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Chapter 1
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Uncanny Valley

––––––––
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The rain feels horizontal as I walk from the tube. My coat and umbrella are bows and arrows against the lightning. 

In the lift, a small lake has formed under my umbrella en route to the fifth floor. I catch a disapproving glare from the gorgon in the ad agency upstairs.  

“Oh dear,” says Lydia, as I reach the office. “Borrow my towel.”

“So, straw poll.” I gladly take Lydia’s towel and ignore Josie smirking at the sight of me sopping wet. “If you could have a partner that was practically perfect for you in every way. Mind, body and soul. And they wanted you. Would you go for them?”

“Did you just fall in love on the Lizzie Line again?” says Lydia, lowering her glasses to the bridge of her nose.

I stick my tongue out at her as I log on. “Hypothetically.”

She peers over her cat-eye frame glasses. “What, they’re cute, smart, funny? Not broke? Not a psychopath? Still have their own teeth?”

“Right.”

“Well, it’s a no-brainer, isn’t it?”

I’m careful not to influence my poll by showing I concur. “Josie?”

“And you’re not attached?” Josie doesn’t miss another opportunity to intimate that Lydia is a shameless hussy. “What’s the catch?”

“Suppose this perfect partner is an artificial intelligence in a lifelike body?” 

“Well, that’s different. That would be weird.”

“Why weird? If they look human. And sound, and feel... human?”

Josie looks perplexed. “Yes, but I would know that they weren’t.”

“But they’re so smart that they learn your character, what you like and don’t like, sometimes even what you’re thinking, and adapt their behaviour accordingly. They are the perfect companion.”

While Josie wrestles with the scenario, Lydia seeks further clarification. 

“You’re attracted to them physically?”

“Yes, hugely so. Because you’ve designed them. On top of that, unbeknown to you, they have features which mean that you subconsciously find them even more irresistible. You find them undeniably, unequivocally hot.”

“And they’re good in the sack too?” 

“Oh, they’re not just good,” I say, rising to Lydia’s challenge. “They’re the best sexual partner you’ve ever dreamt of. They can give what you want, when and wherever you want it. And it’s not a one-way street. They will crave you, and leave you in no doubt that you’re the best they’ve ever had too.”

“Holy cow,” says Lydia. “When are they available?”

“So, knowing that your companion wasn’t human wouldn’t put you off?”

“Probably not.” She thinks about it further. “In fact, in some ways, it’s better, isn’t it? You wouldn’t have to worry about someone seeing your cellulite for starters. Anyway, which manuscript is this?”

I read the book’s blurb from my screen. “A Californian couple buy a realistic robot to explore their sexual boundaries.”

“Let me guess,” says Lydia. “Lots of robo-shagging with a stereotypically hot female robot?”

“Don’t think she says.” I read on. “When Ava and Liam realise that selecting a suitable bedfellow for a threesome is not so easy, Ava buys a designer intimate companion to solve their dilemma. With beguiling looks and personality, their new robot appears to be the perfect partner, both in and out of the bedroom.”

“Yep. Robo-shagging.”

“But there might be more to it. She says, ‘robotic companions are already here, as are the voices opposing them’. So, the novel explores ‘the implications for human relationships as these creations become almost indistinguishable from ourselves, when they cross Uncanny Valley’. It’s called ‘Crossing the Valley’.”

“Okay. What’s Uncanny Valley though?”

I read verbatim from the internet. “The uncanny or eerie sensation humans feel when encountering humanoid robots which are only slightly similar to real humans. Whereas robots that closely resemble humans evoke more positive emotions, and so could be said to have crossed that valley”.

“Is she some AI specialist or something?” 

“Don’t think so,” I say. “She’s a banker. Kimberley Banyas. Sounds American.” I realise that Josie has stayed silent. “What about you, Josie? Could you see yourself with a robot?”

She shakes her ringlets. “Not with something that wasn’t human.”

“We don’t worry that vibrators aren’t human,” says Lydia supportively.

Josie looks away. I love it that she’s clearly never tried one. And that I’m not the least adventurous person in the room for once. I wonder if she’ll bluff.

“Well, no,” she bluffs.

“So, we could regard robot sex as just another form of masturbation,” I say.

“Ooo.” Lydia wants to join me in baiting our boss. “Did you see that ‘Autoerotic Animals’ documentary?”

“Oh yes,” I say excitedly. “Where the guy on the Scott Antarctic expedition was so shocked seeing self-pleasuring penguins, he disguised his journal in Greek.”

“Female capuchins and orang-utans using plants as dildos...” says Lydia.

“Elephants massaging their members against their bellies,” I add. “Tortoises trying to mount flip flops...”

Josie’s expression tells me that we should probably end our fun there. 

“Well, I’m with Lydia, but the idea scares me a bit too, though.”

“Quite,” says Josie. “They should probably ban them. Just like they’re trying to ban killer robots.”

“You mean drones?” asks Lydia.

“Actually, no,” I interject, keen to show my background reading. “Not those remote controlled by humans buried in bunkers. The fully autonomous weapons that seek and destroy based on pre-set parameters. And not just drones. On land. Ships and submarines. In space. They’re worried that these slaughterbots will lower the threshold for war. If fewer human soldiers are killed, politicians won’t worry about public opinion.” 

“Terminators!” Josie sighs deliberately deeply. “They should definitely be banned.”

“I agree,” I say. “But it won’t happen. Only a handful of nukes could cause a nuclear winter that wipes us all out. We have ban treaties, but they’re not signed by anyone who actually has them.”

“Hang on.” Lydia pulls a pained expression and shakes her head. “It’s quite a leap from sex robots to killer robots. One’s for pleasure. One’s for killing. Apples and oranges?” 

“It’s an argument by analogy,” says Josie confidently. 

Lydia looks at me for a reality check. “Robots killing indiscriminately seems a million miles from your oversize sex toy running out of battery.”

“Either way, a ban wouldn’t work.” I’m delighted with the opportunity to spout from my Psychology degree. “Bans impinging on personal freedoms can give people more motivation to indulge in the very behaviour that’s forbidden. It’s a reactance motivational state.”

Lydia rolls her eyes. “Nerd.”

“Prohibition led to bootlegging and organised crime. Ditto drugs today. Bookshops all over the country sold out of ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’ on the first day of publication. Soon it was outselling the Bible.”

“Well, hopefully we won’t see these things in our lifetimes,” Josie says. 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” I say. “The technology is already here. Remember that film, ‘Lars and the Real Girl’? 

Lydia holds up her index finger. “Yes, where the guy shacks up with a sex doll.”

“That was a real, anatomically correct, life-size sex doll. With a PVC skeleton, silicone flesh and a realistic Madame Tussaud’s type head.” 

“But it was still just a doll.” Lydia isn’t as supportive as I hope. “Ryan Gosling had to carry her everywhere!”

“Sure, but that film was ages ago. Now there are humanoid robots that can do intricate manual tasks, walk across rugged terrain, do back flips. Look online. Synthetic voices that sound like the real thing. And look how algorithms control our lives already. Hotel bookings. Stock markets. I think it’s just a matter of time before someone puts the brains and body together.”

Lydia nods thoughtfully and we go back to work.

As a literary consultant with aspirations to fully-fledged agenthood, one always hopes to find a rare gem glinting at you from your screen. I can usually spot a non-starter a few pages in. Then, more often than not, even if the pages are contorting their faces and screaming at you “For pity’s sake, don’t let them give up their day job!”, and I know that giving the author constructive titbits may only encourage them to rearrange the deckchairs on the Titanic (when they really should be pushing people aside in the scramble for the last lifeboat), I plough painstakingly through the remainder of the manuscript to find evidence supporting my hasty (but invariably correct) conclusion.

Ms. Banyas’ manuscript escapes such summary justice. However, whilst one always keeps an open mind, it doesn’t have me rushing for my jeweller’s loupe.
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Chapter 2
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Room 211

––––––––
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The markets were subdued by news that India had failed its population reduction targets for the third quarter running. With the Fed’s Open Market meeting that afternoon, the markets were quieter still. The seemingly infinite rows of screens flickered and flashed as usual. But few of their owners were making money. Morgan Haight’s vast Gulliverian trading floor slumbered in Lilliputian bondage. 

I took full advantage of the lull to indulge in some personal admin. 

January’s bonus round had been kind to me. As ever, to keep the feet pounding the treadmill, bonuses hadn’t been paid until April. Now, mine was burning a big hole in my bank account, and I was hunting for a new apartment. 

I loved the neighborhood, but I had long outgrown my place in Dolores Heights. It was little better than an efficiency apartment, and I craved more space, air and greenery. And, hell, I yearned for a view. 

To many San Franciscans, there be dragons beyond the Caldecott Tunnel. Friends said it was ‘too far from the action’. In those precious times when I wasn’t working though, far from the action was precisely where I wanted to be. 

By the end of the morning, I had booked three showings with real estate agents at the weekend, although only one stood out: a penthouse in the Redwood Peak complex in Orinda.

I was so smitten with Redwood that I sent the particulars to my English grandmother. As a retired architect, she had helped find Dolores Heights, and I wanted her seal of approval again. I holocalled her from a conference room.

“D’you like it, Nana?”

“Oh, it’s a corker alright. Can you afford it though, Ava dear?”

“Just.” I could share nearly everything with Nana, but I always tried to underplay my hand when it came to money. 

“Good for you, darling. You know how I describe you to my friends, don’t you?”

I made sure she could see me cringing. “Oh no...”

“Overpaid, oversexed and over there.”

“Nana!”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, that bank definitely gets its pound of flesh. You deserve every penny, dear.”

“I meant the ‘oversexed’ part!” 

“Well, you all are these days. My generation had to worry about AIDS, as well as getting up the duff. By your dad’s generation, they’d made the male pill and given out a Nobel Prize for the HIV vaccine. These days, you just pop a bit of spit on a stick to see if you’re good to go!”

***
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That evening, after Liam rustled up his signature shrimp risotto, I broke out my laptop, eager to show him the Redwood condo. As I scrolled through images of its glamourous interiors and superb vistas, he sat on the couch stroking his chin absent-mindedly.

Liam didn’t share my passion for property porn, and he hated being dragged to showings and open days, but I suspected there was more to his indifference.

“You’re so not interested.”

“I am.” His assertion was lukewarm. I continued scrolling. He played along until he could hold it in no more. “It’s obviously not cheap, Ava...” 

And there it was, staring me in the face. “This is about money again?”

“No. I... just wondered how you’re financing this?”

“I’m not.” I saw no point in beating around the bush. “You know I’ve been living cheaply these last few years. And saving.”

“Wow. Good for you.” He shuffled his feet, no doubt fighting hard to obey an instinct to leave it there. But he couldn’t. “I guess bonuses were good then?” 

We’d been together long enough for us to share our secrets. But it was also long enough for him to know that banks don’t want their bankers divulging bonuses. 

“I’m not complaining,” was my stock response. 

“But it’s me you’re talking to.” Liam tilted his head to one side and pulled a half smile. “Don’t you trust me?”

“That’s not fair, and you know it,” I said, tilting my head right back at him.

“Ballpark?”

Discovery of disclosure of my bonus could compromise my career, but I trusted Liam, and didn’t want to hamper our relationship. So, having made it clear that our conversation never happened, I divulged two numbers, with a broad range between them. 

“Wow!” He registered my stern look. “I’m being a jerk, aren’t I?”

“Yep.”

“I’m sorry, Honey. I still struggle that I’m never going to be the breadwinner here.”

“We’re both breadwinners. And who gives a rat’s ass who’s winning more bread, as long as we’re happy?”

“I’m sorry.” He took my hand and pouted apologetically. “You know I do love... being with you, don’t you? And the condo looks amazing.”

We were soon made up, although I was then worried that the rapprochement reached was on shaky ground: Before giving him the numbers, I had halved them.

***
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It was love at first sight. 

I saw Redwood Peak and my memories of the two preceding showings evaporated. The sleek all-glass entrance pavilion and glamorous interior firmly set the tone. Below this lay a superb underground spa and leisure complex with an array of amenities that matched those at Haight’s office. Outdoors there was an expansive duplex pool, landscaped gardens and meditation zones. 

An unwanted wedding gift from a sand mining mogul to his daughter, the apartment had a private elevator, was exquisitely decorated, and for sale with all furniture and decor included. The icing on the cake was its view. Between its four balconies, the penthouse had almost uninterrupted views in all directions, the full 360-degree panorama was only prevented by another Redwood tower to the south. To the north, beyond the reservoirs, you could see over San Pablo Bay and out towards Napa and Sonoma. To the east, in the distance, the black and orange pyramids of Mount Diablo shone through the haze. Very close, to the west, lay the Berkeley Hills, although the penthouse wasn’t quite high enough to see the city over them. But I could live with that. 

The apartment was beyond my budget, but not my means. A few years on a trading floor had taught me that she who hesitates is lost. I offered the asking price to the listing agent there and then. To sweeten the deal, I confirmed that I needed no finance, and my offer was accepted the same day. Such was my single-mindedness, I dismissed the minor issues that emerged from the home inspection and rushed headlong into the sales agreement. 

Moving into a luxury, fully furnished apartment was only marginally more effort than packing for an overseas vacation. Mom and Dad came up from Burbank to help, bringing their housewarming gift: my first housebot. I named him Cecil, and I became an instant convert to the joys of robohelp. 

***
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It didn’t take Liam long to gravitate towards Redwood. He was as happy to cook in my state-of-the-art kitchen as I was to be spoilt by him. Nights together soon became more frequent than nights apart, especially when we indulged our passion for old movies, until we were essentially living together. 

However, a couple years in, things had changed. I’d heard people talk about ‘new relationship energy’. I guess, like most everyone else, I figured that me and Liam would never run out of it. What can I say? A couple years in, we definitely had. 

The sex that Sunday morning had slaked a thirst, but left us both underwhelmed. We lay on our backs staring at the bedroom ceiling before I turned to face him.

“Since our early days... do you think we’ve changed?” 

“Huh?”

“You know. Neither of us needed any encouragement back then.”

Liam rubbed the back of his neck. “We don’t need much encouragement now.”

“You know what I mean. Remember when I used to call you in ER?”

“You were a pain in the ass.”

“The more stressed you sounded, the more it turned me on. Admit it. You loved me asking what you were going to do to me when you got home. Or me telling you what I’d be wearing when you did.”

I thought back to our first few months together. Our battlegrounds went beyond the bedrooms. Every couch, table, dresser and desk were skirmished over. 

We took the fight outside too. With Liam being a cyclist, and me a runner, we both became both. Running or cycling together through the forest, we were only ever one layer of lycrex away from temptation. When the cardiovascular gods had been appeased, and all traces of human activity had diminished to nothing, we would seize our moment. 

Surrounded by nature’s glory, we were at our most primeval. One of us would fall to the forest floor to pleasure the other, braced on a branch or butt of a tree. Or if benches or stumps of an encouraging height presented themselves, I would invite Liam from behind. Admittedly, the occasional approach of interlopers was an occupational hazard, and Liam’s primordial fear of interruption by a rival hunter-gatherer often meant that my satisfaction was subordinated to insemination!

We’d graduated to some basic BDSM, but never embraced the whole nine yards. For us, the bondage was mainly a mechanism for teasing, building tension and extending our time twisting the sheets. Taking turns to dominate when the other was restrained was always a turn on. However, I found that the thrill was to temporarily torment, rather than to humiliate, and neither of us got off on inflicting pain. 

While he was totally comfortable being teased in a blindfold, I needed persuading. Sure, as my sense of sight was shut down, I felt the electricity of the smallest touch, and sounds and smells intensified. Notwithstanding, I found the element of surprise more unnerving than titillating. So, however much I wanted to display my deep trust in him, I never completely relaxed being blindfolded, and being both bound and blind was always a total no-no for me. 

“Remember when I buttonholed you at the bar at Harper’s party.”

Liam turned to face me. “You were so direct!”

“Well, we’d done enough flirting. I just said that we seemed to be attracted to each other. A lot of thought went into that opening line.” By being blasé, I pretended to myself that I’d be less culpable if I got the answer I had hoped for. And perhaps less rejected if I didn’t. “I was so relieved when you said you’d book us a hotel room, though.”

Liam jerked his head back in a protestation of innocence. “I gave us the weekend to reflect.”

“Oh yes, ‘We can back out, no harm, no foul’, you said. Oh, that weekend. I don’t know about reflection. I was so agitated. Downright horny!” 

The arousal grew all the more intense when Pennyworth, my digital assistant, received the hotel confirmation from Liam’s DA on Saturday morning. The ‘Junior Suite’ was an encouraging start, particularly on his hospital salary at the time, and I still find the words ‘Early Check-in’ a turn on to this day. 

He inhaled deeply as he recalled the event. “Room 211.” He then looked at his watch. “I need to head off to racquetball.”

“Sure,” I said, as he hurriedly raided the closet.

“Listen, Honey. I’m sure we can find some of the old magic when I get back.” He gave me a peck. “Could be the best three minutes of your life...”

“Stop bragging.”

When I heard the front door close, I continued to reminisce about our first tryst. 

That morning in the office had passed in a distracted blur. After lunch, I made my excuses and left. I told my boss that I was with a client. I pushed guilt aside and later told my then boyfriend that I’d worked late. 

I sensed unseen eyes upon me as soon as I emerged into the rain from the comfort of the cab. 

I had never known nerves like that. Client presentations were child’s play in comparison. Eyes front, I strode purposefully through the ornate chandelier-lit lobby and past the hotel’s glittering reception desk. Sidestepping an immaculately dressed bellbot, I took the stairs in search of the sanctuary of Room 211.

When I first met Liam, I found his self-deprecating sense of humor and disarming smile immediately endearing. I think I had wanted him ever since. That morning, I visualized myself running my fingers through his unruly dark brown hair, and kissing those enticing, petulant lips, before easing off his shirt to reveal his trim torso. I was going to eat him alive. 

In reality, I was overwhelmed by the occasion. My betrayal of a boyfriend. His betrayal of a girlfriend. The unsanctioned absence from work, the weeks of denial and unfulfilling flirting, the unspeakable weekend of waiting and wanting: they had all conspired against me. I paced up and down outside the room, my eyes drawn to the Exit signs. Finally, I shook out my hands and tapped twice on the door of Room 211.

I was relieved to be on the inside. The restrained Italian color palette was perfect. I can still smell the room scent, somewhere between lemon and jasmine. 

But, rather than irrepressible prospective lovers, we hugged like friends at a funeral. 

Liam read my mood. He showed no presumption or disappointment as he took my coat. “Hey, I’m nervous too. Let’s just see how we feel. We don’t have to do anything.”

“We definitely do!” I didn’t want my temporary nerves to be contagious. “I’m sorry, I’ve gotten a little paranoid escaping from the office. I just need some time to normalize.”

“No problem. I figured we’d feel like this.” He walked over to the chaise longue where a nice Sonoma pinot was waiting patiently. “Hopefully it’s not too early in the day.”

I’m not normally one to rely on Dutch courage, but the sound of splashing wine settled my nerves as I sat down beside him. We toasted each other and congratulated ourselves on the successful execution of the first phase of our joint venture: we were alone in a hotel room. We shared our stories of the weeks of wondering and amused ourselves recalling the clinical precision of our brief summit at Harper’s party. 

The wine worked. Guilt’s tide began to ebb, and the small talk subsided. Emboldened, I reached into my jacket pocket and presented my silver foil packet. 

“Formalities first?”

Liam smiled, but he mistook my move for forwardness. In truth, I was anxious to produce my ShureStix first, to ensure we used those, and save me the embarrassment of declining his. I don’t care how good a guy’s social résumé seems, I always take precautions. 

I peeled the packet open and offered him first pick. We clicked the sticks simultaneously on our tongues then mouthed the count to three together. I tilted my phone towards us while we waited for our saliva to spill our secrets. We were both relieved when the green lights began to appear. It was an added comfort to learn that he was on the pill too. 

We topped up our glasses. I felt the wine anaesthetize my anxiety, then catalyze my body. Our mouths met in the middle of the chaise. Our heads barely parted as we freed ourselves from our jackets and stood up when we felt the couch constraining us. Liam kicked off his shoes in an attempt to bridge our height disparity, but my high heels were still wanting. 

I pulled my lips away. “It’s quite bright. Can we dim the lights?”

With lights lowered, he scooped my hair into a makeshift ponytail and pulled gently to turn the nape of my neck to meet his mouth. It was heavenly having him take the lead and feeling his warm breath as he kissed and nibbled my neck. He persuaded my waist to complete a 180 turn, and as he brought my back close, I felt his excitement growing against my behind. 

He slid his hands over my blouse, squeezing and stroking my breasts between fingers and thumbs. I felt my nipples press in protest against the swelling fabric. 

As I began to breathe deeper, he took his cue to unbutton my blouse. Now, I felt the weekend’s agony had been worth the wait. I remember the goose bumps. After the bottom button broke free, he unwrapped me to unveil my bridal ivory bra. He slid the synsilk down my arms and back, kissing each inch of skin as it was revealed. When the blouse reached my wrists, he trapped my hands together. In retaliation, I sent my fingers back to stroke him through his pants. 

As if to keep his arousal in check, he threw my blouse to one side and spun me around to face him. We kissed again and I took my turn to undress him. 

As I flicked the fastenings on his shirt open, I hoped not to find a scrawny cyclist. My fears were unfounded, and I traced my tongue around the curves of his athletic chest. The smell of strategically sprayed aftershave suggested that he’d probably put as much thought into this as I had. 

He unhooked my bra and pinned the front with his forefinger while he eased the straps off, delicately pecking the sides of my ribs as they emerged. Teasingly, he peeled the cups open one by one, before releasing his finger and letting my bra fall to the floor. With my breasts finally free, he showered them with kisses, before cupping with his hands and devouring them.

With my self-confidence growing, I broke free and dropped to my knees. Grabbing his butt to pull him close, I gently bit through the material along his length, then slid his pants down to continue coaxing through his red fabricotton underwear. He combed his hands through my hair: it was his turn to inhale deeply for a while. 

When I tugged his waistband to try to release him, he defiantly pulled me to my feet to face those deep sapphire eyes and flaring nostrils, before laying me down on the bed and kissing my breasts and belly. 

As his lips reached my waist, I tilted my pelvis encouragingly and he removed my pants. I felt him delicately kiss my feet and ankles as he slowly slipped off my shoes one by one. 

I desperately wanted my panties to follow. 

Instead, he ran his tongue tantalizingly along the insides of my legs. One side, then the other. More times than I can remember. He eventually stopped and nibbled me unbearably through the lacework. When I began to moan and arch, he kissed and clawed my inner thighs. His forbearance was as excruciating as it was arousing. 

Finally, he began peeling my panties down, inch by inch, kissing as he went. I lifted my behind to telegraph my imminent need. We shared a smile as my panties sprang past my heels and I lay in front of him, naked, open and wanton. 

I looked down to enjoy the moment of reciprocation, but he left his underwear intact. With his mouth moving in once more, I instinctively placed a hand in harm’s way. 

“You don’t want me to carry on?” he said.

“I want to but... I’m not so into that.” 

The truth was that, whilst I loved giving, my experiences with Liam’s predecessors had left me ambivalent about receiving. I wanted to enjoy it more, but while the normal sex was good, or good enough, it hadn’t been on the agenda. 

“Sure.” He smiled sweetly, then reflected. “Maybe it’ll be different with me?” 

I reclined and removed my hand to renew the invitation. “Maybe.” 

But rather than rushing headlong, he lay down beside me and softly stroked my belly. Only when he’d seen my confidence return, did he let his hand drift downwards, and began brushing in tender circles across my skin. 

In a thinly disguised distraction, he kissed me again while he pushed the pads of his fingers lightly along my lips. On each return journey he let his nails graze tormentingly through my closely cropped hair. Eons passed as he teased his fingers up and down, without straying inside. 

Finally, I felt his mouth again. I felt my insides widen, but still he didn’t enter. He looked up and smiled. Then, as if something in my expression had told him that I was ready, he lowered his head and I felt his tongue tracking along my lips, one side then the other, while his hands spread me apart. 

I sank the nails of both hands into his hair. 

He went down again, this time plunging deep inside and dragging the full muscularity of his tongue along my length. Our eyes met and I gave my provisional approval. I dared to think that maybe it could be different with him.

He repeated the cycle a second time. Then a third. Then a fourth. As I began to writhe, my hands ploughed his hair into straight brown furrows. Yet as I craved the next cycle, he slowed up and gently kissed me. 

I processed the pleasure he had just given, seemingly without side effects, but I was still fearful that those familiar waves of oversensitivity and discomfort were only just around the corner. 

With my trust growing, I released my hands from his head, and he disappeared again. This time slightly different. Unpredictable. His tongue teasing randomly. Long, slow lingering licks amongst intense little jabs. He paused again as I reached another unfamiliar plateau of pleasure. 

Another glance of reconnection told us both that perhaps the goal was within our grasp. From bottom to top. One side then the other. Over and over. I arched my back when I felt his finger inside me. Then another. Pushing upwards to meet the downward pressure from his mouth. 

The sense of what was happening to where, gave way to an all-consuming sensation of expanding ecstasy. The subconscious fear, that had sought to protect me for so long, finally left me. My desperate panting gave way to unrestrained moans. I rocked from side to side as I fought for control. My legs and feet twitched as the last demons were vanquished. Sensing his prize, Liam didn’t let up. 

At last, I roared my ultimate approval as I felt cleaved in two.
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Chapter 3
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Arsenal

––––––––

[image: ]


Lydia and I have lunch al fresco in St James’s Park. To eat our sarnies in the sun, we splash out on two of the most expensive green and white striped deckchairs on the planet, and munch while the Boris bikes glide by.

“How’s your one about the couple who have a romp with a robot?” Lydia asks.

“I’m enjoying it. Good bedtime reading.”

“Who doesn’t enjoy a good girls’ night in every now and then?” She winks.

“I didn’t mean it like that!” I definitely don’t mean it like that. She’s right though. I admit that one of Kim’s scenes made me take matters into my own hands once. “It’s maybe trying too hard to be two things, though. High concept and erotica.”

“On-trend topics, though. AI and threesomes.”

“Having a three-way has always been high on bucket lists, hasn’t it?” I talk as though it’s high on mine. 

“Sure, but threesomes are really in now. Last year it was filming yourself. The year before that it was karezza.”

I realise I don’t even have a list. 

“Okay, further proof that my love life is so much more pedestrian than yours,” I say. “Karezza?”

“It’s Italian. Means ‘caress’. It’s long love-making sessions with lots of touching and stroking. Gazing and smiling. Kissing with your eyes open. That sort of thing. But you’re not supposed to orgasm.”

“You still have sex?”

“Of course, but the idea is it’s slow and sensual, without coming. There’s some science behind it. While orgasms trigger the release of dopamine, karezza is supposed to release more...”

“Oxytocin. The ‘bonding’ hormone.”

“That’s the one. So, it’s supposed to improve intimacy and communication.”

“Have you tried it?”

“Of course.” She gives me her ‘dumb question’ face.

“And?”

“It was like extended foreplay followed by super slow sex. What’s not to like, right?”

“Doesn’t it leave you frustrated?”

“Oh, to hell with that. After a while, we went at it like rabbits.”

“I wonder what the Italian is for that? Rabbitzza maybe.”

Lydia ignores my cynicism. “We just couldn’t stop ourselves.”

“I can imagine.” I imagine myself suggesting karezza to my boyfriend, Mark. It does not go well.

Lydia reads my mind. “Try it with Mark tonight.” She loves yanking my chain about him.

“Hmm. For him, the zenith of erotica would be a blow job while he watches Arsenal on the telly.”

“Oh dear,” Lydia chuckles. “You’re not an Arsenal fan then?”

“Very funny. Anyway, how’s your Italian job different from these other delayed orgasm techniques you hear about? Or tantric sex?”

“It’s probably not. Some of these things are variations on the same theme, aren’t they? They come and go in cycles. Like angling, or rocking, or shallowing. Or soaking.”

“Soaking?” I visualise a male member marinading in some colourful aromatic liquid.

“Penetration without movement.”

“Sounds like a Japanese game show challenge.”

“Apparently, it gets some folks around religious rules against pre-marital sex. No movement means it’s not sex. Supposedly.”

“I can’t see the fun in that.”

“I guess it depends on whether you can watch Arsenal while you’re at it.”

“Enough!” I slap her lightly on the arm. “Anyway, I think I’d rather watch football than watch a film of myself having sex.”

“Oh, no, it’s really hot.”

She’s done that too. Of course, she has.

“Is it though? I mean, given the choice between doing it, and watching myself doing it, I’d choose doing it. What am I missing?”

“It’s a great aphrodisiac. Watching yourselves perform in Round One is a great way to fire yourselves up for Round Two. Don’t you watch porn to get yourselves in the mood sometimes?”

“Sometimes.” It was once. With Mark. In a hotel. “But there, you’re watching experts. Flatteringly filmed by other experts. Why would I want to watch amateurs filmed by amateurs?”

“I see your point. Why watch non-league footie when you can watch the Premiership?” She’s actually pleased when I ignore her attempt to high-five me. “Because it’s erotic, different, naughty. You get to see yourselves at different angles...”

“I know what I look like from a different angle. I have a mirror.”

Lydia nearly chokes on her food. “You win.”

“You wonder how these things get started, don’t you?”

“The same way any trend or fashion does, I suppose. Sometimes it only takes some celeb to tweet something and, hey presto. Or it just goes viral, and no one knows why. Maybe all the influencers got together and decided threesomes should be the thing for a while.”

I want to ask her and yet I don’t want to ask her. “Have you done that too?”

Lydia wrinkles her nose. “Sort of. With Katie. A couple of years ago. When she had that boyfriend from the Russian Embassy.”

“Ah, Katie.”

“Exactly. It was his birthday, and she hadn’t got him a present. So, she came up with another idea.” She laughs and hides her face in her hands. “We had some cocktails and then went around to his flat. She made him watch while we stripped to our knickers. Then we snogged and groped each other in front of him. Then Katie got his kit off...” 

She shakes her head slowly as she reminisces.

“Don’t stop there!”

“Well, that’s where I stopped. We agreed I wasn’t going to shag him as well. So, I left them to it. Shame though. It made me as horny as hell.”

I sigh. “I got Mark a razor for his birthday.” 
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Chapter 4
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Threefun

––––––––
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Friday night was usually date night. That Friday, our working weeks had taken their toll and we opted for a movie at home. I could tell that there was something on Liam’s mind. I waited for Cecil to clear our plates.

“What’s eating you, Baby?”

Liam opened his mouth to speak then paused momentarily. “I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day. About our sex lives becoming... humdrum.”

“I didn’t say humdrum!”

“Not humdrum.” He winced at his bad choice of words. “What you said about the early days versus now.”

“Go on.” I wondered what hare I had set running. “What are you thinking?”

“I wasn’t proposing anything specific...”

“I’ve known you long enough, Liam Johnson, to tell that it’s very specific.”

He shuffled his feet. “Threefun.”

Looking back, the next step in our sexual journey was probably predictable. I had fantasized about it occasionally, though I was never moved to mention it because we already had something special. I imagined that Liam would baulk at the suggestion of sharing me with another guy, even for a fleeting fantasy, and while I was intrigued by the idea of sharing my bed with Liam and another woman, I figured it should be for him to suggest it. 

I wasted no time in taunting him.

“Did you have a particular guy in mind?”

“I mean with a woman.”

“Why? Wouldn’t you get off seeing me getting nailed by another guy?” I was determined to punish him for being so presumptuous. “Or maybe me going down on one of your buddies?” 

“Honey, you know perfectly well I wouldn’t like that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

“Go on.”

I think he sensed he was walking into a trap and thought carefully before answering. 

“Because I don’t like guys, but you’re attracted to girls.”

It was true that in days past I had told him that I had made out with one of my sorority sisters at a drunken Chapter party, but that was the sum of it. 

“You’re kidding, right? One swallow does not a summer make, Liam.”

“But you’re always talking about this hot waitress or that gorgeous colleague. You comment on a woman’s nice boobs, or great butt.” 

“All true, Dr. Johnson. But that doesn’t necessarily mean I want to jump into bed with one.”

“Wait, we’ve talked about this before. You definitely said you’d be curious.”

We had, and I was, but I was having too much fun to stop there. “I said I was curious about a threesome. When did we decide it would be with a woman?”

As he always did, he stared down to his left to scour his memory. He recalled, correctly I confessed, that we had indeed been talking about a woman. When the realization hit him that I might also have been talking about a man, his deflation was all too apparent. 

“You mean you’d like that? With another guy?”

“I’ve fantasized about us being with another guy, sure.”

Liam jerked his head back. “Who the hell with?”

“Oh, no one in particular. Just the idea of two strong guys focusing on me at the same time. Maybe sex with you while the other guy massages me. Then vice versa. I dunno.” My flippancy riled him. “Liam, It’s just a fantasy. We’re having this conversation because you’ve fantasized about us being with another woman, right? So why wouldn’t it make sense the other way around?”

I guess it made perfect sense to Liam the doctor. However, Liam the caveman couldn’t countenance it. 

“I’ve told you, I’m not into guys. It would be a complete turn off. I’ve got no desire to see another guy’s dick!”

“We’ve watched plenty of holoporn. You’ve seen plenty of dicks there.”

“Oh, come on, that’s different.”

“How so?”

“Ava...”

“How so?”

Liam exploded. “Those dicks aren’t doing you!” 

It was an exquisite moment, reminiscent of the ‘You can’t handle the truth’ scene from that old 2-D movie.

“So, even if it were my fantasy, you couldn’t overcome your jealousy to please me? Still and all, you need me to overcome my jealousy to fulfil your fantasy of being with two women. Is that what you’re saying?”

He bowed his head as the trap’s iron bars slammed shut around him. “I suppose so, but I thought it was your fantasy too.”

With mission accomplished, I gave him a comforting kiss. “Maybe it is, Baby, but I’m late for work.” 

I headed for the front door and left him licking his wounds.

However, having thrown him a bone, I knew it wouldn’t be long before he would want to continue the conversation. I’d claimed the moral high ground by accusing him of not thinking things through. I realized, though, that I hadn’t really given any thought to the emotional implications, and even less to the practicalities. 

I needed counsel. I needed Harper.

***
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Harper had been at the vanguard of the ShureStix-propelled polyamory revolution. If sex had been an Olympic sport since her coming of age, Harper would surely have secured several medals by now, most of them gold. 

Smart, stunning, and with a libido to match, she was never short of suitors. There wasn’t much she hadn’t tried and, as one of my oldest friends, there wasn’t much I couldn’t ask or tell her.

Harper was my go-to girl, and Hal’s Ranch, with its classy cocktails and strict no-bot policy, was our go-to bar. The time arranged by our DAs was more unexpected. 5:30pm was practically a half-day for Harper. 

Determined not to be late, at 5 I told work that I was going to grab something to eat, a line I used from time to time. It served to suggest that I would be back later, when I had little or no intention of doing any such thing. My colleagues either grunted or nodded, except Greg, hands down my least favorite.

“Yeah, later,” he turned to say, purposefully at volume, stroking his hipster beard and giving me one of his accusatory smiles.

I wanted to wrench his fake glasses from his face and trample them underfoot. Apart from the money and the kudos, the prospect of leapfrogging him was another powerful incentive for me to make MD promotion. Then I would tell him where to shove his sanctimonious 20th century presenteeism.

Dressed in her trademark black pencil skirt and jacket, Harper had beaten me to the bar. Her long black hair, where her true power resided, had been released from the high bun that restrained it during working hours. 

She was holding court on a barstool and a defenseless barman had already succumbed to her spell. I felt it was my humanitarian duty to intervene.

“I apologize. Is this woman bothering you?”

Before he had time to reply, Harper was hugging me and ordering my drink. “She’ll have what I’m having please.” 

“This is early for you. Have you left a doppelbot in your chair?”

“Haha. No, we just won the Robby case, so I’m done for the day. You?”

“Congrats. I’ll need to check in later, but should be fine. You’re looking good.” I rolled my eyes. “As always.” 

I had long since come to accept that, no matter how hard she’d been working, how little she’d slept, how much alcohol or other substances she’d consumed, or how hard she’d partied, she was always fizzing with energy, overwhelmingly positive and immaculately turned out. Harper was a force of nature.

“You too, Babe. So, tell me...”

Fifteen-plus years of friendship had taught us that there was no need to stand on ceremony. Still I felt that I needed to build up to my question. I played for time. “You first. How are you? How’s Alberto?”

“I’m good. He’s good too.” She dipped her chin. “We’re talking about getting a place together.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Has Alberto succeeded where countless numbers have failed? Has the serial seductress and heartbreaker finally been tamed by one mere mortal man? We’ll make a monogamist of you yet.” 

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” We laughed, but I was left wondering what agreement she and Alberto had reached. Before I could probe further, she turned the tables. “What’s your news?”

“Okay, Liam is good. The folks are good. Mom is just back from another endangered DNA harvest.”

“Where this time?”

“Columbia. A tribe called the Nukak, apparently. We finally booked our summer vacation to England. Work is as crazy as ever.” 

“Are they still saying you’re on track to make MD?”

“Yep, just like last year. But get this, Julia says we haven’t got enough male MDs.”

“Victims of our own success. I blame our grandmothers.”

“It’s no joke, she thinks the Board might put Greg down as the frontrunner.”

“Greg? The asshole who came on to me at your birthday party?”

“The very same.”

I continued to filibuster. Head tilted, Harper continued to listen, like she was taking the testimony of some guilty-as-hell client, before putting me on the spot. 

“What’s on your mind, Babe?”

“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Threefun. With a woman.”

“Aha! I thought you’d never ask.”

Her jest unwittingly touched a nerve. “Yes, we’re thinking about it but, no, I’m afraid you’re far too hot to be invited.” 

She pouted her lips in feigned disappointment. I meant every word of it though. I feared that Liam may well have jumped at the chance. 

“For example, when you and Steve went home with that dancer from Marvin’s. I wondered how you arranged it? How you felt, whether you were jealous, how the other woman was with it, how Steve was? Was it mainly two of you being, you know, active, with the other one joining in occasionally, or was everyone fully involved all the time? Anything we should think about? Do or not do? You know...”

She waited for the floodwaters to recede and then gave me a wry smile. “Is that all?”

“Sorry. We might want to try it but have no idea where to start.”

“Got it.” She caught the barman’s eye and held two fingers aloft before returning to me. “So, it’s definitely with another woman, rather than a guy?”

“Wait, you been with two guys too?” Of course she had. “How many times?”

She bit her lower lip at one side. “A few, I guess.”

Yet again, Harper managed to make me feel hopelessly late to the party. 

“You remember Zach and Caden?” she asked.

“Sure.”

I remembered them all. I often wondered how many of Harper’s lovers embraced polyamory the way she did. I speculated that many of them only discovered their minority status in her sex life some weeks in, but they stuck with it because they figured that even a fractional share of her was better than none at all.

“They weren’t much into each other though, so I had two gorgeous guys lavishing their attention on me.” She rolled her lips in on themselves and stared into my eyes for clemency. “What’s not to like, right?”
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