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Book One


Hard Lessons

Sophie is expecting someone. A regular with a 2.30pm appointment, or Chinese Dentist [tooth-hurty] in London slang. But he is late. At 2.43 not So, late that he could be considered a no-show. Not yet, but it is still a bad sign for someone that is ordinarily on time. Punters tend to arrive on schedule. If anything, caught up in the expectation of it all they are early.

When the doorbell does ring, she hurries down the stairs. It isn’t her Chinese Dentist. Evidently it is Honey’s 3.00pm. Sophie lets him in and leads the way up to the first floor. There is the usual exchange about the traffic, and whether the rain looks like holding off. He doesn’t sound like a talker. His replies are more Neanderthal than jovial.

On the landing Sophie raps discreetly on Honey’s door to let her know she is in demand. The man follows Sophie to the cramped little room that serves as the office. It barely has enough space for the desk and chair it contains. Sophie angles the door to cut off the upstairs hallway and says Honey will be ready shortly.

It is a case of in one door and out the other for Honey, who, although entertaining one client, can always find time for another. Presently she is with a low maintenance voyeur who is easy to manipulate. While pleasuring himself, he likes to watch rather than do. It is all the same to Honey, for whom paid sex comes in various forms. Knowing which poses to adopt and what she should say to bring about a swift conclusion, she fast-forwards her routine. After a rapid tidy-up she leads the man down the stairs to the outside door and says her farewells. If he senses he has been bundled out onto the street unreasonably quickly, it is all done with a deftness that fools him until it is too late.

Back on the landing, Honey straightens her flimsy outfit. In her stockings, heels, wraparound robe and not much else, she greets her next customer like he is an old friend: big laugh, blonde hair swirling in all directions, as she throws back her head to expose her throat. Red fingernails scrape the man’s chin. Her hand briefly strokes his face. She makes a fuss of turning down the collar of his jacket and telling him how pleased she is to see him again, although truthfully, she can’t place him right away. Then it comes to her. He’s the one that wants her to stomp on his back in her heels and sit on his face.

Honey’s shoes rat-a-tat-tat their warning on the vinyl floor as she leads him to her room. More laughter from within – all of it from Honey. Briefly, she leaves the man alone as she traipses back to the office to hand the money to Sophie. Then there is the clacking of what will shortly become deadly shoes, followed by a definitive click of the door.

In the room at the end of the landing, Cecilia is about to attend to the man in the loud striped shirt. He is not wearing it now. He removed it along with the rest of his clothes to take the shower Cecilia requested. But apart from what he wants her to do, she knows nothing about him. Therefore, in her mind she refers to him by his striped and gaudy shirt. That’s all she needs to know. Without giving it conscious thought, she knows he has a puffy face, a bluish tinge to his beard growth that suggests he shaves early, So, probably works morning shifts. That makes him a newsagent, a driver of some sort or maybe a farm worker. How he earns the money to pay for her services is of no interest to Cecilia. Best she identifies him by his shirt and leaves it at that.

Now, having towelled himself mostly dry, he is naked on the bed.

Cecilia sees his body, but it doesn’t register. She pays little attention to the flabby form lying on the bed before her, except to check on the level of his excitement. Some way to go yet, which is fine as they have barely started. Like Honey, Cecilia wears stockings, garter belt and shoes. With her college girl looks and innocent eyes, you could be fooled into thinking she is too young, pretty, and precious for this.

She thinks about the next sixty minutes. One hour. It occurs how many hours in her life have shot by without her knowing. Engulfed by the excitement of the Killers concert, for example, or when, after that hot air balloon ride with Michael before he went back to a wife he never really left, she thought it was three o’clock, when in fact it was four.

This is nothing like that!

This is work – drudgery – and every revolution of the minute hand on her designer watch, which is on the bedside cabinet, must be earned! A little under fifty or So, remaining!

Those in the know ask Cecilia if she does what she does for the money. A strange question she always thinks, as why else would she do it? Why else do people do anything that entails working a full shift for someone else’s benefit?

Striped Shirt goes to great lengths to get comfortable. His head is propped up by pillows. The towel is draped across his torso. He places his hands behind his neck in contentment – all that’s missing is the winged chair, the cigar, and a manservant to bring his brandy.

The boundaries are set. Once a fortnight – or thereabouts – he visits for an hourly session. To fulfil his requirements, Cecilia sits at the end of the bed and begins to massage his feet. The toes are unusually hairy but at least after the shower they are clean. Her hands knead his feet and move up to his ankles and calves. They are delicate hands that should be playing the piano or placing flowers in a vase. She prods him into turning over. Then she sits astride him and massages his back and shoulders, before it’s one of those precious hands again, this time giving his rump a friendly slap. She dismounts and he turns, face up, displaying the beginnings of an erection. From here on it gets trickier for Cecilia. She moves halfway up the bed, sits on its edge, crosses her legs, and fans her hair So, it settles in a cascade of copper, down the nape of her neck and to her back. Her fingers drizzle his upper thighs and move to his groin. She smiles the Hollywood smile she has seen on the movies and asks if he is settled enough for her to continue. He emits a deep sigh. Her brightly coloured nails finger-walk towards their target.

Thirty-six minutes remain after his first orgasm, achieved with the minimum of effort by Cecilia’s electrically charged hand.

They take a brief break. Cecilia is aware he uses the time to pop a pill into his mouth, but she pretends not to notice.

The bit the man likes best approaches – the second and final act. Before that, he likes watching Cecilia’s lithe figure ghost around the room. She is the sort of girl he regrets never having had the chance to date when he was younger and in better shape. As it is, too many beer barrels and a glut of fast-food dinners later, hard currency is his only means of securing time with a girl like Cecilia. Adjusting her bra straps, her hair, the seams of her stockings – all done for his benefit – she gives him plenty to look at before she lowers herself back on the bed once again.

He makes his customary plea as she snaps the condom over his flaccid penis, which is beginning to stir. It’s hard to tell what goes on in punters’ minds, and Cecilia has learnt not to enquire. It might be her movements or what the man says next that is responsible for his stiffening penis. He offers to pay extra for Oral Without. It’s a familiar request. She shakes her head. Tells him she doesn’t do that, not even with the boyfriend that, unbeknown to him, she doesn’t have. He puts up the usual resistance. Trips out the usual arguments as regards his bill of health. This cuts no ice.

It is hard to imagine such a sweet-voiced girl having this discussion in the middle of the afternoon with a virtual stranger. She allows him to continue as she prepares to submerge toward his body. She takes a scoop of her hair to make a ponytail as her face approaches his groin. After a diver’s gulp of air, her lips nip and nuzzle the tops of his thighs and his crotch.

It idly crosses Cecilia’s mind that doing this for money is acceptable, but if she ever finds herself even partly enjoying it, she should quit. Well, there is no danger of her enjoying the salty taste of this man’s skin, that is for certain.

To help take her mind elsewhere, she imagines she is engaged in something more pleasurable. There is a man – Glenn – who always asks for her. Young, nicely dressed, clean, he constantly smells fresh and exotic, and wears an aftershave she likes. He is in good shape, the result of regular work-out sessions in the gym. In keeping with his job in security (not a guard, more in protection from what she gathers), his body is something he takes pride in. He is very polite, treats her like a lady, makes her feel normal despite the circumstances. He doesn’t want any specialised services – nothing kinky – just plain sex, which he practises with tenderness after he has hung his jacket on a rail, folded his clothes in neat squares, and placed them on a wardrobe shelf. Why, he even brings his own condoms, something Cecilia regards as sweet. Nobody else ever thinks to do that. It is rather like someone taking their own cutlery to a restaurant. And when he has finished, he always thanks her and invariably gives her a small box of chocolates or some other gift. Once it was a notebook and pen, another time it was a David Bowie CD, then a heart-shaped keyring.

Mechanically, Cecilia uses her hands, lips and tongue on the lumpy body she is dealing with now. This silences Striped Shirt’s protests about the condom. A little over a quarter of an hour left. She needs to stretch out the minutes. That might be tricky. She can feel the pressure from his penis as it starts to fill her mouth.

In the cubicle of an office, Sophie knows her Chinese Dentist won’t be arriving today. She hears the slap of flesh on flesh, and of laughter coming from Honey’s room. It is laugh number two from Honey. The one brought about by her second client in quick succession, the money she has taken from him, and the thought of what she might do with it.

They are in a converted flat above an arcade of shops, facing a carpark to the front and a winding path to the river at the back. The layout isn’t ideal. Being on two levels where the upper floor provides the majority of space is inconvenient, but the location, lessening any possible complaints from fellow residents, makes up for that.

The office phone begins chirping. Sophie answers with little expectation, talking as she makes her way to the kitchen, which is downstairs. It is probably someone with their trousers around their ankles, who wants to talk dirty or hear her pass on details about a girl he has no intention of visiting. You become a quick learner in this business. Sophie knows about the lengths some men will go to for a crumb of titillation.

She boils a kettle while listening to the usual questions, all the while sensing the creeping onset of a timewaster. She gives him a few extra moments of airtime. With the phone balanced on her shoulder, she pours boiling water into her mug.

Cecilia’s visitor makes his way down the stairs and to the front door, fiddling with the front of his pants as he does so. Sophie lets him out, all smiles, interrupting the phone conversation to tell him to come see them again. She snaps shut the Yale, wanders back to the kitchen to fish the tea bag from her mug, splashes in milk, and tells the man on the phone to continue his chat in person if he is sufficiently interested in seeing someone. He moves on to talk about his liking for D cup bras, as Sophie cuts the line dead without waiting for any further response.

Once, when living in a parallel universe, she would have been aghast at the suggestion she should try hooking for a living. After her divorce she drifted into it. With only limited work-experience, and after several miserable attempts in the conventional marketplace, on the verge of desperation she met someone who knew someone who was looking for a receptionist. That’s how you end up in positions such as this – through a casual conversation leading to a recommendation, rather than through recognised channels.

Unofficially, without any reference to Anton Chekhov’s estate, the current establishment was known as The Cherry Orchid. Not that there was any signage to that effect. The name came about when the other receptionist, Elaine, bought a framed print of a cherry cheaply at a nearby second-hand shop to disguise a stain on the wall.

The arranged meeting with the owner of the business (Cherry – So, another reason for the unofficial name) was more on the lines of a friendly girlie chat than an interview, with only a few work-related questions. The two women appeared to get on, So, Sophie decided to give the job a spin. Including tips from the girls, she discovered she could earn up to £200 for a twelve-hour day. She worked one day a week at first. Then she added a Saturday or Sunday. Before long she was clocking up three days a week.

Early on in her days as receptionist, quite by accident, Sophie stumbled on a wage-boosting side-line. A man calling himself Desmond telephoned, wanting to know if they had anyone who could play the role of governess for half an hour. Someone who was older than the usual girl, he explained in a gravelly voice shovelled from the depths of the sea. A mature woman who could scold and punish him. Programmed to say yes, as opposed to no to any reasonable request, Sophie said, of course they did. When she thought about it afterwards, there was a problem with her enthusiastic reply. Soberingly, the girls on duty that day were Debbie and Diana – known in the office as the demonic twins. They weren’t related, but invariably shared the same shifts, had the same wafer-thin pink complexions, bottomless blue eyes, and lollipop-licking lips that meant they looked remarkably alike. Often called upon by clients to play the part of schoolgirls, cute though they were in their stockings or white knee-high socks and gym slips, with a combined age that was less than Sophie’s forty-three years, they were never going to be convincing middle-aged disciplinarians. The two girls giggled at the suggestion, taking small steps in their spiky shoes, each threatening to outdo the other in what they saw as a comedic role. Debbie wagged her finger at the imaginary punter. Diana made a moustache of her hair, and said he was a bad man that would have to be spanked. To consolidate her point, she extended her bottom with a jerk of her hip and smacked it suggestively with the palm of her hand.

Confronted with a dilemma, this tomfoolery sealed Sophie’s direction from then on. Deciding neither of the girls were suitable for the upcoming task, in a flash of initiative, she volunteered herself for the role. Although a bold move on her part, it wasn’t foolhardy. Never beautiful, but enduringly attractive, raven-haired Sophie was of an indeterminable age – a woman who had matured well. Triangular faced, her nose was maybe a little too big, her eyes an unexciting, and some might say, severe stone-grey, but her complexion was clear, and the lines around her mouth that rippled to her cheeks when she smiled, only served to light up her features. Taking the brief into account, she was a perfect match for Desmond. Rather surprisingly, considering the cutthroat business they were in, there was no dissension from either Debbie or Diana. They rallied round, raiding the private stocks of gear that gathered dust in the wardrobes, to provide Sophie with an appropriate outfit.

Debbie produced a pair of presentable but shabby black suede thigh-boots, and Diana handed over a black PVC skirt. Neither item was an exact fit. The boots were too big, the skirt too tight. But with the corduroy blazer Sophie had arrived in, and a pair of reading glasses on the bridge of her nose, in the tawny light of a late dank spring afternoon, she was able to assume the part.

All this dressing up provided a diversion from a slow day.

Waiting for his arrival, it was Sophie that was the first to question whether the gravelly-voiced Desmond would turn up. Not three minutes later, interrupting the girls’ high-pitched chatter, her doubts were quelled by the ringing bell. And there he was, following Diana up the stairs in a sports jacket and flapping tie, looking extremely wary, eyes darting, hands restless, not at all like the picture generated by his voice.

“What do I punish him with?” Sophie whispered to Debbie with amused desperation, as Diana obligingly clocked Desmond in, and the finality of her action sank home.

“There’s always your hand. If all else fails, use a coat hanger,” replied Debbie, suddenly quite the expert. “Or a shoe. Not a stiletto, though. You don’t want him to end up in A&E. Or to ruin a good pair of heels.” She snickered at the thought, as she closed the door in a hiccup of shoulders and a shrug of bare back.

It didn’t take Sophie long to realise Desmond was more nervous than she. Straight-backed, one ankle behind the other, her hands clasped on her lap, she sat on the low stool that was supposed to match the wobbly vanity unit behind it, listening to the man’s stuttered requirements. They were brought about by his sins, although he neglected to reveal exactly what they were supposed to be. Sophie had learned to treat all punters’ stories as false. So, naturally, she assumed these sins were as imaginary as the rest of the fiction that regularly scaled the well-worn stairs to its summit. A perfect illustration followed, featuring a younger Desmond as a schoolboy, in turn seduced and erotically punished by a schoolmistress after class. A few minutes later at the end of his summing up, Sophie consulted her watch. To save the indignity of stumbling across the landing to the receptionist’s office in clumpy boots wrinkled at the ankle, she put the money he had paid in her blazer pocket as she locked her eyes upon his. In a soft voice that gave no indication what she was about to do to him, she said she couldn’t believe he had been So, naughty. Then, staring at him from beneath the rim of her glasses, she wagged her finger and tutted before sealing his fate. “And you know what happens to naughty boys, don’t you?”

That was how it all started. How Sophie crossed over from the admin section of the business to its practical side, sampling the enhanced financial rewards as she did so. With minor falsification on her application form, she chanced affording a mortgage on a nice apartment overlooking the river, that came complete with ducks on its communal front lawn. Struggling to and from work in a battered old Ford whose days were numbered, there followed the added lure down the line of the little Mazda sports car she had always fancied, and there she was, on the rota like the rest of the girls. Up to a point it was easy money. Mostly it was a case of answering the phone, filtering out the timewasters, managing the day’s finances, juggling with the punters – no more than two at any one time – keeping the rooms tidy, the girls in check, and off the puff. And, from time to time, a man like Desmond appeared – wallet open – requiring her to lead the way to a vacant room.

Spring in England – more like monsoon season in Rangoon. Monotonous rain made business a struggle, with only the most popular girls attracting custom. And paradoxically, because the house was achieving less trade, Sophie felt obliged to increase her working hours. Some days only a handful of clients turned up. There were also, a couple of times when no one apart from devotees of the girls on duty called. All this while the younger girls, impersonating A-listers of catwalk and screen, strutted from their rooms between assignments in their sky-high heels and skimpy outfits. Or they were in the reception room, lolling on the sofa, glued to their phones, waiting for a stubbornly inactive doorbell to ring, while drinking coffee, painting their toenails in fruity shades, plucking their eyebrows, discussing their love lives amongst themselves, and lounging around the place and yawning like big cats waiting to be fed.

Cherry had around twelve carefully chosen girls on her books at any one time. During the slack mornings and long afternoons Sophie got to know them. Those girls: she had to admire them. Well, most of them! Not Morgana, obviously. Not after she was unmasked as a thief – stealing from her workmates. And Vanna was a trial when she had been on the sauce or sniff the night before – which was most of the time. But asides from those two (Morgana was sacked, Vanna’s hours drastically reduced), they were a good crew.

In contrast, compared to girls that were twenty years her junior, Sophie was a mixture of confidant and agony aunt. So, much free time meant she listened to their dilemmas and tales of woe. She heard them tell of foreseeable dating mishaps, family upheavals, exposed by, first secrecy, and then shameless confessions to dumbstruck relatives and boyfriends. She sympathised with the loneliness the girls felt, their desires to be something better than hookers – even rich ones. Although they had earned their money on their knees or with their cute bottoms in the air, they squandered it mercilessly, assuming it was in constant supply. As if spending what they earned with abandon was their penance – ensuring they would turn up for another shift. They were all driven by an excuse to continue. She understood how it was without passing judgement. She offered advice if called for, kept quiet if not. The little and major dramas dissected on the sofas and chairs, under a cloud of expensive perfume and lacquer, provided a distraction from the slow progress of the clock.

Shrouded in mystery (word was she used to be a limbo-dancer), Monique, the glistening ebony beauty with skin the colour of a newly laid piece of tarmac, kept herself to herself. Her suppleness made her popular with the men. Although no one knew her age, it was generally accepted she was older than she looked. She was very adept at weighing up her clients, invariably giving them what they desired, even if they were the last to know what that was.

Despite her youth, when called upon, Angelina had a wealth of experience to impart. “We all go through lean periods,” she once told a disconsolate Seraphim when the phone was quiet. She had a dressing gown wrapped over her baby doll outfit. One leg was raised on the edge of the sofa, her knee steadying her arm as she reconstructed her eye shadow. Not taking her eyes from the pocket mirror she balanced in her free hand, she said, “It’s a bit like footballers who stop scoring goals for a few games. Just because they aren’t scoring doesn’t mean they can’t.”

Hair pulled back tight, a squirrel tail curling around her shoulder, Seraphim was taking an Open University course in the Classics, which she financed with a shift once a week. Therefore, her working day was important. Rumour had it, when it came to business, she didn’t let the angelic name she had adopted influence her actions in or on the bed.

Harlow had the platinum blonde hairstyle of her namesake that helped make her such a sex bomb in the 1930s.

With blonde hair of a softer shade, an always ready for action Honey had been working on and off – mainly on – since school. For her it was all about finance. Once she got used to putting up with what she had to do, she soon realised other work failed to come close in terms of remuneration. And it wasn’t So, bad, she said. Look at all the Hollywood actresses that had cheapened themselves in motel rooms, and on casting couches in the hope of getting a speaking part in a movie. At least punters laid out their requirements in advance. You could always say no to anything you didn’t care to do, or anyone you didn’t wish to see. And if you really wanted to go one step further, if you let them perform Greek – why, you didn’t have to see them at all – they were just a shadow on the wall!

Having just serviced a punter, So, still in her maid’s outfit complete with feather duster, Sarah Jane once told Honey that she found the whole process of being treated as a commodity demeaning. “Doesn’t it bother you?” she asked.

“Only until I check my bank statement.” Honey had been dissecting a pear into segments with a small silver fruit knife. Conscious of her figure, fruit was her chosen food during the day.

Cecilia was waiting for the chance to enrol for those driving lessons she hankered after. She couldn’t keep getting the train from Guildford. What she needed was a car. She told herself that was the motivation for doing three or four days a month, a period that developed into two or three days a week.

As with Debbie and Diana, Cecilia was outrageously young to have fallen So, far So, quickly. Maybe she thought her youth meant it was okay to make all her mistakes now. Mistakes have a habit of turning into problems. Cecilia would not be young for very long; although, at that moment, she didn’t see it like that. Maybe the incentive of a driving licence and a car was enough to justify what she did in that room at the end of the hall.

Sophie was at the other end of the age threshold. She knew of some working women that were considerably older than her but that remained comparatively busy. One who sprang to mind – the oldest known whip-cracking dominatrix in the business – made no secret of being a sprightly seventy, which probably meant she was mid-seventy at least. But women like that specialised, often working from home, which Sophie, from her upmarket apartment in a block of four that housed pleasantly snooty residents, couldn’t, and wouldn’t in any case, consider.

***

Like all the girls, Sophie had a secret to conceal. The Cherry Orchid was twenty miles from where she lived. Perhaps she should have travelled further afield to be on the safe side, but that wasn’t an option. Plus, she had always reasoned that if anyone she knew discovered her line of business (particularly if a punter), they would be as keen as her to keep it quiet. She was a private person with no circle of friends she had to guard from her daytime activities. But she did have a mother living in a nearby village, and more importantly, there was her daughter and son-in-law who had a house on an estate ten miles away. As a result, Sophie quickly learned the importance of being a good liar. Doing what she did, she had to establish a permanent alibi for her lack of availability during office hours and stick to it. No point in inventing a checkable job at a supermarket or at an office, where sooner or later, someone might telephone or call in, only for her existence to be denied. She needed to be self-employed, her work to involve travelling. Nothing fancy that required a skill she lacked. In her case, she invented a position as a freelance driver transporting parcels to and from specialist shops three days a week. It wasn’t intended to be a noteworthy job. Sophie feigned any knowledge of what she conveyed by saying everything was always securely wrapped and packaged. She only knew the delivery addresses. To the persistent, well, it was just a job she did on a part-time basis, and something she took no interest in.

“So, you could be a mule for a drugs cartel,” one observer once pointed out at a drinks’ party. “Or a Russian mole picking up dead letters. How exciting!”

“Mule or mole. Take your pick,” was her reply.

It was a reminder that perhaps she had made herself too mysterious. That under a line of questioning, it was always possible flaws might appear in her story. What if someone she spoke to had links with local traders who had never heard of her? What if they knew the proprietor of Brassington’s, the antique shop in town? What if …? What if …? Why couldn’t the rest of the world mind its own business. Even so, Sophie thought, perhaps it was time to revise her details. Either that or stop going to parties and speaking to inquisitive men.

She decided to give her story some consideration. That was until she was faced with a more pressing and direct problem. It was brought about one morning in early August when a man calling himself Mr Redman, who had made his appointment the previous day, entered the room where Sophie was waiting. Speaking with the gusto of someone who had over-rehearsed, he told her he had been a bad boy, requesting a good hiding with the slipper his nanny had used on him thirty odd years ago. As he spoke, he began unwrapping the brown paper parcel he carried underneath his arm to reveal a shoebox.

Sophie organised cover from the temporarily inactive Sarah Jane while she hurried to a vacant room to get changed.

The rooms where the girls do their entertaining are deliberately shady. Nothing is meant to be obvious. Curtains are drawn, window blinds pulled down. Even in the blaze of summer, certainly until a deal is struck, girls are shielded by minimal lighting. For this reason, it takes a few moments for those entering to adjust to the gloomy surroundings. In this instance, Mr Redman’s priority was on delivering his introductory speech, So, even though Sophie instantly thought she knew his identity, it took him longer to recognise her. In fairness, considering Sophie’s departure from her normal look into a suitably stern but sexy disciplinarian (hair swept back, dramatic make-up, button-down ankle boots, three-quarter length skirt, blouse with a starched collar), Mr Redman had the harder task. That fact, allied to an initial reluctance to look Sophie in the eye, slowed his awareness. As for Sophie, she was already hoping she was mistaken. After all, plenty of men were reedy in appearance, had freckles and the odd liver spots, wore old-fashioned blazers with pens clipped to their top pockets. Plenty of men had sandy hair they trimmed at home with clippers, leaving sprouting tufts of growth lying in random bunches at the back, and stray wisps around their ears. Plenty of men hadn’t mastered the art of matching suitable trousers, shoes, and shirts to their jackets, or of tying their ties So, they didn’t slip down their collars. But with every action the man made, let alone words spoken, she felt a dreaded tightening in her stomach that told her she wasn’t mistaken at all.

Operating on what appeared to be a time delay, having ended his presentation, and handed over his fee, Mr Redman stopped dead. As if coming to from a bump to the head, his eyes flickered about the room in search of familiarity. They darted from the closed door behind him to inspecting the furnishings: the window, the coving, and the ceiling. Then, with an approaching look of sheer terror, for the first time, they concentrated on the object they had up to that point avoided scrutinising: the statuesque seated form that was Sophie.

His panic helped to calm her churning stomach, giving her the wherewithal to take charge. “It’s all right. Nobody here cares who you are. All that counts is that you’ve paid for an appointment, and an appointment is what you shall have.”

“But … but, I mean, how can I? No … no … I can’t!”

“These things happen. Just relax.”

“How can I relax when you know … about me?”

“You know about me. I’d say that makes us even. So, just between us, let’s drop the pretence, shall we? You can call me Emily, Miss Sophie, or Mrs Stockwell if you prefer. And I can call you Mr Fowler, or Stanley.”

“No. You can’t call me by my real names. Don’t you see?”

“It’s up to you. You can be Bugs Bunny if you want.”

“But what if this gets out? What if they find out at the school? I’ll be a laughingstock. What about my job? I’ll lose my job!”

“Don’t worry about all that. I shan’t tell anyone and nobody here knows or cares who you are. We are all very discreet. Comes with the territory, Mr Fowler.”

“No … Just forget this happened. And stop calling me that. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come.”

“You’ve not committed a crime.”

“Yes … but … no … I mean. I don’t know what I mean. Except, no offence. It’s all been such a dreadful mistake!”

“So, what do you propose? Do you want to ask for your money back? If you do, I have to tell you this isn’t a department store. We don’t have a refund policy.”

“No … no. Keep the money. Just let me go. Let’s forget the whole thing.”

“You are free to leave at any time. You are also, free to spend what your money has bought you. That would be the next … twenty-five minutes by my watch. You see how quickly the time goes within these four walls. Imagine how it will feel when you start enjoying yourself.”

“But that’s impossible. I mean, I can’t, not now.”

“Why not? What’s changed? Don’t you find me attractive?”

“Yes, of course I do. I have always found you attractive. Didn’t you know that?”

“No. Was I supposed to?”

“I just assumed …”

How strange! She had scarcely given him any thought – except to assume his awkwardness and shyness around women might mean he was gay. As the typical sort of sartorial mess academia often turns out, she thought it would probably be better for him if he were. It would give him a better chance of finding a partner. Then, didn’t rumour have it he lived at home with his mother – always a cause for a question mark or two when a grown man lives with his mummy! “How did this attraction start?” she asked with resigned indifference as she kept an eye on her watch. “We hardly know each other.”

“Our paths have crossed from time to time. Typical I should be the one to remember.”

“Naturally I recall all those school open days. But they were years ago. My daughter is now a married woman with a husband and a young child.”

“I’m not just talking about school. There was a party at Oakley. And I’ve seen you in the village pub during quiz nights and whatnot. God, this is So, embarrassing. I felt sure you would have seen me gazing at you. Honestly, I never meant to stare.”

“If you did, I didn’t notice.”

“No, I suppose not. Who’s going to notice Old Farty Fowler? That’s what they used to call me. Probably still do for all I know, or care. Kids can be So, cruel! Look, it doesn’t matter. Honestly it doesn’t matter. This whole thing is all a ghastly mistake.”

“Let me tell you how this works, Mr Fowler.” Unimpressed by his attitude, she sounded snippy. “Money and time are the only things that count here. We’ve taken care of the money. That just leaves the time.” Here she paused to look at her watch. “And that is doing what it always does. Currently you have a little under twenty minutes of credit left with me. That’s ample for you to remove your trousers and to bend over. And for me to give you that good hiding you came here for. So, if you’d like to finish unboxing the slipper you brought along for just that purpose, we can get started. Anything else will be extra.”

“Out of the question! I couldn’t possibly! Not now.” Despite his protests he showed no signs of leaving.

“Really, I am beginning to lose patience. If I have to tell you again, I shall end up getting very cross. And I don’t think you would want that. Now, I’m going to leave the room for a few minutes. Upon my return, I expect you to be in the appropriate position. That is bending over, touching your toes, with your head facing the carpet and your trousers around your ankles. Or better still, they should be folded and hanging on the hanger that is on the hook behind the door. I think that’s plenty for you to be getting on with.” She hesitated for a moment as she got to her feet. “Any questions, Stanley?”

***

You know what they say about success begetting success. Following the induction that was Desmond, and the revelation that was Mr Fowler, others in search of similar treatment turned up asking to see Sophie. Although officially a receptionist, with Cherry’s approval – and to an extent her amusement – Sophie became the establishment’s unofficial older dominant woman. Next in line was a man with a straightforward request for a spanking, who offered as an unnecessary excuse the classic line that, despite frequent hints, his wife didn’t understand him. Feeling particularly irked by this cliched statement, Sophie made sure he left with a glowing red bottom, hoping its changed hue would clarify the situation for his uncomprehending wife, should she give it a second glance.

Gaps between appointments were invariably long. However, that was offset by a willingness by her differing sets of clients to pay generously for her services.

Sophie was spooning the contents of a vanilla yoghurt into her mouth and reading the problem pages in one of the tabloid newspapers when called upon to deliver ‘six of the best’ to her next caller. It was to be her first venture with a cane. Up to then she had merely practised on a cushion, but faced with the real thing, she worried she might strike the man in the wrong place or even draw blood. Therefore, she started tentatively. However, it turned out to be more straightforward than she feared, and after stroke number four, she was swinging the cane between her stern words of admonishment as if she did it every day of the week.

To her astonishment, one afternoon not long afterwards, a man with fuzz for a beard, removed his raincoat to reveal a full schoolboy uniform: blazer, grey flannel shorts, knee-length grey socks leading to stubby shoes, declaring he was reporting for detention.

Although doubtful of her next move, Sophie recovered quickly. “Who have you come to see?”

“You, miss.”

“Is that so.” With Seraphim busy at being a cowgirl in the next room, she quickly secured Monique to deputise as receptionist and led him to a vacant room.

“Who sent you to see me?” she asked him, having slipped into her patent leather high heels.

“My form teacher, miss.”

“What have you been up to?”

He made it easy for her. “She gave me a note, miss.” He handed over a wrinkled scrap of writing paper.

She scan-read the poorly written page, playing along with the ruse by saying, “This is serious.”

“What are you going to do with me, miss?”

“Only one thing I can do to a badly behaved little boy like you. I shall have to take your trousers down and give you a good spanking. After that you can write out fifty times for me: I must learn to behave properly, or I shall get a spanked bottom. Then you can stand in the corner for ten minutes while I decide if you need further punishment. First there is the small matter of my fee …”

Now and then, her callers looked dangerous. Unlike those with more regular desires, they were often unwilling or unable to ask for what they wanted. This was the case when she agreed to see a man with a prominent jawline, steely eyes, and a haircut So, sharp that from the side his profile resembled an axe. Handing her a parcel, he looked more likely to be the interrogator in any exchange of this sort rather than to be on the receiving end. He stood wordlessly; hands thrust in the pockets of a jacket that was new enough to have been bought especially with this day in mind. She unwrapped and inspected the articles spread out on her desk – a dog collar attached to a lead and a riding whip. The dog collar she thought she understood. But the whip, stout and thick with a leather loop at one end, was an ugly, cumbersome thing that was not in the least erotic. Rather than an object of fun, it seemed fearsome, an implement used to extract information from a prisoner. “You’d better follow me,” she snapped, as she led the way to a vacant bedroom, using her confusion as a smokescreen she hoped the man would clarify. He never really did, leaving her to assume his vagueness was part of the ritual.

Sophie weighed up the evidence: dog collar, whip; whip, dog collar. She instructed him to undress and kneel before her. He obediently offered his bent head. Tentatively, she put the collar around his neck and fastened the buckle. Confined to all-fours, the man with a face as sharp as an axe became an agitated toy monkey-on-a-stick, skittering and cowering as she struck him with the flat of the rigid whip. Clasping the lead, Sophie walked him around the room, issuing orders with a tongue as daunting as the whip in her hand. When she regularly stopped, she told him to crouch to heel or to bend and beg, to kneel and bow his head, to clasp prayer-like hands in homage, to lick and kiss her shoes. In the end it was that simple. All he wanted was to be humbled by a woman. In his own words, spoken later before leaving as he heaped praise on her technique: To be tamed and trained. To relinquish control to a high-handed mistress.

Attempting to read Middlemarch for the third time in her life, and having got further than ever before, she was grateful of a distraction, and used it to watch a man leaving his car in the carpark across the road. Sophie knew he was on his way to see her. Either that, or wearing is best blue suit, he was about to attend a job interview at the newsagent at the end of the arcade. Her eyes followed him as he crossed the road to make for the office. She waited for the bell to sound. Sure enough, within five minutes of leaving his car, the man – a Buzz Lightyear lookalike with starry eyes, scarecrow nose and wide and soft doughnut chin – was inside the spare room, explaining he wanted to worship her from a kneeling position by licking her shoes. After which, if he failed to meet her expectations, she should punish him until he did.

“Why not?” she agreed, barely looking up as she counted his money. “My shoes need a clean!” When she returned from the office, dressed mostly in black – a snappy red leather belt winching her skirt tight – she perched herself on the stool and crossed her legs with a purr of stocking. She clicked her fingers, indicating the man should kneel, finding it oddly reassuring to be directing events with such ease as he methodically began his task. Budgeting on five minutes a shoe, she re-crossed her legs for the second interval, wondering how she would spin out the rest of the time he had paid for. She needn’t have worried. It was easy to find fault with his endeavours. For a start, he had missed a section of stitching between the lower and upper part of the shoe. The toe wasn’t shiny enough. And she decided he ought to devote more time to her heel. She reached down to grab him by the hair, to jerk his head upwards, and to slap his cartoon face. She wanted to see her reflection in the black leather. He would have to start again. Then there was a five-minute period in the corner while he trembled with anticipation and waited for her next move. Facing drab wallpaper, all his senses were in overdrive as he waited and listened. It became all about sounds, his heightened hearing suddenly capable of picking up even a spider spinning its web. The small room resonated with the click of Sophie’s heels on the strip of tiled floor as she advanced towards the wall. There was the faintest waft of her breath on his collar. The delicious touch of her nailed fingers on his hair as she spun him around to face her. And then the agonising wait, as like the femme fatale in a 1940’s movie, she slowly unclipped and uncoiled her belt, running its leather through her hands.

Afterwards, red-faced, and somewhat shaky, the man bolted through the door and back to the carpark. From the window, Sophie watched him climb stiff-legged into his car before she calmly resumed her place in Middlemarch.

Alongside basic sex, often in all its forms, role-play was the most popular pursuit for those visiting the office. It hadn’t exactly come as a surprise to Sophie to learn how significant the right costumes were. Particularly for the sort of scenarios she offered, where the emphasis was no longer on flimsy negligees and racy underwear. To become a convincing authoritarian – be it schoolmistress, governess or the office manager – she needed one or two articles of clothing, together with associated implements to further the illusion. Nothing outlandish. And feeling it was vital to make a distinction between her working and domestic life, nothing from her own entourage. Equipping herself was straightforward enough. The dominant mistress illusion is easily created. Items bought cheaply from second-hand, or charity shops were ideal. Leather has always been particularly evocative and synonymous with the dominant woman. Innocent little elbow gloves had more than one use, as did the sturdier gardening version. Leather, suede, or PVC high heeled thigh boots that slithered up a naked or stockinged leg could make a submissive man drool. They also, had the power to elevate a woman’s stature within the confines of a bedroom. More simply, a plain black skirt, black boots or shoes, a black waistcoat, even a gown if she could find one, were added to her list. She ruled nothing out. It would depend on what was available.

She mostly bought what she needed after a spree in local charity shops. Added to that, the internet was awash with items capable of satisfying or terrifying her misbehaving visitors. Suddenly, within the four walls of her place of work, with its drab drapes, its cheap self-assembly furniture, its walls that needed painting and the faded candlewick bedspreads, she became a different person. In the eyes of her clients, she was transformed into a goddess: taller, formidable, a woman who exuded power. For her, the transformation was liberating. Instead of having to battle through a list of tacky instructions associated with sexual longing, although the situations presented were of her clients’ choosing, she was the one who controlled how they were conducted. As such, she entered a new world each time the man at the top of the stairs indicated she was his choice. Different agendas spread out like unrolling navigational charts. Some wanted to feel the cold-hearted clamp of studded leather against their skin. Others longed for correction, followed by the kindness soft hands could bring to their fevered flesh. Some wanted to debase themselves as slaves before their mistress. There were those who only wanted her to talk – to hear those trigger words that weaved in and out of their dreams in the dark hours before dawn. There were part-timers who worried about residue marks and were unable to endure anything more than harmless playacting, a tongue lashing, and the back of Miss Sophie’s hand. The bolder visitors wanted a strap or cane to heighten tension, especially when Sophie flexed such items suggestively in her hands or tapped them threateningly against her thigh or the length of her boot.

Before long, she established a reputation with her fellow working girls, who often remarked how she was, ‘entertaining again,’ to the twang of leather and the whoosh of willow, echoing along the hall and through the thin dividing walls.

Although there was an upsurge in business, it was not all plain sailing. Sophie was in an unpredictable line of work, intensified by male clients pumped-up by thoughts of sex. A semi-regular – Diesel Jack was his self-styled name – who, subject to availability, made appointments with Cecilia, Honey or Seraphim on his monthly visits, put Sophie in an awkward position in the middle of what was a busy day that was becoming frantic. The phone was ringing, the kettle was boiling; Angelina was complaining there were no clean towels. Cecilia’s punter was about to leave, a replacement was anxiously pacing the room downstairs. Angelina was similarly ringing out the old and ringing in the new, as Jack squared his PVC baker’s boy cap in place, narrowed his eyes, and asked Sophie if he could see her.

“Not now,” she answered abruptly. “We’re a little busy. I can’t see anyone now. Best you make a later appointment.” She got round to answering the phone. Told the caller to try again in half an hour.

“I didn’t mean that,” said a persistent Jack, who had something to say and was going to say it at all costs. “I mean, I didn’t know you saw clients. I thought you were the receptionist.”

“I am. But I fill in occasionally. Only not right now, Jack …” Having already forgotten the gist of the conversation, Sophie hardly knew what she was saying.

Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, Jack continued. “No, I mean, I wanted to talk to you. To ask if you would come out with me one evening. We could go somewhere nice.”

“What?” A silly misunderstanding, but an uneasy one even so. “I am sorry, Jack, I don’t; I mean, seeing clients is forbidden,” she said in desperation, calling on the only reasonable excuse she could think of.

“If that’s why you won’t see me, I can always stop calling.”

Precisely one of the reasons such a thing is frowned upon, thought a stunned Sophie as she handed Angelina a towel and feigned a smile in Jack’s direction. “Thank you for the invitation. I am flattered. But the answer has to be no.”

After a break of several months – long enough for Sophie to assume she had seen the last of him – Mr Fowler returned. He telephoned a day in advance to establish Sophie was on duty the next day, but the receptionist, busy at the time of his call, forgot to mention it, So, his arrival caught Sophie unawares. Organising Sarah Jane as replacement receptionist, Sophie quickly rummaged through her wardrobe for a suitable outfit. Without much planning time, she opted for the first items to hand: mid-length PVC skirt, white blouse, black waistcoat, and a pair of black high heels, last brought to a shine by the tongue of an eager punter.

Sophie led Mr Fowler through to a spare room. This time there was no awkwardness. They agreed on an hourly session. Sophie asked for £125.00, which Mr Fowler paid without quibble. Following protocol, she took the bundle of notes through to Sarah-Jane for safe keeping. When she returned, she circled Mr Fowler in predatory fashion as she fired a few questions in his direction. What had he been up to since she last saw him? Had he behaved himself? Why wasn’t he at school? That sort of thing. She was playing a game – one in which she made the rules. On the other hand, an hour was a long time to keep up the pretence. It required resourcefulness and a willing partner. When she thought about it, both were at her disposal. Fowler seemed captivated. His eyes feasted on her every move. The way she occasionally played with her hair, massaged her neck, and fingered her necklace. The way she adjusted the hem of her skirt, crossed and recrossed her legs, and when she stood, how she straightened her blouse, So, it was tightly tucked into her skirt and showed off the stark neatness of her waistline. But, apart from that original request for a slippering, she still wasn’t sure what he wanted. Asking resulted in a shrug and a vague reply. In keeping with many of the men that crossed her threshold, he couldn’t or wouldn’t say. The assumption being, she had received psychoanalyst training or possessed a sixth sense that meant she knew without being told.

She knew he liked it when she adopted a severe expression and called him Mr Fowler. When she stared him down and made him writhe self-consciously in his chair. Or when she teased him by prolonging his inevitable chastisement, firing questions his way, and toying with whatever implement she had decided to use. But there was a limit to how long she could continue this posturing.

In this instance, cautiously, she progressed from verbal reprimands to the hard-nosed alternative, reacquainting his backside with her own variety of Nanny’s slipper. She felt she was placing too much emphasis on that damned slipper; but as the item he seemed to return to time and again, it was all she had to go on. Simple mathematics, based on its rough year of manufacture, told Sophie the slipper Fowler had originally brought with him couldn’t belong to any nanny of times gone by, and therefore, both it and its owner were probably fabrications of equal standing from his fertile mind.

Halfway through, they took a break. There wasn’t much in the way of furniture in the room: the all-important bed, a stool, and a chair. She sat on the padded, oblong low stool, noticing he looked perturbed and unsettled on the edge of the bed.

Elbows resting on his thighs, head facing the floor, Fowler sighed deeply. “I can’t keep meeting you like this. Would you consider seeing me privately?” he mumbled, not sounding at all like a schoolmaster, more like a desperate felon trying to cut a deal with the police. He was So, downcast, she thought if his head dropped any lower it would imprint itself onto the carpet. “I’d pay handsomely for your time and company,” he went on. “You can name your price. We could go out to a nice restaurant that is far enough away to mean we wouldn’t be recognised. It’d be like a normal night out. And afterwards, assuming you have no objection, perhaps you would do me the honour of seeing me in your business capacity … at my house.”

“Why Mr Fowler, what an earth has brought this on? You sound like one of your lovesick pupils.”

“That’s just what I am. Don’t laugh at me, Emily – Mrs Stockwell. I might only be another punter to you. But I see now I have loved you from afar from the moment I first saw you. I can’t help myself.”

And this is when, for all his scholarly acumen, Stanley Fowler found himself making two fundamental errors. Firstly, he had fallen in love with an unattainable woman. Secondly, he had told her of his love.

Left to wonder if Fowler’s declaration of devotion was included in the set-up he had paid for, its inappropriateness stopped Sophie in her tracks, and she remained silent. It occurred that Mr Fowler had altered the dimensions of the game. As a game it wasn’t meant to be this serious. They were supposed to be actors on a stage, improvising within a rough outline of a plot. Love wasn’t mentioned in the script anywhere. And certainly not with a man like Mr Stanley Fowler, who had correctly identified a role for himself he then promptly veered away from.

She wondered if he understood the distinction between what went on within this capsule of a room that was sworn to secrecy, and what happened in the world outside. If he didn’t, there could be no deal. She scanned his demeanour, still trying to decide. There was one other element to consider. His request was not without risk. He didn’t look like the sort of person to plunge her into a bath of acid. By the same token, she didn’t look like the sort of woman to work in a brothel! Leaving that aside, under these circumstances, money was likely to be the determining factor. She made up her mind to hit him with what should be an unacceptably steep quote, that she was unprepared to alter. She primed the ground first. “You do realise your proposal is against house rules.” She didn’t give him time to reply. “Also, that it would strictly be a business arrangement.”

Spirits raised with the sort of hope nurtured by a positive comment from a surgeon after a crucial examination, he looked up. “Absolutely!”

Sophie sat majestically on the vanity stool with her legs crossed. Her PVC skirt crackled ominously whenever she made the slightest movement as she considered her response. “I should also, point out it would be a lot cheaper to visit me here.”

“Cheaper maybe, but not the same.”

“For the evening you have outlined, my fee would be £1,000. But there are conditions. After dinner I’ll come back to your house with you. As your Nanny did all those years ago, I’ll give you a sore bottom before tucking you up in bed. That’s it. Sorry; no sex. And before you ask, money is not a factor in my refusal. I won’t sleep with you. I don’t do that here with any of my clients. Therefore, you must understand I won’t do anything like that on my own time, whatever the inducement. However, I can include what we call in the trade a happy ending. If you don’t know what I mean by that, look it up.”

More like a bluff, designed to deter his enthusiasm, her price was outrageous – enough for him to dine in a glittery London palace before taking some hot bimbo to his room. So, much so, she went on to say somewhat apologetically: “I appreciate I am expensive. On that note, you should consider how much cheaper it would be if you went down a more conventional route and saw a professional. There are a lot of very attractive ladies out there who would be delighted to accommodate you at much more affordable rates.”

“You won’t understand, and I don’t expect you to. Take it from me, it wouldn’t be the same.”

“Same as what?”

He took his time explaining. She was his dream woman. Going out with her would be like being with a celebrity. It was something he always wanted to happen but was convinced never would. And, as for the other thing, she had got to know him now, knew what he wanted. That meant she could improvise, cutting out the need for an embarrassing list of questions and answers. Hence his willingness to pay her fee.

She asked if he wanted to go away and consider her terms before committing.

Without hesitation he confirmed they were fine.

It was all a bit much for Sophie to take in. What was she doing? Letting this spill into her life outside of work? Maybe he was a harmless old duffer with puffy hair, curling shirt collars and an inappropriate wardrobe. But propositions such as this often came with catastrophic consequences.

TEACHER FALLS FOR DOMINATRIX. Papers are full of such by-lines, complete with a picture of a downcast victim and an airbrushed shot of the voluptuous temptress responsible for his downfall.

Forget that! Concentrate on the money! Shamelessly, it always came down to money! Plainly, it was quite an incentive here. Her fee would cover the down payment on that sports car she coveted. For that matter, she had seen a nice second-hand model for sale at Buxton’s. That made it a phone call away. She could call tomorrow and ask them to reserve it.

All right! She told herself this was to be a one-off. There were to be no more episodes with Fowler, or anyone like him: If it didn’t happen within the walls of the establishment, it didn’t happen.

She took the next step. Gave him her mobile number So, they could make the necessary arrangements. “Try and give me a little notice,” she cautioned. “And, Stanley, I am afraid I will need the money in advance. Take my bank details and make a transfer before we meet.”

“Of course.”

“In the meantime, there is one more thing.”

“Yes, Emily. Anything you say.”

She extended her uppermost foot and let her leg swing to and fro. “My shoes. It’s been a while since they saw daylight. They are a little dusty. I think they need a clean.”

“Do you want me to give them a shine?” he asked eagerly.

“Hmm.”

He left his chair to crouch obediently beneath her swinging shoe. “Do you have a duster and a tin of polish?”

“That won’t be necessary. You can use your tongue.”

***

Having organised the taxi in advance, Stanley Fowler set off brimming with confidence. In keeping with the unwritten but common-sense law that said you should never reveal your address to a punter, Emily insisted on meeting him in town. Her reluctance should have told him something. It did when he thought about it, which he only did as the cab passed the bank on one corner of the street, and the hamburger joint on the other. Just as quickly, it was a thought he dismissed.

As arranged, Emily waited by the closed shopping arcade gates, hands deep in the pockets of her raincoat. First glance suggested she hadn’t gone to much trouble with her clothes. Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true. She had spent considerable time debating on the right look. Had it been a normal night out – a date or catch-up with the girls – she would have worn a cardigan, jeans, and boots. But knowing she was on an assignment that called for something more alluring, and not wishing to overdo it one way or the other, beneath her Burberry she had plumped for a linen blazer over a light top, mid-length skirt with a swishy hem, and strappy shoes with square heels.

A car slowed by the kerb. Not So, much a car or cab, it was a limousine, complete with a uniformed driver. Emily was taken aback. This surely couldn’t be her carriage. But it was. As such, it seemed Mr Fowler had spared no expense to transport them to a run-of-the-mill restaurant that was only a few miles away. With some authority, he wound down one of the darkened windows, motioning for her to join him in the back seat where there was room to hold a party.

As Emily slipped into the seat beside him, it was not only the car that surprised her. For a moment, she thought Fowler might have sent a substitute. He had made an effort with his appearance – especially his clothes. Too much so. In that time between seasons when it can often be a struggle to know what to wear, he was overdressed. Gone were the dowdy mismatched trousers and dog-eared jacket. If not in a new suit, wearing a blue flecked worsted two-piece, he was surely in one reserved for best. Judging by the box marks on his shirt, it had been bought especially for the occasion. There were cuff links, what looked like an expensive tie, and new shoes. He had also, had a haircut: slick at the sides, bushy on top, carefully cropped to disguise one or two thinning patches.

It appeared that Mr Fowler’s clothes weren’t the only things he had changed. He seemed unnecessarily confident, like a man finally coming out of hiding. Maybe he thought paying So, much money to fund the evening entitled him to be more assertive. Maybe, lording it in his seat upholstered with sumptuous leather, he regarded himself as the big man in town.

Hoping this was the extent of the embarrassment he would subject her to for the evening, but reminding herself of its end reward, Emily gave him an unconvincing smile.

The meal was at Sisco’s, a place Emily knew. She had eaten there occasionally. It was more a bistro than a fancy restaurant. Not that she minded. It was clean with a predictably simple menu – the sort of place where clientele didn’t linger. To Emily – by now it was generally accepted between the two of them that that was her name – it suited her purpose.

Midweek, and it wasn’t particularly busy. Tables were in unimaginative columns. What diners there were bent over their food in obedient lines, eating, and chortling quietly above the clinking of wine glasses. Fowler and Emily sat across from one another. On their table there was an artificial rose in a thin-stemmed vase. A waiter wearing a striped waistcoat brought an iced water jug and two glasses. With the two of them having decided it was not a night for culinary indulgence, he took their restrained order for half a carafe of house red and left them with menus.

Mr Fowler looked nervous. A prickle of sweat formed on his brow. It became a trickle as he loosened his tie and fiddled with the menu. Emily asked if he was all right. He admitted feeling nervous.

Attempting to help him regain his composure, Emily looked away, only to be confronted by another pair of eyes. Although she couldn’t be sure, the man at the nearest table resembled a punter – someone she had seen recently. There was a momentary exchange of glances. Both looked away at speed, neither wishing to betray the other.

There was a specials board that could have been left over from lunch. It didn’t make much difference, as what was on it only seemed to replicate the main menu. Emily couldn’t resist slyly grinning at the cherry gelato – recalling how, after her marriage break-up, on what was meant to be a week’s recuperative stay in Sorrento, her best friend had insisted on calling the ice-cream genitalia. Hence orders for coconut and chocolate genitalia resulted in the pair of them shrieking with laughter at the gelato stands. For a minute, lost in the memory, she snorted uncontrollably through her teeth.

“Something amusing you?” Fowler spoke with a brusqueness he might use on a student whom he was inviting to share a joke with the rest of the class.

“Nothing. Just a distant memory, that’s all. It’s not worth explaining.”

A dissolving Fowler (told you I was nervous) excused himself to use the bathroom.

The man at the adjacent table took this as a cue to scrutinise Emily. She met his gaze without flinching, feeling she ought to recognise him if there was anything to recognise. About her age, possibly a few years younger, he was smart-casual in chinos and a branded shirt; nice looking with an evenly proportioned face and a trim body. Not that this impressed Emily, who had long since regarded even the most attractive of men – particularly those she may have seen at the Orchid, who came and went with the regularity of a newspaper – as nothing more than punters.

Even so, Fowler’s reappearance was welcome. Less harassed but still uneasy, he had taken off his new tie, leaving his shirt collar undone. Emily propped her face on her open hands to give him her undivided attention, as the waiter came to take their orders.

She had to strike a fine balance. Her challenge was to concentrate on a business-like approach, thus preventing the meal from resembling an actual date. At the same time, she had to give the man opposite value for money. Therefore, she was keen to keep the chat light and impersonal. A wrong lurch in one direction or another, and she could visualise Fowler droning on about his misfortunes and failures with the opposite sex. Used to small talk these days, Emily stage-managed the conversation.

Fowler seemed uncooperative, preoccupied. She shot him lingering looks. Let her fingers skim the cruet, her hands play with her hair and massage her throat, which, in hindsight, was maybe not such a brilliant idea. She quickly reverted to more traditional covert flirting, framing her face with her hands, and widening her eyes like a starstruck young actress.

There were pauses. Emily was running low on ideas. Over the anti-pasta, she reminded herself of her mission, and the money that was resting So, comfortably in her bank account as a result.

A thousand pounds was a great deal to earn for one night. Emily was aware of that. In charging So, much, she was in competition with the likes of Honey and Angelina, or the surly-faced London models that slept with johns for the night in Mayfair hotels to maintain their lifestyle when photoshoots were scarce. And she had made it plain she wasn’t even prepared to sleep with – how had he said the kids described him – Old Farty Fowler. Thankfully, at least up to now, there was no evidence that description was accurate.

The waiter brought the main courses: an unimaginative Bolognese for him, Carbonara for her. Fowler announced he had booked the limousine for ten to ten-thirty, hoping that was convenient.

“That gives us plenty of time. But you shouldn’t have gone to So, much trouble. With the car, I mean.”

“I wanted it to be right for you. I wanted you to feel special. I wasn’t sure. I don’t tend to do this sort of thing very often. To be frank, I don’t do it at all.” Far from the confident man in the car, he had become uncertain, confused: an alien who had crash-landed on his way to another galaxy.

“I don’t get out too much myself these days, So, it’s an occasion for us both.”

“As I said, at first, I was nervous about tonight. I suppose I still am.”

“There’s no need. Everything is fine.”

“That’s good. I So, want it to be. Maybe we could consider doing something like this on a more permanent basis.”
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