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Prologue




2004




It had all started so swimmingly.

I was fabulously on heat, as excited and aroused as only a twenty-one-year-old naked in the early morning Caribbean can be. Gooey and doe-eyed, my heart bursting with love, I wallowed in the silken joy of warm water eddying between my legs, caressing me in ways equal only to the erotic skills of my lover.

With a gentle breast-stroke, I glided gingerly back across the reef towards the tiny secluded beach, wary of snagging anything important on a submerged rock, a frond of dead coral or, worst of all, a spikey sea urchin. Ahead, I saw Naomi tilt back her lovely face and close her eyes against the first rays of the tropical sun. A wave broke over me and, as I blinked away the salty water, I saw my queen lean backwards and stretch luxuriously, her strong thighs tensing around that fortunate yellow banana of our upturned plastic canoe. As a frisky graduate in French, fresh out of Cambridge, I adored everything about this girl: her supple and lithe body, her laughter, the confidence and stability she had inspired for three years at university, and above all, her immense positive energy and appetite for life. The attraction of opposites.

I flipped over onto my back, lifted my hips, and fingered my dick, encouraging it to rise to the occasion. Soon it was satisfactorily stiff in the warm breeze, sticking out of the water and creating a small wake behind me as I swam. My stomach muscles were trembling; I needed to make love with Naomi one last time, right there on the beach.

I smiled to myself as I recalled moments from our passionate and unruly night at the Blue Waters Inn. I was not much concerned about unseen neighbors repeatedly banging on the wall, but I would never dare own up to the hotel management about the broken bed leg. (To the sound of splintering wood, and laughing hysterically, we had found ourselves tipped onto the cold, tiled floor.) As a result of this accident, Naomi and I had risen before dawn, loaded the car, and fled over the hill to the picturesque fishing village of Charlotteville for a final trip round the headland to Lover’s Bay. Having upturned our leaking canoe, I had left my lover to watch the sunrise whilst I swam round a wooded lump of rock towering over the coral reef like a vast green fairy cake. “We locals call it Booby’s Island,” Naomi had insisted. “There’s no need to giggle, Andrew, it’s named after the seabirds which nest there, not your favorite parts of my anatomy.”

Treading water for a moment, I slipped my orange swimsuit from my right shoulder and with some difficulty squeezed myself into it again. Modesty restored, and splashing back through the shallows, I briefly fingered my groin — the ring was still safe in its tiny pouch.

“You and your proboscis, Andrew,” Naomi called, adjusting her lime-colored bikini strap. “When you came round the island, I mistook it for a submarine’s periscope.” She leaned up and kissed me, a finger trailing down my dripping body. “I’ve never known such a man for skinny dipping!”

“I deny nothing,” I said. “But it states in the rules that orange bathing trunks should always be shouldered when swimming off Tobago. To allow the healing waters to lap freely about the gonads.”

“Mad, whitey-pokey Englishman.” Her accent had thickened up again since leaving Cambridge. She handed me the suntan oil. “Time to cream up or you’ll be in agony on the plane home.”

“It’s all very well for you natives to mock,” I said, noting her salacious grin, “but you didn’t exactly relish our bracing English winters, did you?”

“That’s why I moved back home,” she said. I over-squeezed the bottle and a blob of white gloop spurted prematurely onto the sand. “Oh, give it to me!” she cried, flinging a shapely leg over the canoe.

Turning, I squatted between her legs, my arms draped over her thighs while strong hands slithered cool over my shoulders and back. I gazed out towards the forested crags enclosing Man-of-War Bay, myriad vivid greens against the perfect blue of the sky. The sea was glinting like a tray of diamonds.

“Why so quiet, lover boy?”

“Just fixing Paradise in my memory,” I said with a sudden gasp as Naomi’s fingers push southwards; things were beginning to stir again.

“Actually, I was just wondering…” I faltered, my stomach in knots. “Can I ask you something, as it’s my last day?”

“Of course.” Her toes were flexing in the pink sand, tiny red particles of desiccated coral trickling between them. “You wan’ ‘make baby’ with me again? Is that it, fellah?”

I clambered round to face her, my nose inches from her glorious cleavage. “Yes, obviously, but––”

“It’s illegal, you know, getting naked on a beach in Trinidad and Tobago. Anyway, you have a plane to catch.”

“I still have about six hours, Naomi.” I hooked a finger into her bikini top and pushed my tongue into the gap. Her dark, smooth flesh tasted salty and delicious. “Besides, there’s no one here to see us.”

She gave a little sigh and a shudder as my lips closed around a nipple. Disposing of both shoulder straps, I cupped her other breast, squeezing the engorged teat between the knuckles of my first and second fingers. “Oooh,” she groaned, grabbing my face and slipping her tongue briefly between my teeth. “You know just what to do, don’t you? I’m going to miss you so much.”

One of her hands, still slimy with sun block, began to slide up and down between my buttocks whilst the other pushed into the front of my bathing suit, grasping for my cock. It was my turn to cry out at her firm grip. “Let me get rid of this hateful garment,” I muttered.

“No, Andrew, it’s against the law!” With her fist firmly around me, she was squeezing and pulling, making me judder and tingle from head to toe. “I can’t afford to be reported by some fisherman, not if I want a job in government.”

“Right, Mrs I.T. Expert,” I smiled, “partially clothed it is.”

I lay her gently back onto the canoe and, my cock still being kneaded, knelt at her side and smoothed her midriff. With my right hand flowing lightly over her exposed breasts, I drew my left hand slowly from her knee to her thigh before slipping it into her bikini briefs. I lifted the fabric away just enough to allow my tongue room to reach through the dark hairs to her vagina. “Mm,” I said, pulling back for a second. “You’ve not been swimming, yet you’re already so wet.”

“Stop talking, man, and do your thing,” came the breathy instruction. I could see nothing of her face beyond the folds of bikini top and the splendid double peaks of her upturned breasts. Unconsciously, perhaps, she was rubbing a finger over the oily tip of my cock. I was in danger of coming too soon.

Still squeezing her nipples, I leaned forward a little more, my tongue encountering no resistance as I passed it up, down, and from side to side. Naomi always enjoyed my nose being pressed into her pelvic bone; I could hear her sighs over the sound of the sea behind me. Her whole body was undulating rhythmically on the canoe.

And then, suddenly, the muscles of her legs taut, her feet digging into the sand, she let out a cry. “Aaaah! Yes, Andrew! Oh God, yes!” Writhing, she came again and again, the canoe rocking and crunching against a pebble. I reached under her, seized the back of those green briefs and tugged them down. She was beyond protesting as I flung them high onto a rock. “I want you!” she shrieked, letting go of my throbbing cock. “Inside me! Now!”

Abandoning her breasts, I ripped off my own swimsuit, tossed it to join hers and threw myself over her, plunging deep into her warmth and throwing my head back in ecstasy. As I exploded, an extra large wave — with a perfect sense of occasion, I thought — foamed up the sand and crashed into us. Soaked, laughing, and panting, we held each other as, to my continuing thrusts, my lover gave in to two or three more orgasms. “I love you, Naomi, my darling!” I kissed salt water out of her eyes. “Will you marry me?”

“What, Andrew?” Her body went suddenly slack. “Marry you?”

“Yes,” I said, adrenalin pumping through me. She had turned away, looking out to sea. “I’m asking if you would do me the honor of becoming my wife.”

She did not reply, but held me so tightly on top of her that I was unable to reach for my discarded trunks and the concealed engagement ring. Over a sudden singing in my ears, I was dimly aware of water sluicing across the reef behind me, of the ferns, palms and mangoes clinging to the rocky cliff above, their tendrils and roots dangling over the sand. A gaggle of fat green parrots squawked and prattled overhead. Gently, I pulled back to search her face, but her eyes were closed.

“Naomi?”

With a harrowing sigh, she folded my head into her breasts and wept silently, tears rolling down her cheeks and plopping into the sand.




• • •




It would be convenient to think that it was purely the width of the Atlantic that finished us off. In fact, it was my lover’s unerring instincts about me as a long-term prospect that proved insurmountable. Naomi was nothing if not forthright with me, and her parting lecture at Crown Point Airport later that day stung like a contact lens dipped in hot pepper sauce. She took me in her arms after check-in and gave me The Look, her startling blue eyes piercing my very soul.

“Andrew,” she began, her exotic scent causing me to tremble with a heady mix of desire and despair. “You keep saying there’s no call for a French graduate like you in the Caribbean. This may be true, but what you term ‘an irrelevant degree’ from one of the planet’s top universities does not release you from making any real contribution to life. You’ve been bleating on for months about applying to the Foreign Office or the British Council — ‘using your languages’ — but you’ve done nothing!” Even in the shade, the afternoon heat outside the terminal was becoming oppressive. “Drive, compliance, ambition, and motivation are all missing from your lovely DNA, and even if you did get an interview, those ‘dreary civil servants’ — your phrase, not mine, Andrew — would see through your comfortable indolence immediately.”

“I know, but—”

“Shh, Andrew!” She held me still tighter, enfolding me in the sensual, soft roundness of her tummy. Out of habit, my hands slid down over her hips to pull her bottom (her “bamsie” in the local jargon) towards me. I was utterly aroused by her and she knew it. “The problem is, fellah, that you inherited an easy life. You’ve a lovely flat in London and a pile of cash most people can only dream of, and as a result you’re never going to make anything of yourself. You have a body to die for, Andrew, and you use it to best advantage, making love like a god, but I can’t have you hanging around me waiting for something to happen. I’m about to land a job in government security and I’m not in the market for a needy house-husband, however loving and kind.”

Naomi, you most beautiful and exotic creature, why are you doing this to me when my heart aches to lie once more in your powerful, consoling embrace? How I long to feel those dark thighs of yours squeeze my torso, to bury my face in those extraordinary breasts, to lose myself inside you. Surreptitiously, she reached down and pressed her fingers against the engorged lump in my shorts, the gentlest of admonishments even at this moment of heartbreak. Mute, I waited as she stood back and appraised me, her full lips slightly parted, her tongue, pink and sensuous, moving slowly behind her teeth. The color of burnt umber, her glorious bare shoulders and plummeting cleavage glowed with their own kissable energy and fragrance in the awful heat of this tropical afternoon. Her hair was tied back, golden highlights mirroring a pair of piratical earrings I’d bought her at the market in Store Bay.

Dejected and close to tears, I lowered my gaze, the archetypal sunburnt colonial in shorts, shirt, and Panama hat. “I still love you, Naomi, whatever you think of me.”

Seemingly so adult, my queen folded her arms and shook her head. “Listen, when you’ve come up with a life plan for yourself, give me a call and we might have something to discuss. I love you too, Andrew, but not in that way. Not any more.” She looked me in the eye and made that irritatingly derisive sucking noise with her mouth. It’s a Trini thing.

“Naomi!” I cried. “You dare to –– what’s your word? –– ‘steups’ at me? At a time like this?”

“I steups at you, Mr. Billingham, because you deserve it and I’m trying not to cry.” She was stroking my arm. “We had great times together, didn’t we? I’m that glad I nabbed you before that loopy professor did, whatever her name was.”

“Naomi, please!” I felt myself blushing under my tan. “That shabby little episode in my life is forever closed! Taboo topic — we agreed.”

She sighed, ruffling my hair as if I was three. “That bashful little Harrison Ford half-smile will ensure that you won’t be alone for long.” She smoothed her yellow dress, shouldered her bag. My voice was no longer functioning. “We’re not students anymore, Andrew. This is real life now; time to grow up.”

Is she going to kiss me one last time? No.

Naomi wiped her eyes. “Thank you for everything,” she said. “And good luck.”

And with that, she turned and walked away, leaving me standing on the footpath numb with disbelief. At least she hadn’t offered to shake my hand. The sight of her slow, sexy gait brought tears of impotent rage and regret to my eyes. You’re not exactly putting up a fight to keep her, are you?

“Eh eh?” broke in a rasping Trini voice at my elbow. “What happenin’ wid you?”

I swung irritably to my left. A wiry little man in a green T-shirt and cut-off denims was grinning toothily up at me. “Nothing,” I managed, “I’m just angry.”

“You is angry? But you is in Paradise!”

“It’s a long story.”

Furrowing his shiny, dark brow, the man steupsed pointedly at me. I stepped away before he could utter further Caribbean platitudes. Squinting against the afternoon glare, I was in time to see Naomi’s sensual figure disappear behind Joe’s Rum Shop on the corner. “Get Drunk here” read the sign. Not a bad plan.




• • •




I spent the first part of that miserable flight home gazing out of the window at the towering blues, greens and oranges of the clouds which immortalized for me that last West Indian sunset. As darkness fell, I slid into a quagmire of defensive vitriol, railing at Naomi’s unfeeling lack of understanding and my own ridiculous failure to stand up for myself. Later, a doll-like hostess touched my shoulder and enquired whether I’d done with my tray of congealed slime. “I’m finished,” I murmured. And did I fantasize about whether she would take pity on me and offer to reduce my sense of worthlessness in the privacy of the staff sleeping area? I did.

Two inaudible movies and an hour’s broken sleep later, I had reached a jet-lagged decision to buy a sturdy backpack and another plane ticket somewhere. Naomi was right: there had to be something useful I could do.


Part One




2013


Chapter One




“Bryony, may I ask you a question?”

“Is it personal?” She leans her head on my shoulder and slides her fingers between my thighs.

“Reasonably so.”

“Good. I was hoping it would be.” She nudges my legs apart, her little finger exploring. “Well?” Her smile is bright and innocent. “What’s this question, man? Cat got your tongue?”

“You naughty, horny girl,” I gulp, adjusting myself in the cramped seat and burying my nose in her hair. I am aware of the small cuboid package in my pocket, digging into my hip, and I need a second or two to reconsider my plan. There hasn’t been a moment all day to put it into action and the top deck of a London bus is hardly conducive to what I have in mind. Besides, we both have even more pressing needs. “I was wondering––” I wrench her hand out of my lap “––whether you’ve ever visited the Albert Hall. If we stay put for another twenty minutes, this bus takes us right there. We could go in and have a look round.”

“For a lover you ask the strangest things. I thought we were heading back to Pimlico. Spend the morning at Camden Lock, you said, and then home for tea.”

“Ah, but I’ve changed my mind. Do you know the song ‘Isabelle made love in the Royal Albert Hall’? It’s by Jake Thackeray.”

“No, can’t say I do,” she replies, her hand insistent between my legs again. “Am I to take it that you’re intent upon following the example of this Isabelle’s sexually pioneering spirit?”

I am becoming breathless, my hips moving involuntarily. “Well, yes, I thought that in deference to her ground-breaking work, we might honor — whoa! — I really must ask you to desist, my darling, the man opposite is looking.”

“Let him.” She slips her silk-smooth tongue between my lips. “I couldn’t give a shit.”

The bus is slowing down. “Next stop St James’s, Piccadilly,” announces the tinny computerized voice. “Alight here for Waterstones and Hatchards bookshops, The Royal Academy, and Fortnum & Mason.”

Bryony is on her feet. “Come on, I’ve a better idea.” She grabs my hand, drags me down the stairs and off the bus. “There’ll be a quiet corner here somewhere.” She pushes through some double doors in eggshell blue. “It’s nearly tea time and Fortnum & Mason has a reputation for genteel hospitality.”

“You’re right,” I hiss, carelessly brushing her breast with the back of my hand. “I know just the place.”

The lift doors close. I punch the button, and am pushed back against the brass rail. No chaste peck on the cheek for me, but a passionate embrace involving exploration with tongues and a slim, cold hand down my trousers. “What if there are hidden cameras?” I say.

“It’ll be a bonus for the security men,” comes the reply as the doors ping open.

Dizzy with excitement, I straighten my clothes and enter the Aladdin’s cave that is Fortnum’s third floor. It is an emporium laden with gifts for the gentleman who has everything: ties, gloves and socks, silken scarves, silver hip-flasks and whisky decanters, canes with horse-head pommels, wallets, and briefcases. There are elephant-hide toiletry bags containing Marvis toothpaste (you certainly don’t see that at Tesco’s) and badger hair shaving brushes at three months’ salary apiece.

At the far end of this wood-paneled treasure-house there is an understated sign indicating a “W.C.” To the muffled soundtrack from The Lord of the Rings, I take Bryony’s hand and, dodging a twice life-sized stuffed leather Labrador, we dart down the short, carpeted corridor to our destination.

“Sorry I can’t run to a bedroom at The Ritz, my darling,” I pant, “but this is the nearest available love-nest on a chilly Sunday afternoon in spring.”

She seizes my jacket collar, pulls my face down, and kisses me again. “I’m not worried, Andrew.” She begins to unfasten the belt of her raincoat. “Go in and see if the coast’s clear.”

I push open the door and peer inside. High, frosted windows, an Art Deco tiled floor, urinals, and two cubicles; nobody in residence. “Come in quick,” I giggle. Bryony’s hands are flitting over her coat buttons. I lock the cubicle door behind us, my whole body tingling with anticipation. “This is very naughty,” I whisper, fumbling with my own belt.

“Take everything off,” she commands, wide-eyed. “I dare you!”

“Don’t be daft!” My heart is pounding. “What if somebody comes in?”

“We’ll just have to be perfectly still until they go again.” She untucks me and thrusts both hands inside my shirt. “Besides, a typical Fortnum’s customer will be too up his arse to notice! Strip or I’ll whistle for that leather dog!” She pushes my jacket off and tosses it into the corner while I slip kisses under her jaw. Her hand is suddenly back inside my boxers. I gasp as she squeezes me, fingers moving expertly and with exquisite sensitivity amongst my bits and pieces.

Breathless, hardly daring to move, I take her face in both hands. “Kiss me, Andrew,” she sighs, her blue eyes sparkling. “All over. And if you’re good, if you’re very good, I’ll take you—”

“Oh, Bryony—”

“For a Fortnum’s cream tea.” I suppress a delicious bubble of laughter, breathe her in. My lips explore her cheeks, linger over her mouth and finally seek out that favorite spot of hers behind her left ear. She quivers a little, the scent of her short hair intoxicating me. Her lips find mine once more and, as we kiss, I undo her jeans and reach between her thighs, pressing my hand against the front of her knickers and tilting her hips against me. She is warm with anticipation.

Ignoring the rest of my shirt buttons, I rip the garment over my head while she undoes my trousers. My shoes kicked off, blue chinos dropped to the floor, she crouches at my feet, holding down the front of my boxers and deftly taking the end of my dick between her lips. Her head rocking gently backwards and forwards, she pulls down my underwear and — this is a surreal touch, but she is a girl with standards — helps me off with my socks, one by one. Opening her glorious mouth again, my lover leans back on her haunches and looks me up down, appraising my naked body.

“Mmm, not bad, Andrew. Not bad at all.”

“Why thank you, beautiful. I do my best to give satisfaction.” Oscar Wilde is deeply embedded in my psyche; I feel he would have approved of our passion in so public a place.

Supporting herself on the stiffest thing she can find to hand, she pulls off her own blouse. Extending her arms, she braces herself between the cubicle walls, her long legs bare, hips at a seductive angle, her enticing burgundy lingerie perfectly toning with her pale skin. Such sensuous, perfumed beauty leaves me spellbound, even in a gents’ lavatory at Fortnum’s. At my approach, her body heaves and undulates with excitement. Gently, I let my fingertips glide outwards across her creamy cleavage and under her arms, reaching behind her to release the bra. Free of all constraints, her perfect breasts fall into my hands, warm and heavy. I cup them together, making her sigh by rubbing my thumbs gently across the nipples. “Well, hello again, you two,” I grin. “It’s been too long.”

“It’s been five hours, Andrew.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“Sorry. Should’ve known better than to interrupt such a happy reunion.”

“Quite.” I pass my tongue slowly across first one nipple then the other. “Excuse me while I assume the position.” There is just enough room for me to kneel in front of Bryony. I push my nose once more into her cleavage, submerging myself for a delicious moment in her softness, rolling my face from side to side, kissing and licking between her breasts. The magically smooth warmth of her skin sends tingles of longing down to my toes.

She leans back now against the door and groans faintly as I travel downwards across her abdomen, my tongue tracing a damp line towards her navel. It’s my turn to hook thumbs into knickers, and I pull them firmly down so that she can step out. We are both naked. As each leg lifts, I stroke under her thigh with both hands, molding and massaging as if to memorize this exquisite form, this moment, forever. Unable to resist any longer, I slide my hands slowly around her hips until my little fingers meet under her buttocks. Closing my eyes, I push forward between her legs, tease her with the tip of my tongue. I feel her arcing her back, pressing her pelvic bone into me.

“Stand up,” she whispers. “Let me look at you.” A sudden hint of sadness flickers momentarily behind her eyes. I pause for a second, a dull dread invading me.

“What is it, Bryony?”

“Later, my love,” she smiles, a little too chirpily. “It’ll keep.” She kisses me, her teeth lingering on my lower lip. “Now, what have we here?” With a sudden movement, she cups my balls in one hand and pushes me gently backwards towards the lavatory seat.

“Sit down, gorgeous. It’s time.”

I do as I’m told and, leaning back, I grasp her waist and pull her towards me. An invitingly erect nipple hovers for a second near my mouth. I am about to make a lunge when, with a deft movement of a long shapely leg, she straddles me.

“God, I want you, Bryony,” I manage to murmur. “I want you now.”

“And so you shall have me, lover mine,” she grins, reaching between our legs and guiding me inside her. This is the moment of which I dream. I close my eyes to relish the welcoming warmth, especially after the cool dank air of this unromantic location. We kiss again as, with tiny movements at first, she begins to move up and down upon me, her athletic thighs flexing and relaxing as she finds her rhythm. I tighten my hold on her waist, trying to lift her a little, take some of the strain; I know I won’t have long to wait. At twenty-seven, Bryony is nothing if not physically fit and in tune with her own delicious body.

“Squeeze my bum,” she says, her teeth clenched over her lower lip. “Hard!” Not one to disobey a woman in delicto, I oblige. “And that thing with my tits — do it now.” A hand grips the back of my head and suddenly my mouth is full. She loves it when I take a nipple between my lips and apply just a little dental pressure. I count ten lifts of her pelvis before swapping to the other breast, squeezing with my thumb and index finger as I disengage. With my face so close to her, I sense every subtle change in her body: the increasingly urgent thumping of her heart, her abdomen quivering as she slips up and down on me, faster and faster until suddenly, and with a suppressed cry, she stiffens and falls into me, her bottom and neck damp with a gentle sweat. Her pheromones are rampant and I’m about to lose control.

“Your turn, you sexy beast,” she moans, giving a final shudder. “God, how you turn me on. How do you even do that?” She leans away from me, gripping my shoulders with both hands so that I can see nearly all of her, the graceful arch of her torso gleaming in the dim gray light from the windows. Holding her hips, I let my eyes linger, feasting on the curved and erotic shapes created by the shadows of her arms and breasts; seeing her thighs, powerful and smooth, beginning to flex around my waist, I imagine myself a sculptor whose masterpiece has come to life. Deep between us, amongst the damp, dark hair, I can make out where we are conjoined, our bodies as one, pressing and writhing together. About to explode now, my hands flit wildly over her face and body, sometimes pulling her towards me for further ravenous kisses, sometimes letting her go in order to gaze into her blue eyes.

Her second orgasm coincides precisely with mine. Unable to contain myself anymore, I come with an explosion of tiny lights which cascade about me as I press my face into her neck. I am nearly horizontal now, the back of my head pressed against the lavatory cistern.

“Well, well, Mister Man,” gasps Bryony as our mutual joy subsides. “That’s a first for me; twice on a porcelain pedestal. And in Fortnum’s. Thank you!”

“No, please!” I can hardly speak. “Thank you! You’re an absolute angel and––”

I never finish whatever platitude I am about to utter because at this point the gents’ door opens and someone comes bustling in, leather-soled shoes clattering on the tiled floor. Our door is rattled (as am I) before the visitor enters the adjacent cubicle. Coitus interruptus, we hear him slam over the bolt and unzip. A pause, and then the sounds of copious peeing. One shiny brown brogue visible under the partition; we shuffle our feet towards the wall.

“Thank God he’s not settling in for the long haul,” I mouth into Bryony’s slightly pointed, pixie-like ear. She is beginning to giggle, her body jiggling up and down with tiny movements.

“Keep still, you bad girl, or he’ll hear you!”

To my alarm, such concentration on our new neighbor is causing wilt. Although I am pushing myself into her as hard as I can, I take the precaution of pulling out some sheets of paper. My lover is now sniggering uncontrollably and, to cover any audible snorts, I cough twice and hum a snatch of “Oh, What a Wonderful World” which only makes matters worse. I am sweating with embarrassment. Our neighbor has finished peeing and is evidently involved with tucking the oldest member away again. “In your own time, old boy,” I mutter, glaring at the wall. “Off you fuck.”

“Be patient, my handsome,” whispers Bryony. “He’ll bugger off in a minute.” Her tongue slithers eagerly into my ear and begins to trace the internal contours. With a spare hand, she reaches down to fondle my balls again, making the curly black hairs in my loins tingle. A wet finger passes tantalizingly back and forth across my bottom and I feel myself starting to expand and tighten inside her again. “There’s a good boy.” She is smiling with satisfaction. “We didn’t want a disappointing mess, did we?”

We kiss again, half-listening to the man’s final preparations for departure. As his toilet flushes, we slip to the floor and there, crouched upon me, Bryony starts slowly, inexorably to move up and down again, digging her nails into my shoulders. Then, as the door adjacent to us bangs open, she comes in for a third orgasm, this time more vociferously. She is convulsed with laughter and I clap my hand over her mouth. “Bryony! Ssshhhh!”

There’s a sharp rap on the door. Our door. “Who’s in there?” demands an elderly, aristocratic voice. “What the devil’s going on?”

I have no suitable answer ready, but Bryony is undaunted: “Your turn next, old fruit,” she announces in a deep, camp voice. “Pop a pair of crisp fifties by the basin and then hop along outside and wait patiently like a good boy. I’ll be with you directly, just as soon as I’ve satisfied this most demanding of young customers.” She emphasizes her expertise by suddenly poking a finger into my bottom. I emit a yelp.

“Do you mind?” shouts our unseen guest. “You blasted perverts! I’ve a good mind to report you.” We hear him washing his hands and pulling out an extravagant sheaf of paper towels. (There was a time when Fortnum’s supplied neatly folded white flannels.) “Bloody pooftahs. Unbelievable! Should be horse-whipped, the both of you.” He utters a final growl of disapproval before banging the main door behind him. We both burst into snorts of laughter.

“Are we done here, mademoiselle?” I enquire eventually. “Or are you in the market for another couple?”

“Andrew, my handsomest of sex slaves, your work here is done. Except I need to use that loo. And then we might think about dressing again.”

I disentangle myself from her. “Besides, we don’t want to cause a scene. I bet the management takes a dim view of naturism.”

We are disturbed only once more, but this time we manage to be grown-up enough to remain silent until the intruder finishes his ablutions. One more tight embrace and we cautiously step back into the shop proper. There being no gentlemen in leather brogues anywhere to be seen, and given that ours will be looking for a male couple, Bryony and I are brazen enough to shimmer proprietorially down the red-carpeted staircase. Two staff members in morning coats glance appreciatively at us as we pass. “Good afternoon, madam, sir,” says one, bowing slightly.

Ten minutes later, we are ensconced at a corner table in the Mezzanine Restaurant, the promised cream teas on their way.


Chapter Two




With Bryony on my arm, I am accustomed never to have to ask for anything from any male member of the service industry. Her beauty, style and charm draw the very best performance from everybody, myself included, if what she is saying is true.

“Andrew, you are the best, most exciting and stimulating lover I could wish for.” She reaches past the silver teapot to squeeze my hand. “I’m still buzzing all over. You have fired endorphins down to the tips of my fingers and toes.” Her words causing immediate stirrings between my legs, I lean across the table and, despite sidelong glances from an elderly couple to my left, kiss her slowly on the lips. I allow my tongue to linger, relishing a remnant of strawberry jam. “In fact, I’ve changed my mind,” she adds, as I settle back into my chair. “I think I could manage another one or two.”

“What? Orgasms?”

“No! Scones, you bad man!” She passes the tip of her tongue over her upper teeth and looks knowingly into my eyes. There is further stiffening in my boxers and I squirm a little to rearrange matters. She raises an eyebrow. “Not comfortable, darling?” she enquires. “Need to stand up and get one thing straight?”

Gently, I flex my ankles in order to lift my side of the table a couple of inches with my thighs. “No, I’m fine. It’s just that something’s come up.”

She snorts with laughter as my cup slips across its saucer, knocking the tea-strainer onto the white table-cloth. “Do try and behave, Andrew.” She glances to her right. “Uh-oh — judgemental neighbor alert.”

I follow her gaze: a po-faced, middle-aged couple are pretending not to be watching us through a three-tiered cake stand. “They’re only jealous.”

“How so?”

“Well, firstly, they haven’t had sexual congress since 1954 and secondly, when they did, it was just the once, with pyjamas and nightie on, lights out, missionary position, and no orgasm for the young bride.” Bryony is attempting to stuff her napkin into her mouth. “And thirdly, they’re jealous because, unlike them, we are happy and in love.”

A waiter approaches, French or possibly Belgian. He makes much of straightening his gray waistcoat and smoothing back his hair. A stocky little man, running to fat already, he is but one of the four Fortnum’s waiters who have fallen over themselves to abandon their allocated tables in favor of serving Bryony this afternoon. Ostensibly, he wants to know whether we — or, more specifically she — would like anything more to eat or drink. He is virtually salivating over her, his eyes bulging as they roam over her neck and cleavage, thrilling to fruitless fantasies of fornicating à la française with her.

“We’re just deciding.” She favors him with a glance, just long enough to be polite, but cursory enough to put him in his place. “Can you give us five minutes?”

“Certainly, madame,” he simpers, his ego deflating like an old accordion on the Boulevard St. Germain. “À votre service.” He minces away, tight trousers doing his bottom no particular favors.

“Listen, Andrew, I do have something to tell you.” That look in her eyes again. “God, how I wish things could be different.”

A numbness begins to creep though me. “What are you saying, my darling? Tell me. What’s happening?” Don’t say you’re ill. Please.

She looks across at me with such sadness that I nearly burst into tears. “I can hardly bear to say it,” she murmurs, lowering her eyes, “but I’m going away. I didn’t want to tell you, not after such a fabulous weekend together, but work is sending me to … to Papua New Guinea.”

“What the—?” Nausea surges through me. “How long for?”

She signals for our bill. “Five months. Maybe six.”

For a moment I cannot speak, torn between unutterable longing to remain at my companion’s side and what I know she needs to do to further her career. “How will we manage?” I say at last. “I can’t not see you for that long.” I take her beautiful face in my hands. “Am I supposed to sit here and wait for the postcard announcing you’ve been married off to some hairy Christadelphian charity worker in sandals and cut-off jeans?”

“I shan’t marry anyone else, Andrew.”

“You promise? Because I’m not available to be godfather to any of the squadron of kids you plan to assimilate out there, not all of them adopted.”

“Let’s not talk about it in here. I need some air.”

The squat waiter looks askance at me as, two minutes later, I palm him a note and escort a tearful Bryony to the staircase. We scurry along Jermyn Street past Bates the Hatter and Floris. “I know a secluded bench in St James’s Square,” I say, putting my arm around my girl and steering her to the right. “Ideal for distraught lovers.”

A park-keeper spiking litter informs us that we have twenty-four minutes precisely before he’s legally obliged to close the gardens. I nod to him and lead Bryony to a free bench beside a mahonia bush from where we can look up at the plane trees. Beyond bright green new leaves, clouds scud menacingly.

“It’s bloody freezing,” shivers Bryony, nuzzling into me. I wrap my scarf round her neck and pull her towards me, kissing the top of her head and stroking my hand along her thigh. I can’t live without her; of this, I’m certain. “I’m so sorry, Andrew,” she says. “It’s been a nightmare at work this week. I’ve tried to duck out of the trip, but the boss is adamant. The money’s in place right now and the contract is too big to lose. They even threatened to demote me and hire in another specialist, but it’ll be someone they won’t know and certainly wouldn’t trust to see the job through. Besides, it’s my design.”

I hold her close. “In some ways, it’s an honor to be the chosen lover of Britain’s most up-and-coming bridge engineer. In others, it’s a complete bloody nightmare.” I lean my head against hers. “But, you know, I’m never going to stop you pursuing this fabulous career. You’ve worked so hard for it, but might there be room for a little one in your hand-luggage if I promise to behave?”

“I asked them that too, but husbands, partners, lovers, and domestic animals are strictly off-limits.”

“What about soulmates?”

“Definitely not.” She snuggles into me. “I did have an idea, though.”

“You did? It had better be a good one.”

“Well, it seemed all right last night when I was fretting about it.”

“I’m agog, but if it’s anything less than asking me to marry you, then the answer’s no.”

“Marry you?”

“Yes, marry me.”

“Are you asking?”

“I am, Bryony.” I assume the position. “And not just because you’re going into exile.” I clasp both her hands. “Would you do me the infinite honor of becoming my wife? I love you so. I always have and always will. I can love no one else.”

She pauses and looks down at me. Behind her, the park-keeper is poised near the gate, his hand on a full bin-bag. He is looking intently our way and seems also to be awaiting her answer.

“Before I give you my considered response, and before your knees get too damp, let’s just finish what we were saying.” She kisses my forehead. “I am going away; I love you and you love me.” I gaze into her eyes, but cannot guess what she is about to say. “Andrew, this is what I was thinking last night: I don’t mind what you get up to while I’m away, whom you sleep with, but—”

“I hope you don’t think I’m going to wave you off at Heathrow and then leap into bed with the first floozy I meet. I am yours, Bryony. I’m not planning to shag around.”

“Andrew, shush. Things happen when partners are separated, and it really doesn’t matter, not in the long term.” I am about to remonstrate again, but she puts a cool index finger to my lips. “I wouldn’t mind too much, even if I did find out about your dalliances or mistakes or needs or whatever you men call them. But losing you will break my heart. I mean if you fall in love with someone else; that I could not bear.” I squeeze her fingers, humbled by her love and generosity of spirit. “Do we have a deal?”

“Of course we do.” My voice sounds husky. “Provided the arrangement’s mutual. But am I allowed one condition of my own?”

“Certainly.”

“That you answer my earlier enquiry.”

“I will. I hadn’t forgotten.”

“And?”

“Of course I’ll marry you, my darling boy. Did you doubt it? Just as soon as I return from distant lands. An autumn wedding.”

I lift her hands to my lips, tears splashing onto her knuckles. “Thank you, Bryony. Thank you from my heart. I don’t know why I’ve waited so long to ask. I’ve known ever since we met all these happy months ago.” I reach into my jacket pocket and shuffle forward on my knees, sensible to every ridge of each tiny stone on the path. “Here,” I smile at her, “I know it was presumptuous, but I brought something with me in case — in the hope that you’d say yes. I’ve been waiting all day.”

With an intake of breath, she opens the ring box and bursts into tears herself. “Oh, Andrew, it’s beautiful.” Swiftly, she kisses me and holds out her hand for me to slip the ring onto her finger. The sapphire and double diamond sparkle exquisitely against her skin. “It’s a perfect fit.”

“I borrowed one of your other rings.”

“I love you, my future husband. Kiss me.”

We lose ourselves in this blissful moment until a vigorous round of applause brings us down to Earth. The park-keeper has been orchestrating a group of Japanese tourists and, as we look round, the clicks and flashes of twenty phones and cameras make me feel like royalty.

“Time, please, lady and gentleman,” the man is grinning. “And may I be the first to congratulate you both?” He pulls off a glove and shakes our hands. “You’re St James’s first proposal of the season. It couldn’t have happened to a nicer couple. My wife’ll be tickled to death when I tell her.”




• • •

Two hours later, and after a somewhat forlorn meal at my flat in Pimlico, Bryony’s weekend visit to London is brought to its achingly untimely end. As usual, we spend our last precious moments hungrily canoodling like teenagers behind a pillar in a dark corner of Paddington Station. This evening’s farewells are particularly poignant because Bryony is due to fly out the following Saturday. I am hatching plots to see her one more time, but until I know her flight details, I am saying nothing.

With a sinking heart reminiscent of that awful Sunday evening “back to boarding school” feeling of my childhood, I watch the last train pull away from Platform 4 and disappear into the night.


Chapter Three




The reason for the weekly boarder status of our relationship is that Bryony forges her career in the post-industrial Wiltshire town of Swindon. Determined to bide her time as a newly qualified engineer, she endures these arrangements with commendable fortitude; a dingy maisonette overlooking former shunting yards may be all she can afford on her current salary, but we both know that these humble lodgings reflect neither her talent nor her future earning potential.

The company in which she has made herself so indispensable has built itself a vast steel and plate-glass edifice on fertile arable land near the M4 motorway. “It’s fine for dullard automatons like me who spend every waking hour there,” Bryony wrote to me once, “because the planners have really pushed the boat out to render the environment suitable for human habitation. No expense has been spared in their attempts to deaden the constant roar of traffic and disguise the rolling acres of gleaming parked cars. You should see the neat rows of dying silver birch trees and municipal shrubs. There’s a McDonald’s, Starbucks, even a Frankie and Benny’s. Not to mention the twenty-first century temple to testosterone, a throbbing gym. And all in tinted triple-glazing and purple brick cladding. You’d love it, Andrew.”

As yet, I am having to take her word for it because Bryony has forbidden me to visit, but when we are married, things will presumably change and I will no doubt be decamping to these bleak post-modernist wastelands in the diseased heart of the English countryside.

My own daytime pursuits, being neither remotely modern nor financially beneficial, can hardly be called a career. Unlike Bryony, who actually makes a contribution to the wellbeing of the race, my job entails running (or cycling) between my flat in Pimlico and a narrow, pedestrian side-street near Trafalgar Square called Cecil Court. For three days a week, when I am not teaching French, I lurk like a troglodyte amongst ornate and mostly late Victorian tomes in a tiny and irrelevant bookstore called Meakins Books. Specializing in antiquarian children’s literature, and boasting an eye-wateringly-priced collection of volumes aimed at the American market, Melissa Meakins pays me a regular pittance in exchange for my undertaking to be utterly charming to that all too rare an entity, the credulous customer. On a good day in summer, I might schmooze nine or ten such specimens who, enticed by my window display of illustrated first editions or framed Alice in Wonderland prints, wander in to ask the way to Leicester Square, the British Museum or, more often than not, Foyles Bookshop.

It was on my way home that I first bumped into the girl who is to become my wife. It had been a slightly less monotonous day than usual because I had managed to persuade a collector from Cincinnati that he would forever regret not snapping up a chance-in-a-lifetime copy of Treasure Island signed by the illustrator, Edmund Dulac. He paid a fortune for it and, when I rang my boss, she offered me (in slurred tones) not only undying love but also, if I wouldn’t mind popping along to her flat in Neal Street, an evening of sustained celebratory and libidinous merriment. Given that she is a) immensely repetitious, b) obese and c) an alcoholic, I decline her offer, saying that I have a prior engagement with a visiting aunt from, erm, New Zealand. At five thirty-one, then, having stuffed my work clothes into a small rucksack and pulled on my running shoes, shorts and a singlet, I lock up shop, put on my headphones and set off at a brisk trot for Pimlico.

My run is unexceptional for the first twenty minutes. The crowds flocking outside the National Gallery are irritating, the dawdlers round the back of the Canadian Embassy completely lacking in spatial awareness, and the tourists swanning up and down The Mall oblivious to a man on a mission to cleanse and revitalize his book-musty body. I put on a burst of speed once across the famous footbridge in St James’s Park, zip over the zebra crossing and up Cockpit Steps. At the top, I accelerate again, swing right into Queen Anne’s Gate, and meet my Destiny head-on, actually colliding with a tall, blonde someone in vivid pink and black jogging in the opposite direction.

I was lost in the strains of Berlioz’s March to the Scaffold at the time and have no excuse. Which is precisely what I attempt to splutter to the girl by way of apology as we roll about on the pavement together, a tangle of cool, sweaty limbs deliciously entwined.

“My God, I’m so sorry!” I lie, gazing spellbound into enormous blue eyes. I can hardly speak, breathless in part from running but mostly as a result of the girl’s astonishing beauty. “My fault entirely,” I persist, still on top of her. “Are you all right? What must you think of me?”

Gently detaching herself, she clambers to her feet and leans back against some iron railings. Appraising me not unkindly, she begins to wind up her headphones, the sensual golden skin of her bare shoulders undulating alluringly as her muscles flex. “I will withhold my answer for the moment,” she says, sublime breasts still heaving, “but there’s no harm done. Nothing a coffee wouldn’t mend, in any case.”

“Well, that’d be lovely, if you’re sure.” My mouth is suddenly dry, my stomach trembling as I gape at her. The girl’s fair hair is cut short à la gamine and glitters like stardust in the late afternoon sunshine. Flushed with exertion, she pushes back her fringe to reveal smooth temples of utter kissability. My heart melts.

“Listen, I don’t want to hold you up,” I lie, given that I have no intention of ever letting her out of my sight again, “but there’s a decent little café round the corner by the tube station.”

“Well, lead on, kind sir,” she smiles, before looking down and zipping the headphones into her fanny-pack. She has the most exquisitely pointed pixie nose, elfin ears and — hold the phone! — no ring on the important finger.

“Here,” I say, “let me help you up.” Putting out my hands, I pull this divine creature to her feet. For a long moment, we stand before each other, still holding hands.

She is sublime.

Her face, figure, and long, long legs are utterly bewitching, and, at well over six foot tall, she is the epitome of elegance, poise and loveliness: a life-sized faerie queen. I look down into those great, blue eyes and am lost to her forever.

“Do you normally stare like this when you bump into people?” she enquires. “Or is it just that your mind is on other things?” Her voice, deep and rounded, only augments the quivering in the region of my diaphragm. I am battling an urgent desire to kiss her lips.

“I’m sorry,” I stammer, “I don’t know what came over me.” Not her; not yet. “You must think me a prize idiot.” She gives me a look which, in my confusion, I am quite unable to interpret.

“Take me to this fabled café,” she commands, releasing my hands. “I could massacre a Danish pastry.”




• • •




Unusually for this time of day, there is a free table outside the Caffé Bella Concordia in Tothill Street.

I pull back a chair for my companion. “Did I fall into a Mary Poppins pavement picture ten minutes ago, or is this really happening?”

She favors me with a dazzling smile. Perfect teeth. “We’ll know for sure only if we’re served by a gang of unruly penguins.” She unzips her fanny-pack again. “Wet-wipe?” She extracts one and dabs prettily at her upper lip.

“I thought we were having pastries.”

“I find these more effective than the average almond croissant for removing sweat and London grime. Look, here comes the waitress. Order me something long, large, and creamy.” Her face is expressionless. “And a regular cappuccino. I need to freshen up properly in the Ladies.” She is on her feet and radiating energy. “If you’re not here, though, when I come back, I’ll quite understand.” She brushes my shoulder with a finger as she passes, a jolt of her electricity shooting through me and leaving me virtually unable to give a single coherent answer to the waitress’s sullen enquiries.

Tingling with excitement, I wipe my face with a paper napkin. She’s right, this anonymous goddess: I am filthy.

“All done,” she exclaims, resuming her seat a minute or two later. “It’s getting chilly out here but I don’t want to sit inside. It reeks of bacon.”

I pull my blue work-shirt out of my rucksack. “Here, put this on — although it might be too big.”

“Why, how very gallant of you,” she says. “If you’re sure.” Of course I am. This lady would look stylish in a used refuse sack; with collar upturned and cuffs folded back, she looks absolutely adorable. Her next question comes out of nowhere. “Have you been trying to guess my name?”

“To be frank,” I say, enjoying the banter, “I’ve been musing on just this topic for weeks. It must be something that denotes extreme beauty. I’m going for classical.”

“Flirt.”

“Qui? Moi?” I lean back and gaze at her beautiful face. “Let’s start at the top: Aphrodite?” She shakes her head but I can see she is glowing with pleasure. “What about Helen — as in ‘of Troy’? Maybe Cleopatra? Dido? Diana? Brünnhilde? Brenda? Bridget. I give up.”

“You’re uncannily close,” she smiles enigmatically. “It’s Bryony.” Her lips form the word as if she were blowing me a kiss. “Apparently I’m a flowering vine in Ancient Greece. Bryony Mowbray.”

“Bryony. Mowbray.” The words roll around in my mouth like a pair of peeled cumquats. “And where does your surname derive, I wonder?” Bryony narrows her eyes and a tiny alarm bell tinkles. I am in danger of falling into a bear-trap of my own making. “Am I right in thinking,” I breezily enquire, “that at this point, certain more disappointing members of society make oblique and witty references to that olde English staple, the pork pie?”

She arches a perfect eyebrow. “Nicely negotiated, O unnamed gentleman, and you are perfectly correct. One of the beery geeks at the office made the mistake of starting a Melton Mowbray Pork Pie whispering campaign at my expense during my first week.” She wrinkles her nose. “It’s not a mistake he’ll make again, I think. ‘People like you, Colin,’ I told him at a tribunal I’d accidentally set up in the canteen, ‘people who eat too many pies shouldn’t throw stones’. I make it a rule to eliminate from my life anyone who sinks to such crass attempts at repartee.” She grins at me. “Colin’s known as ‘Porcus Pius’ now. From the Latin.”

“So you’re a force to be reckoned with, Ms. Mowbray?”

“Not at all! I’m a pussy-cat really.” She leans forward and purrs at me, causing the waitress to sniff as she delivers our goodies. “And your name, Andrew Billingham?”

“A psychic too?”

“Not really. There’s a label on your nasty little backpack thing. ‘If found’,” she is beginning to giggle, “‘please return to 33, Gloucester Street, Pimlico, London SW1’.”

“I admit it: A. Billingham Esquire, bachelor of this parish, antiquarian bookseller’s moll and occasional tutor in French.” We shake hands across the checkered plastic tablecloth. “Lovely to have bumped into you today.” I lift my coffee cup. “Here’s to all such accidents of Fate.”




• • •




Twenty minutes later, we are walking down Victoria Street towards a crossroads in our lives. Bryony moves purposefully with the supple grace and ease of a big cat, her whole body smoothly in alignment, head held high. Oddly, considering the walls of glass and steel rising sheer above us, she puts me in mind of savannahs and wide open spaces. I want so much to roll with her in the long grass. “So,” I declare, adrenalin pumping and my voice husky. “Where to now, m’lady?”

“Is this Gloucester Street pad of yours very far from here? I mean — I don’t want to presume — because we don’t know each other that well, but…” She trails off, with a delicious hint of embarrassment. I try to say something to help her out, but my mouth won’t work. “Well, in for a penny,” she announces. “I was wondering whether you had any plans for this evening.”

I force a grimace of concentration. “Give me a sec, Bryony, while I leaf through my inner social calendar which is … unaccountably empty … although I did tell my boss that I’m entertaining an aged relative this evening. She’s a horrid old aunt from New Zealand — the relative, I mean, not my boss — although, come to think of it, they’re both horrid. Repulsive, in fact.” Bryony remains silent while I witter on, gazing at me wide-eyed with her head on one side. “Unlike you, I mean,” I persist. “Actually, I was lying. To my boss — not to you, of course. I don’t possess any aunts at all. Never have.” Bryony puts a warm hand on my arm, pushes me back into a doorway. “You see,” I whisper, “I was keeping my evening free in the hope of bumping into you.”

“Enough babbling, Andrew,” she says. “Kiss me. I need to see if you taste as good as you look. That chocolate éclair has given me an appetite.”

She seizes the back of my head and presses her lips to mine. Fleetingly, I respond, but she pulls away, trailing a forefinger down my neck and shoulders before smoothing an appreciative hand over my biceps. “Mmm,” she murmurs, “not bad at all. Let’s try that again, mister.” Once more, her mouth finds mine and this time our tongues search and explore, heedless of the side-long glances and tut-tuttings from bustling Passport Office employees on their way home. My arms encircle her, hands stealing around her back and down her slim torso. Her body is surprisingly soft and feminine for someone I’m guessing is a fitness fanatic. Desire surges through me and I grip her bottom, pulling her firmly into me. A hand reaches between us, squeezing what is awakening after a long sleep.

“Is this what they mean about pheromones talking to each other?” I manage, this first kiss still reverberating through me. “Or am I in fact dead and gone to heaven?”

She holds me tight, a warm cheek resting against my paltry array of chest hairs. I must still be rather sweaty. “Well, I’m real enough,” she whispers, without moving. “I promise you that. And I have to say that from what I’m feeling right now, you certainly seem anything but dead.”

“I’ve never felt so alive,” I croak. “Something has happened between us this evening, and I’m not sure we’re ever going to be quite the same again.”

“Agreed. I’m feeling rather light-headed myself.”

“Still hungry, perhaps? What about one of my specialty omelettes? The ingredients for my usual sad-bastard dinner-for-one will probably stretch to two. My flat’s only ten minutes from here.” I risk a glance down at her. “Of course you may have other plans.”


Chapter Four




The street door has barely clunked shut behind us before she has me up against the wall and is kissing my neck and shoulders, her hands roaming voraciously over my torso and thighs. Crab-like, and with much giggling, fumbling, and stumbling, we ascend the staircase to the first floor landing. A short battle with the flat key and my door bangs open. We tumble inside, trainers kicked off, running shorts tugged down, backpacks and fanny-packs tossed away, singlets stretched over our heads. Wearing only fluorescent pink socks, knickers, and a sports bra, Bryony leaps into my arms with the agility of a kitten shinning up a tree to escape the neighbor’s dachshund. Kissing her all the while, and marveling at the long, slim legs wrapped around my naked waist, I carry my guest down the corridor to my pokey little bedroom; dropping her to the bed, I fall on top of her and there we writhe, laughing, and reveling in the sticky warmth of our damp bodies.

“You must think me a terrible old flirt,” I pant, rearranging the pillow under her head.

She snorts at this. “Well, sir, can I assume you bed every lone and vulnerable jogger you run into?”

“You are my first.”

“And a more than willing one,” she says, a determined hand pushing inside my briefs. I am rising to the occasion. “D’you think we dare get naked together?”

“I’m not sure the downstairs neighbors would approve,” I murmur. “But I’m a big boy now and—”

“You’re telling me, mister!”

I tickle her for this. “Actually, it’s just as well Graeme and Fiona aren’t home yet. We wouldn’t want to disturb their po-faced evening rituals with our frolics.”

“Graeme and Fiona, eh? They sound very prim and proper.”

“Civil servants; both work in Parliament, don’t y’know? Completely up themselves.”

“I’m sure they’re very important people in their own estimation,” says Bryony, “and I look forward to being invited downstairs for medium dry sherry.” She removes my briefs and deftly kicks them away. Her own knickers soon join them on the floor. I square up to deal with her sports bra, but with a flash of abdominal muscle, she half sits up and whips the offending article over her head. Apart from her socks, we are naked.

“So,” I ask, noting how I seem to be throbbing against her soft, warm tummy, “would this ‘beautiful flowering vine of antiquity’ like to make love with me?”

“Haven’t you forgotten something?”

“I may have a condom in the bathroom.”

“I’m not worried about that,” she retorts. “I take precautions — just in case I bump into handsome strangers in Westminster. And I’m inclined to trust you with regard to STDs.”

“I’m glad, because I have none.”

“Condoms or STDs?”

“Neither, as it happens. I don’t get out much.”

“I’m surprised.” She continues to gaze expectantly at me.

“But what else ails thee, fair maid?”

“I’ll leave you to work that out.” Her eyes flicker southwards and I sense waggling toes behind me.

“Oh, I do apologize,” I declare. “My fault. An unfortunate oversight which I’ll remedy immediately.” I have the distinct impression that I’m at an audition; not that I’ve ever attended one.

Sliding off her and crouching at the foot of the bed, I take first one foot then the other and, with my teeth, gently tug off those pink socks. Determined not to rush this exquisite moment, I drop the dainties to the carpet and attend to her toes. These are perfect with nails unpainted and, magically, apart from a hint of apricot, bear not the slightest aroma. Gently massaging the soles of her feet with my thumbs, I allow my tongue to flow across the tips of those toes before letting it slither between them, relishing the soft ridges of skin as I suck at each one. From my vantage point, I marvel at an intimate vista across slim ankles, shins, knees, thighs, and delicately manicured pudenda. Beyond, her divinely proportioned breasts rise to peaks of perfection. Mouth slightly open, she is emitting tiny sighs of ecstasy. Upon a sign from her, I shall move up this lovely body, making a full and thorough investigation en route.

The signal comes when Bryony carefully withdraws her feet and rolls up onto one elbow. On my haunches, I feast my eyes upon the exquisite creature lying on my duvet, her hips moving slightly. She reaches out a hand which I take, but I have misread her. “Uh-uh, Andrew,” she says, letting me go and beckoning instead to my penis. “Your turn now.”

I swallow. “Rightoh,” I say, my eyes probably bulging. “Anything you say, mademoiselle.”

I straddle her and shuffle up that glorious body until I am near enough for her to draw me into her mouth. With deliberate, slow gestures, she closes her lips over me, sucking and squeezing, encircling me with her tongue. To stop myself screaming for joy, I concentrate on cupping her breasts, passing my thumbs firmly across those pink, distended nipples. She pauses, pulls back, and looks coyly down at what is languishing, buzzing in her hand. “And hello to you, my brave little man,” she simpers, curving her hand under it and weighing up the goods like the sausage-seller in some exotic, Eastern European bazar. “Lovely to see you out and about and in your element at last.” She beams up at me. I ache for her. “Not making this too hard for you, am I?”

Squeezing my pelvic floor muscles, I make my dick bounce a little in her palm; I am rigid with excitement. “You’re certainly a hard task-mistress,” I gulp, “but I’ll put up with it.”

 “A stoic to the end,” she giggles. “Excellent. But do you have anything to say to me?” She leans down, extends her tongue and takes another mouthful.

“Are your entendres always so doubles, mademoiselle?”

She can only grunt as, my dick still in her mouth, I adjust my position until I am facing down her body. With my knees on either side of her head, her hair brushing my inner thighs, my face is level with her pelvis and my nose buried in the soft dark hair between her legs. I am enveloped in the warm, smooth wonderland of her most intimate of places. With my right hand, I clasp her feet; with my left, I reach up and explore the exquisite curves across her shoulder, breast, hip; then under her bottom and onwards down to the backs of her knees.

How long we remain like this, I know not, but our mutual explorations are eventually interrupted by a slim finger pushing through her own glistening pubic hair. With precision movements, the finger begins to trace a clockwise circle in the darkness.

I can take a hint.

With my tongue, I edge the digital intruder out of the way. Gently at first, then with increasing urgency as I endeavor to keep time with her breathing, I exert pressure until, her legs suddenly tightening around my ears, I bring this miraculous girl to a first orgasm with me.

With a shriek, she opens her mouth, releases me, cries out once, twice. “My God, Mr. Billingham,” she gasps eventually, “you are an absolute bloody wizard with your tongue! Thank you!”

Kissing her clitoris goodbye for the time being, I swing myself up and round, my wet lips hungry for hers. “Give me a sec, Bryony,” I mouth. “I’d like to say the pleasure was all mine!”

“Can’t wait,” she smiles, her fingers already exploring between us, tantalizingly edging through my pubic hair to fondle my balls. I freeze as her hand slips round my now Desperate Dan of a dick and guides me inexorably inside. Slowly, I push into the furnace of her vagina, pull back, advance again and finally thrust into her depths. I hear a series of tiny yelps as she comes again and again and then, with a roar of ecstasy, I throw back my head and submit to this glorious girl.

Still unified in passion, we lie panting and giggling for a minute or so until, sensing further appetite on Bryony’s part, I lift myself onto my arms and continue to service this beautiful and, I have to say it, incredibly horny girl until, eventually, she indicates that enough, for the moment at least, is enough.

“Erm, not that I’ve been counting, but are we calling it a day at eight, mademoiselle?” I roll onto my side to meet her adoring gaze.

“Nine, actually, monsieur,” she exhales, her arms now flat on the bed. “You may have missed a cheeky interloper while you were, erm, busy below decks.” She gives a little laugh. “My God, I’ve been shagged senseless! You are monstrously talented.”

I flop back onto the pillow, breathing in her natural scent and reaching for her hand. “I’m gratified,” I grin. “It was the orgasm of the century for me too, and I couldn’t have done it without you.” I turn to admire her pixie profile. “Has anyone ever told you that you are the most astonishingly beautiful girl on the planet? Possibly in the entire solar system.”

“Not as far as I can remember,” she smiles, inserting the tip of her tongue into my left nostril. “But then, I have a notoriously bad memory for the nonsense men talk.”

“You know, you look remarkably like that actress, Robin Wright,” I say. “Except that obviously you’re taller, younger and way more beautiful.”

She raises an eyebrow. Have I misspoken? “Mm, my dad says so too, but I tell him it’s the other way round: Robin bases her Hollywood good looks on mine.”

“Game, set and match to you, Bryony,” I say, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks. “My apologies for getting it the wrong way round.”

“Someone who supplies me with quite so many orgasms on a weekday has no need to apologize for anything.”

I turn onto my side again, hooking my leg over hers. “Might I ask you a question?” I enquire, stroking the back of a finger along her hip and across her tummy.

“Sure. Anything you like, but I warn you, I may not answer.”

“Well, tell me this: given that I for one am absolutely starving, are you ready yet for that omelette?”


Chapter Five




Since it’s still just warm enough to eat outside, I plan to entertain Bryony on the balcony. I do in fact have sufficient material in the fridge to be able to offer her not only the promised omelette but also a small salade verte, a nouvelle cuisine selection of cheese and biscuits (by which I mean hardly any), and a bottle of Australian white. “I’d like to have served you in a manner befitting visiting royalty,” I explain, “but given the absence of silverware and Coalport serving dishes, you’re going to have to make do with this chipped Denby crockery I picked up in Petticoat Lane market. Everything of value was nicked by Burglar Bill three years ago.”

Supper is further delayed by our being unable to resist checking each other over a couple more times in the shower, on the sofa, and then once more for luck on the sitting room rug. Eventually, and with some regret, we agree to call a halt and, while I do my nearly naked chef impersonation (Bryony, wearing her health and safety hat, demands that I put on a skimpy floral apron which had belonged to my mother), she texts her parents to say she’s met a friend and then disappears to root through my cupboards in search of evening wear. She selects an old white linen collarless shirt of mine and a pair of torn-off denim shorts; a jaw-droppingly ravishing combination, especially since I know she has nothing on underneath. Tightening a belt she’s found, she comes to stand next to me as I chop up half an onion, chives, a clove of garlic, and a handful of tomatoes off the vine. I am not as efficient as usual in this task because my left hand is wandering of its own volition across her shoulders and down her — my — shirt front. Delightfully, her warm left breast fits exactly into my hand; I can feel the nipple growing again.

“Is there no satisfying you, mademoiselle?” I ask, leaning down and kissing her shoulder. “We’re never going to eat at this rate.”

“Who was tweaking my tit? Me or you?” she enquires, stepping away to lean against the French window and displaying her glorious brown legs for the benefit of both me and any passers-by on the other side of Gloucester Street. “Anyway, Andrew, where did you learn to cook like this?”

“Cambridge insists on its French undergrads taking at least a summer out to ‘perfect the language,’ as they put it.” I light the gas and pour a drop of olive oil into the frying pan. “I lodged with a family near Carcassonne; they owned a modest little fourteen-bedroom château, a couple of vineyards and the best restaurant in the region. Surprising what you pick up when thrown in at the deep end.”

“Sacré bleu,” she declares, her French accent immaculate, “that sounds more fun than what Exeter offered its engineering students. There were tempting placements in all sorts of glamorous locations: Bhutan, Nairobi, and Rwanda were much in demand, I seem to remember, but in the end I plumped for six months experiencing the joys of Swindon.” She steps towards me, extends a forefinger and smears it through a drop of olive oil on the counter top. “I returned to the same company after graduating.”

“Don’t tell me you jogged up all the way from Wiltshire this afternoon.” I toss the diced onion into the pan and stir it with a wooden spatula. “Swindon’s got to be eighty miles away.”

“I’ve got three days off,” Bryony says, intent on the drop of amber fluid rolling round her fingertip. “It was my mother’s fiftieth birthday this weekend. She and Ron have a little house behind the Tate Gallery.”

“I take it Ron is the wicked stepfather?”

“Yes, he’s a complete arsehole and pretty much ignores me; but mum seems to like him. My dad buggered off when I was small. Disappeared to Laos and begat himself another family.”

“Do you ever see him?”

“Nope.”

“Ah.” I glance at her, but she is looking away. A daughter’s love for the disappointing, absentee father.

“Besides,” she goes on, “he’s dead. Exploded a couple of years ago. An alcohol-fuelled brain hemorrhage or something.”

“That’s completely shitty. I’m so sorry.”

She slips behind me and presses her chest into my bare back. “Water under the proverbial,” she sighs, depositing cool kisses over my shoulder blades. “Mind you, he’d been dead to me for twenty years. He made his choices.”

“To cut you of all people out of his life. Unbelievable.”

“Don’t let’s think about him now,” she says, setting to work in earnest in her determination to put me off my culinary tasks. With one hand she is exploring first under and then between my bare buttocks whilst with the other, she is delving under the apron to see what she can find there. I yelp as she spreads that drop of olive oil round the tip of my penis. I would normally be raising objections to such brazen treatment, but for reasons beyond my control, I am unable to speak and can only close my eyes and groan in ecstasy.

“What’s the matter, Andrew?” Her chin is on my shoulder. “Can’t concentrate? Keep stirring those onions or they’ll burn.” She reaches for the oil bottle and pours a glob more into the palm of her hand. Given the viscous qualities of the “100% virgin”, she takes as firm a grip as she can on my now overwrought appendage. Grinning up at me, she begins to squeeze and fondle, sliding her hand up and down, willing me to beg for mercy. She soon has me moaning in rapture — part exquisite ticklishness, part tolerable torment — unable and unwilling to escape this sexual torture.

“Bryony! Stop!” I manage to splutter finally, pushing the pan of sizzling onion off the hob and out of harm’s way. “This is highly unorthodox! Really, there’s a time and a place and—” She suddenly redoubles her attentions, causing oleaginous slopping noises to dominate even the sounds of frying. “I must ask you to — oooooh!” I can speak no more.

Squeals of laughter from behind me. “‘Too late,’ he cried,” she bubbles, “‘for I am satisfied!’ You horny beast, Andrew! Look what you’ve done!”

“I’ve done? What has it to do with me?”

“You’re not blaming me, I suppose? Still, no use crying over spilled milk.” Unbelievably, she is busying herself with paper towel. “I was just giving the chef a helping hand.” She snorts with laughter as I hold her to my side. “This skanky old apron needs a wash now.”

I turn to hold and kiss her as she deserves. “My angel,” I sigh. “Thank you for dropping out of Heaven into my path today.”

“It was meant to be, Andrew.” She puts a finger to my lips and I revel in the intoxicatingly naughty aroma of sex and olive oil. “Now make my bloody supper, man. I can’t wait all night.”




• • •




We sit until the light fades and the streetlamp outside No. 35 pings on with a sulphurous glow. Moths flutter about our one candle while the wine bottle stands sentinel on the balustrade. Occasionally, we hear footsteps passing by on the pavement below, but most of the time we are lost to the outside world, shrouded in the quietness of the good fortune which brought us together.

“We have much of two whole lifetimes to catch up with,” murmurs Bryony, taking my hand. “I have so many questions to ask. I hardly know where to begin.”

“Fire away,” I say, leaning forwards and kissing her lovely mouth. “I’ll hide nothing from you.” She squeezes my hand. A taxi pulls up downstairs and we hear Graeme and Fiona, back from a bridge evening, arguing over who should (or shouldn’t) have bid “no trumps”.

“Thank you, driver,” bellows Graeme.

“Much obliged, guvnor. Goodnight.”

“It sounds like an Ealing Comedy,” hisses Bryony.

“Oh, and Graeme,” snaps Fiona as she fits her key into the front door directly below us, “don’t forget to write a note to Andrew Billingham. The noise this evening was truly revolting. It sounded like a bloody orgy.”

The taxi pulls away, leaving behind it an acrid smell of diesel. “Now look,” I sigh, raising a hand to stroke her cheek, “we’ve upset the neighbors. I’ll be drummed out of Pimlico.”

“Mm. It’ll be south of the river for you. But never mind them.” Bryony pours herself a half glass of wine. “Here’s a first question for you: given that the only sense I got out of you in the shower was the information that you work in a Dickensian bookselling outfit, how come you can afford a flat here?”

“Well, the thing is that I earn a mega-fortune on Tuesdays and Fridays giving private French lessons to the Stupidly Rich.” Bryony raises both eyebrows. “Actually, they pay me a pittance and I hate most of them. I inherited the flat from my parents. They died in a plane crash in South America when I was fourteen.”

“God.”

“But as you say, it’s water under the proverbial and half a lifetime ago.” I lean my shoulder against the wall and gaze at her, a tiny muscle above my right eyebrow trembling. I have fallen in love. “Until Cambridge I lived mostly with my grandparents. After uni, I went off to Thailand to find myself.”

“And did you?”

“Not really. Having worked for various charities abroad, I did find that I was virtually unemployable in this neat and tidy country. I taught English for a year in a school near Marseille and then came home for my second grandma’s funeral. I’ve been here more or less treading water ever since. Twenty-nine years old and all alone in the world.”

“Until today.”

I raise my glass to her. “Until today. And now, it’s my turn. Are you ready?”

“My loins are girt.”

“I’m aware of that, mademoiselle.” I am falling into her eyes again. “But I can’t speak if you look at me like that.”

“Sorry, I’ll avert my gaze.” She looks out across the street and I grab my chance.

“How come the most astoundingly beautiful and, I have reason to believe, cultured girl is to be found jogging through the streets of London apparently unattached on a Monday evening? Are we talking a string of failed marriages? Husbands unable to cope with the life of constant vigilance and jealousy they were forced to lead? Or at dawn on Tuesdays, do you turn into the Loathly Lady? What’s the catch?”

“I’m impressed with the charm offensive so far,” she grins, reaching under the table to stroke my bare leg. “I’m really not used to articulate, bookish types. You’re right, though: I have been married, but only once.” She is twirling her glass on the table top. “Mike was a nice enough guy, but we were too young — you know the story — and it didn’t last beyond our third year out of university. He had no interest in bridge design — nor in lovemaking, come to that. I once caught him having a wank in the shower.”

“These things happen—”

“But wait, I’d been away a fortnight and could have done with a little attention myself. He just came to bed and went to sleep.”

“Again, unbelievable.”

“Dear Mike was heading for a life of flash cars, wellies, Barbour jackets, and hip flasks. A weekend off for him meant either shooting with Daddy or golf with the chaps from work. I was offered a promotion in Swindon, moved out, and left him to it. His mother wasn’t pleased that the trophy wife had cleared out, but the divorce came through a year ago and I haven’t seen him since. I was just beginning to get used to the idea of being left on the shelf. Until today.”

I raise my glass again.

“But what about you, monsieur le français teacher and antiquarian bookseller? How come you have no girlfriend, no wife, no live-in lover? At least, not one whose belongings I’ve spotted in corners about the flat. I know because I’ve checked.”

I pause. “Because until today I’d never met anyone with whom I had true affinity, with whom I wanted to share my life. A shrink would say it’s all about losing my parents so young — you know all about this — that I have trust and commitment issues and blah blah blah…”

She places a finger on my lips. “Shh, Andrew.”

“But in every relationship so far — and there’ve not been many — I’ve always been planning my exit strategy from the very first date.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“Obviously, there were one or two girls who caught my eye in Thailand—”

“Are you sure they were girls?”

“Never got far enough to find out because I was only ever allowed to see them in the presence of some aged aunt or grandmother. All a bit frustrating, as you can imagine. Besides, I knew a cross-cultural marriage would never have worked for me; I’m too set-in-my-po-faced-ways English.”

“I’m not sure I agree, judging by your efforts so far.”

“Merci, mademoiselle.”

“So, okay, what’s different tonight, Andrew?” A shadow seems to pass across her face. “Are you already planning your escape route from me?”

“Bryony—”

“Are we not right now having your stereotypical Day-One post-coital undying love conversation, during which the man traditionally declares that this time it’s all going to be different?”

“Indeed we are, Bryony. But just as you said earlier, when I first looked into your eyes as we lay on that pavement, I knew that this was no fantasy. I felt that in you I had finally found that particular someone I’d been looking for all this time: a potential best friend, lover and, above all, a kindred spirit. With no chaperone.”

Her eyes are glinting in the candlelight. “All that from briefly lying on top of me in a public place?”

I rise, step round the table and kneel at her side, taking her chin and softly kissing her lips. “Yes. All that I knew.”

Silent for a moment, she gazes into my very soul. Under her spell, I feel myself being healed, gathered up, saved. “I felt exactly the same,” she murmurs. “I knew I could trust you from the moment you knocked me off my feet.”


Chapter Six




Apart from the intermittent dull roar of jet engines, the only sounds in our monochrome bedroom are the hiss of the air conditioning and the occasional thump of footsteps overhead. The stiff floor-to-ceiling gray curtains are drawn against the bilious glare of an adjacent car park, and two stainless steel lamps over the rumpled king-size give off a dull, impersonal glow. The blue light of the television is winking invitingly, but we have already flicked through the guide: uniformly bad news channels, unappetizing movies, and porn. There’s 25% off gay erotica this evening but Bryony and I are too absorbed in each other for such vapid stimulation.

“Don’t you hate people who would describe what we’re lying on as a ‘chaise lounge’?” murmurs my fiancée, snuggling her head under my chin.

“There might be an argument for screening potential lovers to make sure they can pronounce the piece of furniture they’re intending to shag on.” Licking behind her ear, I slide a hand across her tummy, around and over her breasts. I love how those sensitive nipples rise to my touch.

“This is how I want to remember us,” she sighs. “You lying behind me, enfolding me, loving me as you do, your heart beating into my back and your willy — not to put too fine a point on it — pulsing between my buttocks. I want this night to go on for ever.”

“Time for another photo.” I reach behind me to adjust my camera’s settings. “Keep very still; I’ve turned the flash off.” I press the button and, as the little orange timer-delay light counts us down, she disobediently lifts her right knee and opens her astounding body for the picture.

“A special one for the album,” she giggles. Our eyes lock in the mirror opposite as the camera whirrs and clicks twice. “You know what, gorgeous man, I’ll never dread these short nights in airports again. Only a rude man like you would have suggested watching ourselves making love on a chaise longue in front of a mirrored wardrobe.”

“Do you regret being forced to observe a mere mortal making love with a goddess? When I look at us, I see Aphrodite seducing her Adonis. We could pass for mythological Greeks in this light, couldn’t we?”

“Do you suppose Aphrodite favored sterile airport accommodation like this? Wasn’t she more a girl for frolicking in the forests of Mount Olympus?” Bryony kisses each of my fingers in turn, allowing her tongue to linger in the crook of my thumb. “Watching us canoodling has been very stimulating. Far better than paying the extra to look at porn!” She reaches a warm hand behind her to squeeze what she finds. “I especially enjoyed the bit where Adonis lifted Aphrodite’s legs onto his shoulders and leaned forward to kiss her on the clitoris.” (This is not a word I often hear but my lover clearly relishes saying it.)

“Kissing wasn’t all I did to your, erm … that particular part of your anatomy.”

“No, it certainly wasn’t, my cunning linguist.”

Still lying on her side, and satisfied that I am ready at the point of custom, she brings a knee up to her chest and deftly pushes herself onto me. Warm and safe inside her once more, I let out a long breath and pull her bottom against me so that we are tightly conjoined.

“Looking at you, Andrew — which I can’t help doing — anyone would think you were happy.”

In the mirror, Bryony’s eyes are pools of tears. “I love you with all my heart, my darling,” I say. “In September we shall be together again and then, if you’re still in agreement…”

“Assuming I can even remember who you are.”

“Which is quite an assumption to make…”

“Especially after six months of carnal joy in the rain forests of Papua New—” I slip two fingers into her mouth to put a stop to this banter. In the mirror, I follow my other hand as it roams over her glorious breasts and tummy, whilst inside her, I move more rhythmically, more insistently.

“As I was trying to say,” I continue breathlessly, “we shall be married in the appropriately named St. Saviour’s Church, Pimlico—”

Bryony opens her mouth and gasps. “Oh, Andrew!” My wet fingers, released suddenly, make a bee-line for a nipple. “Married — yes!” she emits a deep moan of satisfaction. “Yes, married by the very Reverend Joseph McQueen who will — aaaaahhh!”

“Who will what, Bryony?” I ask, reaching to revolve a finger of my spare hand her clitoris. “I didn’t catch what you said.” I push harder into her.

“Um, who will — aaaaahhh!”

“So you said, darling. Is anything amiss?”

She sucks in a lungful of air and looks beseechingly at me in the mirror. I increase the pressure on her clitoris. “I was saying,” she moans, her body squirming in the reflection, “that the rev will ask me whether I, Bryony, take you, Andrew, to be my lawfully — aaahh! — wedded — ah! — husband and I shall respond very — ooohh! — primly that — oh my God!” In the mirror, I watch her body stiffening as another orgasm passes through her like a tsunami.

I am suppressing a fit of giggling. “What, my darling?”

She is breathing heavily now, reaching behind her to clasp the back of my neck, her breasts gleaming. My hands are flitting up and down her slim, golden body, from forehead to feet. “I shall respond very primly,” she resumes, “that I already have, Andrew. Taken you, I mean.”

“I adore you, Bryony,” I whisper. “With all my heart.” She seems to be shimmering in the reflection; I blink away my tears. “I’m going to miss you so much. I don’t want this short night to end either, and I despise the tossers in Swindon for ever having the temerity to send you away. But I understand — really I do — and I shall wait here for you like a good boy until you return to become my wife.”

She cranes her head so that our lips meet, hot and wet. “You are my man now and I shall love you until the day I die,” she whispers. “My husband-to-be and father of my children.”

My tears falling upon her lovely eyes, she does something devastating with her pelvic floor muscles and, with a sudden cry, I am lost to her, pouring my love into her body with an emotional release such as I have never before experienced, even with her. No animal grunts and thrusts, no heaving and ho-ing, no panting and banging the proverbial headboard; our union is quiet and profound, for I am at one with this girl; I know who I am and where I am going.




• • •




Ten minutes later, we are showered and in bed. I have pushed the chaise longue of seduction back under the window and Bryony has set both our phone alarms for an unspeakably early wake-up call.

“It hardly seems worth it,” she groans, tugging the covers over her, “trying to sleep for three hours. I’m not going to be able to, you know. I’m buzzing with endorphins and I’m blaming you.”

“Just lie still and let me protect you,” I smile into her hair. “I want you to remember what it feels like to be looked after while you sleep. The only company you’ll have for the next six months is mosquitoes.”

In the silence, I slap away nightmare visions of Bryony’s plane crashing into a mountainside, being hijacked, or lost at sea. I try to focus instead on her shallow breathing, remembering happier things such as our usual five-to-one orgasm ratio, the gloriousness of her body in the mirror (I do hope the photos will live up to expectations) and the times we have laughed and sighed together, soulmates and best friends. I tighten my hold on her and insert my right leg between her thighs.

“Goodnight, my love,” I whisper. “Sleep well.”

There is no response. Instead, in her nightly bid to escape her demons, she gives a couple of adorable little jumps whilst I lie perfectly still, holding her in a last embrace before she leaves me. As her breathing becomes deeper my dark thoughts begin again. Bryony falling from a bridge under construction, attacked by murderers and rapists as she makes her way back to her hotel after a day on site. Next, she is in some shack in the jungle, sweating and pock-marked, dying of malaria or dysentery, nursed by some bristly foreman who pretends he cares for her welfare but is in fact after only one thing.

I have no access to a personal or community god upon whom to call in times of trial, but I try to counter these black thoughts with what is almost a prayer: Let her be safe. Let not this separation be forever. I lie awake, keeping guard over this treasured creature and in the end, concentrate on kissing the silk-smooth skin between her shoulder blades, breathing in her scent and clasping her exquisitely warm body into mine. I seem not to sleep, for five or ten minutes later, the bastard alarms go off in horrible stereo and it is time to disentangle ourselves, roll out of bed and dress for the last time. While Bryony is brushing her teeth, I check that we have left nothing behind, push a final love-letter into her suitcase and snap it shut.

“All set?” I take my fiancée in my arms and kiss her tenderly.

“Not really,” she sighs, “but let’s be brave and get it over with. Six months will soon pass.”

Dragging her luggage, I lead the way stiffly down the silent corridors, across the footbridge, and into the terminal.


Part Two


Chapter Seven




Nearly three weeks have passed since Bryony’s departure and I have communicated with her at least once a day on various machines, sometimes audio, sometimes visual, and very occasionally both, when the satellites hovering over Papua New Guinea and my flat in Pimlico have been of a mind to cooperate. The best time to call her seems to be “09.30 PMT”, as my fiancée calls it, when, nine hours ahead, she comes home from work. (“PMT” is Bryony’s invention; not to be confused with another, identical acronym, it denotes “Pimlico Mean Time”.)

Until today, her routine has been to leave her office, walk three bustling blocks across downtown Port Moresby and be out of the shower by the time I attempt contact; if it’s a Monday, Wednesday or Thursday, I’ll just be arriving at the bookshop (there are never any customers before ten) or, on the other days, tidying the flat before my first French pupil turns up. Today, however, is what Bryony and I have been calling Black Friday. She is due to leave the relative civilization of the capital and be driven through the night to the remote Wi-Fi-free Eastern province where work on constructing her bridge is already under way. “We’re building a river crossing for an important fishing community,” she has already explained. “My bridge will shorten the journey to town by nearly a hundred kilometers.”

My heart lurches as usual when Bryony’s lovely smile appears on my laptop screen. “You’re looking brown already, my darling,” I say. “The tropics suit you. Been sunbathing on the fabled roof terrace, have we?”

“The hotel website may have exaggerated this dump’s amenities,” she grins ruefully. “I’m not sure the tin roof would hold me. It hardly keeps out the rain as it is.” She swivels her laptop; I can just make out a red shape in the corner. “That plastic bucket also doubles as my en suite bathroom.”

“I’m almost jealous,” I say, glancing round at the safe, cozy comfort of my sitting room. This solid Regency building’s been keeping the rain out for a hundred and fifty years. “But I suppose a bucket is going to seem like the height of luxury when you go off into the wilderness for forty days and forty nights.”

“Absolutely, my darling,” she replies, scratching at a mosquito bite on her cheek. “Actually, someone called Jason is coming for me in twenty minutes, so we haven’t got long. I’m all packed, though.” A sudden dull ache in my stomach as I realize that even these sometimes stilted conversations are going to cease for a while. Bryony and I need to be in each other’s company, and a Skype conversation is no substitute for physical proximity and intimacy. (Since we met, sex has of course never been far from our minds, but I wonder whether, in the past three weeks, Bryony has indulged in any tropical auto-gratification. I know I haven’t because out of a curious sense of loyalty, I have declared a period of enforced hibernation and banished my penis into a masturbation-free zone.)

I clear my throat. “How long am I to expect radio silence, my lover?”

There is no response, the screen having gone fuzzy. I am left with only the unearthly and robotic beepings of Skype trying to catch up with itself.

“Two or three weeks, maybe,” she says when limited communication has been re-established. “Not more than a month.”

“I shall go into a decline without my daily Bryony fix.” I manage a smile. “You’ll take great care, won’t you?” The screen goes black again, but the darkness is merely her standing up. As I watch, the shirt she is wearing (the one she found in my wardrobe) continues its rise up the screen to reveal her hips and, in the center, a triangle of dark shadow. My mouth goes dry.

“Andrew? Can you hear me?”

“I can see you,” I growl. “I’ve so missed this view.”

“I know, my darling, and I’m sorry, but I just woke up this morning aching for you so much. I’ve been thinking about you all day at the office; about how you make love to me, how we fit together so perfectly in bed.” Taking a step back and revealing herself from the knees up, she opens her mouth and slowly licks a finger at me. “People have been giving me funny looks and asking if I was all right. I must have been moving slightly in my chair.” I can imagine. God, how I want her. “It seemed silly to put on knickers and shorts after my shower — just when I was going to speak to you.” A hand smooths a glorious path across her breasts and downwards into the shadow. “What do you think?” Her voice is crackly. “Do you still fancy me a bit? Let me see you too.”

Within seconds, my clothes are off and I am stretched on the sofa. “I think we can safely say,” I manage to croak, “that I fancy you slightly more than a bit. Are we about to indulge in Skype sex?”

“I thought we might try. Hopefully it’ll be better than phone sex, and I haven’t done that for years. I really think you need both hands free for a satisfactory outcome.” Beginning to pant, and holding myself firmly in my right hand, I reach out to swivel my laptop on the coffee table, adjusting the screen so that she can see as much of me as I can of her. “This is a first,” continues the disembodied voice as she turns to give me a full screen view of her shapely behind. Her legs open and a mischievous pixie face appears upside down between them. I grab a screen shot before the image distorts again. Don’t cut out now! “Calling Pimlico,” I hear. “Are you reading me?” The screen goes black.

“Fuck!” I yell. “Bastard machinery!” I glance across at the flickering lights of the Wi-Fi router. “Shit!” I lie back in the sudden silence and observe a pitiful scene of penile deflation. A couple of minutes later, however, just as I have decided to get dressed, the screen sputters back into life. I am stunned by what I behold: a scene from Emmanuelle or Emily perhaps, one of those early seventies soft porn movies you see on YouTube. Bryony is now lying on her bed, the whole of her divine body visible, legs wide apart, a hand moving knowingly between them. “Darling girl!” I call across half a planet. “I adore you! I want you so much, I can’t bear it.”

“I adore you too, my own dearest man,” echoes a voice. “But I can only just see you. Is that your bed you’re on?”

“The sofa. I’m exactly where I fell when the shirt went up.”

“Pull the laptop closer, Andrew!”

Reaching down my fat Oxford Companion to French Literature from the shelf overhead, I shove it under my computer and adjust the angle. I don’t like seeing myself sighing and panting at the bottom of the screen, so focus instead on the extraordinarily erotic scenes on the other side of the world. Slowly, I flex my right wrist, up and down, up and down.

“Is everything you require in shot, mademoiselle?” There are sounds of what might be laughter. “Fucking hell,” she cries, “look at the size of that! I’d forgotten. Let’s hurry up and make the most of this, because right now I can see everything perfectly. Everything. Those bloody satellites must be exactly in alignment for us. I can even see the veins on your arm and those delicious muscles rippling. Imagine my tongue sliding over that six-pack, Andrew. I am so turned on.”
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