go back in the house.

      “Come on you lot,” I grunt, dragging them one by one to the car.

      They’re in too much pain to fight me as I push them inside—the one I hit across the side of the head is still totally out of it. I throw him across the back seat and slam the door shut.

      The other two look like they’re in such pain, they’d rather be dead. I can only imagine, especially the one whose balls I turned to jelly. He deserved a lot worse than that, coming at me with a knife. I lean on the car and tap the driver’s window until Jelly Balls rolls it down. “Make no mistake,” I snarl, glaring at them. “If you come back here, I’ll kill you next time. Tell Tony he got off easy.”

      Mr. Broken Kneecaps looks up at me, his face twisted with pain. “I wouldn’t be so smug if I were you. You have no idea what you are dealing with. Tony will never stop until you return his woman.”

      “He’ll burn in hell before that happens,” I growl.

      The car speeds off, tires crunching over the gravel. When they are about twenty yards he hangs his head out of the window and shouts, “Left a surprise for you at the stables.”
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      A cold wind blows as I turn my head towards the stables, five hundred yards away. The stable doors are open. Oh God!

      The blood on the machete!

      I start running. Running so hard I feel the rush of wind bite into my face. I stand at the threshold of the stables panting hard. I can already smell the fear and sweet smell of blood. I step into it. In disbelief. This cannot be happening. No way. Even as I turn my head to look in the first stall I refuse to believe it. Not animals. Not such beautiful, blameless animals.

      Rubina lies dead in the first stall.

      “No, no, no,” I mutter, running to the next stall. Jenny’s blood is slowly collecting in a thick pool of dark liquid under her head.

      I turn to the next stall, horrified, unable to think, speak, rationalize.

      Who would do this?

      The monsters.

      The unspeakable monsters!

      Khan lies on his side. His eyes are open and his breath is labored, but he is not dead. His neck has been ripped open, the flesh raw and pink. He looks at me with his big shocked eyes. I rush to him and fall to my haunches. I cup my palms on either side of his face. My whole body is shaking with fury.

      He makes a grunting sound of terrible pain.

      “Shhhh … It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m here now,” I say as I twist my hand hard. I hear his neck breaking. The life goes out of my friend instantly. His eyes stare vacantly. There is no more pain.

      I stand up and walk to the next stall. Matilda, whom I have loved for the last eight years is dead. With my bare hands I break Riley’s neck. Then I go to Fey’s stall. I kept her for last because I didn’t want to see the destruction. Fey was pregnant. She was due to foal any day now. I take a deep breath and turn the corner.

      Fey is lying very still on her side in a pool of blood, but a single straw next to her nose is moving gently. I rush to her side and drop to my knees next to her. Her eyes are glazed with shock. There is no recognition in them. She is almost gone. I kiss her face and whisper in her ear, “I love you. Hang on, I’ll save the little un for you.”

      I run back to the house. Panting hard, I go to the kitchen and pull out the sharp meat knife from the wooden block. I grab rags from the cupboard. Then I sprint back to Fey’s stall.

      “You did very well, Fey. Very well. I’m so proud of you,” I whisper before I break her neck.

      As soon as I hear the crack I place the knife at the top of her belly and I slice her all the way down her underside. Hot blood pours out over my hands. I reach into her steaming organs and pull her womb out. I cut the sac and free the baby. I pull it out and it lies on the ground pale and still. Refusing to come to this cruel earth that took its mother away before it was even born.

      Gently, I massage its limbs. “Come on, baby. Come on,” I plead to the tiny thing.

      God knows how long I gently massage it, but finally I have to give up. I throw my head back and roar with fury. I look down at the still animal and I know rage like I have never known in my life. It is like a ball of fire in my belly. I will hunt every one of those men and I will rip their hearts out of their chests. They don’t deserve to live. They killed my horses. These blameless beautiful animals. I stand up and turn away.

      As I take the first step I hear a slight rustling sound.

      For a fraction of a second I freeze with astonishment. Then I turn around and look at the little foal. Its head is moving. It is trying to breathe! I drop down on my hands and knees and scoop it into my arms. I take it away to the place where it should have been born. There is fresh straw laid out there. It will be away from the stench of fear and blood. The first thing it sees will not be the gruesome sight of its mother with her guts ripped out of her. It will be me.

      It’s mother, it’s father, it’s protector.

      I lay it down gently and wait for it to slowly raise its head. Unsteadily, it does and tears start pouring out of my eyes. I remember once being angry with my father for destroying my mother’s life. If he had not left her she wouldn’t have become the sad drunk she was.

      She laid her hands on my cheeks and said, “There is beauty even in ashes. Out of the ashes you came.”

      “Welcome to the world, Phoenix,” I whisper brokenly.
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      When he is able to stand, I bundle him up and put him into the horse transporter. I drive him to a friend of mine three hours away. He is experienced and has a mare that has just foaled and she might allow Phoenix to nurse from her. By the time I drop Phoenix off with my friend it is already four in the morning. I get back on the road almost immediately and call Ralph.

      He is an early riser and picks up on the third ring. I try to tell him what happened to the horses without breaking down. His horror and shock is so deep I don’t think his faith in human beings will ever return again. I inform him I have business to take care of in London and he tells me not to worry, he’ll take care of everything at the farm.

      Ralph is not a violent man, but as he hangs up he says, “Make those fuckers pay.” He ends the call without saying goodbye.

      It is not fully light when I get to the cemetery. The air is very still as I walk down the path to my mother’s grave. It is clear to me now. Things have already gotten out of hand. He wants war. He’s got one.

      I lay the flowers I bought at the petrol station on mom’s grave and sit next to it. There is no one around. The sky is just beginning to lighten.

      “Mom, I know I promised I’d never tell anyone that Dad is my father, but I have to break that promise. I wouldn’t do it for me. You know that. I never once let on when I was in all those foster homes. I never told anyone ever, but your grandson is in danger now. If I don’t do something then they’ll kill him, Mom. I’m sorry. If not for him I would have taken your secret to the grave. I hope you forgive me, Mom.”

      I feel my throat choke up. I close my eyes and suddenly I can see my mother. I was only four or five. It was before she started drinking heavily. We found a butterfly trapped in our house. We ran around opening all the doors and windows to let it escape. Finally, it found a window and flew out. She looked at me and smiled. “We saved it, Ty. We saved him.”

      I feel a light brush on my arm and my eyes snap open. A yellow butterfly has landed on my skin. I stare at it, shocked as it flaps his wings a few times.

      “Hello,’ I whisper.

      And suddenly a feeling a peace envelops me. I feel good. A gentle breeze blows in my face. The butterfly flaps its wings again. I lift my hand, but the butterfly does not fly away. I bring it close to my face and look at it. I am so close I can make out its big shiny eyes. For a while neither of us moves.

      The words appear in my head. “There is nothing to forgive.”

      As soon as the thought comes into my head the butterfly flaps its wings and floats away. I watch it until it flies out of sight. Then I stand up and walk away.

      There is nothing to forgive. Everything was over when my mother breathed her last breath. There is no more obligation. It was something I swore I would never do, not under any circumstance, but that was before other lives were involved. Now I must do what is right for Izzy and my son.

      I’ll go see my half-brother Jake. I never forgot the tall boy from all those years ago. There was something commanding about him even then. Even though I never wanted to have anything to do with any of them, or even be reminded they existed, I’ve never been able to stop myself from reading about Jake Eden. The article claimed that he took over from one of the biggest gangland leaders in North of London. The article was based on pure speculation and anecdotes from anonymous sources since there was no evidence either way, but the author of the article seemed certain that Jake Eden was the famous Crystal Jake.

      Once I even saw him. I walked into a club and there he was. He didn’t see me. I stood in the shadows and watched him. He was with three other men. One of the men I recognized. He was the leader of a Russian Mafia gang. The four of them were sitting at a table in a corner speaking as equals.

      Once Jake turned his head in my direction, and I saw that he was no longer the smiling boy of years back. He had cold eyes. I knew then the article was right. He had taken over. He had become the leader of one of the most brutal gangs in London.
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      I pick up a paper at reception, get into the lift, and hit the button for my floor. When the doors open I stroll into my secretary, Eliza’s, office. She looks at me strangely.

      “Your brother is here,” she says.

      I don’t break my stride. “Dom or Shane?’

      “Neither?”

      I turn to her. “What?”

      She raises her eyebrows. “He says he’s your brother.”

      I look at her with a bemused expression. Is she serious? “I only have two brothers.”

      “Apparently, his name is Tyson Eden.”

      “What?”

      “He claims he’s your half-brother.”

      I shake my head in wonder. The world is so full of scammers, and some of them are bolshy enough to try and take me on. “Did he show proof of identity?”

      “Nope.”

      I frown. “Where is he now?”

      “In your office.”

      My eyebrows rise in surprise. “You let a complete stranger into my office? One that didn’t even bother to identify himself?”

      She nods, a funny expression on her face. “Yeah.”

      What the fuck is going on? I stride to my door, open it and come to a dead stop. No wonder Eliza let him decide where he should wait. The cocky bastard is sitting in my chair with his ankles crossed, and up on my table. Even in weather cold enough to freeze your bollocks off, he is wearing the gypsy uniform, a string vest. His chest and arms are covered in tattoos. His face … it’s like looking into a fucking mirror.

      Dad, you old dog, you!

      I lean against the side of the door. “You’re sitting in my chair.”

      He doesn’t smile. “Looks like it, doesn’t it?”

      “Also looks like you didn’t just discover you’re my half-brother.”

      He nods. “True. I remember clearly cursing you and my father and your entire family my whole life.”

      “Care to enlighten me as to why?”

      He shrugs. “Your father impregnated my mother and left her without any money or support.”

      “He was not the most responsible father.”

      He looks like he wants to vomit. “I waited outside your house once. I saw him playing happy families with you and your brother.”

      I frown. “When did you know about us?”

      “When I was six.”

      I stare at him curiously. “Why the return now?”

      “I need help.”

      I chuckle. I’m beginning to like this kid. “See, if I needed help from a man, I wouldn’t go putting my feet on his desk.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. You’d just burn his whole building down.”

      I’m impressed. He’s done his homework. “That’s more my brother’s style, but I guess I have been known to do that too.”

      He drops his feet to the ground and comes towards me. He is the same height as Shane, but with Dom’s build. Dad’s build. He stands in front of me. There are fine wrinkles around his eyes. Those you get from squinting in the sun. He looks me in the eye and instantly I know that we will become good friends one day. Underneath the cocky attitude is a man with a heavy burden.

      “Will you help me?” he asks.

      I smile. “It’s always dangerous to agree to help someone when you have no idea what they want help with, but yes. We are blood brothers. Of course, I’ll do everything in my power for you. Come sit down and tell me what you need done.”

      I close the door, and start walking towards my bar. “Can I get you anything to drink? Coffee? Whiskey?”

      “Whiskey,” he says, dropping into one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      I grab the crystal decanter and pour us both a double even though it is only eight in the morning. I hold his drink out to him, and he takes it from me. His hands are calloused. He is a man who works with his hands. I walk around the desk and sink into my leather chair. It is still warm from his body. What a turn up for the books.

      Momentarily, I think of my poor mother. Even from the grave my father reaches out and hurts her. I’ll think about it later when I have solved the problem in front of me. I buzz Eliza and tell her to hold all my calls.

      Then I lean back in my chair and gaze into the face that is so similar to mine. We look so much alike it’s uncanny—except his skin is more sun-kissed, and his eyes are full of goodness. He has not lived the life I have. “So …”

      “To start with I have to say that I’m dealing with an enemy who might be even more ruthless than you,” he says.

      “I doubt it.” I chuckle softly.  Relief flits across his face. Poor guy. He’s cut up about something. Must involve a girl.

      “To cut a long story short, Tony Jackson is after me because he believes I have taken his girl although the truth is I met her first. A strange twist of fate separated us and we only saw each other again two days ago.”

      My eyebrows fly up to my hairline. Well, well, I certainly didn’t see that coming. “You’ve taken Tony Jackson’s woman.”

      “She’s not his woman,” he growls, eyes flashing. “She’s mine. He was forcing her to be with him. She doesn’t want him. She’s in love with me. Also, she is the mother of my son.”

      I rub my face thoughtfully. Tony Jackson is an ass. He is neither strong nor powerful. Without his father he would have been put away a long time ago. His crew is vicious though. I take a swig of my drink. Whoa, it’s been a long time since I drank so early in the morning. “How about you start by telling me the long version?”

      I listen to him tell me about his Izzy and how they met. I see his eyes soften as he talks about her. His sadness from losing his best friend and how he lost track of her as a result. Finding her again, finding out about his son, and knowing the man she was involved with was a gangster protected by a judge.

      “Where is your family now?” I ask.

      “I’ve hidden them away in Hounslow in a gypsy camp.”

      I smile. “Smart move. I would have done the same.”

      He leans in, his hands spread on the desk. “I knew Tony would never dare set foot in the village when he knows it’s your territory. Even if Tony knows where they are, he won’t dare set foot in your territory. However, he knows where I live now, and he’s already sent three goons to take care of me.”

      “But you took care of them, I’m guessing, judging from how healthy you look,” I murmur.

      “Yeah, well, I picked up a few tricks from my misspent youth.” His jaw clenches. “I couldn’t save my horses, though. The bastards slaughtered them before I got there.”

      “They killed your horses?” I don’t know why I’m surprised, that is exactly the kind of lowdown thing Tony’s men would do.

      “They killed my horses,” he confirms flatly. There is no emotion in his voice, but a muscle is ticking hard in his jaw. I know that look. It only means one thing: he’s hurting for revenge.

      “And you want me to take him for you?” I ask softly.

      “No, I’ll do the dirty work myself. I want you to make sure that Izzy and Christopher are safe if anything happens to me. If I don’t make it.”
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      Jake stares at me. “Have you killed a man before?”

      “No,” I say abruptly.

      He nods. “I have and let me tell you, when you kill a man you are forever linked to him. You can never wash away the taint of his soul on yours. You’ll never sleep the way you slept before you took another’s life.”

      “I see no other way. I know Izzy and my son will never be safe while he is alive. I don’t want to live the rest of my life constantly watching my back. If Izzy is late back from the supermarket or the hairdresser, I don’t want to immediately start worrying that he has abducted her.”

      He fixes his cold eyes on me. “Here’s some free advice for you, Tyson. Never go looking for ashes. Let the wind bring them to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I think of Phoenix. Of my mother’s words. “If I gave you another way out, would you take it?”

      I don’t have to think. “I’ll do anything that would keep Izzy safe.”

      He smiles slowly. “Good. I know the good Judge Jackson. Very well. Much better than he realizes, in fact.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The judge as a few hair curling secrets he wouldn’t like made public. He’s a nasty little fucker when he wants to be.” He picks up the phone and dials without explaining what he’s doing.

      “Hey, John. Yup. Sure. Need to ask you a favor. Judge Jackson.” Jake winks at me. “Mm-hmm. He comes to see one of your girls, doesn’t he? When’s he next in? Sure. I’ll wait.” He pauses. “Lunch break tomorrow. Who does he see? Evanna? What is she? A humiliatrix? Perfect. Right. Tell her to  turn it on full blast. All the way, balls to the wall. Literally. I need that video.”

      “What the hell was all that about?” I ask when he hangs up.

      “Watch and see, little brother. Watch and see.”

      “Okay. What next?”

      “Next you meet the rest of your family.”

      I rear back, surprised. “You want me to be part of your family?”

      “Don’t you think it is time?”

      “I don’t know. I hated you guys for such a long time.”

      He shrugs dismissively. “You were a child. You didn’t know better. My home is the safest place for you.”

      “I still have to go and see Izzy.”

      He frowns. “No. I’ll send someone to look in on her. You do not leave my sight until this is sorted out. Tony is a fool and he doesn’t know his boundaries so he could be accidentally dangerous. Who have you left Izzy with?”

      “Mariella.”

      “Right.” He picks up the phone and tells someone to go and keep an eye on Mariella’s house. Then he calls someone else and tells him he has family with Mariella, can they round up the boys and make sure no one gets anywhere near Mariella’s house?

      He stands and starts walking towards the door. “You can call Mariella’s house from here. I presume you have her number. I’ll be waiting outside.”

      I pick up the phone and call Izzy.

      ‘Hey, how are you?”

      “I’m fine, but I miss you so much, Tyson. So much.”

      “Me too. It won’t be long. How’s the little tiger?”

      “Let me put him on.”

      I hear her go get the child and put the receiver to his ear.

      “Hello,” I say, my heart in my mouth. I’m talking to my son.

      “Da. Da,” he says, and I nearly sob for joy. It is the sweetest sound I’ve heard. My son recognizes me.

      Izzy comes back on the phone. “That’s the only word he knows.”

      “He’s beautiful, Izzy. You did an amazing job.”

      Her voice drops to a whisper. “Do you know what I had for dinner last night?”

      I laugh. “What?”

      “Bacon and cabbage, but I have never tasted anything so vile in my life and Mom says neither has she. We ate it out of gratitude because she was so nice and so happy to have us we didn’t want to hurt her, but it gave Mom a bad stomach all night. Mom made breakfast, I’m cooking tonight.”

      I grip the phone hard because I have to fight the urge not to get into my car and go see her. “How are your bruises?”

      “They’re fine. I’ve had worse.”

      “What if your ribs are broken?”

      “Nah, I know what that feels like and this pain is not the same.”

      I breathe out slowly. Jake is right. Let the wind bring the ashes to you. Don’t go looking for it. I won’t let anger direct me. Jake has a good plan. I’ll go with that. At least for now. “I love you, Izzy,” I say softly.

      “I love you too, Ty. I love you so much it hurts.”

      “Take good care of yourself and Christopher, okay?”

      “You take care of yourself, okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “And the horses. How are they?”

      I close my eyes, the pain like a physical thing in my body. Let the wind bring the ashes, Tyson. Let the wind do the job. “A foal was born yesterday,” I say softly.

      “Oh my God, really? How cute. I can’t wait to start a new life with you, Tyson.”

      “Me either.”

      “Oh dear, your son smells like he needs a diaper change.”

      “You got to go. All right. Some people will be coming around later. If you need to buy anything just tell them. I’ll call back tonight.”

      “Okay, my darling. Take good care of yourself. Nothing is worth it when you’re not around.”

      I say goodbye, put the receiver back into its cradle, and go out into the reception. Jake is propped up against the edge of his secretary’s desk and he is talking on his cellphone. When he senses my presence, he turns around. He straightens and ends his call.

      “Come on. Looks like the first person you’ll be meeting is my mother.”

      I hang back. “Is that a good idea?”

      “Well, she wants to meet you.”

      As we go down the elevator, I turn to him. “What’s your mother like?”

      “She’s a true gypsy. Fiercely loyal and devoted to her family.”

      “Did she sound hurt or mad when you told her about me?”

      “Strangely, she was very calm about it. I was planning on telling her last. I wanted you to meet our brothers first. Shane was at her house when I called him and she absolutely insisted on meeting you.”

      Jake unlocks the latest model Jaguar and I get into the passenger side.

      “You said Tony butchered your horses. Do you work with horses?”

      “Yes, I breed them.”

      He frowns. “Ah, so you’re that famous horse breeder. A friend of mine bought a horse off you once for me. About three years ago. Her name is Millie.”

      “You bought Millie?”

      “Yeah, she’s in my stables right now.”

      “But the paperwork said it was going to a guy called Tom Watson …”

      He grins. “Yeah, the first rule of good business. Never seem to buy or own anything.”
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      I never thought I’d say it, but I like Jake. I know instinctively that I am seeing a side of him that he only reserves for his family. Other people no doubt see that cold-eyed man I saw in the club all those years ago. He never asks about my mother, but I know that one day I will tell him. He tells me about Shane and Dom and my half-sister Layla. He also suggests a road trip with his brothers. My chest feels warm and there is a lump in my throat when he says that. It seems that even though I thought I hated them, all I really wanted to was to be reunited with them. To know them. To call them my family. To fill the empty void after so many years without.

      He stops the car outside a neat little house with a sweet garden in front. There are colorful gnomes in the garden and lace curtains in the windows.

      “I’d love to get her into a better house, but she wants to live here,” Jake says.

      He has his own key and takes me through the house. I’ve been in this kind of house before. Every proud gypsy woman lives in such sparkling cleanliness. I used to be surprised by how many hours a day a gypsy woman spends cleaning her house.

      Jake takes me into the kitchen. A woman is rolling out a sheet of dough. She looks up when we enter, then goes back to rolling her dough. She’s broader than when I last saw her, and her hair is now peppered with grey. How changed she is from the smiling woman I saw from across the field all those years ago. There are lines on her face. She has known sorrow and pain in her life.

      “This is Tyson, Ma. Tyson this is my mother, Mara.”

      She carries on rolling her dough. “Yes. This is Tyson. Come and sit down, son.”

      I glance at Jake. He shrugs. His mother puts her rolling pin down and looks at me. There is no expression on her face.

      “Do you want me to stay, Ma?” Jake asks.

      “No,” she says, her eyes never leaving mine. “We’ll be just fine. Your sister is in the garden. She was hoping to talk to you.”

      “Right,” he says. He looks at me. “Right,” he says again. And it’s funny to see this man who controls large swaths of London’s underworld get flustered by a woman. He hesitates for another second before he turns and walks out of the back door. Through the window, I can see a woman. She is wearing a sun hat and digging in the ground. Layla. My half-sister.

      “I’m not going to apologize for my mother,” I say.

      She dusts her hands and wipes them on her apron. “Would you like some tea?”

      “No thanks,” I say.

      She moves towards the cupboard and brings out a bottle of sherry. “How about this then?”

      I hate sherry, but I can see she is trying her best to be civil so I nod. I watch her pour the amber liquid into two glasses. She lifts one glass to her lips and downs it in one quick swallow. My eyes widen. She brings the other glass to me. I take a small sip. Ugh.

      “Have a seat,” she says, and we sit opposite each other across the wooden table.

      “Do you carry a picture of her?”

      At first, I do nothing. Then, I nod.

      “Will you show it to me?”

      I have never shown anyone my mother’s picture. Showing it to this woman feels wrong. She is the enemy, my mother’s greatest rival. Because of her my mother died. Then I remember the butterfly and the sense of peace and forgiveness I felt when it landed on my hand.

      I’m done hating this woman and her family. I can see that they are good people. And I’m definitely done feeling ashamed for my mother. My mother did nothing wrong. She fell in love with the wrong man. If anyone should be ashamed it should be my father. He cheated on this good woman and ruined my mother’s life. I reach into my pocket for my wallet.  I open it and slide it along the table surface.

      She picks it up and looks at the photo. She keeps her face blank as she examines the picture. Then she looks up at me. “She was very beautiful.”

      “Yes, she was,” I whisper. At that moment, all the years since my mother’s death become dust. I feel as if I am twelve again. Just a kid, lost and afraid, but determined to protect my mother’s memory no matter what. I clench my jaw.

      “You will stay for dinner with us, won’t you?”

      I hesitate. Even though my body yearns to accept, a small slice of me knows I can’t be part of her family. It would be the ultimate betrayal. I think of my mother’s sweet face. How she never bore any ill will towards my father. She was just a sad person. “I wasn’t trying to find a home here. I shouldn’t be here.”

      She smiles slowly. “There isn’t a grain of dust in this universe that is in the wrong place. You are exactly where you should be.”

      I stare at her and she nods.

      “You want me to be here?”

      “Many, many years ago, I went to see a fortune-teller and she told me a strange thing. She told me I had five children. I told her I only had four, but she said, no, I had five. She was very definite about it. For a while I thought I would have another child, but the years passed and I never forgot that she didn’t say you will have five children. She said you have five children. You were that fifth child, and I’ve been waiting for you to turn up all this while.”

      The breath leaves my body in a rush. “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      “For what?”

      “I ruined your perfect memories of your husband.”

      She smiles slowly. The smile is not sad or resentful. It is beautiful. It lights up her face and makes her look ten years younger. “What have you ruined, my child? You have given my grandchildren another uncle, and my children another brother. My daughter always wanted to have more siblings. Now she has a wish. I can’t wait to meet my new grandchild.”
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      There was a time when CCTV camera images were grainy and low quality. What Jake’s contact gives us to watch is HD standard. Fuck, I can even see the liver spots on the Judge’s hands. With surround sound and a massive TV mounted to the wall, it’s almost like we’re there in the action.

      I sit back against the sofa in Jake’s dim media room and watch the bizarre sight playing out on the screen. It’s a sex dungeon, an S&M club. The walls are covered in black vinyl. In the center of the room is a broad steel table, and on it is a very naked Judge Jackson lying face down.

      I rest my chin in my palms as a tall, statuesque, buxom and mature woman dressed in black leather from head to toe, presumably Evanna walks into the frame, dragging a riding crop along the judge’s loose, lily-white ass cheeks.

      “Turn around, you are such a worthless piece of shit. Such a loser. Look at that tiny penis. It’s disgusting. Which woman would want to touch that? No wonder you have to come here and pay me to get off.” My eyebrows rise, but the judge is loving it.

      “Evanna knows she is playing for the camera so it should get much better,” Jake assures me.

      And he wasn’t kidding.

      The man’s got a serious kink problem. He gets flogged mercilessly, then he is asked to get dressed in a woman’s bra and diapers and forced to crawl across the floor on his hands and knees before he’s allowed to clean her thigh-high boots by licking them. It’s not a pretty picture.

      To each their own and all that, but hell, how anyone can pay for this shit, let alone love it, but the way his little red cock was hanging stiff and erect between his legs the whole time is a revelation of how aroused he was.

      The judge continues to humiliate himself. “Please,” he whimpers, begging for the honor of drinking her piss.

      “You’ve been a good boy so today you won’t have to drink it from a glass. Today, as a special treat I’ll piss straight into your mouth.”

      He practically salivates while Jake starts laughing next to me. I’m not sure whether I should laugh or wash my eyeballs at the sight of this old guy greedily squatting between her legs and gulping down her piss.

      “Holy shit,” I marvel when she makes him ram a huge purple dildo up his own ass as punishment for accidentally touching her above the knee while he was drinking her piss. Apparently, that’s very verboten. The camera catches it all.

      Jake clicks the video off. “That’ll do. We’ll take this to him and remind him of all the naughty things he did today at lunch time. Unless he takes his son to task this is going to be posted online and sent off to the newspapers.” Jake laughs. “He ought to know enough about discipline by now, don’t you think?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This is preposterous. My son is a fine, upstanding citizen. He runs a clean show. How dare you come in here and threaten me? I know all about you, Jake Eden. You can pretend to be a businessman, but you’re nothing but a two-bit crook. Get out of my chambers.” The judge, now clad in a dark robe splutters. He raises an arm and points to the door. “I mean it. Out, both of you.”

      “Chambers?” Jake asks, leaning against a bookcase full of thick, leather-bound books. “Makes a change from dungeons.”

      The old man’s pale skin goes a shade paler as he blinks rapidly. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “This is insane. I don’t know what either of you are talking about!” I’m afraid the old man’s about to have a heart attack. He’s sweating profusely.

      I drop the USB stick on his mahogany table. “Your honor,” I say, folding my arms. “Everything you did at lunchtime is on there.”

      “Lunchtime?” he sputters breathlessly, staring at the object on his table as if it is a poisonous snake. He looks like is on the brink of a stroke now. If he drops dead, we’re fucked. Men like him surprise me. What do they expect? That one day they won’t be compromised?

      “Your entire session with Evanna is on there.”

      “What do you mean?” he asks slowly, even though he knows exactly what I’m saying. If I wasn’t so twisted up about my horses, I would feel bad for the old guy. We all have our weaknesses. He just can’t get what he needs from the woman he’s with.

      His eyes fly up to us.  He’s not ready to give in yet.

      “Imagine what it would do to your reputation if it went public,” I suggest in a low voice. “Imagine what that would do to your wife.”

      “And your children,” Jake adds.

      “Or your high-flying friends,” I continue.

      His hands ball into fists. “All right, all right. Enough. What do you want from me, you scum?”

      “Funny word, coming from a man who can only reach completion while licking a woman’s boots,” Jake says.

      “What do you want? Say your piece and get out of here,” he says coldly. This is a very different man indeed from the groveling submissive we saw on the screen.

      “Tell your son to lay off my woman and my son,” I clarify. “She made the mistake of getting mixed-up with him, but now he won’t let her go. I need you to make sure he backs off her. Be grateful that I’m giving you this opportunity because what he’s done is enough to get him killed.”

      “I can’t control—”

      I hold my hand up. “I don’t give a shit how you do it, I just want it done. Threaten to stop turning a blind eye to his activities if you have to. Suggest one of his prior cases be reopened. Call the fucking police on him. I don’t care. Just make it happen, and today.”

      “Or we’ll release the footage,” Jake murmurs.

      “We’re not unreasonable. We just need justice. Your son sent around his men and slaughtered a stable full of my prize winning horses. I fucking loved those animals.”

      His eyes widen with surprise.

      “That’s right, this is the kind of thing your son does. He kills defenseless animals because he can’t get the woman he wants.”

      His back straightens. He knows his son is no good, but he doesn’t care. No matter what that’s his son and he’ll stand by him.

      Any pity I felt for him flees. “If you don’t make him understand that the woman and the boy don’t belong to him, I will release the video online and to all the major newspapers. The British press love juicy debauched stories about our moral, upright judiciary. So no doubt someone will want to print this story. To be clear: I don’t want to see or hear from your son or any of his goons again. Understood?”

      “Understood,” he says tightly. “Now please leave. I never want to see either of you again.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve already seen much more of you than I ever wanted to,” Jake slings back.

      Judge Jackson stares at us thin-lipped and resentful. It’s blackmail after all.

      As we turn toward the door, I remember something else. “Oh, one more thing.”

      “What?” he snaps.

      “Since you never taught your son how to treat a woman, I’ll have to teach him myself. Just wanted to give you a heads up that I expect no consequences for doing so,” I inform him.

      He narrows his eyes. “What are you talking about?

      “I’m going to give your son the kicking he deserves.”

      He takes a deep breath and looks as if he would like to say something horrible to me, but all he says is, “Fine. Do what you must, but don’t land him in hospital.”

      “Shame you didn’t introduce him to Evanna. A good flogging might’ve straightened him out years ago,” Jake says with a laugh as we leave to find Tony Jackson.
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      “You’re sure this is the place?” I look over at Jake, who nods.

      “Yeah, my sources tell me he is in there right now. Come on.”

      “Jake, I don’t want you to come in. I need to do this myself.” No, I don’t need his help. I want the satisfaction of taking Tony Jackson down all to myself. I can’t go as far as I want to, as I fantasized about doing, but it’ll have to be enough.

      He grins. “I’m just here for the show. Don’t worry, little brother, I won’t interfere.”

      The pub is quite crowded for so early in the evening, but the general mood in the place quiets when the customers get a look at us. Even if they don’t know who I am everybody knows Jake Eden. I can only imagine what they’re thinking as I scan the room looking for him. Jake told me he usually sits in the back so I focus my attention there.

      Sure enough, there he sits. Like a textbook definition of a gangster. Where Jake is so suave, sophisticated, you couldn’t even imagine he was once a working gangster, Tony is rough and brutish. His fists are roughly the size of hams. I think of them making contact with Izzy’s face and it makes me feel physically ill. It’s a wonder she’s still alive. He sits in a booth with his arms stretched out on the table. A king in his castle, loving his life.

      For now.

      “Give a holler if you change your mind,” Jake offers as I begin to walk towards Tony.

      I don’t look at anyone around me. Only him. My whole focus. He turns his head and sees me. I see a flash of something in his eyes. He is not afraid of me. Not yet. The room goes quiet as all eyes follow my progress. There isn’t even a whisper. It is clear that I must be the only man who’s ever walked in with the sheer purpose of beating the living shit out of the pub’s owner. Maybe he’s never pushed anybody as far as he’s pushed me. I stand in front of him and his men surround me. Six of them. I can take them.

      “You better have come to bring Izzy back,” he says, a mean expression on his face.

      I don’t answer in words. I answer with the fist that makes instant contact with his mouth, splitting his lip open over his teeth. He scrambles from the booth, cursing up a storm, while his men circle me and try to grab me.

      But a voice like whiplash makes them freeze.

      “Let your boss fight his own battles.”

      I turn my head quickly and see that Jake has no intention of letting me fight my own battles. He is standing with about ten men around him. None of them look friendly. One of them looks downright dangerous with a scar that runs right down his face. I look into Jake’s eyes and all the friendliness and warmth I saw ever since I met him in his office have been wiped out. There, in front of me, stands that ruthless, illusive gangster I saw in the club all those years ago.

      Tony stalls and looks around him. His men are watching. It’s crazy as hell, but even his own men will not defy Jake. I see Tony clench his fists with frustration. This is not the way he normally does business. His way is to send his henchmen to do his dirty work for him while he plays the big-I-am by hitting women. He already knows he can’t fight me. I took care of the three brain-dead dickheads he sent to my house last night.

      “Who the hell do you think you are coming into my territory? You want to start a fucking war?” he asks Jake aggressively, blood streaming down his chin.

      Jake shakes his head calmly. “Nope. This is my little brother and I’m here to keep it fair.”

      He frowns. “Your brother?”

      “Aye, that’s what I said,” Jake says with a nod.

      “Well, your little brother needs to be taught a lesson. He took my woman.”

      “She was his woman before she was yours. Christopher is his,” Jake’s voice rings out in the still space.

      “Nah. Finders keepers. She’s my woman now and he can fuck off if he thinks I’m giving up what’s mine. He can have the brat though.”

      “You want her. Fight for her then,” I challenge.

      “I don’t fight pussies,” he sneers.

      “No? That’s not what I’ve been told.”

      “Fuck what you’ve heard.” He looks me up and down, a disgusted, ugly expression on his face. “I won’t fight you, and I’m not giving her up. What’re you gonna do?”

      I answer with a straight powerful jab, this time on his nose. His head jerks back and the satisfying crack does me good.

      “My nose,” he howls, clutching it as blood pours from between his fingers.

      I make a beckoning movement with the fingers of my right hand. I’m not finished. Not by a long shot.

      With a growl full of pain and humiliation, he tries to take me down with a left hook, but I see it coming a mile off and duck. Using my hunched position to my advantage, I sink three, four, five good slugs into his ribs as he reels back helplessly. Groaning he doubles over. I use his own momentum against him and shove his head further down as I bring my knee up sharp and hard. Something else cracks in his face, maybe his cheekbone and he screams like a girl. I don’t care. I wish I could break his whole fucking face.

      He falls to the floor in a daze, and I kick him in the ribs, the same place I’ve already punched him. Where he hurt Izzy. He shouts to his men to help him. Not one person moves.

      “You want to know who I am? I’m Christopher’s father, that’s who.” Another kick. “And Izzy’s man.” And another. “Do you understand who I am now?” Kick, kick, I slam my boot repeatedly into his midriff. Begging for mercy he rolls onto his side, away from me, and curls into a ball. I continue kicking his back, hitting his kidneys as hard as I can. Let him piss blood for a while. I’m sure he’s done worse to her.

      “Enough! Enough!” he blubbers, snot and blood running down his face.

      “Not such a tough man when you’re not beating up a woman, are you?” I roll him over onto his back. He cowers up at me. “Not so tough when another man uses his fists on you, huh?”

      I haul him to his feet. He’s a big man, but I’m bigger, and I have all the fury and rage in me. And love. Love for her. My Izzy.

      “She’s my woman,” I spit in his bloody, bruised face. “Mine, motherfucker.” He gasps for breath. “If you ever, ever come within a mile of her or my son again, I swear I’ll fucking tear you from limb to limb. Do you understand?”

      He doesn’t answer, his eyes are rolling in his head. Just looks down at the fists which are holding him up.

      “Answer me,” I snarl. “Oh, and you should know that I’ve already paid a visit to your father.” His good eye goes wide. “Don’t worry. I didn’t hurt him. But I did manage to convince him to let you fight your own battles on this matter. So. Let me ask you again. Do you understand that I will kill you if you ever come within a mile of Isabelle or Christopher or Izzy’s mum again? You or any of your friends?”

      He takes a deep, shuddery breath before nodding his head.

      “Good.” I cock my right arm back and deliver the killer blow to his jaw, shutting off his lights. He is unconscious before he hits the floor.

      I look around again before brushing myself off. I walk up to Jake and we leave the pub. No one moves or says anything. As Jake and his men come out its pandemonium inside the pub.

      Jake smiles at me. “For a horse-breeder that was an impressive show.”

      I smile at him. “Thanks, Jake.”

      “No need to thank me. We’re family.”

      We walk together to the car.

      “Where next?” he asks as we slide into our seats.

      “Let’s go get my family,” I say with a grin.
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      “That’s it?” Izzy’s eyes are wide with a mixture of disbelief and hope as she searches my face for the truth. “It’s really over?”

      “Over and done, for good and for all,” I promise.

      “He gave up just like that?” she asks incredulously.

      “Well, he needed a bit of persuasion.”

      “What kind of persuasion?”

      “The kind he uses on you.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “It’s safe to say he will not be bothering you ever again.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she asks, chewing her lip worriedly.

      “I’m sure. We’ll just leave it at that.”

      “Oh, no.” She cups the side of my face with her hand. “You didn’t kill him, did you?”

      “Not yet.”

      “That’s not even funny.”

      “All right. I won’t lie. I wanted to, but I didn’t. He’s still very much alive. Just a bit … unconscious when I left him. He’ll heal up, just like you will.” I touch her face, then let my hands gently find her waist. “He won’t hurt you anymore. Ever, ever again. I already got confirmation from his father that he’ll keep him in check for me.”

      She looks at me with narrowed eyes. “Why would he do that? He adores Tony. Tony can do no wrong in his eyes.”

      “Believe me,” I add with a rueful smile, “it’s in his best interest for him to keep him away from my woman.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know what to think about all this. It’s all too much to take in at once. I’m struggling to get it through my head that he would stay away because of a beating. If I know him he will be itching to take his revenge.”

      “Take it one day at a time,” I murmur, kissing her forehead, then the tip of her nose. “We’re all set now.”

      Her eyes swim with tears. “You’re my knight in shining armor”

      Her mother enters the room with baby Christopher on her hip.

      “Mom,” she says. “It’s over.”

      Her mother looks at me, her mouth agape.

      “Can I?” I ask, suddenly choked up, holding my arms out for my son. She moves forward and stands in front of me.

      For the first time in my life I look into my son’s eyes. His eyes are blue, but a different shade than mine, deeper and with a starburst in them. I smile at him and he gives me a big grin. His teeth are tiny and his gums a clean pink.

      “Da, da,” he cries.

      I hold out both my hands in front of him and he raises both his arms and wriggles his body to get out of his grandmother’s grip.

      I grab him around his solid body and hold him to my chest, marveling at the feel of his strong, sturdy little body. His skin is so soft. His blue eyes look straight into mine, and I’m hooked.

      I hear the sound of Izzy crying softly with joy as I touch my lips to the side of his head. I whisper in his little ear, “I’m your daddy, Christopher.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I drive them back to Suffolk, but as soon as we enter the driveway I feel sick. I can’t never again live here. Not without my horses. I stop the car and turn around.

      “Why are we turning around?” Izzy asks.

      “We’ll stay in a hotel tonight, okay?”

      “Oh, okay,” she says uncertainly. “But I really wanted to see your horses.”

      My hands clench on the steering wheel. Later tonight I’ll tell her about my horses, but right now, I can’t deal with the emotions. When I was running on autopilot I was numb, but now that the protective numbness is gone, the loss is indescribable. We drive to a hotel and check in. Her mother goes to her room, which is next door to ours, and the staff bring in a cot for Christopher. Very gently, I lower him into his cot. We stand next to each other looking down at him.

      “We’re so lucky, aren’t we?”

      I turn to look at her. “I’m the luckiest man on earth.”

      I pull her along until we are standing next to the wall. As gently as I can, I start to undress her. She clasps my hands.

      “I don’t look so good,” she says.

      “You’ll be beautiful when you’re big with my next child, when you’re old and full of wrinkles, when you’re sick, when you put on weight, or lose weight. To me you’ll always be the woman who turned my brain to jelly. The most beautiful woman on earth. Always perfect.”

      Her mouth forms an O.

      “Now, let me see what is mine.”

      Her hands drop away. I take off her top. Her bra. Her shoes. Her trousers. Her panties. Her body is black and blue and yellow. My mind takes a picture of her like this because I will never again see her this way. My mouth finds her nipple. It’s pink and it belongs in my mouth. I swirl my tongue around it, the ache for her astonishing. I need to lose myself completely in this woman.

      “Tyson,” she gasps.

      I suck the bud and it hardens in my mouth. I let my lips travel across to her other breast and enclose that nipple inside my wet, hot mouth. Her body arches sensuously. I look into her eyes as my mouth trails down to her stomach, gently licking at the swollen discolored flesh I find on my way. I travel down past her hips to the insides of her thighs. As my tongue skims the delicate skin she draws her breath sharply. I trap her legs with my hands and press my mouth against her pussy.

      “You’re so fucking wet, baby,” I growl.

      Her hips move, asking for more. “I want you inside me,” she whispers.

      “I’ll be inside you soon enough.” Licking her sweet slit gently, I massage her clit with my thumb. My eyes swivel up and lock on hers. She is trying not to moan too loudly. Each time my tongue drags across her clit or swirls around it she shudders. Her eyelids flutter when I slip two fingers inside her hot folds.

      “Ahhh …” she groans.

      I hate that she has to control herself. I want the whole goddamn world to know that only I can make her sound like that. I lift her right leg and drape it over my shoulder so her pussy is splayed open for me. It is dripping, the little hole pulsating with excitement. I grasp her thigh so she cannot move at all.

      Then, without any warning, I bury my head in her pussy and fucking devour her. Fuck, it feels like I haven’t eaten her pussy in ages. Plunging my tongue deeper and deeper, I lick the sweet taste from the inside of her walls, savoring the honeyed flavor. It’s addictive. My tongue is going to be in this pussy as often as it can. Her hands drop to my head and she grabs fistfuls of my hair. I take her clit in a deep kiss, sucking and nibbling. I want her to cum on my tongue. Her pussy clenches and throbs against my mouth as I bring her to an orgasm.

      I place soft kisses on her pussy as she comes down from her high. She touches my face gently. “Holy fuck, Tyson. That was so beautiful. Thank you.”

      My cock is straining and so hard, it hurts. “I want to come inside you. I want to fill you with my cum.” The truth is like an animal I want to mark her. I want to wash away all traces of him. I want to own her pussy.

      She nods. I stand up and take her to the edge of the bed. I remove my clothes quickly then I sit on the edge of the bed. Tenderly, I pull her so she is sitting astride my thighs.

      “I want you to ride me until I come inside you. I want to see you grind on me.”

      “Yes,” she moans, staring at my cock. She is so turned on her clit is protruding out of its hood.

      I position her entrance on my thick cock and push her shoulders down, and watch her sink onto my cock. I watch her pussy swallow my cock inch by inch. The further she slips down the shaft the more she moans. When she finally reaches the root, and she is fully impaled, she stops and allows her body to adjust to my size.

      “Ride me, Izzy. Fucking ride me until I fill your sweet pussy up with my cum.”

      She lifts herself and drops down on my shaft, but I see her wince with pain so I hold on to her thighs and lift and drop her along my shaft. Over and over.

      “Oh Tyyyy …” she gasps hoarsely. “You feel so good. I’m about to come.”

      “Not yet,” I growl, but she can’t stop. Her orgasm has already started. Her pussy clenches around my cock. I feel the tight tension build in my balls and rise up my shaft and I start to come with her. Her body falls forward. Her breath is warm, heavy and content. I feel the hot spurts shoot into her, and her pussy milks my cock beautifully.

      This pussy is mine. Forever.
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      I sit in Jake’s living room watching the happy Christmas scene before me. The whole Eden clan is here. Mara, Dom, Shane, Layla, their spouses, their children, their pets. Never once have I imagined I would ever be part of such a big and wonderful family. That I would be embraced by all these people. Sincerely, and with open hearts and joy, as if I am a gift to the family.

      My old life seems like a pale dream now.

      I even left Suffolk. It tore me, because I have so many beautiful memories of it, but I couldn’t get past that terrible night. I was haunted by their bloodied bodies, their great gasping breaths.

      I couldn’t even go back for my belongings.

      But out of the ashes a new opportunity presented itself. Jake had a large piece of land near his property, and he wanted to give it to me, but I refused. I don’t need charity when I am already so blessed. I bought it from him instead. So now I live half an hour from the rest of the family. Ralph moved down with me and I started my stables again. Other than Phoenix, I only own a few horses now, but I’m not in a hurry. I’ll wait for the right horses. The ones that I feel in my blood are mine.

      Sometimes I still dream of Rubina and Fey, and all the wonderful animals that perished that night. I dream I’m riding them across open grassy plains. The world we are in is vivid. Their feet almost don’t touch the ground. We travel the ground as one beast. I know I will meet them again. Real love never dies. My mother is not truly dead. At my lowest hour, she came to me.

      I watch Lily, Jake’s wife, say something to Izzy that makes her laugh. I stare at the way her blonde hair glints like the finest spun gold. She turns her head suddenly towards me and smiles. Instantly, my heart swells in my chest.  Life is so sweet sometimes it scares me. No one can be this lucky. I down my whiskey and stand up. I walk out of the French doors into the cold, dry night. I sniff the air. There’ll be snow by tomorrow. The kids will get their white Christmas after all.

      I walk over to a bench under a pergola covered by a creeper. I pull my cigarette pack from my shirt pocket and tap out a cigarette. Lighting it, I draw deeply. Hot smoke fills my lungs. I exhale and clouds of white smoke spiral into the still air.

      This is my last cigarette. I’m giving it up after this one. It’s Layla’s fault. Her enthusiasm for organic food and healthy stuff is infectious. Well, it didn’t infect me, but Izzy has become one of her ‘subjects’. I guess they have a point. Only a fool would buy a box carrying the most disgusting pictures of rotting lungs and undernourished premature babies. I guess I didn’t care if I lived a long time, or not before. I do now. I want to stay with Izzy for as long as I can. So I’m giving up smoking as a Christmas present to her.

      I hear a noise by the door and turn my head. Jake comes and sits next to me.

      “This is my last cigarette,” I tell him.

      “I’ll have one with you.”

      I look at him, surprised. “I didn’t know you smoked.”

      “I don’t, at least not anymore, but I can’t let you smoke your last cigarette alone.”

      I light his cigarette for him and watch him inhale deeply.

      “Funny thing,” he says. “I always think it’s going to taste better than it actually does.”

      “Hmmm.”

      For a few seconds neither of us speak.

      “Revenge is a double-edged sword,” he says softly.

      I know instantly what he is talking about. He’s referring to Tony’s death.

      “I didn’t do it for revenge. If I had I would have chosen a slow painful death. He had it easy.”

      “What did you do it for?”

      “I did it because men like him shouldn’t exist in society. They poison everything they touch. If they cannot be put away because their fathers are powerful judges then they should be taken out.”

      “How did you do it?”

      I shrug. “I know a guy who used to be in the KGB. It’s a chemical that mimics a heart attack. The only evidence is a small puncture mark. They used to deliver it on the point of an umbrella in the street. My method of delivery was a whore.”

      He nods.

      “Tony’s death was not a revenge, but for payback for those other three who showed no mercy to my horses, for them there will be revenge.”

      The door opens again and Jake’s oldest daughter, Liliana bursts out of it. She is the cheekiest kid I’ve ever met in my whole life. True I haven’t met many, but I’m pretty certain she is unique.

      “Are you smoking, Daddy?” she gasps.

      “Not really,” Jake says dropping his cigarette and grounding it with his shoe. She climbs into his lap and looks innocently into his face. “You know I’ll have to tell Mummy about this, don’t you?”

      “Then I’ll have to tell Mummy you ate three spoons of jam straight from the jar.”

      She thinks about it for a second. “Is that as bad as smoking five cigarettes?”

      “I smoked one cigarette, Liliana. One. But … you had three spoons of jam.”

      She sucks her lower lip into her mouth and considers her position. “All right. I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      “Deal,” her father says.

      She turns to me, her blue eyes shining. “So, Uncle Tyson, does Aunty Izzy know you’re smoking?”

      I have to laugh. Like I said, there is just no other child like little Liliana Eden.
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        One Year Later

        https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N4igzqfVyFI

        How I love you

      

      

      “Christopher Flynn, so help me!” I hate having to get down on my knees while wearing a nice dress and heels, but I can’t find Chris’s other shoe and we’re already running late for our reservation. Under the sofa there’s crayons, race cars, but no shoe. “I swear, you’re enough to drive an angel to drink!”

      “Found it, Mommy!”

      Tyson swings Chris over his shoulder and jams the shoe on his little foot while our son laughs and squeals and smacks his palms against his father’s back.

      “Swing me! Swing me!” he shouts.

      Tyson sets him on his feet instead. “Not just now, little man.” He straightens Christopher’s clothing out. “You’re going to stay at grandma’s for the night, remember? Mommy and I have important things to do.”

      “Kissy things?” Christopher giggles with his hands over his mouth.

      “Erm, something like that.” Tyson smirks in my general direction, but I can only shake my head and laugh.

      “All right you lot. Let’s get moving before the restaurant cancels our reservation.” Tyson picks up Chris while I carry his little backpack, and the three of us walk out to the car together.

      A whole weekend alone. What parent doesn’t crave it? We drop Christopher off at my mother’s. I can hardly stop looking at Tyson, touching his arm, his knee as he drives the car. I can barely wait to be alone with him.

      We fly to Paris by private plane. It’s been more than three years since I was here last. I thought I would never come back. The memories would have been too painful. It’s a special night and I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to book Tyson’s favorite restaurant and a wonderful hotel. Nothing will stop it from being absolutely perfect.

      Except a mix-up at the restaurant.

      “I’m sorry, but there seems to have been a mix-up,” the maître d’ tells us.

      “I beg your pardon?” I ask with a sinking heart. “I made this reservation three months ago.”

      “Yes, madam, I’m sure you did, but it must have been entered into the system incorrectly. I have no record of it here, and we’re completely full. Perhaps you canceled it and forgot.” He gives us a sympathetic smile before turning his attention to the couple waiting behind us.

      I feel like such a fool. I’ve gone and ruined our anniversary. I look up at Tyson. “I’m so sorry, darling. I don’t know what happened. I should have made a second call to confirm.”

      But Tyson doesn’t look perturbed. He just shrugs. That’s one of the things I’ve come to most appreciate about him, the way he usually manages to maintain a good outlook. “This isn’t the only restaurant in the city,” he says as he helps me out of the door.

      “No, but this is your favorite restaurant and I wanted it to be special for you,” I wail. I’m so disappointed I feel on the verge of tears.

      “True, true.” He kisses the side of my neck, then murmurs in my ear, “But you know, my hotel has great room service.”

      And just like that, three years disappear and it’s that night again. We’re standing on a sidewalk outside an apartment building, and he’s trying like mad to get me back to his hotel. I giggle softly at the memory.

      “What about this sixties club I know?” he asks.

      “Lead the way, good man,” I say leaning against him. It’s not quite the night I had in mind, especially not while I’m wearing my sexiest dress, but there’s something poetic about going back to the place we first got to know each other all those years ago.

      Like magic a waitress finds the only available table as soon as we come in. We settle in the back. The crowd seems younger and rowdier than they did before. Maybe, it’s motherhood or maybe I’m older. The waitress is quick to return with our Jamesons. We clink glasses.

      “This is where I fell in love with you,” Tyson says.

      “You did?” I ask, blushing a little. Even after a year of living and raising our son together, he still makes me feel like a giggly schoolgirl. He’s the only one who does that to me.

      “Oh, for sure. You were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, and the way you moved. I was hiding my erection the whole night.”

      “I felt it, too,” I admit, playing with my glass, smiling to myself. “I was worried nothing would come of it, but I hoped. I really did hope.”

      “I told myself I was crazy to care so much about a girl I’d only just met, but I couldn’t help myself. You were air. I needed to be inside you.”

      “Me, too,” I whisper, looking deep into those familiar eyes and knowing I would never get tired of looking into them. I’ve never been so happy. Not just now, either, but always. The last year has felt like one long happy dream. Just one day after another that I never want it to end.

      “I need to ask you something.”

      “What?”

      He reaches into his pocket, and suddenly I know. That’s the one thing I’ve been wishing for all this time. Even though I don’t care a thing about society and what a family “should” look like, I’ve been wanting to marry him. Wishing he would want the same thing. Thinking he might, but knowing how busy he’s been with his horses.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, covering my mouth with my hands.

      “You had to know something big was coming tonight,” he whispers, grinning like mad.

      “I didn’t dare think about it. I didn’t want to be disappointed.”

      His laughter rings out loud and clear, even over the noise all around us. “I have a confession to make,” he murmurs.

      “What?” I can hardly breathe.

      “I canceled your dinner reservation.”

      “You what?” I gasp.

      He nods, grinning that wicked little grin I see on his son whenever he knows he’s done something naughty. “I wanted it to be here, because this place is special for us. We can always go to that restaurant, but this is where we first fell in love. Isn’t it?”

      “Yes. It is. It’s perfect.”

      “You’re perfect. So, Isabella Faraday will you marry me.” He opens the box but I don’t look at the ring. I’m sure it’s beautiful, probably much bigger than anything I would pick out for myself. Instead, I look at him. Beautiful him. He’s given me everything I could ever want—love, joy, security, comfort, adventure, a family. And we’ve only just begun.

      “What do you say? Make it official?” he asks.

      “Of course, the answer is yes, yes, yes,” I choke out before I throw my arms around his neck and squeeze the life out of him. Yes, I want to be his wife. I want to be his forever. I want to have more of his children and fill our home with laughter and love and yes, the occasional fight—but we’ll always go back to love. We always do.

      “Thank you,” I whisper in his ear as my eyes fill with tears of happiness.

      “For what?”

      “For being my real life hero.”

      He pulls me away from him and looks at me with the sweetest smile on his handsome face before sealing our engagement with a kiss.

      “Chris was right,” I laugh as Tyson slides the lovely diamond and platinum ring on my finger.

      “About what?”

      “About there being a lot of kissy things happening tonight.”
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        A Few Years Later

      

      I look at the grubby boy. He is tall and broad with fierce black eyes and straight black hair. He must be at least a couple of years older than me. I think he’s the son of one of the travelling gypsies. His father did some work for my father. He is standing in the garden. His clothes are dirty and his hands are grubby, but for some strange reason I don’t understand why I feel drawn to him. I decide to walk up to him and offer him some food.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “None of your business,” he says rudely.

      “What a rude little boy you are,” I say scornfully. “I only came over to see if you are hungry.”

      “I’m not hungry. I don’t need your charity.”

      I put my hands on my hips feeling angry at his rudeness. “I was only trying to be nice.”

      His eyes flash. “You want to be nice?”

      I look at him, confused. “Well, I did. I’m not sure I want to anymore.”

      “Then piss off.”

      I gasp. I don’t know why I didn’t just walk away and tell Daddy. “Why are you being so rude?”

      “Why are you being such a pest?”

      “All right I want to be nice. What do you want?”

      Suddenly he grabs me and kisses me on the mouth! I am too surprised to resist. His mouth is firm and forceful and hot. Something flutters in my belly. Then he lifts his head and looks into my eyes. I can’t look away. I’m too astonished.

      “Liliana Eden, I’m going to marry you one day,” he declared, before striding away.

      I touch my lips. They are still tingling. He kissed me. Ewww … Yuck. The rude boy kissed me! I run towards our house as fast as I can. I burst in through the door and burst into the kitchen, both Mommy and Daddy are there. “A boy kissed me,” I announce breathlessly.

      “What?” Daddy shouts and jumps up, his face dark with fury.

      Mommy grabs hold of his wrist. “She’s only eleven, Jake. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Fuck it doesn’t.” Daddy swears furiously as strides out of the house.

      I watch him march up to the boy’s father. They talk, Daddy gesturing angrily. The man calls his son and slaps him upside the head. The boy says nothing. He just turns his head and looks at me through the window. There is no smile on his face. He just stares at me until his father slaps him again and pulls him away.

      I touch my lips. They are still tingling. I wish I had not told Daddy about him.

      

      
        And the Eden saga continues … :-)
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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
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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!
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      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

          

          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.

      

      
        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

          

          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

      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

      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 Hayward 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

      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

      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

      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

      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

      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.
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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

      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

      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

      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.
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* * *

      
        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.
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      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.
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      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 accidentally 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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.’
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      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.’
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      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.
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      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.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.
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      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.
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      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.’

      ‘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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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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      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.’
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      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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.’
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      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.
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      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.

      [image: ]
* * *

      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.
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      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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      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: ]
* * *

      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.
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      “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.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-THREE

          

          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.’
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      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.’
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      “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.
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        “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.
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      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-NINE

          

          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.
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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.
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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.
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* * *

      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

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIRTY-TWO

          

          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.
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        “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
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        Ha, ha, ha, bless your soul.

        You really think you’re in control.

        Well…

        —Crazy, Gnarls Barkey
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          Crazy

        

      

    

    
      ‘NOOOOOOO,’ I HOWL, but there is gravel or grave soil in my throat, and nothing other than an ugly, dried-up rasp travels out of my mouth. My head shakes back and forth like a mindless wind-up toy. Even my body is denying the horror before my eyes. Without warning my knees buckle under me, and I find myself in a heap at the doorway of his flat. Frantically, I begin to crawl toward him, screaming, babbling.

      I can’t lose him! Not him! Oh God, not him. Please. Not him.

      Two feet away from his body and it occurs to me: this is just a nightmare. Of course it is. It has to be. Any moment now I’ll wake up. And the first thing I’ll do? Call him and tell him how much I have missed him, how much I love him.

      I feel the floor scrape against my bare knees. It isn’t a nightmare. It is real.

      We haven’t spoken for two weeks. I had exams and when I called his mobile, it went straight to voicemail… Shit excuse. I should have called again, I should have emailed. Why hadn’t I? I should have known.

      I hunker down over his body, my pose ungainly, heavy, that of a suffering beast. My buttocks hit the floor and my legs fold up and cross under me. I press my fingers against my open mouth and stare at him. His lips and fingers are blue and the rest of him is ashen and still. He can’t be dead.

      It can’t be real!

      The stillness of a dead body is impossible to describe. And yet when you see it you refuse to believe it. You always think it is a trick. A mistake. A ploy…. But a needle is embedded in his arm, which is blackened with the skin stretched and unreal. It looks as if it belongs elsewhere. That is not my brother’s arm. I know my brother’s arm as intimately as I know my own.

      My breathing is shallow and trembling. I suck a huge burst of air into my lungs and pull the offending needle out. My stomach twists. It should never have entered his body in the first place. I throw the syringe away. It hits something and rolls on the wooden floor. It also leaves a tiny hole in my brother’s flesh that does not bleed. I swallow hard. My hands are shaking badly.

      That means he didn’t suffer, a voice whispers in my head. He did not even have time to pull it out before he was gone to wherever it is he went to.

      Oh God! He is nineteen. He can’t be gone.

      CPR. I should give him CPR. There must be something I can still do. I grab his shoulders and try to drag him across my thighs, but his body is so heavy, so cold, and so stiff and foreign that my shocked hands fly away from his shoulders as if they have touched fire. I gaze at him as he lies unmoving. The blood that ran without rest during his short life has stilled within his veins. Everything has cooled and hardened. He is like a piece of wood.

      With a sob of intolerable, indescribable anguish I reach for him and with every ounce of my might I drag his cold, dead weight toward me and lift it onto my lap. I touch the soft brown hair that flops across his forehead and it feels different. His scalp has hardened and changed the lie of his hair. I caress his hair, his face, his hands. Holding his head pressed against my stomach I close my eyes and begin to rock him the way a mother would comfort her distressed baby.

      But there is no comfort—his head is a hard, unfamiliar weight and the action produces an odd thud made by his stiff hand repeatedly hitting the floor. I stop. In a daze I look down on his face.

      His mouth is open, the tongue—a strange, dull color—is pushed against his teeth. Without the healthy sheen of saliva it looks gross. I try to close his mouth, but it is locked open. His eyes are not fully shut and through the slits I see the whites. I try to lift a lid to see once more the beautiful blue eyes I have known all my life.

      If I could at least see that.

      But his eyelids are glued shut. They will not budge. Tremors shoot through my hand as I still the gruesome desire to force his eyelid open. When we were young we used to lick the salt from each other’s skin. I am suddenly filled with the strange desire to lick his skin.

      I put one hand under his head and the other under his neck and I put his head on the floor. Then I scoot backwards until I am on my hands and knees and my face is hovering inches away from his. My head moves downwards. My tongue comes out. Inches away a voice in my head urgently cries, ‘No.’

      I stop and listen to peculiar silence around us. It is quieter than falling snow. On the tabletop I notice his fingerprints in the light layer of dust, and then something weird happens. For a second I clearly perceive myself not from inside my body but from outside, crouched over my dead brother, more animal than human. I recoil from the sight. And then the moment is gone and I lower my head and lick the last salt on the corpse’s skin.

      It is the beginning of my descent into unfamiliar territory. A place you might call madness.

      I’m afraid my stay was excruciatingly long.
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        Can’t read my, can’t read my,

        No, he can’t read my poker face

        —Poker Face, Lady Gaga
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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      ‘FIRST STOP, EDEN,’ says Patrick, with a quick backward glance, as he pulls the eight-seater minibus out into the lunchtime traffic. ‘Just give it your best moves, and no worries if ya don’t get picked because we still have Spearmint Rhino and Diamonds after that,’ he adds cheerfully.

      He has a boyish face, full of charm and guile, but one look at him and you know. Weasel. And he drives like a mad man. The five of us hang onto our battered seats and smile distantly at each other. We are competitors who have been collected from the designated pick-up point outside South Kensington Tube station and are on our way to an audition. Surreptitiously, I watch them.

      Traveling with me are a tall redhead, a black girl with a tight body, a life-size human Barbie doll with masses of blonde hair, a beyond believable tiny waist and enormous boobs, and a sleekly beautiful olive-skinned girl. Each one of us has a large shoulder bag. No doubt their bags hold the same things mine does.

      A sexy costume, killer shoes, and strong stage make-up.

      I gaze out of the window and digest the information that Club Eden is to be our first stop. Shame. I had hoped to practice my routine on a real life stage in one of the other clubs and see all the other girls’ routines before we got to Eden, but still, it is interesting to know that Eden has to be paying Patrick the highest commission to have first refusal. No wonder it has overtaken all the other strip clubs and become the club to be seen in even though it does not offer full nudity.

      In silence we head northwards to the infamous King’s Cross area of London. Once it was synonymous with a grimy train station crawling with prostitutes, and rave parties in disused warehouses, but King’s Cross has cleaned up its act and fast become a cutting-edge hub for fashion and the arts, attracting even Google to set up its European headquarters there.

      Club Eden stands sandwiched between two tall glass office towers.

      Patrick drives past the large neon-lit bitten red apple logo and, turning at the next side street, enters the rear car park. He parks close to the back doors where a guy in a chef’s whites is sitting on the steps smoking a cigarette. He watches us through the smoke with uncurious eyes.

      ‘Here we are,’ Patrick announces, and switches off the engine.

      We climb out, adjust our clothes, and follow him around the side of the building to the front entrance. As soon as we enter the glossy black, double doors and my stiletto heels leave their indent on the carpet, I feel a prickling sensation go up my spine. It is so strong it feels as if a spider is actually walking on my skin. Unable to stop myself I snap my head around.

      Jesus!

      Deeply tanned, badass black hair, and staring straight at me is the legend himself! Jake Fucking Eden. My heart skips a beat. Fuck me! His photographs have not done him justice. Dressed totally in black except for a pair of brown snakeskin boots, he is coming down a broad and rather magnificent stairway with the kind of effortless, lazy power of a tiger.

      He is too far away for me to see the expression in his eyes, but the intense, barely leashed tension around him has a thunderstorm effect. It makes the air between us vibrate and crackle like electricity, taking my breath away and throwing my senses into high alert. My spine goes rigid and all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck rise up like those of a cat that comes face to face with mortal danger.

      For a few seconds we stare at each other, instant sexual adversaries.

      Then I tear my eyes away from his and train them back on Patrick, who is holding open another door. Taking a deep breath I go through it. It leads into a dimly lit corridor. The air here is cooler. I look at my hands. They are clenched tight with pent-up energy. That has never happened to me before. I have never simply looked at a man and hungered to have him inside my body. The sensation is raw.

      ‘Changing rooms are through there,’ Patrick says swiveling his eyes toward another door farther up the corridor. ‘Meet me upstairs in fifteen minutes and I’ll introduce ya to the manager.’

      Then he disappears in the direction we came from and the five of us troop into the changing rooms, which I cannot help noting are super clean and resemble those in a posh spa. The other girls immediately start unzipping their bags, but running into Jake Eden has unexpectedly and unfathomably unnerved and unsettled me, and I have to close my eyes and take a quick moment to compose my body, which is still clenched tight with arousal. When I open my eyes, my face is no longer flushed, nor are my eyes glittering bright. I have a task ahead of me. I look cool and composed.

      As I open my bag and pull out my specially commissioned, easy to remove red dress my eyes flick over to the others. Already unrecognizably glamorous in a long, sheer robe with sequined edges, the redhead is stepping into sparkly gold shoes. Suddenly she is a six feet tall goddess. She is impressive to say the least. The black girl has taken off her bomber jacket and underneath she is ripped like a racehorse and wearing a black catsuit with fluorescent green and pink geometric patterns. I quickly slip into my dress and take my plastic red platform shoes out. While I secure the straps I notice that the life-size Barbie doll is dressed in a schoolgirl’s uniform. She catches my eyes in the mirror and mouths, ‘Hiya.’

      I mark her as my biggest competitor. It turns out the sleekly beautiful olive-skinned beauty has the longest legs I have ever seen on a human being. To increase the illusion she hooks on glass-effect shoes. As if by unspoken agreement we are all ready at the same time.

      Together we go up the grand staircase Jake Eden had come down and through a pair of gold and black doors.

      I have been in nightclubs when daylight starts filtering in before, and it always looks dirty and sordid, but not this place. Here it is as if we have stepped back into a decadent time in Paris or Vienna when men wore wigs and high heels. From the hundreds of gilded mirrors to the intricate gold on black brocade upholstery on the armchairs and settees, the rich wallpapers, the heavy velvet curtains, to the massive chandeliers it is just over the top splendor. The rich mix of colors reminds me of a Gustav Klimt painting. Patrick is standing at the lip of the stage talking to a balding man. He beckons us over.

      ‘This is Mark. He’s the manager so be nice to him.’

      ‘Hey,’ Mark greets with a smile that encompasses all of us. We pipe in with our bright volley of hellos and heys.

      Mark doesn’t waste time. He zeroes in on the olive-skinned beauty. ‘Haven’t I seen you before, sweetheart?’

      She shakes her head decisively. ‘Nope. This is my first time here.’

      ‘Yeah? Weren’t you here about six months ago?’

      Saying nothing she starts walking away.

      Mark looks at Patrick. ‘Roamers.’

      Patrick shrugs. That’s a commission he won’t be getting.

      I watch her go—one down, three to go. Later I would learn that roamers are hookers who work a few sessions in strip clubs every few months to look for customers they can turn into private clients.

      ‘I’ll be at the bar,’ says Patrick turning away from us.

      ‘First time for anybody here?’ Mark asks.

      I raise my hand.

      ‘Right. We run a squeaky clean club here. No drugs. No prostitution. Zero tolerance. Got that?’

      ‘Got it,’ I say quickly.

      He nods. ‘Did you bring your music?’

      I nod.

      ‘Great. The set-up is you’ve got two songs. Keep your clothes on for the first song. Start getting undressed for the second and by the middle of the second track you have to be topless. You have only one objective. By the end of your second track you want every guy in the place to want to empty his wallet all over you.’

      I nod slowly.

      He turns toward the redhead. ‘Want to go first, sweetheart?’

      ‘Sure,’ she says with a sweet smile, and gives him her CD. He sticks it into a small machine that is conveniently just under the stage. ‘Ready when you are.’

      She takes her time sashaying to the pole.

      ‘Ready,’ she calls out once she is in position.

      Mark hits play and the club fills with the sound of Pussycat Dolls belting out, ‘Don’t You Wish Your Girlfriend Was Hot Like Me’. The redhead is OK, but nothing special, and my confidence goes up a notch. As the seconds tick by I realize I am miles better than her. In fact, she does not even get a chance to finish her first number before Mark snaps off the music.

      ‘Thanks, sweetheart, but you need more moves. Get some dance lessons and then come back for another audition with the House Mother,’ he dismisses. It is a no, but he has left the door open. He turns toward the black girl.

      ‘Can I have only the ultraviolet lights on, please?’ she requests.

      Mark shouts over to the barman who slips to the back of the bar. Seconds later when the stage is lit by a purple glow she steps into it and suddenly her dark skin makes her disappear. She becomes a collection of pink and green patterns. Justin Timberlake’s ‘Sexy Back’ comes on and she launches herself with surprising energy onto the pole and begins to execute the most intricate moves. But the real beauty is the way she seems to be a geometric shape moving up and down the pole. The way she gets out of her catsuit is pure class. She is damn good and so impressive to look at my heart sinks a little. If this is the standard I am competing against there is no way I am getting this job. When the music finishes it is a foregone conclusion that she is getting the job.

      ‘Fantastic show. Come back this evening at six,’ Mark tells her, and turns toward me. His eyes travel casually down my body, taking in the red dress that I could shimmy out of in two seconds flat. ‘You want to keep the fluorescent lights going?’

      I shake my head. My heart is suddenly beating so hard I feel my blood buzzing through my body. This is it. It is tits out time.

      He hollers to the barman and the lights change back. ‘Right. Off you go then.’

      The butterflies in my stomach begin to crawl up my throat. I swallow hard and nod.

      ‘Just be yourself and have fun,’ he advises with a friendly smile.

      I give him my CD and walk to the stage slowly, deliberately swaying my hips, but I am so nervous my knees wobble. I climb the steps carefully. No point falling on my ass before I start the show. There are large mirrors on stage and I can see myself walking. Five feet five inches on top of nearly seven inches of heels, slim hips, flat stomach, nothing special chest, dark chocolate hair with tints of copper and a wide red mouth fixed into a professional dancer’s smile. I guess I don’t look too bad. And I can definitely do this. I have practiced this routine for hours. OK, I am not as good as the girl who can magic into geometric shapes, but I can do this. I have a good, foxy routine. Even Ann says so and she has taught hundreds of girls. All I have to do is get to the pole and follow the routine.

      I reach the pole.

      ‘Ready?’ Mark asks.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Mark hits the play button and Marilyn Manson’s skin-crawling voice reverberates around me.

      Sometimes I feel I got to run away.

      Holding onto the pole I circle it with a prowling gait and sinuously rub myself against it. I snake my hands above my head and grabbing the pole jut my ass out and swing it from side to side. I sneak a look at Mark and he is leaning forward. Approval.

      Yeah, I can definitely do this.

      I grip the pole hard and with all my might I fling myself into the air. It should have been an energetic and impressive one-handed swing around the pole, but instead my sweaty palm starts slipping off the metal. In a blind panic I try to right myself by catching the pole with my other hand but it is too late—I am flying into the air. I end up hitting the stage floor hard with my knees. For a few seconds I sit stunned in the position I have fallen in. My adrenaline is pumping so hard I do not feel any pain. Then my brain kicks into gear. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. With my legs still twisted underneath me I turn toward Mark.

      He has slid off the table and is bounding up to the stage.

      ‘Let me try again,’ I plead, and putting my palms on the floor I attempt to push myself upright. A sharp pain shoots right up my legs. Wincing, I persist and right myself to a standing position.

      Mark is standing in front of me, looking concerned. ‘Are you all right?’

      Around us Marilyn’s raspy voice screams, Tainted love, tainted love.

      ‘I really need this job,’ I beg, humiliated by my graceless fall and annoyed with myself for being so careless.

      He eyes my knees and rubs his chin thoughtfully, and I know just by looking at him that he is going to ask me to take more lessons or something in that vein.

      ‘Please,’ I urge. ‘That was my first time. I was just nervous. I can do this.’

      ‘Look,’ he begins more firmly, but he is interrupted by his mobile ringing. He takes it out of his pocket, glances at the screen and looks surprised. He lifts one finger at me in a gesture that tells me to wait, presses his thumb on the answer button, and puts his phone to his ear.

      ‘Yup,’ he says after less than a few seconds of listening to someone speak, and terminates the call.

      He turns his attention back to me, but his eyes are now speculative and assessing. ‘Good news. You’ve got the job. You can start whenever the swelling’—he nods toward my knees—‘goes down. Arrive at five thirty p.m. with a photo ID, proof of address, and your National Insurance number and report to the House Mother. Her name is Brianna.’

      For an instant I stare at him speechlessly. My knees are throbbing like crazy by now. ‘I’ve got the job,’ I repeat stupidly.

      ‘Looks like it,’ he says with a grin.

      ‘Thanks, Mark. You won’t regret this.’

      ‘No problem,’ he replies casually, and losing interest in me turns toward the blonde Barbie. ‘Want to show us what you’ve got?’

      As I hobble away from the stage, a slight movement in the far shadows catches my eyes. I turn my head and at the dim edges of the club I see the glint of snakeskin as Jake Eden quietly slips out of the black and gold doors. And I know without a doubt: North London’s most illusive gangster, Jake Eden, has just hired me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          LILY

        

      

    

    
      For two days I hobble around my flat, eat junk food, and endlessly replay my disastrous reaction to Jake Eden. Could it have been some sort of freak overreaction caused by nervousness about my impending audition? On the third day I convince myself it must have been, and slapping a bit of concealer on my knees I make my way back to the club.

      To my surprise the House Mother is a female version of my bank manager: forties, a sleek helmet of strawberry blonde hair, and a dark blue suit with a classy fitted top underneath it. Then she goes and does what my bank manager never does: she flashes a genuinely warm smile and I know we are going to get on just fine.

      ‘Hi, I’m Brianna.’ She extends a hand. ‘Patrick told me to expect you.’

      Her grasp is warm and soft.

      ‘We’re all known by our stage names here. Thank God. I’d go bonkers if I have to remember two names for all my girls. Do you have one?’

      ‘Jewel.’

      ‘Jewel. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that stage name.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve been in this business for twenty years, you know. And I danced for the first ten.’

      She was so respectable and ‘establishment’ it was hard to imagine her on a pole. ‘You did?’

      ‘I sure did. A part of me still misses the attention and the money, but I’m married with kids now and I wouldn’t exchange that for the world. Besides I love being House Mom here.’ She smiles charmingly, but her next words are a smooth shift into her business mode. ‘About a hundred and twenty girls work at any given time and it is my job to ensure that just the right amount of redheads, blondes and brunettes are on the floor, so that all my girls make good money.’ She looks at me curiously. ‘You have a very exotic look. Unusual. Your eyes are slanted, but so blue.’

      ‘My grandmother is from China and my grandfather was Nordic,’ I offer reluctantly into the expectant pause. I don’t ever want to talk about my personal life to anybody here.

      ‘Ah! That will explain the amazing cheekbones too.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I accept politely, but my stiff expression closes off that avenue of conversation.

      ‘Right. I expect all my girls to be able to do at least three shifts a week. If for any reason at all you can’t make it, you’re ill, you’ve got your period, or you’ve got a mother of a hangover, just let me know so I can cover my ass. Be honest with me. I expect straight talking from all my girls and I’ll do the same with you. Understand?’

      I nod quickly.

      ‘It is also my job to act as the buffer between the customers and the dancers so no matter what troubles you find yourself in you can always come to me.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘Good. Let’s get the house rules out of the way. The most important one is: the punters aren’t allowed to touch you and you aren’t allowed to touch them below the waist. Break that rule and you’re out. If the security cameras ever pick up a girl touching a man’s groin with any part of her body that girl never dances here again. Understood?’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘Now, it’s pretty standard that while you are dancing for a guy he will have a semi happening in his pants. At that point it is exactly the same with all men. They’ll look at their crotch meaningfully and ask you to touch them.’

      My belly churns with disgust, but I fight hard to keep my face neutral, and I must have succeeded because she carries on without batting an eyelid.

      ‘They’ll plead with you, offer you money, and some of them will even tell you they are friends of the management, and that it’ll be OK for you to “help” them. But if you do touch them and they turn out to be undercover officers from the licensing department at the Council or the police, the club will be closed down within the hour.’

      ‘So what does everybody do at that stage?’

      ‘Tell them you’d love to, but it could be seen as soliciting and that would be in breach of the club’s license. Point coyly to the security cameras.’

      ‘What if they insist?’

      ‘If anybody behaves in a perverted way, is rude or aggressive to you, simply signal one of the security boys and the chancer will be escorted or dragged out, depending on the situation, by the back way where there are no security cameras.’

      It is hard to imagine that simply the sight of a pair of breasts will make grown men gladly drop thousands of pounds from their wallets, but I do start to feel better about the job.

      Then she explains the financial set-up. For the first three days I will not have to pay house fees, but after that all dancers have to pay a house fee of ninety-five pounds—sixty-five at the start of the evening and thirty by midnight. Use of the VIP rooms costs thirty pounds an hour, but the men get charged two hundred so my profit is a hundred and seventy for that hour.

      Then she tells me the interesting part: money does not change hands between customers and dancers. Instead dancers and punters use plastic chips called Eve’s Currency or ECs. The club adds twenty percent to whatever the customer converts into ECs and deducts twenty percent commission from the dancers when they change ECs back into cash at the end of the night. It seems incredible to me that the dancers can make any money at all with all these charges. My thoughts must have showed in my face.

      ‘Most of the men who come in here know the deal. They understand that the girls aren’t here for free and they keep the lovely stuff flowing. Don’t worry—a girl with your looks will make money—lots of it. And when you do always remember to show your appreciation to the finely tuned invisible grapevine circulating intelligence around the club.’

      ‘Invisible grapevine of intelligence?’ I thought this was a gentlemen’s strip club!

      ‘Let’s say a customer pulls up in a Lamborghini. The doorman will radio ahead to reception that someone who needs looking after has just come in. Reception might decide to waive the entrance fee, which will make him feel special and put him in a good frame of mind. While seating the prestige customer the waitress will ask him what kind of mood he is in or if he has any special requests.’

      She stops to smile cheekily. ‘If he says, “Tonight I’m feeling exotic,” she will pass that information on to the DJ who will instantly call you or the other exotic on the floor up to the stage. By the time you sashay over to the big spender to ask if he wants a dance, he will think Eden is the most brilliant place in the world. All he has to do is think of the flavor of girl he wants and lo and behold, by a beautiful coincidence, she is everywhere. He’ll never know that it is well-oiled cooperation at work.’

      She looks at her watch.

      ‘I’ll give you a quick tour, show you to your locker, introduce you to Josh who is head of security, and then take you over to Terry, our resident make-up artist. Since this is your first time you must pay twenty-five pounds for a compulsory complete makeover session with her. She’ll teach you how to bring out the most of yourself. If you can learn to recreate that look tomorrow you won’t need her anymore, but if you can’t you’ll have to shell it out again. Are you OK with that?’

      I nod.

      ‘After Terry I’ll introduce you to our no-buttons dressmaker, Donna. She can make an outfit to cater to any man’s fantasy and she’s an absolute genius with Velcro. Her dresses are designed to fly off you if you stick your tits out forcefully or squeeze your buttocks hard.’

      ‘God!’

      Brianna laughs. ‘I think you’ll find it good for tips. Punters are usually so amazed and entertained they’ll tip you all over again to see a repeat performance. And if you find a “lucky” outfit that you make a lot of money in you can ask her to make you a copy.’

      ‘OK,’ I agree, as she pushes the door open and we start the tour. The place is massive. The restaurant and lounge are downstairs and the club is upstairs. At the end of our look around she introduces me to Josh. He must be at least six feet six inches tall. He has small eyes, a shaved head and a neck thicker than my waist. He nods his greeting.

      After meeting him I am taken to a small room where I meet Terry. After the introductions Brianna leaves telling me she will send Donna around to look in on us.

      ‘Sit yourself down,’ Terry invites merrily. She is in her thirties and full of bright chatter. She tells me I have a very different look and I should play on that. First she does my hair, backcombing it from the top of my head and stiffening it with hairspray before combing the front end back so my hair becomes tall and big. She is very precise and very sure in what she does.

      I watch her in the mirror as she quickly and expertly applies a layer of foundation, using a darker tone to emphasize my cheekbones, and give my chin a more pointy look. Then she carefully draws my eyes with blue eyeliner focusing attention to their slant and bringing out their color. Afterwards she glues on fake eyelashes. It is a surprise how foreign and heavy they feel. With a wand she dusts glitter on the ends.

      ‘Nearly there,’ she says, and paints my lips rose pink. As a final touch she plants a beauty spot on one cheek.

      ‘And now for the magic touch. We have a Chinese girl here called Jade who carries an intricate fan and makes it part of her routine, but you can become known as…’ She brings out a plastic flower from her box and holds it behind my ear. ‘The girl with the flower.’

      I stare at my transformation. The idea is seductive and even I cannot help but fall for the pure poetry of ‘the girl with the flower’ line, but… ‘Look, Terry, I don’t want to insult you or anything, but don’t you think it’s all a bit much? I look like a transvestite.’

      Terry covers her mouth and peals of laughter escape from between her fingers. ‘Don’t worry. The lights on stage are very bright and afterwards it is very dim in the shadows. You will be the perfect fantasy in both types of lighting,’ she says and switches off the bright lights that surround the mirror. And suddenly in the dim there is this fantasy creature. I stare at her curiously almost in disbelief. Is that really me? Some of the glitter has fallen from my sweeping lashes onto my cheeks and they sparkle like magic dust.

      ‘See?’ she says gleefully.

      ‘Yeah, I get it now,’ I agree with a smile.

      She switches the lights back on.

      As she is arranging my hair around my shoulders Donna comes in after knocking softly. Her hair is pulled back in a messy bun and she has the look of a harried housewife but her voice is low and melodious.

      ‘Well, dear. What kind of clothes would you like to wear? I could get you a nice long gown with a Mandarin neckline going. Some of the other girls wear it and it works very well if you have the slit going right up to the crotch.’

      I think of my grandmother’s beautiful silk cheongsams with their demure side slits and I suddenly miss her so much I lose the ability to speak. I just nod.

      ‘What color?’

      ‘Whatever you think is best.’

      ‘Either blue to match your eyes or deep red to catch attention.’

      ‘Deep red then.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      In full fantasy mode I find my way to the changing rooms. It feels as if I have accidentally stepped backstage during a Miss World contest. Unbelievably beautiful girls of every race speaking a cacophony of languages are in various stages of undress. In all the madness of shaving creams, tampons, sequined G-strings and feather boas I spot the black girl who became geometric patterns in the dark.

      I experience an instant sense of solidarity with her. There is something about her I really like. Even at our audition I recognized her as one of those straight people. No bullshit. What you see is what you get. I go up to her. She is sitting in front of a mirror applying her make-up.

      ‘Hey, remember me?’

      She regards me in the mirror with cool eyes. ‘Sure I do. How are the knees?’

      ‘Fine. I’m Jewel by the way. What’s your name?’

      She carefully glues on a strip of false eyelashes and says, ‘Melanie.’

      ‘In ancient Greek that means “the black girl”.’

      She stares at me in the mirror, one eye extravagantly lashed, the other oddly bare. The coolness is gone. She is as impressed as I had wanted her to be. ‘Where did you learn that?’

      I’m not about to tell her that. ‘I was interested in Greek mythology when I was younger.’

      ‘And then you became a stripper.’ Her voice is challenging.

      ‘Yeah. Shit happens.’

      ‘Hmmm…’

      ‘Look, I’m about to be kicked out of my flat share. Do you know anywhere I can live? Even temporarily?’

      She shakes her head. ‘No.’

      ‘OK. I’m sure I’ll find something,’ I say with a shrug and turn away.

      As I am walking away she says, ‘My flat mate is moving out in two weeks. If you want you can kip on the couch until she goes. Just contribute toward bills for the moment.’

      I smile. Much better than anything I could have expected. I turn back slowly. ‘That would be fantastic. Thank you, Melanie.’

      ‘Two hundred pounds a week plus bills after she goes.’

      ‘Sounds perfect.’
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      The flower behind her ear is a surprise. A large plastic orchid. It is at once bold and innocent. Something a child or an island girl would do. She is wearing a sleeveless red dress with a low cut V-neck and no bra. My eyes flow to the way the material cups her supple breasts. I itch to shape them with my hands, feel their weight, squeeze them, play with them, drag my tongue wildly over the peaks…. Bite them.

      Lust trembles in my roaring blood as my cock thickens and lengthens with unsatisfied desire. Damn! I want to fuck her like I have wanted to fuck no other. From the moment our eyes clashed I have been consumed by a kind of madness. I keep thinking of my fingers clenched in her hair, tonguing that smooth flat belly, the fragrant creases between her thighs, and wrapping my lips around her secret flesh. Feeling her buck and come in my mouth.

      It is sheer craziness.

      Even now, I realize I am stalking her. Watching from the shadows as if I am some carnivore after prey, but I can’t seem to stop. The urge to possess her is stronger, miles stronger than my desire for the uncomplicated life of making loads of money and ending my nights between the legs of women I don’t own. I used to think life didn’t get sweeter than that.

      I drain the last of my whiskey, the liquid cool and scratchy in my throat.

      With her it is different. I don’t want to have sly sex with her. I want to mate with her. I want to wrestle her to the ground and take her with relentless force, so hard that she retaliates with claws ripping into my back. I want to force open her thighs and take her whether she wants it or not.

      My mouth dries and the damn lust gnaws like a rat at my guts. The effect this woman has on me is indescribable. I must have her or I will be driven crazy with the itch in my groin, the craving in my blood for the scent and the taste of her skin.

      I have never paid for a dance before. But I’m fucking about to.

      I raise my hand to signal a waitress. Two notice my hand and eagerly start hurrying toward me. Both are aware of each other, but determined to get to me first. Once it flattered me, people falling over themselves to please me. But now I have become cynical. I despise them for being so weak and clinging. One of them has nearly reached me. She is smiling broadly, triumphant. Delighted to serve Jake Eden. She knows her tip will be astronomic.

      Behind her I see the woman who is quietly but relentlessly driving me crazy. She is standing by the bar, so delicate that she is almost translucent and yet I know she is full of secrets and fire. There is a riot going on all around her, but she looks totally removed, entirely lost to her own thoughts. For a while she looks safe. Locked away in an ivory tower. Waiting for her prince to rescue her.

      The waitress is two steps away from me when my blood begins to seethe and boil.

      Oh! You hellishly jealous guy, you!
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      ‘Hey, Lily.’

      I whirl around warily, startled by the use of my name in this place. A man is leaning against the bar, a small smile playing on his lips. My eyes automatically rove over his face and body. God! These Eden men! They are so fucking gorgeous.

      I relax, rest my back against the bar and smile up at him. He has beautiful eyes. Impossible to tell what color in these lights, but probably green or blue. ‘Hello, Mr. Eden.’

      ‘Shane,’ he corrects softly.

      I smile mysteriously. Shane is the younger brother of Jake and the owner of the club. But unlike his brother, who is aloof and elusive, Shane is universally liked by everybody. He is everything you could want in a man. Movie star looks, charm, manners, and he is supposed to be genuinely nice too. He’s not just the kind of man you’d be proud to take home to your parents but will also make all your girlfriends green with envy. The kind of man you could so easily say I do to. I have seen him around, but this is the first time he has deigned to talk to me.

      ‘Wanna to go to a party?’ he asks, a lazy smile playing on his lips. Wow! He really has perfected his technique.

      ‘Sure. If I’m not working.’

      He leans close. ‘You’re not.’

      I grin. ‘I do like a resourceful man.’

      He laughed. ‘I’ve got a room full of resourceful I’m not using, babe.’

      I laugh back. It’s easy with him. ‘Where’s the party at?’

      ‘My brother’s.’

      The DJ is playing ‘Dangerous’ by Sam Martin. I tilt my head up and pout, a disobedient, come-get-me pout. I know I am flirting outrageously with him, but I feel safe. ‘Which brother?’

      ‘Jake.’

      My heart skips a beat. Now that’s definitely not the kind of man you want to introduce your parents to. Or you can flirt with safely. ‘Great,’ I say with a slow smile.

      ‘Pick you up from your place at seven tomorrow?’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘Got anything pretty to wear?’

      ‘What do you think?’ I say, batting my false eyelashes with exaggerated coquetry. I swear he makes it too easy.

      He reaches into his wallet, takes out a thick wad of crisp notes, and puts it on the bar. ‘Buy yourself something stunning.’

      I look down at the money, at his strong, long fingers, and then back up at him. He is watching, transfixed. Shit, he really likes me. ‘Thanks,’ I say softly.

      ‘Right, I’m off to have a shower. A cold shower.’

      ‘I…umm…am looking forward to tomorrow.’

      ‘Goodnight, Lily,’ he says, pushing himself off the bar, a smile lighting his eyes, and then he is gone, only his expensive scent remaining.

      I watch him leave—the scene is being set—before I pick up the money and stuff it into the red satin bag that comes with my outfit.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The first thing I think of when I open my eyes the next morning is Jake. I hear his call like an echo in a vast room. A lost, blind sound. I roll over to a cool spot on the sheet and remember the way he looked at me that morning of the audition. The attraction had been immediate, wild, and electric. The promise and the temptation of pleasure and release that only Jake Eden can give shimmer in the morning air.

      So: I will see him again tonight.

      But I will not let this crazy longing distract me. He uses women the way other people use tissues. And when he discards them he gives them as much thought as people do to tissues they have soiled. I will not be one of his conquests.

      When I came home last night I counted the money Shane had put on the bar. Two thousand pounds! If I am going to a party thrown by a gangland lord then I am going in some seriously fabulous gear.

      After breakfast I take a taxi into London and end up in Pandora, a secondhand designer store in Knightsbridge. There I find myself standing in front of a mirror wearing a sweetheart neckline, sheer illusion, cocktail-length gown. Its price tag is an eye-watering one thousand eight hundred pounds. Far more than I have ever paid for a dress, but it is gloriously and uniquely beautiful with beads and sparkling blue crystals embellishing the fabric. The assistant, a friendly South American girl, runs to the shoe section and comes back with a pair of blue high heels. I slip them on.

      ‘Wow!’ she exclaims dramatically.

      ‘It’s very expensive, though,’ I worry aloud.

      ‘It is one-third of the price when it was new. It has probably only been worn once.’

      I turn my head to look at my side profile. It is a truly breathtaking dress.

      ‘Wait,’ she says and going to a glass case takes out a pair of long earrings. She gives them to me and I clip them on. They are so perfect that there is nothing left to do but buy the whole ensemble.

      ‘You’ll stun him,’ she says sagely as she is counting Shane’s money.

      At that moment I know. I am not going to this party to be with Shane, but Jake. Even though he is a dangerous criminal and a sexual predator, he is the one for me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Shane arrives at seven sharp wearing a white dress shirt with ruffles at the front and a black, single-breasted suit. He is a sight for sore eyes. In the daylight I see that his eyes are the brightest blue this side of heaven. Genuine admiration glimmers in the beautiful depths. He purses his lips and whistles.

      I twirl around for him.

      ‘Wow,’ he says appreciatively.

      I look at the huge bunch of flowers and the obviously expensive box of handmade chocolates he is hugging. ‘For me?’ I ask.

      He holds them out.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say and relieve him of them. Truth is I was fourteen the last time a guy brought me anything. Andrew Manning bought me a bar of Aero, my favorite chocolate back then, and put it in his back pocket. I can still remember his red face when he fished the melted, shapeless thing out.

      ‘You look rather dashing yourself,’ I murmur, letting my eyes travel over his fine clothes.

      ‘I bet you say that to all the boys,’ he jokes in a low, throaty voice.

      It could have been silly, but I had to listen to my father bringing the house down with Meatloaf while I was growing up, so it works for me. Suddenly it is as if I have known him for years. I know he’s going to be my ally. A friend I can count on. He waits while I put the flowers in a vase and then we leave the apartment together. The weather is unseasonably warm and still, so I don’t bother with a jacket. There is a gleaming black Maserati Ghibli parked outside. Shane unlocks it and settles me into the passenger seat before going around to his side. I have never been in such an expensive car before. It is the byword in luxury and it smells heavenly.

      ‘So where is your brother’s house?’

      ‘The party is in Essex. About an hour and a half away.’

      The conversation is easy and fun.

      We leave the highway and hit narrow country roads surrounded by lush forests and finally arrive at electric iron gates. There are paparazzi with long lens cameras hanging around outside. They start immediately snapping their cameras on the off chance that we are famous.

      ‘Why are the paparazzi here?’

      ‘They’re expecting a Hollywood A-lister.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Leonardo Dicaprio.’

      ‘Really?’

      The gates open and we drive through. The road leads up to a fabulous purple-lit mansion with six tall Roman style columns at its entrance.

      ‘Wow!’ I cry. ‘This belongs to your brother!’

      ‘Nice, huh?’

      ‘What does one have to do to afford a pile like this?’

      ‘This and that,’ he says easily, but evasively.

      I turn to look at him. ‘Is it a secret?’

      He glances briefly at me. ‘No, but some things are better left alone.’

      Well, that is some warning. I clear my throat. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.’

      He grins, the sparkle returning to his eyes. ‘It’s OK, babe. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but Jake’s not the baddest thing in town,’ he says, pulling up to the front of the large courtyard, and finding a parking space among all the other highly strung boy’s toys. Shane holds open my door and I get out of the low-slung seat as elegantly as my short dress will allow.

      I look up at the magnificent house and the first flutter of nerves hits me.

      ‘You look beautiful,’ Shane whispers in my ear.

      I look gratefully up at him. We walk up to the house and climb the flight of stone steps and two Josh lookalikes in black outfits stand at the tall doors.

      Inside, the party is well underway. There are beautiful people everywhere I care to look. We cross the black and white antique marble floor polished to a high sheen and enter a large room full of beautiful furnishings. The music is loud and the room is full of glamour-soaked people.

      A statuesque, deeply tanned blonde approaches us with a silver tray of champagne flutes.

      ‘Good evening,’ she greets. ‘Would you like a drink?’

      Shane gets two glasses and putting one in my hand says, ‘Come. Let me introduce you to Leo.’

      So I meet Leo—as charming and urbane as he was in the Great Gatsby but a bit rounder than I expected—and his escort, a very tall South American beauty. A lot of people seem to know Shane. I say hello to various characters—a TV celebrity, a news anchor woman, and a couple of Shane’s cousins, a few decidedly shady. But neither Dominic nor Jake seems to be around. I discreetly glance at my watch. It has just gone ten.

      It is only when Shane excuses himself to go to the toilet and I wander over to the open French doors to gaze out at the long, immaculately manicured lawn and surrounding gardens that I hear a man’s rich and distinctively husky voice that seems to leap above the music and make my blood throb and rush to my clit.

      ‘Hello, Jewel.’
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      For a couple of seconds I do nothing. Just stand there, a gentle breeze lifting my hair from my neck, savoring the sensation of unfolding drama and the reckless abandonment his voice has brought into my being. I know when I turn around the world will be different.

      I prepare myself and face him slowly. Even so the breath catches in my throat. I blink and stare at him.

      He towers over me in an emerald suit. Sexual energy glimmers off him like the wavy heat effect in a desert. His eyes—green marbled with violet or black, beautiful at any rate—glow with desire. Every fiber in my body contracts and buzzes as if he is a great dynamo and I am some dumb equipment that is absorbing too much energy. And the worse part: he knows it.

      ‘Or is it Lily?’ His sinful lips caress my name like a kiss.

      Heat prickles up my arms. ‘It’s whatever you want it to be.’

      He lets his wicked, smoldering gaze drift over my body. ‘I want it to be Lily.’

      I shrug. ‘OK,’ I say carelessly.

      He takes a drink from a passing tray and hands it to me. Our fingers brush and I shiver. Visibly. His eyebrows lift, but his eyes remain inscrutable. My cheeks flame with sexual tension. I grip the glass tightly. Shit. What the hell is this? Christ in heaven. Get a fucking grip, Lily. I can’t believe how affected I am by this man. I need time to sort myself out.

      I force a smile onto my lips. ‘Thank you,’ I say politely, and make to move away. His hand shoots out and touches my bare arm. This time my reaction is clear. I jerk my hand away.

      ‘We don’t have a no touch policy in this house,’ he observes quietly.

      ‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. Who are you?’

      Green sparks of amusement dance in his eyes. He knows I know exactly who he is. ‘Who do you want me to be, Lily?’ His voice is lazy like a deadly snake coiled in the sun. One wrong move…

      An unfamiliar warmth shivers and fizzles through my veins. ‘My lover’s brother.’

      The amusement vanishes from his eyes—the reptile has been rudely awakened—replaced by a bolt of blazing fury.

      My heart stops. I resist the instinctive reaction to back off. For a few moments, or it could have been thousands of years, we stare at each other and then he turns on his heels and strides away, his back ramrod straight.

      I grip the champagne glass tightly and watch his tall figure cut through the human crush. He stands out the way a hawk stands out in a crowd of canaries. A woman in a sophisticated ivory velvet evening gown lays a manicured hand on his sleeve. He stops and bends his head to her. She says something. Her laugh is tinkling. I feel a furious tightening in my belly. I am jealous. I am sickeningly jealous of the horny bitch.

      ‘Did you miss me?’ Shane asks in my ear.

      At the sound of his easy voice, relief floods me. It’s like having a stiff drink on a cold day. The warm waves radiate out from the middle of your belly. I turn toward him. ‘Desperately.’

      ‘How desperately?’ His teeth flash.

      ‘You don’t want to know.’

      He laughs. ‘Come on. I want you to meet my brother.’ Before I can protest he puts his hand on my elbow and steers me along toward his brother and the beauty in the ivory dress. She has coffee-colored hair and empty silver eyes.

      ‘Jake, I want you to meet Lily.’

      Jake turns stiffly toward me. ‘We’ve already met,’ he says dryly.

      ‘Oh! When?’

      ‘Moments ago.’ He seems cold and uninterested.

      Shane looks at me quizzically.

      ‘You didn’t give me a chance to tell you,’ I say weakly.

      ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me, darling?’ the woman says adoringly, as she slides her hand up his black shirt. Her hand dislodges his jacket and I see its pale blue lining. Jealousy shoots like quicksilver into my blood, scorching it. I look up and meet his eyes. They are dark and carefully veiled.

      ‘Andrea Mornington, Lily Hart,’ he says curtly, then very deliberately curls his arm around her waist.

      ‘Hello, Lily,’ Andrea says, turning her empty eyes toward me, except they are no longer empty but precise and direct, like a key turning in a lock. She perfectly understands what has not been spoken.

      I force a smile. ‘Please excuse me, I need to find a washroom.’ As I turn away, Shane’s hand falls on my wrist. ‘Are you OK?’

      I look into his eyes. Already I can see the weight of responsibility he has taken for my well-being. It warms and saddens me. ‘Yes. I’ll be back soon.’

      I don’t have to look at his brother to know he is watching me. I feel it like a dagger in my back or an act of fate.

      I don’t find the washroom. Instead I drift inconspicuously into an adjoining room. It seems to be a salon of some kind. As with everything else in the house it is beautiful. There is nobody in there. I close the door and lean against it.

      The attraction is so inconvenient, so absurd that I had never even considered the possibility. And yet here it is. I want him so bad it is like an ache. I push away from the door, put my glass of champagne on a low table, and walk to a tall window. I stare out of it into the dark and see only my ghostly reflection.

      A dozen thoughts come and go. I know I should be going back to Shane, but the part of me that loathes to see them together is the stronger. My thoughts are interrupted by a sound at the door.

      I whirl around in surprise.

      For God’s sake! An emerald suit and a diamond encrusted ring on his pinkie! He should have looked ridiculous, but he does not. He starts walking toward me—sure, confident, leonine. Dazzling.

      There is an arrogance and authority to the set of his jaw that is not at all to my liking. His gaze is aggressively bold and virile. His eyes travel down my body.

      ‘Lost?’

      ‘No, I was trying to be alone.’

      His eyes dip down and linger suggestively and I am certain deliberately on my breasts. The mental disrobing is meant to unruffle me.

      ‘Positively breathtaking,’ he murmurs softly, but with a hint of sardonic amusement.

      ‘Insufferably arrogant, aren’t you?’

      ‘It has been said,’ he concedes with a wry grin.

      ‘What do you want?’ I ask. My voice rings out like a bell in the vast room. I hear the panic in it, the revelation that I do not trust myself.

      He stands in front of me, his cheekbones flushed with sexual heat. ‘Isn’t it perfectly obvious what I want?’

      ‘Not to me.’

      ‘I want you to stay away from my brother.’

      I blush. Then I laugh mockingly. ‘You’re a gangster. Don’t act high and mighty with me.’

      He smiles slowly, his eyes crinkling with amusement. ‘Say that word again.’

      I blink. ‘What word?’

      ‘Gangster.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because you make it sound so sexy I want to go out and become one.’

      ‘Am I supposed to believe that you’re not one?’

      He shrugged disinterestedly, but his eyes take on a new glitter. ‘I can be if you want me to be.’

      Suddenly I feel so flustered I can’t even look at him. I drop my eyes.

      ‘Is that what you really want…Lily? A gangster?’

      ‘It’s the last thing…’

      He moves, and fast. ‘So what the fuck are you doing playing nice with his brother,’ he snarls and gripping my forearms pushes me roughly against the wall by the window.

      I do what I did when I was nine years old and I opened the front door of my nan’s house and there were two unsmiling skinheads outside. One of them was holding a hammer. I didn’t pause or consider. I simply reacted.

      ‘Let loose the two Alsatians, Nan,’ I screamed.

      For a second the heavily tattooed heads looked at each other, and then they bolted away so fast there was not enough time to say skin. My nan didn’t have a dog.

      Again I let my instinct guide me.

      I grab Jake’s surprised face and, pulling it down, kiss him hard on the mouth, except, unlike the skinheads situation, the problem does not run away.

      His mouth opens to mine. The kiss sears my lips, shocking. I stagger and grab a handful of dark hair. Supporting hands come around my waist like bands of warm steel forcing me into his unyielding body, and I melt into it, fuse with it. My insides turn to fucking mush and my toes curl in my shoes. Thick juices leak into the gusset of my panties. For those few seconds I even stop breathing!

      Then, without warning, he tears his mouth away from mine, and coiling strong hands around my forearms pushes me back against the cold wall. He stares at me with these wild, animal eyes, the pupils so huge it is as if he has been running or has come out of a dark room. Mesmerized, I gaze up at him. I have never seen anything like it. Anything so feral and beautiful. He takes a deep breath.

      ‘What the fuck?’ he bites out harshly.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say as coolly as I can manage. ‘When a man shoves a woman up against a wall he usually wants to ravish her.’

      He is breathing hard. Through short gasps of air he grates, ‘Stay the fuck away from my brother.’

      His voice is cold and menacing and a great white shark is swimming in his eyes, but I know that if I reach out and touch the front of his five thousand pound suit trousers I will find him tight and hard inside them.

      ‘So I’m good enough for you but not good enough for your brother.’

      He laughs bitterly. ‘No, you’re good enough for any man’s bed. The problem is Shane would want to marry you, and we both know you’re not the marrying kind.’

      ‘What makes you think I wouldn’t marry Shane?’

      He reacts swifter than a Tasmanian devil. His hand shoots out and pulls me so hard and fast I gasp with shock as I slam into his body. His cock juts into my belly. ‘Don’t play with me, Jewel.’

      I look up at him defiantly. Heat glitters in his pale eyes and fierce sexual heat has tightened his jaw. ‘If Shane wants me he’ll have me.’

      His eyes flash with anger, but he drawls, ‘Oh, baby. You have no clue, have you?’

      ‘Are you threatening me?’

      ‘Take it as a warning.’

      ‘What are you going to do, hmmm?’ I challenge.

      ‘For a start, this.’ And he bends his head and crushes his mouth against mine. The kiss is possessive and demanding. It is nothing like the other. This one is pure punishment. With this one he is branding me. Putting his seal of ownership on me. I twist my head and try to push away, my knees preparing to connect hard with his crotch, when suddenly the kiss changes and I am helpless to resist. It is a kiss like nothing I have ever experienced. There is no discordant note. Everything about it is hot and wet and wild.

      My mouth opens and his tongue thrusts in, boldly, the way his cock would enter my pussy. I suck on it and electric energy snaps through me, scraping the back of my neck, as if I have received a shock from an old electric appliance. His hands lift me off the floor and put me back down with my legs farther apart. I feel him pull my dress up and over my bum. I hear the small scrap of lace and satin tear and then I feel his finger slide into my heat. I moan helplessly into his mouth.

      ‘What the hell is going on here?’ a voice demands.

      His broad shoulders block my view of Shane, but I freeze with horror. My torn panties are lying on the floor, and Jake’s hard fingers are still inside my naked pussy.

      Very casually, Jake lifts his head from mine, extracts his fingers out of me, and smoothing my dress over my hips, turns around to face his brother. He keeps his hand firmly around my waist.

      ‘What do you think is going on, Shane?’ he asks coolly.

      Shane stares at me, hurt etched in his beautiful eyes.

      I try to twist out of Jake’s grip, but it is iron hard. ‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper.

      He smiles. A bitter twist of his lips and I know what he is thinking. He’ll just use you and discard you. No longer able to meet my eyes, he draws himself up with great dignity. And at that moment I see what a fine man he is. And how much he must have liked me before this. And I find myself wishing that the sparks between Jake and me had flown between him and me instead.

      He nods distantly and looks out of the window. ‘You will see her home safe.’

      ‘Of course,’ he replies.

      ‘Goodnight then,’ he bids and walking out of the door shuts it behind him.

      Jake takes his hand away from around my waist, but his eyes never leave mine. Feeling strangely bereft I wrap my hands around my waist. ‘You knew he was going to be here, didn’t you?’

      Green swirls in his eyes. ‘I asked him to come.’

      I nod slowly. So easily I had fallen into his trap. ‘That was a very cruel thing you did.’

      His voice is strangely soft, almost regretful. ‘I did warn you.’

      ‘To your brother.’

      ‘He’ll survive. He knows I have his best interest at heart,’ he dismisses callously, but I see the glimmer of a fierce loyalty to his brother, his family. His pack.

      ‘Why do you think I’d be so bad for your brother?’

      ‘I think I just proved my point a few minutes ago.’

      ‘You don’t know me.’

      ‘I beg to differ. I know exactly what you are.’

      ‘I’d like to go home now.’

      ‘You’re staying the night. I’ll get my driver to run you home tomorrow.’

      My mouth drops open. ‘You think I’m going to sleep with you after what you just did? I wouldn’t sleep with you if you were the last man on earth,’ I declare with great unoriginality.

      A slow masculine smile splits his face. If he was good looking before he is devastating now. I stare at him. Jesus! I am crazy about him.

      He reaches out a hand and touches my face with the backs of his fingers. I flinch away. He drops his hand to the side of his body. ‘Don’t flatter yourself. I have a date for tonight.’

      Of course, Andrea Mornington of the velvet gown. Fucking bastard. At that moment I think I hate him.

      ‘My housekeeper Maria will set you up in one of the guest bedrooms.’ He turns away from me and strides to the door. At the door he hesitates. ‘Enjoy the party, won’t you?’ Then he is gone.

      I touch my mouth with wonder. Fuck! I was a nightmare looking for a dream.
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      I toss and turn on the silk sheets of the king-size bed, constantly moving my body to find a cool spot. The air is balmy and still, but it is the thought of him with her that makes me sick with jealousy. I keep thinking of him pushing into her, filling her up with long, smooth strokes.

      Suddenly I hear the sound of feet in the corridor outside my room. The noise stops outside my door. I lay dead still. Only my heart crashing into my ribs. My eyes riveted on the door handle. He wouldn’t dare. He wouldn’t fucking dare come to me after he has been with her. There is another heart-wrenching moment of silence and then the sound of his footsteps passes on. I sit up, feeling hot and flushed.

      He didn’t come in!

      I had been maddened by the thought of his audacity but now I am devastated by acute disappointment. It rushes into my system like a physical ache. Fuck you, I think. Fuck you, Jake Eden. I stand up and run to the big oak door. I have my hand on the handle when I stop myself. What the fuck are you doing? I clench my hands into fists and press them against my mouth.

      What the hell is happening to me? I feel as frustrated and unsated as if I have been left unfinished by a lover. What is it about this man that makes me desperate to feel him inside me? I press my ear to the door and hear him going down the stairs.

      I remove my fist from my teeth and turn the lock on the door. The metal click is loud and final. I feel glad that I have done it. I have taken back control. I step away from the door. My hands are shaking with emotion. I am suddenly startled by a light coming on outside the window. It is him. He has tripped the security lights. I move fast. I run to the window and stand in the shadows, behind the curtains.

      I watch him walk across the terrace toward the lip of the swimming pool, full of the restless energy and the deadly grace of a puma on the prowl. Bathed in white light, he kicks off his shoes, tugs his T-shirt over his head, peels off his jeans, and with his thumbs pulls his underwear to the floor. I should stop watching him. I should go back to bed, but I can’t. I am transfixed by the muscular buttocks lit by the neon blue of the underwater lighting.

      Backlit, he steps out of his underwear, and stands for a moment at the pool’s edge. I see the rough dusting of hair on his calves, then, gloriously and fabulously naked, he turns slightly toward my window so that his long thick dick is exposed to me. He looks up then and I feel his gaze seeking me out.

      Meeting his eyes like that is like being kicked in the guts. Wrenching. There is nothing I can do except stand in my hiding place. Guilty. Shameless. We stare at each other. Then he turns away and glides cleanly into the water. For a few moments more I watch him cut powerfully through the blue water.

      Then I stumble away from the window.

      At that moment I realize two things. One: the utter primitiveness of the man, and two: the fact that I am not in charge. I never was. Fantasies spill through my head. His hands, his tongue, his cock. Riding me until I scream. I squeeze my thighs hard.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I sleep badly and wake up at five thirty. It is already light outside, but blessedly cool. I get out of bed and after a quick shower pad over to the clothes and shoes that Maria brought for me last night. Matching peach underwear, a blue tracksuit and white sneakers, all still with their tags on. Shockingly they all fit me perfectly. He must have random women staying over unexpectedly all the time, I reflect sourly.

      Outside my door the house is totally silent.

      I walk down the grand staircase and let myself out. Mist clings to the ground. It all looks very Sherlock Holmes and I smile to myself as I cross the lawn and head off toward the woods.

      A thundering sound breaks the peaceful stillness of the morning. I reel around, startled. Out of the mist a man on a shining black stallion appears. He is riding without a saddle. His horse is like him—a terrifying presence, raven-eyed. A big brute. Hard and unyielding. I am struck by how animal and man are so blended, so in tune.

      He stops beside me. The stallion snorts restlessly. Its eyes are wild. I drag my gaze back to the man, in awe at the sight of him on that big black stallion. In the soft morning light his face is hard and watchful.

      ‘Come for a ride with me,’ he commands, from a long way up. He sits dead still, his expression intense, his eyes picking up every detail of my person. Despite the stillness there is no mistaking the intent in that big body. At that moment it seems as if nothing can stand in his way.

      I open my mouth but nothing comes out. I shake my head. I have never been on a horse, let alone a gleaming black monster like this one.

      ‘You don’t talk much,’ he notes and offers his hand. He knows inside I am clamoring for him.

      Dazed by his appearance and the way he makes me feel I put my hand in the cradle of his. His hand is huge. It feels like hot damp earth. It closes over mine tightly. He hauls me up so suddenly, I yelp. I find myself dangerously unbalanced at the back of him. The horse neighs at my panic. He places his calm, steadying hand on its strong neck and holds it there until it stills. He squares my weight on the horse.

      ‘Put your arms around me,’ he says.

      I do it gladly. The heat and scent of him envelop me. I hear the staccato of my heart, loud, strong, fast. I have to resist the desire to lay my head on his taut back.

      ‘OK?’ he asks, turning his head to look at me.

      ‘OK,’ I croak.

      He clicks his tongue and eases the horse into a canter through the fields. There are no sounds but those we make. The horse’s snorting breath, the twigs crackling underneath. He does not speak and neither do I. There is something magical about our ride.

      He slows the horse to a walk as we enter the woods. Here the air is colder and darker and full of the scent of summer, wildflowers and clover. Squirrels and small animals scamper in the underbush and trees. When we get out of the woods we are suddenly on a beach.

      ‘Wow,’ I whisper.

      ‘Hold on tight,’ he says, and puts the horse to a gallop along the shoreline. For a few seconds I am shocked and a little bit afraid and then I laugh. The wind tears at my hair, tossing it about wildly. Beneath me I can feel the stallion flexing gracefully as he flies over the ground with amazing speed.

      The hard man against my front, the horse underneath me, and the fantastic sensation of total freedom: it is old magic. Magic that can only be conjured up when all the trappings of civilization have been stripped away. The horse stops. Jake throws a leg over and deftly jumps to the ground. With his hands around my waist, he lifts me down. He pats the horse’s sleek neck and it runs away from us.

      I look up at him. ‘The horse…’

      ‘He’ll be all right.’

      I notice then that he is barefoot. And unlike all the other times I have seen him, he is wearing an old, ripped T-shirt and faded brown corduroy trousers. I take my borrowed shoes off and hold them in my hand.

      ‘Come on,’ he says and we walk together, our hands almost touching but not quite. We never speak. There is not a soul in sight. Salt water laps at our bare feet. Above our heads a lone seagull circles the sky. I cannot explain the sense of peace or the inevitability of the moment. It feels as if there is no other life for me but this. I am not a dancer in a gentlemen’s club and he is not a gangster.

      I want to ask him why—why is he sharing his paradise with me?—but I find the words choke in my throat. Maybe because I know that this is temporary and words will only taint it. Once, I turn sideways to look at him and find him watching me. His hair is windswept, the hard cheekbones flushed, and his eyes bright in the morning sun.

      ‘What?’ I mouth.

      He shakes his head and whistles. The horse flies toward us, mane flying. A beautiful sight. It stops in front of him and he carefully cups its face and in hush tones speaks to it in a language I cannot understand. Maybe Gaelic.

      ‘What are you saying to him?’ I ask.

      ‘I am introducing you to him. We gypsies have always talked to our animals.’

      ‘What are you telling him about me?’

      ‘That’s our secret.’

      He takes my hand and brings it to the horse. I feel its hot damp breath on my palm. I touch its cheek and see a flare of panic in its eyes. It paws the ground. He cups its face and soothes it.

      ‘What’s his name?’

      ‘Thor.’

      ‘He loves you,’ I whisper.

      ‘I love him,’ he says simply and kisses the horse between the eyes.

      With a clean hop he mounts the horse and, sitting squarely on it, reaches for my hand. With me securely seated behind him we return to the house. The journey back seems much faster and too soon we are outside the front entrance of the house. He dismounts and helps me down.

      I look into his face and already he has changed, become distant. He regards me carefully. ‘I have other matters to attend to and will not join you for breakfast. After breakfast Ian will take you back to London.’

      Other matters to attend to. And suddenly I remember the woman he spent the night with. A flash of jealousy rips through me. Fuck her. Fuck them both.

      ‘Thanks,’ I call out casually as I walk away from him.

      I am dying to, but I don’t watch him gallop away.

      Inside the house, I find Maria hovering in the living room. She seems to be fluffing some cushions, but she must have been at the window watching us arrive.

      ‘Good morning,’ she says brightly.

      ‘Morning.’

      ‘Well then, young lass, what would you like for breakfast? Waffles, cereal, full English, continental, or something different?’

      ‘Continental sounds good.’

      ‘Excellent. Breakfast will be served in the dining room in ten minutes.’

      After she leaves I wander over to the window. How strange it all is. Me in this house. Me on a horse with Jake Eden. Ten minutes later I go into the dining room. It is exactly like the rest of the house. Rich and splendid and unlived in.

      I eat my warm, perfectly flaky croissant with lashings of butter and jam and drink my cup of freshly brewed coffee alone. But as I am finishing my food Jake appears at the door.

      His hair is still wet from his shower and he is dressed in a charcoal shirt, black trousers, a white silk tie and maroon shoes. I remember again the way he looked coming in from the mist, at one with his beast. Uncivilized and utterly beautiful. He is holding a box in his hand.

      I stare at him, surprised. I did not expect to see him again this morning. I brush croissant crumbs from my fingers and wipe them on the napkin on my lap.

      ‘I got you something.’ He seems awkward, totally at odds with his usual macho bravado.

      I stand, the chair scraping on the carpet. ‘You got me a present,’ I say stupidly.

      He comes toward me and holds it out. I take it cautiously. It is a square box, five inches by five. It is wrapped in dark gray paper with a broad red ribbon. It screams expensive.

      I undo the ribbon and tear the paper open. Inside a transparent plastic box is a spray of white orchids. The stem is immersed in a small plastic tube of water and attached to a comb-clip.

      ‘For your hair,’ he says softly. ‘Wear it tomorrow night… For me.’

      White flowers. I remember the poem: Somewhere there’s beauty. Somewhere there’s freedom. I nod slowly, my eyes locked on his. Hypnotized by what I see in them. ‘So you’re coming to the club tomorrow?’

      ‘Yes. Wait for me?’

      I register a surge of uncontrollable joy inside my body. It makes my ears burn. I smile—happy, wistful.

      ‘And one more thing—Miss Mornington didn’t stay the night.’
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      It is a slow night at the club and I worry about how awkward it will be to see Shane there, but as it turns out he does not come in. At two Melanie and I take a cab back to the apartment.

      ‘I’m hungry,’ I say walking to the fridge. ‘Do you want something?’

      ‘Get the ice cream out,’ she says flinging herself on the sofa.

      ‘Chocolate or vanilla?’

      ‘Both.’

      I bring two bowls of ice cream out into the living room and Melanie is taking crumpled, damp notes out of her bra.

      ‘Whoa,’ I say, kicking off my shoes and curling up on the couch opposite her. ‘I thought we all have to use ECs.’

      ‘Yeah, we do,’ she admits. ‘But some guys want me to have cash. They know I’d lose twenty percent during cash out and they’d rather I had the whole thing.’

      ‘Does Brianna know?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘So how much money do you make in a night then?’ I ask curiously.

      ‘About a thousand on a bad night and three to five on a good night.’

      My eyes widen. ‘Three to five?’

      ‘Why? How much do you make?’ She looks at me with narrowed assessing eyes.

      ‘After paying the house fee and other costs about three hundred quid. Once I made seven hundred.’

      ‘No fucking way,’ she erupts, clearly as shocked as I was that she was taking in up to five thousand in one night.

      ‘Why is that so shocking?’

      She shakes her head. ‘Damn, girl, if I looked like you I’d be making five thousand a shift. That’s what those blonde bimbos take home every fucking night.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, really, and you know what else? If you don’t start earning at least four figures soon Brianna is going to ask you in for a little chat, and if your income doesn’t improve real quick after that you’ll be politely asked to leave.’

      ‘Shit,’ I curse softly. I can’t afford that to happen.

      ‘What did you think? You’re taking up the place of a girl that could be earning thousands for the club. We are the sweets in the sweetshop.’

      I stare at her stupidly.

      ‘Look, it’s not hard. You just have to apply yourself. Do you know what Jolene takes home?’

      ‘Jolene?’ I frown and shake my head. Jolene is the least good-looking girl at the club. She even has buck teeth. When I met her in the changing rooms it surprised me that Brianna had taken her on.

      ‘That girl takes six to seven thousand. Sometimes I’ve heard she even makes ten when her regulars come.’

      My jaw drops open. ‘Ten thousand pounds?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘A night?’

      ‘Yeah. You should see when she cashes out at the end of her shift. It’s like someone hitting jackpot at the fruit machine in a Vegas casino.’

      ‘What does she do to get them to give her all that money then?’

      ‘To start with she doesn’t act all high and mighty like you do.’

      I open my mouth to deny it, but Melanie holds out a warning hand. ‘I’ve seen you. You will be sitting down with a guy and your body language will be screaming, I don’t want to be here. I mean which man is going to pay a girl who clearly tells him she finds him unattractive.’

      ‘But they are unattractive..’

      ‘True, but,’ she licks her spoon, ‘why did you become a dancer?’

      ‘To make money.’

      ‘You’re not going to make any with your attitude. You know what Jolene does? She goes and sits next to them and whispers in their ears, “I’m here to be anything you want me to be. I can be the dirtiest, most forbidden whore of your fantasies. Tell me what you want me to be? Talk dirty with me.” And guess what? They never get to touch her, she talks dirty, they empty their wallets, and they come back for more. Now that is a clever dancer. She’ll even invite other girls into the VIP room to dance for her customer and pay them for it.’

      The whole idea puts me off. I feel decidedly glum. ‘I don’t get why they just don’t all go to a knocking shop and buy a prostitute.’

      ‘Aha!’ she cries triumphantly. ‘That is why plain Jolene is taking home ten thousand and super gorgeous you is bringing in three hundred. Because you don’t understand the job. The “no touching” rule means there is no longer any pressure for the man to sexually perform. It’s all about his fantasies. For a few hundred quid he can be that guy of his dreams with beautiful girls hanging on his every word, laughing at his most inane jokes.’

      She leans back and takes off her boots. There are more sweaty notes stuck to her calves. As she peels them off and straightens them out on the table I see that some of them have phone numbers scribbled on them.

      ‘And here is something else you should understand. Dancing can be incredibly empowering and a great turn-on. Why do you think all the girls wear tampons even when it’s not their period?’

      My eyes widen.

      She just nods sagely. ‘When your garter starts to bulge with twenties and fifties you know you’re not just hot, you’re bloody good at what you do. I always make them sit with their legs spread wide so I can see them get a hard-on. This gives me total control of the situation. I will then roll my body inches away from their faces so they feel the heat coming off me.’

      She puts her feet up on the coffee table and wriggles her toes.

      ‘And I’ll purposely let my hair trail their cheeks or let out a long sigh close to their ears. Usually they will start breathing heavily, which means I’ve done a good job, but sometimes they will become so fixated, so paralyzed they actually forget to take a breath and have to take a sudden sharp intake, and that is when I know. They are ready for the VIP room.’

      Melanie looks at me as though seducing strange men is the simplest thing in the world to accomplish.

      ‘And if you know a guy is really satisfied with your service you can even ask for a tip.’

      Wow! It had not even occurred to me to do such a thing. ‘Won’t they feel robbed after they’ve paid all that money for the dance?’

      ‘Don’t ask, don’t get.’ She grins. ‘These men know the game. They know what I do and where they are and that means if they spend my time it has to be in exchange for money. Exactly as they would pay their lawyer, by the hour. I’m not there for fun. I’m there to make money.’

      ‘As a matter of fact,’ she adds, ‘the more wealthy and powerful the man the more cheeky and forthright you can be with them. They’ll think you’re hilarious and that’s another tip there for you. It’s a hustle only if they feel they’ve been harassed. I take pride in never letting them feel they’ve blown away good money.’

      I think of her dangling from the top of the pole and doing splits mid-air to David Guetta’s electronic music and a voice screaming, ‘Let me see your fucking hands,’ as she starts tumbling down the pole. And when the male voice asks again, ‘A party without me?’ the lights come on and the club fills with lines from the song, ‘I Might Be Anyone’. But she is not anyone. She is as beautiful as Lupita Ny in that iconic Lancôme advert. After her performances the club always erupts into applause.

      ‘I know you are very good at what you do,’ I tell her sincerely.

      ‘Damn right. I’m not just showing them a pair of tits. I’m giving them a performance that will blow their heads off. And if a customer treats me with contempt—some of them come in there just to do that, a stripper and a black stripper at that, I must be despicable—I’ll use his money the next day to buy me something that will make me feel good, and that will be my revenge.’

      Melanie yawns hugely.

      ‘Thanks for the advice,’ I say gratefully. She is absolutely right. I’d better get off my high horse or forget dancing altogether. And since leaving Eden is not an option I’m going to have to do things very differently from now on.
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      The club has a carnival air to it. Men throwing money into the air as if it is confetti, champagne flowing like it is free, gorgeous girls dressed for showtime, and then the cabaret starts, and ladyboys from Thailand flutter onto the stage. They are bold, highly talented, and gregarious.

      I stand backstage and hear the DJ announce my name. As I walk up to the door I remember Ann, my instructor, saying, When you are on stage wave a wand and become a tigress. Make eye contact with the punters, hold their gazes for a long time. Make them think you want them. Make them squirm in their seats. Make them feel your power, so that when you have finished your routine and are walking toward them they know it’s time to reach for their wallets.

      At the doorway of the stage I hold onto the doorframe and strike a pose while I survey the darkened audience of men. The lights are hot and bright in my eyes, but I see him immediately. He stands out like a sore thumb, the only man who does not look like he is looking for a good time. His pose is relaxed, his knees spread apart, one hand on a thigh, another loosely curved around a glass of amber liquid, but he stares directly at me with intense, unsmiling, furious eyes.

      What the fuck is he angry about?

      I freeze and almost lose my self-confidence. But then a blast of candy white smoke from the stage bathes me. A blue strobe light cuts me in half. Then the music comes on and my heart starts to pound with sexual energy, the kind that Melanie uses in her performances, and I think, fuck you, Jake Eden. I haven’t done anything wrong.

      Totally ignoring him I strut onto the stage. There are whistles and catcalls from a stag party that are seated right at the edge of the stage. There are about twelve of them and I am glad for them. They straighten my spine. I will give them the best performance of my life. I’ll take their money. My time has to be paid for.

      I concentrate on the music. I let it fill every cell in my body as I dance around the pole and rub myself sinuously on it. Flicking my hair back, I grip the pole hard and perfectly execute the flying around the pole move that landed me on my knees at the audition. The men from the stag party seem impressed judging from the whistles.

      I search for the bridegroom. Early thirties, red hair, pleasant face and has an L sign pinned to his shirt. I will dance for him. It’s hard to explain, but it’s so much easier to dance for someone you don’t fancy. You look into their eyes and you pretend. So I do. And the more I stare at him the more rowdy and boisterous his mates become. I am clearly a success.

      It is almost time to lose my bikini bra. I climb the pole. Slowly, seductively. They hoot their encouragement. I focus totally on the bridegroom—his eyes are on stalks. Gripping the pole with my thighs I lean right back so I am looking at the crowd while I am upside down. Hanging in that position I let my breath out in a hard puff. The bra pops open and flies off. The boys go crazy.

      Far in the shadows another man is watching, calling. Helplessly my eyes flash across the crowded room, the crush of bodies, and clash with his. All the sounds and smells and chaos recede. He is as still as a statue. For a moment I am suspended on the pole and caught in his world. In this world I am in trouble. I have done something very wrong. Somehow I have betrayed Jake Eden.

      Then gravity asserts itself and I pull my body upwards, and slide down the pole. I bend to pick up my bra from the stage floor and the bridegroom is standing at the edge of the stage holding a fifty. We look at each other. There is hunger in his eyes, the kind of hunger that Melanie talked about. And I feel sorry for his bride. Then I pull my stocking out and he slips my very first cash tip into it.

      I look again at him—we are less than ships that pass in the night, and yet we are more.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, blowing him a kiss as I exit the stage. I go backstage and get back into the deep red cheongsam with the slit that goes up to my crotch. I touch the orchid Jake gave me and it is exactly where I pinned it. With a deep breath I walk out onto the floor. I know exactly what I will say to Jake.

      A waitress sidles up to me. ‘Table twenty-three has just left a black Amex behind the bar and thinks you’re hot,’ she whispers.

      I look at her little name tag, and say, ‘Thanks, Toni. I’ll be sure to remember you later.’

      ‘No problem,’ she says with a wink and moves on.

      For a second I think about not going to table twenty-three and then I think: No, I’m working. I need this job. Toni has taken the trouble to send a customer my way and she’ll be expecting her cut. I’ll make it real quick.

      I walk up to table twenty-three. He is wearing a smile that could light up a Christmas tree.

      ‘Hey.’

      ‘You were great on stage,’ he says.

      ‘Thank you. Would you like a dance?’ I ask.

      ‘Sure, I’ll buy a private dance off you,’ he says, another bulb on the Christmas tree lighting up.

      Shit, what bad timing! My first big spender and I’m in a horrible hurry. From across the club I can feel Jake’s animosity searing my back. I realize now I shouldn’t have come. I should have passed table twenty-three onto another dancer.
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      What the fuck! I cannot believe my fucking eyes. Not only did I have to sit through a roomful of horny men staring at her nearly naked body—now the fat bastard is standing up and following her. She’s going to go into one of those VIP rooms and give him a private dance. Frustration claws at my heart. I grit my teeth. I have never wanted to be shackled to anyone, no matter how enticing the chains. But damn her. I cannot even bear the thought of any other man in a room with her, looking at her.

      I want her to belong to me. And only me.

      From the corner of my eyes I see Brianna walking toward me. She is smiling. I don’t smile back. The thoughts in my head seethe so bitter and dark that I lose control. I stand up and begin to stride toward Lily and her punter. I see Brianna’s experienced eye sizing up the situation. She stops smiling and picks up her speed—not so she would make a scene, though.

      I grab Lily’s hand. Her first reaction is interesting. It is one of pure repulsion. Then her gaze collides with mine and the expression is replaced by a mixture of joy, lust, and anger.

      The man turns to look at me. ‘Excuse me,’ he says pompously, as if it is I who has trod on his property. I’ve collected money from men like him before. Without their fancy lawyers they are sniveling, pathetic messes. They’d give up their mothers to avoid a scratch.

      Fortunately for him, Brianna reaches us at that same instant. She is so smooth I have to admire her anew.

      ‘Mr. Walsh,’ she coos. ‘Jewel has a personal emergency that she has to take care of, but I have found two beauties to dance for you instead. Obviously, your champagne is on the house.’

      Mr. Walsh accepts with ill grace. He has no idea how close he was to being floored. Brianna leads him away quickly.

      Hiding the black lust in my heart I look down at the brazen little hussy coldly. ‘I believe this dance is mine.’

      ‘Yes, my lord,’ she says sarcastically.

      I am still furious, but her scent drifts over me like a sweet cloud and lust writhes hot in my blood as my cock hardens too fast and painfully.
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      The walls and ceiling of the VIP room are mirrored. It is empty except for a small, round, low table, a large upholstered red and gilt chair, and another much smaller black one that the dancers use as a prop. He kicks the door shut, his heel slamming into the wood, and stands there, tall, proud. Pure alpha. Great! I am alone in the VIP room with one pissed off gangster.

      In a silky, dangerous voice, ‘Did you enjoy that?’

      Nervously, ‘What?’

      ‘Taunting me.’

      ‘I wasn’t.’

      ‘You looked right into my eyes. You knew I was waiting for you.’

      I lick my lips. ‘This is my job.’

      He walks over to the red chair and lowers himself into it. He takes two blue chips out of his jacket and puts them on the table. Blue chips are a hundred pounds each. Then he looks up at me.

      In a voice like the crack of a whiplash, ‘Now strip.’

      I feel my cheeks start to burn. Doing a dance for someone that you fancy like crazy is totally different. The adrenaline rush is undeniable. It surges inside me. I finally understand why the other girls wear tampons all the time.

      Without taking my eyes off him I unzip my dress and let it slip down my body and pool around my ankles. His eyes rush down my body greedily, hungrily. From the speakers Snoop Dogg is singing, ‘Tell me, baby, are you wet? I just want to get you wet.’

      Just perfect.
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      She flicks her head flirtatiously like an animal in heat and deliberately presents her buttocks to me. I see her sex clothed in satin and puffed out between her spread thighs. I know exactly what she is doing. She is showing me the sweet wet heat at the center of her. The urge to reach out and touch. Fuck!

      She moves her hips from side to side, slowly, teasing, provoking. Then she pushes back until she is inches away from my face. I can smell the heady scent of her arousal. It has hidden itself within the noisy smells of cheap perfume, sweat, sex, and seedy thoughts. It flowers in my face.

      Like a wolf scenting the air, I inhale in quick bursts. She pulls back and my nose moves forward, following the intoxicating trail of her scent. Her hands skim lightly over her ribs and linger over the tops of her breasts, the skin satiny. She cups her breasts. I stare at her utterly riveted. She hooks one leg over the chair’s back and in one deft, smooth movement, sits down on the edge of the seat.

      Keeping her body arched and her legs straight, she opens her thighs so her long, long legs make a fabulous V. The position is obscene and bewitching. She is good enough to eat.

      I stare at the wet patch hungrily.

      She holds the pose.

      I raise my eyes up to hers. ‘How much to push the material aside?’

      Something flashes into her eyes. She lids them quickly.

      ‘One thousand.’ Her voice is flat and cold.

      At that moment no one else in the world exists. Only her, me, and something raw and too hot to touch. I reach into my pocket and pull out a handful of chips. There might have been two, maybe three thousand there. I hold them over the table and let them fall. Some hit the surface and roll away to clatter onto the floor.

      Very slowly she reaches into the material and pulls it to one side. My eyes drop. God only knows how many pussies I have seen in my lifetime, but this time it takes my breath away. I stare riveted at the pink glistening whorls of wet flesh. In that position the hole gapes, as if begging to be filled, taken, fucked. Enticingly thick nectar drips out of it.

      I raise my eyes to hers. Very deliberately she moves her gaze to my crotch, to my hard-on. I get it. She is angry. Even in this humiliating position she is helpless to fight the sensual call of her own body.

      She smiles. ‘Want anything else?’

      ‘What else is for sale?’ My voice sounds cool and distant, but my heart is hammering in my chest. Afraid of her answer. Afraid she will become more than just a cock tease. Terrified she’ll become another fallen flower littering the ground I walk upon.

      I see it clearly then. A flash of something far stronger than the liquid dripping out of her. Hatred. The violence of it shocks me. She doesn’t close her legs. She doesn’t pull the material over the gaping wound between her legs.

      ‘You’ve already bought everything that is for sale,’ she says quietly.

      My heart leaps in my chest. Alive with some sort of great wild joy. ‘Cover yourself,’ I say curtly to hide the joy.

      She pulls the material over her sex and puts her legs back down.

      I take a black chip out of my jacket pocket. I didn’t know what I was going to use it for tonight—if I was going to use it at all—but I am immensely relieved and glad it is going to be used and for this purpose. I put it on the table and watch her eyes widen with astonishment.

      ‘This is for you to get dressed and go home right now.’
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      The door shuts softly behind him. I walk over to the table and pick up the black chip. It weighs the same as all the others, but wow! I never thought I would ever see one of these. Ten thousand sweet pounds! I sweep all the chips from the table into my satin bag and gather those that have fallen on the floor.

      Then I get back into my dress and go looking for Melanie to tell her I am leaving early. I change back into my normal clothes and head to the cashier’s box where I cash everything except the black chip, and ask for the money to be put directly into my bank account. Shockingly, there is nearly three thousand pounds.

      I pop over to reception and ask Toni to call me a taxi. Less than five minutes later she tells me the cab is outside. Steve, the doorman, walks me out. It is a thing they do, see us into our cabs. As we walk out we see the taxi driving off.

      ‘Hey,’ Steve shouts, and then goes silent when he sees Jake walking toward us.

      ‘Good evening, Mr. Eden,’ he greets politely.

      Jake nods but does not look at him. ‘I thought I might as well give you a lift to mine.’

      I gasp at the audacity.

      Steve starts backing off. ‘I’ll be off, then,’ he says, and makes himself scarce pretty quick.

      ‘How dare you give him the impression that I’m going back to yours?’ I storm.

      ‘Aren’t you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You can come in my mouth.’

      I gasp. My insides lurch, like being in a very efficient lift. ‘For God’s sake!’

      He shrugs. ‘Better, surely, than having to hear all those men telling you they want to come in yours.’

      I look down at the ground and see his expensive boots polished to a mirror shine. I regret it even before I say it. ‘I won’t bother, thanks.’

      ‘Why not, Lily?’

      ‘The truth?’

      ‘Of course.’ He gazes at me with those smoldering eyes.

      And fire flows into my blood. Jesus! I’ve never had it this bad for any man. ‘I don’t do one-night stands.’

      ‘Whatever gave you the impression that it would be a one-night stand?’ His eyes are curious, quizzical, fascinated.

      My heart swells. He sure knows which buttons to press. He takes a step closer. I should make him try harder. ‘I want to go on a date.’

      He smiles, a look of genuine happiness on his face. ‘On a date? With me?’

      I nod. ‘Could be fun.’

      ‘I knew I’d like you.’

      I grin, feeling protected and precious.

      ‘Come on,’ he says, and leads me to a white Porsche 918 Spyder.

      I don’t know where the night is taking me—some distant warning that it could be dangerous clamors in my skull—but the call seems distant and inconsequential, and I turn away from it. I tell myself it is just a snapshot in time. Here, there, and then gone forever. Why shouldn’t I have this night? Without thought. Without consequence. Embrace, kiss, no rules, no guilt, just get and give pleasure. Only tonight. It will never be more, anyway. Not with men like him. For men like him, women come and go. So I will just do this one time.

      I slide into the cool interior, and he shuts the door behind me.

      ‘Nice car.’

      ‘Yeah, I like it.’

      He doesn’t have to drive far. The car stops in front of a deserted bar. All the windows are shuttered. A young man runs out of a darkened doorway and Jake chucks the car keys to him, and, putting his palm on the small of my back, leads me toward the darkened doorway.

      I look up at him. ‘The place looks closed.’

      ‘It’s closed to some and open to others.’

      The door is opened from inside. There are doormen just inside who nod respectfully to Jake and two receptionists who fuss obsequiously over him. We go through a side door and come upon a room that looks like the interior of a pub. It smells of beer and feet. The stools have been overturned on the tables ready for the floor to be cleaned in the morning.

      ‘What’s this place?’ I ask.

      ‘A gambling den.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Yup. When the bar closes, the real activities begin in the back rooms.’

      ‘An illegal gambling operation?’

      ‘Something like that. Have a seat,’ he invites, and I sit on one of the tall padded stools next to the bar.

      He goes behind the bar. ‘Do you want champagne?’

      I shake my head. ‘I’m a bit sick of the smell of champagne.’

      ‘What would you rather?’ he asks softly.

      ‘Whiskey.’

      He nods, grabs two glasses, puts them on the bar and reaches for a bottle in one smooth move. It tells me he has worked a bar before. He tips the whiskey bottle the way bartenders at swanky nightclubs do, from up high and continuously. The bottom of the bottle finds its way to the bar surface with a thump. We lift our glasses—there is no toasting—and drink. He downs his and picks up the bottle and refills his glass. A pulse throbs at his throat and he looks restless and edgy.

      ‘So this is your idea of a date?’

      He takes a large swallow. ‘At this time of the night? Yeah.’

      I really have to stop staring at him. Even if he is heart-stoppingly beautiful. ‘If it wasn’t this time of the night?’

      He looks at me with those amazing, bottomless green eyes and pours the rest of the whiskey down his throat. ‘I’d have tried to impress you by taking you to a fancy restaurant.’

      He pours another glass.

      I look at the glass and back up to his eyes and try to remember him as he was on the beach, the warmth of his smile, and I can’t, because the man in front of me seems so far removed from that man. About him is an air of danger and expectancy. My skin sizzles with it. I know just lurking underneath our apparently meaningless conversation are deep sexual undercurrents.

      ‘Should you be drinking so much? You still have to drive me home,’ I say to cover my awareness.

      ‘I’m not driving you, Lily. If I drive you somewhere I’m going to end up fucking you.’ He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his predatory eyes. At that moment he looks sexy as hell.

      I hurriedly look down at my drink. My thighs are clenching like fists.

      He rests his elbows on the bar and leans forward. ‘So, tell me about yourself.’

      I look up and lick my lips. His eyes drop to my mouth. ‘Not much to tell, really. A life wasted.’ I pick up my glass and empty it. The alcohol goes straight to my head.

      He frowns, picks up the bottle and refills both our glasses. ‘Where are you from, Lily?’

      ‘I’m a runaway kid who didn’t make it good, OK?’

      He didn’t seem even the slightest bit affected by all the alcohol he was consuming. ‘You’ve made it just fine.’

      ‘Not many people would agree with you.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter what anybody else thinks. You did fine.’

      I finish my drink and put the glass down with a thud. ‘I’m a stripper, Jake?’

      He chugs his down, refills our glasses and pushes mine toward me. ‘That’s OK. Gangsters and strippers go together like toast and marmalade. We keep the same hours, the tax man doesn’t hear much from us…’

      I grin. ‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’

      ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He shakes his head.

      ‘So what’s with all the whiskey?’

      ‘You don’t have to keep up with me. I’m trying to dull the urge.’

      I keep my breath steady. ‘What urge?’

      ‘At the risk of sounding like a compulsive, obsessive possessive fool, the urge to fuck you, of course.’

      I feel the heat rush up my cheeks. ‘You’re the kind of guy every mother warns her daughter about.’

      ‘Did yours?’

      Suddenly I am on shifting sand. ‘She didn’t get the chance.’

      ‘Don’t you ever want to go back?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Have you brothers, sisters?’

      Here is the test. Here is where Lily passes with flying colors. I lock eyes with him. ‘I was their only child. Can we quit the questions now?’

      He looks at me with an unreadable expression, his lashes wickedly long and dark. ‘I’m not actually one for talking. I thought you wanted to.’

      I slide off the stool. ‘Let’s go back to your place.’

      My chest rises and falls at the excitement that flares in his eyes. He comes around the bar, grabs my hand and we leave the way we came. As if by magic the car is already waiting outside. We slide into it and roar through the empty streets.
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      We stop outside a town house in Bloomsbury. He turns off the engine and looks at me and I feel a sharp thrill of pleasure run through my body. I open the passenger door and step out. The night air is deliciously cool. He comes around to my side and, taking my hand in his, pulls me up a short flight of stone steps.

      He must have found a key and put it into the door—there might even have been some sort of alarm set-up he had to turn off—but I am in such a haze of lust that the only thing I recognize is when he grabs my body in an iron embrace and bruises my lips with his. The sensation of being overpowered and taken is so great my body starts to tremble violently.

      He pulls away from me. ‘Are you all right?’ His eyes glitter with the look of a man possessed, a man who can barely control himself.

      Warmth glows in my guts. I open my mouth and no words come. Perhaps I am possessed of the same lust. I nod wordlessly.

      For a second he stares at me oddly, his shadowed face lit by street lamps from outside the windows, then he swoops down again on my mouth and I am vaguely aware that hard hands are sliding inside my top and unclasping my bra. I moan helplessly. It feels as if I have been starving for a lifetime. Cool air touches my skin and warm hands cup my breasts. My nipples harden against his palms. My mouth clings desperately to his. Between my legs I ache desperately for him. Suddenly he takes his mouth away.

      ‘More,’ I beg hoarsely. Like an addict.

      He gets on his knees and his hot hands roughly drag my skirt upwards. Hooking his fingers into the sides of the skimpy triangle of cloth stretched between my hip bones he pulls it down my legs. Then he parts my thighs and with his fingers opens me up and stares hungrily at my naked, slick flesh.

      ‘Beautiful,’ he breathes. His voice is thick with lust. ‘So damn beautiful.’

      He dips his head and, dragging his tongue over the slit, laps up the juices dripping from it. And that simple greed is far more erotic than sex. He has claimed my body in a way that no other man has. He has drunk my juices as if they are nectar. He looks up into my glazed eyes. There is no need for words. He bends his head and devours me with the hunger of the damned. I buck wildly against his gorging mouth.

      There is no time to tell him that I want him inside me.

      The rough, sweet drag of his tongue through my soaked folds sends me over the edge quickly. I come violently, screaming, my fingers grabbing his head, grinding his mouth against me. It is not pretty and it is not feminine. It is animalistic. It is basic. It is Jake fucking me with his tongue and me losing control to a man for the first time in my life.

      And for the first time in my life I don’t just come: I fall away. I feel my body start falling backwards and would have fallen too if strong hands had not caught me. It’s safe, Lily. It is totally safe to let go. And so I come in his mouth the way he planned it all along and go to a place where there is no me and no him, no one lives there. Only bliss. When I return to my body he is standing up and holding me tightly. I feel too raw to look him in the eye. I try to move away, but he grabs me tight.

      ‘It’s my turn,’ he growls urgently, his lips glistening from eating pussy.

      And suddenly I am galvanized. I don’t feel as if it is an obligation, as if I have to return the favor. I don’t even feel mildly resentful that the delicious lull after my orgasm is going to be interrupted. And I certainly don’t feel what I always felt, as if he should have a wash first. In fact, I want him, every inch of him, unwashed and raw. Let him taste like old wine, bitter and enticing. Dark like the taste of danger.

      I don’t even want to do what I always do, tell him he can’t come inside my mouth. I want him to spill his seed down my throat. For the first time ever I don’t fake wanting to give a man a blow job. I want to pleasure him. I get down on my knees and open my mouth so it looks wet and open and hungry.

      I hear a quick indrawn breath as I reach for his belt, fumble with it, open it, slide down the zip, and see his muscular cock thrusting against his briefs. I put my hand into his underwear and find the skin hot and silky. I bring the thick throbbing length out and gasp.

      His cock is inked. Fabulously so.

      Fascinated, I pull his hips into a patch of yellow light and look at the artwork. The skin around the massive head has been tattooed to resemble an apple. A black and yellow snake holds that apple in its mouth while its body coils around and around the entire fleshy rod until its tail disappears into the nest of pubic hair above.

      ‘It’s fucking beautiful,’ I tell him.

      With a shiver of anticipation I grab him by the base and stretching my mouth open greedily take the man, the snake, and the red apple between my lips. I watch him close his eyes and throw his head back in pure ecstasy. He swells further in my mouth, making me gag, so I slide him out and swirl my tongue around the snake’s head.

      The taste of him coats my tongue and I feel my own juices leaking out of me. I start sucking him slowly and feel a strange sense of power and pride. On my knees pleasuring him feels good. I start bobbing my head faster and faster.

      Until he can stand it no more.

      He grabs my hair and fucks my mouth. When he looks down our eyes catch. Something ancient passes between us. He holds my head tight to his groin, emits a harsh cry, and erupts in my mouth. Hot liquid gushes down my throat. He jerks and more salty semen discharges into me.

      He holds my head in place and watches me suck him clean. Then he pulls me upright and slides his hand between my legs. I am so ready and wet, I moan. His gaze is watchful and unsated. We are both unsatisfied. Hungry. Starving hungry.

      He takes my hand and we hurry upstairs. He opens a door and I see a white room with a massive red chandelier and a very large black bed with white bedding. It is glamorous and strangely soulless.

      When he peels off his shirt I see two things I did not expect. A tattoo of a cross over his heart—unlike the tattoo on his penis, this one is roughly inked as if it is homemade—and a chain made of beautifully cut red crystal beads around his neck. It is a woman’s accessory, but strangely it does not look odd or feminine on a man who is so seriously ripped and tanned. If anything he seems more mysterious and masculine for it.

      I touch the smooth, glittering facets.

      ‘Why are you wearing this?’ I ask, my voice a whisper of wonder.

      ‘Because I like it,’ he says simply.

      In his eyes I am suddenly startled to see something that makes him different and more special than any other man who has undressed me or pressed his body into mine. This man has done bad things, but he alone has decided that I am his and only his. That I will always be his. He will willingly give up his life for me.

      He rips my top off in one vicious tug and flings it into one corner of the room. My skirt sticks to my thighs. The air thuds in my lungs.

      The sex is furious. Relentless. Glittering. We fuck hard and fast and dirty, sweat running down his curving muscles and dripping on my bare skin.
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      That night I dream of Luke. He is standing on a bridge in a foreign country, perhaps China or Japan, and his back is turned to me.

      ‘Come to me,’ I call to him.

      Although he turns and looks at me he doesn’t move, so I put my foot on the bridge to go to him, but instantly his face changes to one of terror. He starts to shake his head. In my dream I ignore his warning and put my other foot on the bridge and to my shock he starts to disintegrate the way a statue would. Bits fall off him. His hands drop off. I take another step and his hips crumple and he crashes to the ground on the stump of his waist. The closer I get to him the more he disintegrates, but even though I am horrified by his destruction I am unable to stop moving toward him.

      Tears start pouring down my face, but still my feet move forward. His head falls on his chest. His face turns to dust and starts flying off. And still I cannot stop walking toward him. Finally I reach him and he is a handful of dust.

      I take the handful of dust and eat it.

      I wake up naked and flushed and stuck to Jake’s skin. I can still smell the heady scent of our raw, primal pillow-biting fuck. I suddenly remember that time when I ran on pure rage. Rage against the world that had taken Luke away. For a few seconds I do nothing. Simply lie listening to the thud of my heart and feel the sweat pouring out of my skin.

      The window is open and a soft breeze is blowing in.

      Slowly I turn my face and look at Jake. Sleeping the sleep of the innocent. I touch the sheet and it slides off his massive shoulder, baring the crudely inked cross on his chest. Very gently I turn around and, going close to his face, smell his fragrant throat.

      Desire radiates off me like the heat of a sultry summer night. My breasts begin to ache. I never thought I would ever feel this sweet ache for any man, let alone Jake Eden, the criminal. I let my nipples gently slide over his chest. They are so hard even that hurts. I watch the sensuous, relaxed curve of his mouth. He is delicious. I bend my head toward the sleeping man and viciously bite his lower lip.

      His reaction is shockingly precise and immediate. Like a trained special ops force under attack his hands fly up, fit around my neck and tighten like bands of steel. My mouth opens in a startled gasp and his lip falls out from between my teeth. We stare at each other, breathing hard. There is no condemnation, only desire glowing in his eyes. His thumb caresses my throat in a silky, sexual fashion. Excitement hums between us.

      No rules. No guilt. Here. There. Then gone.

      We move toward each other at the same instant. His two fingers thrust deep into my throbbing sex. I look at his hand disappearing into my pussy and widen my thighs shamelessly.

      ‘I’m gonna make this even better for you,’ he says as his thumb begins to swirl around my clit and I moan with the pleasure that flowers. I curl my fingers and dig them into the mattress, as if I am getting ready to fight my ground. In fact, I am holding on. It feels as if I am about to fall from a great height.

      His thumb presses down on my clit and my sex clenches with need. Suddenly, he starts jamming into me. So incredibly fast my entire body vibrates like a jackhammer. I climax without warning, my body convulsing.

      He lifts me by the waist and holds me over his erect cock and pushes me down hard, stretching my swollen pussy over his blunt thickness.

      ‘Ride me,’ he commands.

      Impaled on his thick, full cock I place my hands on the taut muscles of his stomach, the skin under my palms burning, and slam myself on him. He grabs my ass and spreads the cheeks so I am even more open when he plunges upward into me.

      It is the thrust of pure possession. He is claiming me as his and erasing away the memory of every other man who has been inside me. I allow him to fuck me harder and harder, flattening my thighs and pushing my sex into him until it is too much to bear. Our struggle is raw and wild and age old. This soaking wet cunt belongs to me, his body tells me, and I’ll fuck it any way I want.

      I twist and struggle, but he is so much stronger there is simply no contest. His pubic bone keeps on hitting my clit and I feel myself begin to break open. My drop down on him is no longer slow but frenzied. My breasts bounce wildly.

      The climax comes while I am wide open and taking every inch of that massive cock of his. As he unleashes his hot cum deep inside me I clench wildly around his flesh. We are both panting. I rest my forehead against his chest. Slowly, he lifts my body so I am looking into his eyes.

      We gaze at each other.

      ‘Lily, why are you so scared?’ His voice is soft, curious.

      ‘I’m not scared.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘No.’ I lightly graze my fingernail on the red crystals. He catches my fingers. They look so tiny inside his big hand.

      ‘I’m just reckless,’ I tell him.

      ‘Hmm… That’s what I would be if I was not what I am.’

      ‘What are you?’

      ‘Lucky. I’m very lucky, Lily,’ he says drowsily.

      His eyelids flutter down and I watch him fall asleep while he is still inside me. I lift away from his body gently, but with a sucking sound that does not wake him. I lie beside him—not so our skins touch, but so I can still feel the heat that comes in waves from his body. I cannot comprehend the connection I have with this man. I cannot understand the way we fuck, like wild animals. I have never been like that with anyone. And I simply cannot comprehend the deep way I feel about him.

      I stare at the window until it lightens.

      Then I get up very carefully, my body sore and my sex swollen and puffy between my legs, and I go into the bathroom. When I use the toilet it burns like crazy. He must have torn me last night. I close my eyes and lean my forehead against the cool tiles. He did not use protection. And I did not ask him to. I have never done that with anyone. Not even when I was a teenager. I have always been so careful. So cautious.

      I splash water on my face and go back into the bedroom. It reeks of sex. Very quietly I collect my clothes off the floor. My top is ripped beyond repair and my skirt is torn and the hook missing, but still usable. I borrow his shirt. Of course, it is too big, but I roll the sleeves and it will have to do.

      For some minutes I stand over him and watch him sleep. He is deliciously manly and the desire to wake him and have sex is so strong I have to force myself to turn away. I tiptoe down the stairs and let myself out of the front door.

      Outside the air is cool. There is no one about. I look at my mobile phone. It is five thirty a.m. I start walking down streets blindly. This is the good part of London and there are no tramps. In fact I meet no one for a good ten minutes. Then a man on a bicycle passes me by. He does not spare me a glance. I look at the time. Nearly six.

      Finally I see a red telephone box. I go and lift the receiver to check that it is working. It is. I go back outside and find a little corner shop where I buy a bar of chocolate and get some change. I go back to the telephone box and check the time again—six fifteen a.m. She should be awake by now. I go into the box, drop some coins into the slot and dial.

      A woman answers, and I release the breath I am holding. Her voice is dear and familiar. I feel tears rushing into my eyes. I blink them away.

      ‘Hello,’ she says again.

      ‘Hey, Mom,’ I say. My voice sounds small and broken. I shouldn’t have denied her existence. No matter what, I shouldn’t have done it.
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      I park my car and sit inside it for a while. My pulse is too erratic. I feel too jumbled and unsettled. I need to calm myself. I get out of the car, lock it and cross the road. It’s an old square building in a shitty area. She shouldn’t be living here. I make a mental note to move her into better digs in the next couple of weeks. I go up to the door and ring her bell. She answers almost immediately.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘It’s me.’

      There is a pause and then the buzzer sounds. I push the door open and enter. The walls are white, the floor is smooth concrete. It’s basic but clean enough. Her flat is on the first floor. I take the steps two at a time. She opens the door before I can ring the bell. Her face is scrubbed clean of make-up and her mouth looks swollen and red. She is wearing an old flannel dressing gown. There is a faint bruise on her throat. I feel a stab of unease. I did that.

      ‘Melanie is asleep,’ she explains in a hushed voice.

      I reach out to touch the bluish mark on her throat and she flinches away.

      ‘Come in,’ she says, and starts walking toward the sitting room to cover her involuntary movement away from me.

      I follow her silently. The room has two sofas, a glass-topped coffee table. A biscuit tin is on it. She sits at the edge of a sofa. I don’t sit. I am too wired. I stand over her.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      She nods.

      ‘Why didn’t you answer my calls?’

      She doesn’t look at me. Just shrugs.

      I get down on my haunches and look directly into her eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’

      I see her eyes go to my lip. It is still red and swollen.

      ‘I don’t think we should see each other anymore,’ she whispers hoarsely.

      Every cell in my body rejects that statement, but my face remains calm, my voice cool. ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because I behave like an animal when I am with you.’

      I take her hands in mine. She tries to pull away, but I don’t allow her to. ‘We will behave like animals until we no longer need to,’ I tell her calmly. It is also my most persuasive voice.

      She stares at me with those strangely beautiful eyes of hers. And God! I just want to rip her dowdy clothes off and fuck her right there on that cheap couch. That’s the real truth. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want to reassure her that it’s all going to be OK. I just want to fuck her senseless. Because when she is around I lose all control. I become a beast.

      ‘Love shouldn’t be like this. It should be beautiful.’

      I don’t let myself react. I don’t let her see that she has unconsciously called what we have love. But it is a heady head rush.

      ‘Let’s take it step by step then. Let’s get to know each other. Let’s go out to dinner tonight,’ I murmur.

      ‘I can’t tonight. I’m working.’ Her voice is dull and matter-of-fact.

      I feel the hot ball of jealousy slam into my gut. I try to control myself, but I can’t. I stand up and stride away from her. My hands clench. ‘You’re not going to work tonight.’

      ‘I have to. Brianna has me down for today and tomorrow. We can go out the day after.’

      She has absolutely no idea. ‘You’re not working in Eden again, Lily.’

      Her head snaps up. She rises to her feet. ‘What? I need that job.’

      ‘I can’t let you take your clothes off for other men. Even the thought kills me.’

      ‘That’s not fair. I have debts to pay.’

      I walk up to her. ‘What debts?’

      She looks up at me. ‘I don’t want you to pay my debts for me.’

      ‘What debts, Lily?’

      ‘That’s my business.’

      ‘Everything about you is my business.’

      ‘I’m not ready to talk about it. Just leave it, please. It’s personal.’

      I frown at this new complication. What the fuck is she involved in? I don’t show her my horror or the horrible thoughts that are running through my head. ‘I don’t want my woman chased by debt collectors,’ I counter reasonably.

      ‘Please, Jake. Leave it. All this is too soon. Just give me some space, please.’

      ‘Space? Is that what you want from me?’

      I see a flash of something fierce in her eyes. No, she doesn’t want space. She wants to tear my clothes off too. I grab her by the forearms and take her mouth. Sweet. Soft. The taste of her sends me wild. It is as if last night never happened. It is as if I have still not had her yet. The yearning for her rages insides me.

      I force open her mouth and she wraps her smooth tongue around mine and sucks hard as if she is feeding on me. She presses her stomach into my fully erect dick, wanting it. I feel myself beginning to lose myself to her.

      There is a sound nearby and with a gasp she pulls violently away from me. I feel as if some part of me has been torn away. Her housemate puts a hand up. ‘Don’t mind me, I’m just on my way to the kitchen.’

      I spare her half a glance before my attention returns to Lily.

      She is holding a shaking hand against her mouth. ‘You’d better go,’ she says. She looks white and alone and so troubled that all I want to do is hold her in my arms, but I know it will be the wrong thing to do.

      ‘I’ll pick you up at seven tonight.’

      She nods and I walk out of her flat and call Brianna.
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      I get out of the shower and choose my underwear carefully: expensive, lace and net. The heat wave has not let up and it is so hot and humid I put my hair up and wear a white dress that leaves my back bare. I slip on strappy heels and for some reason, perhaps because I have never seen my lips look so plump and swollen, I paint my lips crimson. They dominate my face and make me think of the female monkeys whose butts turn bright red when they are in heat and ready to mate.

      The doorbell rings at five minutes to seven.

      I open the door and see emerald fire kindle in his eyes.

      ‘Jesus,’ he exclaims softly, and strokes my cheek with his knuckle. He is wearing a dark red shirt, two buttons undone, the red crystal chain visible when he moves, and black trousers with knife edge creases in them. His shoes are mahogany colored.

      He looks like a gangster and leads me to a ridiculously souped-up Range Rover with massive wheels and a row of headlights on the top. I raise my eyebrows and he smiles, guileless as a child. ‘People expect gypsies to have such things. Get in. It’s fun.’

      I seriously doubt him but as it happens it is fun and a laugh to be so high up.

      He takes me to the fancy, oak-paneled, Michelin-starred restaurant Hibiscus. Wine bottles gleam from their silver buckets. Inside it doesn’t smell of food, but the perfume of Mayfair fat cats. The staff are discreet and faultless in their superlative attention. There are complimentary cocktails, small delicacies and copious amounts of sour bread. The menu is intriguing.

      ‘What will you have?’ I ask Jake.

      ‘The roasted suckling pig spread with warm Irish sea urchins.’

      ‘I’ve never had sea urchins before. Are they good?’

      ‘They are an acquired taste. They have a dirty, sexy flavor,’ he murmurs, his eyes dropping to my mouth.

      There it is again, the sweet ache for him. I avoid his gaze. ‘I’m having the yellow fin tuna with roasted artichokes and Herefordshire pine tree foam.’

      He makes a face. ‘Ugh… I can’t eat foam. It reminds me of cat sick.’

      But it is not the foam, but the raw sea urchins on sweet potato that are sick making. I almost have to spit out the mineral-like concoction Jake slips into my mouth. He laughs at the expression on my face.

      When Jake laughs he becomes a different person. He is no longer a hard-assed, cold-eyed criminal. Fancy that—he becomes stunning. I stare at him, surprised at how carefree, handsome, and young he suddenly seems. A voice full of disquiet whispers up my bare arms, tingling and raising the hairs, ‘You will fall for him… You will… You will.’

      I shift in my chair, my appetite lost. Unease like a drop of castor oil slides down my throat.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ he asks.

      ‘Nothing.’

      It turns out that neither of us has much of an appetite after all. We skip dessert. No coffee. The little chocolate petits fours lie uneaten. Jake pays and we are back in the car. The night air is cool. It ruffles his hair. The music is loud, the beat insistent. I shift restlessly on the fragrant leather seat, my guts warm and tight.

      When we get inside the sandstone foyer and into his elegant living room, Jake lights candles. I drape myself on a pristine white rug on the floor.

      ‘Want a drink?’

      ‘Nope.’

      He walks over to the polished bar filled with downlights and pours himself a good measure of whiskey. He chucks it down his throat and goes to sit on a low white couch. It has claw feet. For a while he lies back and stares at me. I look up at him, unmoving. His eyes are shiny with the flames from the candles. His skin is dark and seems very beautiful, almost as if he is carved from wood. I think of the spicy scent of his cock. Of taking him in my mouth. My thighs part.

      ‘Come here,’ he orders softly.

      I get onto my hands and knees and crawl toward him. Toward his erection, craving it. I rest my chin on the white couch between his spread legs. He releases my hair with gentle fingers and runs his hands through it. His hands move down my naked back and pull the small zipper down. My dress withers away.

      ‘We gypsies believe in faeries and faerie glamour. Humans are easy prey. Once they cast their glamour on a human he becomes bewitched. He never sees what is right in front of him. He wanders the world dazed in a tangle of lust. Like a junkie.’ He traces my jaw with his thumb. ‘You look like one. Your eyes. Are you faerie, Lily?’

      I shake my head slowly, a weight in my heart.

      ‘It’s been a long night,’ he mutters, as he bends his head to claim my mouth. Our lips touch. His mouth demands total surrender. I accept the velvet hardness with a contented sigh. He’s right, it has been a long night. Too long. As if I am a slippery, limbless fish he puts his hands on the sides of my body and pulls my body up onto his lap. With his lips still attached to mine with allure, heat, and promise, my body is arranged on the couch and divested of its last scrap of covering.

      He raises his head, his mouth crimson with my lipstick. ‘We didn’t use any protection last night,’ he observes.

      ‘I took care of it this morning,’ I whisper, looking deep into his eyes. They are as an ocean in a storm.

      ‘I haven’t come inside a woman since I was seventeen,’ he admits.

      ‘Jake?’

      One elegant dark eyebrow quirks upward.

      ‘No man has ever come inside me,’ I tell him.

      His skin flushes with the triumphant red of a conqueror, and his eyes roam my body with the deep satisfaction of ownership. His gloriously strong hands cup my breasts possessively. He revels in the extraordinary fact that my body belongs to him. My nipples pebble and my spines arches. I gaze up at him with fascinated eyes.

      He is breathing hard, his jaw is clenched, his cock is so hard it is straining against his pants. The memory of his smooth, naked muscles against my skin comes back as does the smell of his arousal—strong, smoky. Between my legs it feels wet and hot. I reach for his zipper. My hands are sure, fast. He is out in an instant. I watch him rise up over me and peel off his shirt, trousers, and underwear. His skin glows in the candlelight.

      He bends to retrieve his trousers, his hands searching for the pocket. I know what he is looking for. I hear the crinkle of the condom foil and cover his hand. He looks at me.

      ‘Are you sure?’

      I nod.

      The trousers slip from his fingers. His large hand rests a moment on my stomach. I watch his manhood. Beautifully decorated with ink it stands proud and thick. His knees come between my legs. Slowly he tries to nudge the apple head into me, but I must be so sore and swollen from the night before because it feels as if I am being split asunder. I swallow my scream of pain, but my eyes widen and my mouth gapes open in a shocked O.

      He freezes.

      My flesh feels raw and ripped, but I grab his shoulder. ‘No. Don’t stop,’ I urge.

      He retreats gently, but it scorches all the way out.

      ‘Sweet Lily. I couldn’t hurt you even if you asked,’ he breathes. The burning eases. It is relief but at a price.

      He moves lower and puts that hot, wet mouth on my swollen, bruised sex. I sigh with pleasure. He licks gently, with great dedication. It soothes me. I feel bright and shiny again. My fingers dig into the lustrous black hair and pull his mouth harder onto me.

      I come quick and hard and gasping, my spread thighs shaking uncontrollably. The pleasure is so intense it is agonizing.

      I try to rise. He puts one finger on my breastbone. ‘Stay. You look good when you are open and ready to be taken.’

      ‘Take me in the ass.’

      And in this way, inch by inch, slowly, carefully, painfully he goes where no other man has gone. No matter what happens after this, this is my gift to him.

      Afterwards, I lie on his chest and listen to his heartbeat pulsing—slow, definite. A sheltering sound. He deserves more than I can give. Something tears at my heart. He deserves much more.

      Can he feel the beat of my treacherous heart? I shouldn’t have begun this. Too late. I just never dreamed someone like him would ever want me. I feel suddenly so lonely it hurts. Aching tears swell my eyelids. I stamp them down. He explores my hair, curling it around his fingers. I open my eyelids and the tears run out and smear between our skin. His hand stills. He takes my chin between his thumb and his fingers and lifts my face up.

      ‘Why?’

      I realize I want to make him feel good. I want to pretend a little while longer. ‘I’m just happy.’

      He stares at me for a moment longer. He is about to speak again so I smile. So easy to execute. So disarming. Such a lie.

      I trace the cross over his heart. ‘When did you do this?’

      ‘I was fifteen. I built it over time. It is made of seventy-seven scratches.’

      I lift my head higher and look at him curiously. ‘What does it stand for?’

      ‘Matthew 18:21. Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?” Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.” My seventy-seven times are up, Lily. No more forgiveness for me. Only hell awaits.’

      He doesn’t know but I already know his story. I think of him as a fifteen-year-old boy. Lanky with long muscles. Arrogant on the outside, but fragile and broken inside. Scarring his own skin, filling it with ink, counting his sins, and I suddenly feel so sad I want to weep.

      Life is so strange. So unfair. What has a starving child in Africa done to deserve its fate? Or a gypsy child who has to take over a criminal enterprise at the age of fifteen? I think of my brother bringing me an abandoned bird’s nest with the broken shells still inside. Doing handstands on Brighton Pier. Sweet, clueless Luke. Making lumpy pancakes on a Sunday morning. A knot forms in my throat. I swallow it. My throat aches. I will not cry in front of him.

      ‘Why didn’t you stop at seventy-seven?’

      ‘Because I couldn’t.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘The more money I made, the more entitled I felt.’

      The child is gone now. The man is impenetrable. He fucks. He comes. He doesn’t feel. He leaves. And yet he is different with me. As I am different with him. I nod. Yes, money. It makes the world go around. All of us little puppets in its thrall.

      ‘I found you a job,’ he says softly.

      I feel tired. ‘Yeah? Where?’

      ‘You’ll work in my organization.’

      ‘As a drug mule?’

      His face is serious. ‘I have legitimate business ventures.’

      ‘What will I be doing?’

      He shrugs. ‘Alicia, my PA, will tell you all about it.’

      ‘You mean you created a job for me.’

      ‘Lily, Lily,’ he whispers.
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      ‘Friends, we have a new member amongst us tonight. Let’s welcome Lily,’ announces William, the group leader of RSSSG (Relatives Surviving Suicide Support Group).

      The introduction is for me, being that I am the only new one in the group and everyone has turned to stare at me, but I am unable to acknowledge it, since my mind and body have suddenly become blank. I stare ahead, unable to look at the faces searching me, unable even to speak.

      My grief, a deep tattoo covering my heart, starts bleeding anew. Maybe this is a mistake—too early (that’s a laugh)—or maybe I’m simply not ready yet.

      Just act normal.

      Whatever that means in a place like this. I take a deep breath and forcing myself out of my paralysis nod a general greeting. A girl stands up and goes to get a chair from a stack in the corner of the room. The clanging noise is loud in the empty, uncarpeted space and I have to stop myself from jumping. Other participants are moving their chairs, widening the circle to accept me. The girl slides my chair into the newly created space.

      ‘Take a seat, Lily.’ William’s voice is firm, but in a reassuring, hypnotic kind of way. It struck me that way even on the phone. I walk to the vacant seat and gingerly perch myself on the edge of it. The woman sitting next to me turns my way and smiles warmly.

      ‘Relax, we’re all friends here,’ she says and presses her hand on mine.

      ‘Hi,’ I say, resisting the impulse to pull my hand away.

      I first heard about this center when a friend suggested it four years ago. She said it kept her sane when her father took his own life. But I never wanted to come. Until a few days ago. I’m only going to observe, I told myself again and again. But now that I am here, I no longer know why I am even here at all.

      ‘So who wants to begin the session?’

      It’s that time when someone gets up and bares their naked soul!

      William looks directly at me. Oh no. I’m only here to observe. I’m not ready to reveal anything yet and certainly not to a room full of strangers. I realize then that it has taken a long time for me to stop putting flowers on the grave of my memories. I don’t want to talk about him now. Maybe not ever. I bow my head and hope he will take the blatant hint and give me a pass.

      ‘How about you, Lily? Would you like to share with us?’

      Heads turn my way. I look at him reproachfully.

      ‘Tell us a little about why you’re here?’ he coaxes. 

      ‘I’d rather not. Not just yet, anyway.’

      He smiles gently. ‘That’s all right, you don’t have to participate yet, only when you feel ready.’

      A weight suddenly escapes my body and I ease back in my chair. This man has a way that soothes and calms me. Someone else starts speaking. His voice drones on, becomes a buzz that I don’t listen to. I lose sense of time.

      The next thing I know, I’m being awoken by a soft but insistent touch. My body involuntarily recoils. William is hovering above me. My violent reaction causes him to back off with his hands raised.

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,’ I apologize and his face breaks into a kind smile.

      ‘Would you like to talk for a few moments, Lily?’

      ‘Everyone has gone,’ I note.

      ‘Yes, the session ended. You fell asleep quite early into it but you seemed so worn out and since you were reluctant to participate just yet, I let you rest.’

      Inside I feel awful—I mean, who the hell comes to therapy and falls asleep on the very first session? ‘Thank you,’ I say shamefully.

      ‘Hey, that’s what we are all here for, Lily. Shoulder to cry on. Nobody here is going to judge you. It’s obvious you are very troubled and if there’s anything I can…’

      ‘No,’ I deny, instantly going into defensive mode, closing the door to any hint of pity. I get to my feet. ‘Really, I’m OK,’ I add, avoiding eye contact.

      ‘It won’t do you any good, locking it all away.’

      ‘Yeah, well maybe it won’t, but it was a mistake coming here,’ I respond sharply, and try to move past his large frame, but he moves directly in front of me.

      ‘It’s never a mistake to seek help, Lily. You need to find a way to deal with your pain or rage or perhaps your guilt. Bottling it up will only make things much worse, and believe me, you are hearing this from someone who has been there.’

      Even though I try to resist the wisdom of his words, his gray eyes have a depth and knowledge that command my reluctant attention.

      ‘People come here because they’ve lost control of their lives and they want to heal—they’re tired of the grief, the tears, the immobilization. Promise me, even if you never come back, that you will focus on something positive. Take back the control you lost, Lily.’ 

      Strangely, as I search his eyes, I feel calm. I’ve told him nothing of my problems yet there is some thread of connection between us. He has suffered himself, it’s clear he’s no fake.

      ‘I will.’ 

      He steps aside and nods with approval. I start moving toward the exit.

      ‘You take care now.’ His words punctuate the empty silence.

      I leave the strangely echoing, sad building and insert myself into the bustle of the real world, but something’s different about the way I feel now. I’m actually glad that I took this route, because I know.

      I will never come back. The pain cannot be talked away, it has to be exorcised away. The destructive emotions buried deep inside me tear free, like a hand protruding from a grave.

      I begin to sprint, blood rushing to the powerful muscles in my thighs, my movements long and sure. My pounding step accelerates until it jars on the pavement. The wind whistles by my ears. Sweat beads on my skin and makes my clothes cling to my back. My muscles start stinging, my chest heaving as if it will burst. But I don’t stop running.

      Maybe I will never stop running.
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      My new job is in Jake’s import and export firm. I have been stuck in the administration department. The job is terribly legitimate and terribly, terribly boring, but I do get to keep my clothes on and the money is far better than I could have hoped for. Everybody is really nice to me and Ann, my co-worker, picks me up in the morning and drops me off after work. So no complaints.

      That day I work till late and when I get out of the car the night air is warm and thick with an imminent storm brewing.

      ‘See you tomorrow,’ I call and wave as Ann drives away.

      I fish my keys out of my bag and start walking up the path to my front door. I swear I never felt even the slightest premonition. When the man’s hands clamp down on me I am totally taken by surprise. My heart stops cold, but my brain works perfectly. The impressions are fleeting but clear. Caucasian. Skin gleaming sickly in the white glare of the fluorescent lighting from the adjacent building. Breath smelling of cigarette smoke. Wrists full of dark hair. Pale eyes: blank and empty like a reptile’s. Black shirt. Dark blue jeans. Five feet nine. A hundred and ninety pounds.

      I know him.

      From the club. He wanted me to touch him. I said no and walked away, but not before I had seen the flash of hatred.

      My nerves scream for me to run, but he has the element of surprise. He jerks me toward him and drags me into the undergrowth. I try to lift my arms up to fight him off and he pushes me roughly to the ground. I stagger and crash backwards into the bushes. Branches scratch the sides of my face and neck.

      He falls on me, his fingers digging into my shoulders. I lie underneath his weight, winded. Unable to move.

      ‘Refuse me, will you? You skanky, stone cold, cheap whore,’ he hisses, his jaw quivering with fury. Immobile I stare into his eyes. Whatever else he is, he is vicious. My heart thumps wildly with fear. Terrified, I know I cannot run.

      He grins hatefully. ‘Still think you’re too good for me, slut?’

      ‘No,’ I say, shaking my head, and he punches me in the face.

      The blow stuns me. Colored stars dance across my vision, blinding me and making me wobble, before my brain actually registers the explosion of fierce pain. Blood erupts from my nose, splatters his hand, and pours down the sides of my face. Sick fear spreads in my stomach. I want to vomit or piss myself.

      He digs his knee into my chest and taking his mobile out of his pocket, starts taking pictures of me bleeding and pinned under him! Terror is like an enveloping coat of freezing cold leaves. This guy means to kill me. But it is a good thing he does that because it allows me to recover slightly. My brain starts rolling into action again. He is too big for me to push off and his position means I cannot even knee him or do any damage to him with my hands.

      My only option is to pretend to become unconscious and find a way to open my purse, which is still hooked to my elbow. I let my head loll to the side. If I can just get inside my purse. He takes his knee off my chest and starts unzipping his pants. I do nothing. I keep my breathing even while my fingers are slowly moving into the flap of my bag. Suddenly he drops over me and like a rabid animal bites hard into my neck. So hard I am no longer able to pretend to be unconscious.

      I scream. My hand searches frantically inside my bag. He slaps me hard. I feel a knife at my throat. I close my mouth. I have located my mace. Very stealthily I bring it out and in a flash I spray it into his face. He falls backwards, his hands clawing at his face. I seize the moment, pick myself up, and run screaming toward the building. A man—I have seen him before, he must live in the building too—runs to me. He wants to call the police but I say no. I tell him I am too frightened to call the police. I definitely do not want him to call the police.

      ‘You’ve been attacked. You must tell the police.’

      I look at him. ‘It’s someone I know. An ex. I don’t want to call the police, OK?’

      He shakes his head in a disgusted way. Together we go back and get my handbag. I thank him, find my keys and go into my apartment.

      Melanie is on the phone ordering a Chinese takeout.

      ‘Fuck! What happened to you?’

      ‘One of the customers from the club. Remember that creep I told you about?’

      ‘That pervert Simon?’

      I nod. ‘He took pictures of me with his mobile camera.’

      ‘What a nasty piece of work?’

      I go to the mirror. My nose is bleeding copiously and one side of my face is starting to swell badly.

      I hold my head tilted upwards while Melanie applies ice packs that she uses on her feet on my face. ‘It’ll be a bit smelly but you’ll survive,’ she tells me. Then she picks up her phone. ‘I’ve got to tell Brianna. Ban him and warn the other girls. You need to make a police report.’

      ‘No police. But yes, warn Brianna.’

      She comes to sit beside me, her forehead creased with concern. ‘Why no police, Jewel?’

      ‘I’ve got history. Minor things, but I can’t go to the police.’

      ‘OK. No problems. No police.’

      ‘Thanks, Mel.’

      Literally a minute after Melanie ends her call, my mobile goes.

      ‘Jake,’ I say, with a frown.

      ‘Wow! Brianna was fast,’ Melanie comments.

      ‘Are you all right?’ Jake barks urgently into my ear.

      ‘Yeah, minor bruises.’

      ‘Are you sure it was him?’

      ‘Yeah, I got a good look at him.’

      ‘Right. I’ll be there soon. I got something to take care of first. And, Lily…’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Don’t go anywhere until I get there, OK?’

      ‘OK.’
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      I ring on the little cunt’s bell and wait, nausea clawing at my guts. He put his filthy hands on my woman.

      His disembodied voice comes through the intercom. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘You hurt one of my employees this evening. I’d like to come up and talk to you about it. Discuss some compensation.’ Jesus, I sound calm.

      ‘What? You’ve got the wrong guy, mate. I’ve been in all day.’ He does offended and indignant very well.

      ‘Or if you prefer I can go to the police and let them sort it out. You decide.’ I do rational and threatening very well.

      For a moment there is silence and I think the coward is going to take his chances with the police, but then the buzzer sounds. First mistake, Motherfucker. I push open the door and run up two flights of stairs to his door. I lean the baseball bat against the wall next to his door, ring his bell, and affect a relaxed pose. He looks at me through the spy hole, then takes his time about opening the door. But he does.

      ‘I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong guy,’ he says strongly.

      I shove him hard and he flies backwards and lands sprawled in his corridor. His eyes widen with terror as he sees me casually retrieve the baseball bat from its place. I come in and kick the door closed. Shame. He has cream carpets.

      He starts moving backwards. ‘It wasn’t me. You’re making a big mistake,’ he whimpers like a fucking pussy.

      I throw him a ball gag. He doesn’t catch it. It bounces off his body and falls on the floor. ‘Put it on.’

      ‘I’m not going to put it on. I’m innocent. I want the police here. Now.’ His voice trembles with fear.

      I lift the baseball bat and strike him in the gut. He doubles over in agony, staggers back two steps and drops to his knees clutching his stomach. Then he starts blubbering like a fucking two-year-old brat!

      ‘Not so big and strong now, eh?’

      ‘You got the wrong guy,’ he sobs.

      ‘Yeah? Put the gag on or I’ll crush your skull with one blow. A beating or a quick death. Choose.’

      He is struggling to breathe through the pain. He takes wet-sounding breaths. The ones people take when they are dying. It sounds like a rattle. But he is not dying. Not by a long shot. Oh no. Death would be too easy. I watch him put the gag on with shaking hands. Cowards never fail to fascinate me. Fucking idiot! Why would you put something on that is meant to silence you?

      A savage growl tears from my throat. The rage in the sound surprises me. I thought I was through with all that years ago. I haven’t swung a baseball bat in ten years and yet here I am. For her.

      Using my foot I push him to the floor.

      Then I lift the bat high over my head and bring it crashing down on his kneecap. The shocking pain makes his eyes bulge and roll upwards. I think he might pass out, but fortunately he doesn’t. Cold sweat pours out of his skin as his hands rush to hold the smashed bone. I pick up the bat and shatter the other kneecap. He spasms with shock.

      After that I rain his body with blows. Each one precise and destined not to kill but to maim permanently. Finally I am done. I stand over him. He is lying on his side: alive, but only just. His breathing is shallow and his eyes are half-closed. I use the tip of my shoe to tip his inert body on his back. A groan escapes his bleeding mouth. Two of his teeth are lying on the carpet.

      ‘This is just a little warning. Open your fucking mouth and heavy comes next,’ I say mildly.

      I take a handkerchief from my pocket and wipe his blood off the bat. How strange! So many years since I did something like this and I still carry a pristine white handkerchief on my person and a baseball bat in the boot of my car.

      Calmly, I walk out of his flat. There is a phone box around the corner. I get into it and call nine-nine-nine. I change my accent to a Cockney one and tell them a man is dying in his flat.

      ‘Looks like he’s been beaten bad. Get an ambulance, man.’

      I ring off and look at my hands. Dead steady. I feel ice cold. I get into my car and drive to Lily’s apartment.

      Melanie opens the door.

      I go through and come to a dead stop. My hands start shaking. Tears sting my eyes. Shit. I haven’t cried since I was fifteen years old, when I saw my father fall down dead at my feet.

      Hell! This hurts so bad I want to bellow.

      She stops too and we stare at each other. Both shocked. Her by my reaction, me by her appearance. Minor bruises! Fucking hell. Her face is so swollen and blue-black I can hardly recognize her. Then I start advancing on her. My gait is that of an angry bear. I want to be normal but I can’t be. The raw fury simmering inside me is making me shake.

      I reach her and she touches the blood splatters on my clothes. Then she looks up into my eyes—hers are huge pools of fear. I see her eyes change, widen. I am alien to her. In her nice candy-floss world what I did to her attacker is wrong. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘Gangster rules,’ I say harshly.

      ‘Is he dead?’

      ‘No, but he’s wishing he was.’ Tears are slipping down my face. I just can’t help it. My mate has been badly injured.

      ‘What is it?’ she whispers.

      ‘You need to go to a hospital.’

      She shakes her head. ‘I’m fine. It looks worse than it is.’

      I have never experienced this fierce need to protect before. Ever. The way I feel shocks me to the core. This is not me. I’m tough. I’m in and I’m out. I don’t trust anyone. In this business you can’t. A king is never killed by his enemy but by his courtiers. They are the only ones who can get close enough to poison the wine, stick the blade in. I’m not saying, ‘Et tu, Brutus,’ to anyone. The easy way—never let anyone get close.

      Except her.

      She opens her arms. Her lower face is too swollen for her to smile but I see it in her eyes, a smile of comfort as it is I who have been attacked and am in pain. The tears fall faster as I catch her to my body and hold her tight. She’s still here. She’s still mine. I squeeze my eyes shut. And then I lift her into my arms.

      ‘I can walk,’ she whispers.

      But I don’t put her down. I turn around with her in my arms and Melanie wordlessly opens the front door. I walk out with my baby in my arms.

      I could have lost her. But I didn’t. Never again will I be so careless with her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I put her on my bed and she looks up at me drowsily. The stress has worn her out. She looks so small and defenseless in my bed. Her fingers are curled into a light fist. I circle the wrist, shocked at the fragility of the bones in her hand. Gently I rub my thumb along the pulse leaping on the pale underside of it. Her vulnerability terrifies me. Scares me. Makes me feel weak.

      ‘Sleepy?’

      ‘Hmmm…’ she hums.

      I sense her slipping away, drifting into dreamscapes where I will not be. I pull her closer toward me. When she is awake there is always a part of her that remains aloof and watching. She is like a forest. Deep and dark. You can lie or howl in it. She murmurs something that I don’t catch, and snuggles in, accidentally scrapes her face against my forearm, and winces.

      My breath catches. I can’t bear to watch her in pain.

      She is wearing cotton pajamas. An erotic seduction it is not. It is so demure it makes her seem a child. I guess this must be what fathers feel when they watch their daughters sleep—absurdly protective. The collar of her top shifts and my heart fucking stops. I stare in horror at her neck.

      Fucking bastard bit her.

      Bit her so fucking hard he broke her skin. That piece of shit marked my woman! I ease myself out of the bed carefully and pad into the living room. The rage is nauseating and gut-churning. It is so all encompassing I can’t even think straight. I want to go back to his fucking poky little flat and finish the job, but he won’t be there. He’ll be behind glass in Intensive Care by now. I go to the bar and pour myself a large measure of Jack Daniel’s. I drain it in one swallow and slam the glass on the bar surface, so hard the noise reverberates like a gunshot. I press my palms to my temples.

      ‘Stop. Just stop,’ I tell myself.

      But the desire to go out and bash his sick head in is so strong I have to physically fight myself. I stride out to the balcony. It could rain anytime. I throw my head back and take large gulps of air. I feel like a volcano about to erupt. I would have loved to go out running. A couple of miles and some of this pent-up energy would’ve been gone, but I can’t leave her alone.

      ‘He’s not worth going to prison for. I have already broken his legs and hands in at least a few places and smashed his kneecaps. Not to mention the shitbag’s ribs and jaw.’

      I reach into my pocket and retrieve his mobile phone. Before I click into his photo file I take a deep breath. Then I press the button. The shock of seeing her pinned on the ground, her eyes full of fear and horror is harder to take than I had anticipated. I stare at it hard. And yet she didn’t want to call the police!

      My fists clench hard as I force myself to calm down. ‘Let it be. Leave it be.’

      Eventually my pulse returns to normal, the boiling rage goes. In its place comes guilt. I shouldn’t have left her alone and unprotected. I should have protected her better. That was my job.

      I take the battery out of the phone and toss them both into my safe. I very much doubt it, he is a little coward, but I might still need it. Chance favors the prepared mind.

      I go back to the bedroom and stand over her. Her hair is fanned out on the pillow, her lip is split, her face is swollen and bruised. How strange that the split, the swelling and the bruise have only made her more precious and intriguing. She moves, dislodging the sheet down to her waist and exposing a small strip of skin between her pajama top and bottom. It is milky white and flawless and it gives me great pleasure to claim ownership of it.

      I watch the easy rhythm of her breath going in and out. It is strangely seductive and I watch her for a long, long time. Part of me is shocked by the strength of the emotion I feel. Part of me is in awe of it. I never thought I would ever feel this way for a woman. The signs are all there.

      I watch her slip into a restless dream. She turns and tosses. I reach out and slot my finger inside her loosely curled fist. She makes an odd sound and tightens her grip. And then, while still deep in her dream, she says the oddest thing. Something I never in my wildest dreams thought I would hear from her lips.
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      I wake up with my head throbbing and my body aching. I stretch and wince and then realize that I am in Jake’s bed. He is sitting at the foot of the bed watching me.

      ‘Good morning,’ he says softly.

      I groan a reply.

      ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘Worse than yesterday.’

      He stands up and comes to my side. ‘Need some help getting out of bed?’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ I reply, but he bends down and gently lifts away my upper body, and puts pillows under my back.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You’re welcome,’ he says so close to my ear, I am filled with the fresh scent of him.

      ‘Have you been awake long?’

      ‘About an hour. I’ve got to go soon, but I wanted to get some food into you before I leave. Alicia will be around later with some magazines and if there is a book you want she can get it from the bookstore. Just call her.’

      ‘Am I going to be staying here tonight?’

      His jaw tightens. I recognize it. He is about to impose his will on me again. ‘I’ve moved all your stuff here. You’ll be staying here from now on.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s not open to discussion, Lily. You’re staying here.’

      I lift my hands in disbelief. ‘It’s impossible.’

      ‘Impossible is a dare.’

      ‘Jake, you can’t do things like this. You can’t just move my stuff in here and tell me I’m going to be living here from now on. You have to ask me and I have to agree.’

      ‘Asking would imply a choice.’

      I give a gasp of laughter. ‘Yes, that’s right. At least give a girl the illusion of choice.’

      He folds his arms across his wide chest. ‘Would you like to move in here?’

      ‘I’ll stay here for a few days and then we’ll talk about it.’

      ‘See why asking is stupid?’

      ‘I’m not a child, Jake. You can’t decide for me.’

      He walks up to me. ‘Don’t you get it? I won’t be able to sleep if I don’t know you are safe.’

      I look into his face and I know he is telling the truth. ‘It could have happened to anyone,’ I say quietly.

      ‘It didn’t happen to anyone. It happened to you.’

      ‘I don’t think he will be in any fit state to come back after last night, will he?’

      ‘I protect what’s mine, Lily.’ No remorse. His face is icy calm.

      I sigh. My head is throbbing and I simply don’t have the energy to fight with him. ‘OK, OK, let’s talk about it when I’m better.’

      ‘Want some breakfast?’

      ‘Yeah, I do. I want some ice cream.’

      ‘For breakfast?’

      ‘I was always allowed to eat ice cream when I was feeling poorly,’ I say without thinking and realize what I have said.

      In the morning light his eyes are suddenly sparkling emeralds. Impenetrable. But what comes out of his mouth is mild and friendly. ‘What flavor?’

      ‘I like pistachio and vanilla, but I’ll have whatever is in your freezer.’

      He only has cookies and cream so I have a bowl of that. He watches me eat and then he has to leave. ‘I’ll be back at lunchtime,’ he says, and kisses me lightly on the cheek that is not swollen and throbbing.

      When I hear the door shut I slowly get out of bed and limp into the spare bedroom where I know my things will have been put temporarily. I see my guitar propped up against a cupboard. I fetch it and sitting on the bed I strum it. I’m a mess inside. I’ve got all kinds of crazy emotions. Maybe I am still in shock about what happened to me yesterday, but I feel totally numb. No emotions at all. All I can remember is Jake, blood splattered with helpless tears pouring down his face. I think of the last time I cried and cried and could not stop. My fingers start moving on the strings. My mouth opens and words come out.

      Strumming my pain with his fingers.

      Always the same song. Always the same sadness.

      Killing me softly with his song. Killing me softly.

      I forget my surroundings and go back into that place where everything is right in the world. My parents have gone to the movies. I can hear my brother downstairs eating jam sandwiches and making a mess of the kitchen. It is raining outside and I am lying on my bed, my palms folded under my head, looking at the lightning flashes in the sky.

      I finish the song and there is a noise at the door. I turn around too quickly, pain jars in my ribs. Jake is standing there staring at me. He seems pale under his tan.

      ‘Why are you home?’ My voice sounds accusing. I did not mean it to be so.

      ‘I don’t know why I came back,’ he says. He walks up to me and kneels in front of me. ‘I didn’t know you could play the guitar so well.’

      I shrug. It hurts to. ‘Now you know.’

      He slides his finger down my unhurt cheek following the path of my tear. ‘Who were you crying for, Lil?’

      I freeze. ‘No one. I wasn’t crying for anyone.’

      ‘Do you come with instructions, Lily Hart?’ he asks gently, but his eyes are searching and concerned. Who knows how much longer he will be so patient with me?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three days later I sit on the toilet seat and watch him immerse himself beneath the bubbles. When he pops up again he is wearing a hat of foam. He wipes the suds from his eyelids. So endearing it makes my heart beat faster. When he opens his eyes I am startled anew by how beautiful they are. I try not to stare at the taut muscles of his shoulders.

      ‘My mother wants to meet you.’

      My eyes widen.

      ‘You’ll like her.’

      ‘It’s a bit early.’

      A shadow passes his eyes. ‘It’s not too early, Lil. We are a very close family.’

      ‘I’m not ready, Jake. Anyway, look at the state of me. I can’t meet your mother like this.’

      ‘OK, I’ll take you when all your bruises have faded.’

      I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘Thanks, Jake.’
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      My firstborn comes to visit me, and the instant he walks through my door I know: there is a new woman in his life. It is there for all to see. The sparkle in his eyes, the faint flush on his cheekbones. And I am ecstatically happy. I am forty-nine and I want to see my first grandchild.

      I never tell anyone, but my Jake is my private sorrow. From the time he was fifteen he has known nothing but responsibility and brutality. At fifteen he was held down and made to watch his father cut from ear to ear and given the choice by the men his gambler father had borrowed money from: work for us and pay off your father’s debts or watch your entire family die in the same way.

      When he came home that day, the Jake I knew was already dead. There were no tears. No mourning. He set to work immediately and relentlessly. He would work all night, sleep for three hours and go back to work. It took him two years to pay off his father’s debts. I know he had to do a lot of bad things, but he did it for us, for me, Dominic, Shane, and for our little’un, Layla.

      In time he made a lot of money, he bought me this beautiful house, the car I have, pays for my holidays, and he gives me a monthly allowance that I never seem to be able to spend all of. He himself lives in a mansion with a swimming pool, wears fancy clothes, owns fancy cars and has too many fancy women, but until yesterday I have never seen him happy.

      ‘Is she one of us?’ I ask.

      ‘No. But she’s beautiful, though,’ he replies. And there is such pride in his voice that I marvel at it.

      ‘Bring her to see me, then,’ I say.

      After I tuck a basket of homemade jam and a Tupperware of his favorite Madeleine cakes into the well of his passenger seat, I wave him off, close my door and run to my altar. I go to give thanks to the Black Madonna. She is the patron saint of my family. For generations we have venerated her and she has given us visions. My grandmother, my mother, even me. She told me when my husband was going to be murdered: I was standing in prayer when I had a vision. I saw him raise his hand and apologize to me.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mara, but I have to leave.’

      The next day he was dead.

      With a smile I light a red candle and stand in front of the Madonna’s statue. But as I begin to pray I have such an awful feeling in the pit of my stomach that my knees buckle and I fall to the floor. While I am sprawled on the floor the vision comes. I see a bullet rushing toward my Jake. And I see blood. It seeps quickly into his clothes. I lie on the floor stunned and biting the fist that I have jerked to my mouth.

      You see, from the day Jake’s innocence was snatched away from him I have never known peace. Not even in sleep. The terror lies coiled like a snake in the deep, dark pit of my belly ready to rear its head at a moment’s notice. Its day has come. It stares at me with baleful eyes.

      With a cry I race to my phone and call Queenie. She is my grandmother’s friend. A woman with a great gift. The spirits talk to her through the cards. I call her and I am weeping.

      ‘Come now,’ she says.

      She lives in a caravan on a field. I get into my car and drive the twenty miles to her. I park my car at the edge of the field and walk quickly to her home. She opens the door in her dressing gown and invites me in. Her face is round, the eyebrows plucked clean and penciled with brown eyeliner. Underneath them are a pair of large black eyes with a rim of white between the pupil and the lower lid that gives her face the look of a victimized saint. Her mouth is small, the lips shriveled. On Brighton Pier she is known as Madame Q, a charlatan, and loony bin.

      I climb the steps and enter her abode. It is spotlessly clean and the sun is shining in through the net curtains, but it is full of mysterious shadows. It reminds me of my grandmother’s caravan—same net curtain, same love of crystals, little painted porcelain figurines, and potted plants on the windowsill.

      ‘I’ll make some tea. Or would you like something stronger?’ she asks.

      ‘Tea,’ I say quickly.

      She nods and puts a kettle on to boil.

      ‘Sit down, Mara. You’ll wear my carpet out,’ she says, pouring tea leaves into a teapot.

      I stop pacing the tiny area and sit on a dainty sofa with embroidered, tasseled cushions. My leg shakes. It always does when I am nervous or frightened. It shook when my mother was ill, and it shook uncontrollably when Jake used to go out in the night to take care of ‘something’.

      She pours boiling water into the teapot and, placing it on a tray that she has already set with dainty cups and saucers, a milk jug and a sugar bowl, carries it to me. She puts the tray down on the small table in front of me, sits back and looks at me with her large, soulful eyes.

      ‘We’ll let it sit for a moment, shall we?’

      I nod gratefully. ‘I’m afraid for my son.’

      ‘Let’s see what the cards say.’

      ‘Yes. Please.’

      She reaches under the table and takes out an old wooden box. It is carved with intricate patterns. She puts it on the floor next to her legs and takes the cards out. They have strange markings on the back that are almost obliterated with use, and yellowed dirty edges. She shuffles them lovingly in her gnarled hands—the arthritic knuckles are the hue of church candles. She hands the pack to me.

      I take it with frightened hands. Many times in my life the cards have revealed true things about my life—some small, some vitally important, some painful.

      ‘Think of him,’ she instructs.

      I shuffle the cards and think of Jake. Deliberately, I think of him looking happy. I think of him strong and vital. I don’t infect the cards with my own fear and worry.

      ‘Give them back to me when you are ready.’ Her voice is level and diagnostic, and as pitiless as an immigration officer or prison warden.

      I shuffle the deck one more time and give the cards back to her.

      She takes them and spreads them into a semicircle on the table. ‘The Black Madonna protects you. Let your cry come unto her,’ she says softly.

      I make the sign of the cross over my chest.

      ‘Pick only one.’

      I ignore the creeping sense of foreboding and choose a card. The lovers.

      She glances at it with a carefully blank expression. ‘Pick another.’

      I take the card that is second from the last on the left-hand side and hand it to her silently. My heart is thudding against my ribs. My hands are clasping and unclasping incessantly on my lap. A diabhal. The devil.

      She looks at the card and raises her eyes appraisingly toward me.

      ‘One last card.’

      I close my eyes and let my trembling hand hover over the semicircle. With a prayer in my heart I fish one out. I hand the card to her without looking at it, but I already know. Something is wrong. Very wrong.

      She frowns at the cards. It’s a hot day but I feel the chill spread over my skin, making my hair stand on end. She lays the three cards down on the table. Slowly she strokes the card in the middle with her forefinger. Her nail is thick and yellow.

      ‘An túr,’ she says. The tower. She doesn’t look up at me. Finally, she raises her martyr’s eyes, her expression portentous, and speaks.

      ‘Beware the woman who is wounded, beautiful and ruthless. She has soot and death in her mouth.’

      My mouth opens with horror at her terrible words.

      Her black eyes flash, her voice is a shade fainter. ‘You can still pray to the Madonna for a miracle. The abyss may not come to pass.’ She gathers the cards with a snap. ‘Perhaps.’
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        There is a sign on the door that can’t be missed.

        It reads:

        Enter but at your own risk.

        —Whodini
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      That morning Jake gets up early. There is something he must do at the office.

      ‘Unimportant, but necessary,’ he says when I ask him what.

      It is too early for me to eat, but I sit and watch him wolf down three slices of toast thickly spread with butter and homemade marmalade that his mother bottles for him. I walk him to the front door, snake my arms around his neck and stand on tiptoe to kiss him and he lifts me up.

      ‘I’ll crumple your suit,’ I whisper in his ear.

      ‘Wrap your legs around me, woman,’ he growls.

      I laugh and wrap my legs around his hips.

      ‘Have I told you today how beautiful you are?’

      I tilt my head and pretend to think. ‘Let me see. Yes. Yes, you have.’

      He looks into my eyes seriously. ‘You’re beautiful, Lily. Truly beautiful.’

      ‘Is everything OK?’ I ask him.

      He smiles softly. ‘Yes, everything is just the way it should be.’

      We kiss gently and then he leaves me.

      I stand for a moment looking at the door. A small cold leaf of worry clings to my back. Is he doing something dangerous today? I go back to bed and lie down for a while, thinking. Why has he not told me where he is going?

      By nine thirty a.m. I have showered, dressed and am closing the front door behind me. I walk to the bus stand down the road, and I sit on one of the red plastic seats and wait for the bus. It comes at nine fifty-two a.m.

      I climb aboard, pay the bus driver, and take a seat upstairs. The bus takes me all the way to Leicester Square. I get off and walk up to Piccadilly Circus. It is full of tourists and I sit on the stone steps under the statue and look at them, with their maps and their cameras and their great enthusiasm.

      Afterwards, I walk down Regent Street ambling in and out of shops. I try on a hat. When I look in the mirror I find my eyes huge and frightened. I turn away quickly. I flick through the hangers without real interest and my behavior earns me the attention of a security guard, who starts following me around. I leave that shop quickly.

      I enter a shoe shop and after trying on about ten pairs I buy a pair. I am outside the shop when I realize I don’t even know what color the shoes are. By now it is one forty-five p.m. I go into a small café and order a salmon and cucumber sandwich, but I am unable to finish it. I pay my bill and set off toward the Embankment Bridge.

      As I walk across the bridge I start to feel the first frisson of nervousness. It settles like lead in the pit of my stomach. I have blocked it out all this time, but the moment is here. It is time. I train my eyes not on the Tate Modern, but on St Paul’s Cathedral in the background. Eventually I come upon the giant black insect creature made of metal. Creepy and perfectly War of the Worlds.

      I go through the front door of the Tate Modern and up the stairs. Down the corridor there is an exhibition by Marlene Dumas that I would like to see but I don’t go in there. Instead I pass into one of the smaller rooms where a man is sitting on a bench contemplating a collage called ‘Pandora’ by a new artist, Miranda Johnson.

      The colors are bright and bold, but there is no difference between this painting and Picasso’s ‘Weeping Woman’. Both are violent and raw with suffering. To enter the painting is to enter pain. I let my eyes wander over it. There is an eye in the collage, a full pair of bright pink lips, and a flower. There are also words like bitch, suck, liar, arsehole, abuse, and on the very top, cursive writing that says, You are invited…

      I walk toward the painting, my soul aching.

      The man on the bench speaks. ‘She shouldn’t have opened the box.’

      I don’t look at him. I simply sit next to him, but not close enough to touch. There are six inches between us. I feel frozen inside. I think of my brother lying on the floor with the needle sticking out of his arm. And I am suddenly caught by his pain, the pain of the painting, my pain. I can do this. Of course I can do this.

      I look at the painting and all I can see is the word ‘Bitch’.

      ‘You called for a meeting,’ the man says without looking at me.

      ‘Yes.’

      He turns his head briefly to look at me. I turn my head quickly to meet his gaze. I want to look into his eyes. I want to stand again on firm ground. His eyes are dark and expressionless. Exactly the way I remember them. I stare at him. He is first to look away.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘There is something big happening on the sixteenth,’ I say.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know yet. But something is coming in through Dover.’

      ‘Good work, but we won’t act on this one. It will compromise you. We’ll let this one go. You have something far more important to do.’

      I swallow hard.

      He turns to stare at me. ‘Are you falling for him?’ His voice is hard and cold.

      I think of Jake’s skin pressed against mine, his tongue tracing an erotic path to my ear, his lips whispering, ‘I love you, Lily. I never believed anybody could be as beautiful as you.’

      ‘No. Of course not. This is just a job,’ I say, my insides twisted in a hard knot.

      He looks at me with narrowed eyes. ‘Good. Because you are a servant of the Crown and our best hope to bring Crystal Jake and his criminal enterprise down.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ I stand to leave.

      ‘Keep your wits about you, Hart,’ he cautions.

      I don’t turn back and I don’t allow myself to think of Jake. I walk away with the sound of my feet echoing on the hard floors and Luke’s beautiful, helpless face in my mind.
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      “Madison.”

      I freeze. The street below my window ceases to exist.

      Thorne Drakos?

      No. No. No. It can’t be him. And yet, I would recognize that voice anywhere. I hear the click of my office door closing and his footsteps coming closer. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes. The deep rumble of his voice is bittersweet.

      ‘Hello, Madison,” he whispers close to my ear. His energy surrounds me. I greedily drag in the scent of his aftershave, leather, pine forests, and the ocean. Oh, god. How I have missed him. These last two years without seeing him have been hell.

      I take a step forward then turn around to face him. For a second my whole body goes cold. His eyes.  The gray orbs are as frozen as the most inhospitable winter lake. He looks at me expressionlessly. The breath I was holding escapes in a rush. I force a bright smile. “Hiya.” My voice sounds breathy and shaky.

      He smiles slowly. A cold smile. Full of danger.

      I decide to take the bull by the horns. “I’m sorry I stole from you.”

      His smile widens. It looks almost friendly except for the hostile wasteland in his eyes. “Are you now?”

      “Yes, yes, I am very sorry. I’ll make arrangements to pay you back.”

      His eyebrows rise. “What kind of arrangements would they be?”

      “I’ll take a loan and I’ll pay you back every month. All of it. Every last cent.”

      “With interest?’

      “Of course,” I agree instantly.

      His eyes glitter. “And the cost of finding you. It is very, very difficult to find a girl who stops using her credit cards, social media, and completely drops off the face of the earth.”

      “Well, living in the UK is not exactly dropping off the face of the earth.”

      “Let’s just say it is hard to find someone when you’re looking for Madison Redmond and they’re living under the name of Alison Mountbatten.”

      I swallow hard. “Yes, I figured a new life was the best way forward.”

      “Hmmm ...”

      “If you tell me how much I owe you I’ll make arrangements. I … er … have work to finish.” I indicate to my desk.

      “Um …We could call it two million even.”

      My eyes pop. “What? I stol … took $300,000. You can’t be serious! You want two million back?”

      He shrugs carelessly. “Interest and costs.”

      “Interest and costs?” I echo incredulously.

      He looks at me expressionlessly.

      “You don’t even need it. It’s just numbers in your bank account.”

      He takes his phone out of his expensive camel coat. “If you’d rather I alert the proper authorities instead—”

      I raise my hand up. “Wait. Just wait a second here. We can work something out. I’ll pay it all back. I swear. I will. I just need a bit of time.”

      “So you can run away.”

      “I won’t run. I promise.”

      He takes a step closer and I stop breathing. His hand rises up and he runs his finger down my exposed throat. “So soft and so pale,” he murmurs as his thumb caresses the skin where a pulse is kicking. “How can I trust a thief and a liar?”

      “I give you my word.”

      He shakes his head slowly. “No, Madison. Your word is not good enough.”

      To my horror my eyes fill with tears. When I blink they spill down my cheeks. He laughs. “The oldest trick in the book. I should have known you’d stoop to that. Well, Alison Mountbatten, I’m afraid female tears have the opposite effect on me.” He bends his head and licks my cheek, his tongue warm and velvety. Then he looks into my widened eyes. “They excite me. You, my little thief, are going to cry for me. A lot.”

      I did not realize that my hands had flown up. I must have wanted to shove him away, but they are resting on his chest, my fingers spread on the hard muscles. “What do you want from me?” I whisper hoarsely.

      “I want you to pay your debt with your body.”

      I blink with shock. “What do you mean?”

      “For one year, you will be my toy. You sleep when I tell you to sleep, you will eat when I tell you to eat, you will spread your legs when I tell you to, you will fuck yourself when I tell you to, you will come when I tell you to. You will sleep in my bed and I will use you when and how I decide to.”

      “You can’t do that to me,” I say, stunned.

      “Or you can go to prison. You will be very sweet meat in a woman’s prison. All this soft, unmarked flesh.”

      I shudder and he smiles. “See. My cock would be infinitely better, no?”

      “Why are you doing this? You could have any woman.”

      “Because I can. Now strip.”
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        Thank you for reading everybody!

        If you want to keep in touch with the latest news please click on this link to receive info about my latest releases and giveaways.

        http://bit.ly/10e9WdE

        and remember

        I LOVE hearing from readers so by all means come and say hello:

        FACEBOOK
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