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A Girl and Her Violin


I blame it on Vivaldi.


More specifically, on my CD of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, which now sat face down on the bedside cabinet, alongside the body of my softly snoring boyfriend.


We’d had a fight when Darren had arrived home at 3 a.m. following a business trip and found me lying on the wooden floor in his living room, nude, the concerto playing as loudly as his surround-sound system would allow. Loud.


The presto movement of ‘Summer’, the Concerto No. 2 in G minor, was just about to kick into full swing when Darren flung open the door.


I hadn’t noticed that he’d returned until I felt the flat of his shoe resting on my right shoulder and shaking me back and forth. I opened my eyes and saw him leaning over me. I then noticed that he’d turned the lights on and the CD had come to a sudden halt.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ he said.


‘Listening to music,’ I replied in my smallest voice.


‘I can hear that! I could hear it all the way down the street!’ he yelled.


He’d been away in Los Angeles, and looked remarkably fresh for someone who had just got off a long flight. He was still wearing half of his business suit, a crisp white shirt, leather belt and dark-navy trousers with a very thin pinstripe, the matching jacket slung over one arm. He was gripping the handle of his wheelie case tightly. It had evidently been raining outside, though I hadn’t heard a thing over the sound of the music. His case was slick with rain, rivulets running down the side and pooling onto the floor alongside my thigh. The bottoms of his trousers were wet where his umbrella had not been able to shield him, and were stuck to his calves.


I turned my head towards his shoe and saw an inch of damp calf. He smelled musky, part sweat, part rain, part shoe polish and leather. A few drips of moisture fell from his shoe and onto my arm.


Vivaldi always had a very particular effect on me, and neither the early morning hour nor the look of irritation on Darren’s face did anything to distract me from the feeling of warmth that spread rapidly through my body, lighting the blood in my veins in much the same way that the music had.


I turned so that his shoe was still pressed lightly to my right arm and I ran my left hand up his trouser leg.


He stepped backwards, immediately, as if I’d burned him, and shook his head.


‘Jesus Christ, Summer . . .’


He wheeled the case up against the wall next to the CD rack, removed The Four Seasons from the player and then walked to his room. I considered getting up and following him, but decided against it. There was no way that I could win an argument with Darren when I didn’t have any clothes on. I hoped that if I just continued to lie still, I could defuse his rage by appearing less visible, hopeful that my unclothed body would blend better into his wooden flooring if I was lying horizontally rather than standing upright.


I heard the sound of the wardrobe door open and the familiar rattling of wooden coat hangers as he hung up his jacket. In the six months that we had been dating, I hadn’t once seen him throw his coat over a chair or the back of the couch, like a normal person would. He hung his jacket straight into the wardrobe, then sat down to take off his shoes, then removed his cufflinks, then unbuttoned his shirt and put it straight into the washing basket, then took off his belt and hung it over the wardrobe rail alongside half a dozen others in varying sombre shades of navy, black and brown. He wore designer briefs, the style I like best on men, tiny pairs of stretch-cotton shorts with a thick waistband. I loved the way that the briefs hugged him, tantalisingly tight, although to my eternal disappointment he would always cover himself with a robe and never walked through the flat with just his underwear on. Nakedness offended Darren.


We’d met at a recital in the summer. It was a big deal for me; one of the scheduled violinists had called in sick and I had been drafted in at the last minute to play in the orchestra, a piece by Arvo Pärt, which I hated. I found it jerky and monotonous, but for a classical slot on a real stage, albeit a small stage, I would have played Justin Bieber and found a way to look as though I was enjoying myself. Darren had been in the audience and he’d loved it. He had a thing for redheads, and he said later that he couldn’t see my face because of the angle of the stage, but he had a great view of the top of my head. He said my hair had shone in the stage light as though I was on fire. He’d bought a bucket of champagne and had used his connections with the concert organisers to find me backstage.


I don’t like champagne, but I drank it anyway, because he was tall and attractive and the closest thing I’d ever had to a bona fide groupie.


I asked him what he’d have done if I’d been missing my front teeth or had been, in some other way, not to his taste, and he replied that he’d have tried his luck with the percussionist, who wasn’t a redhead but was still fairly attractive.


A few hours later, I was drunk and flat on my back in his room in Ealing, wondering how I ended up in bed with a man who stopped to hang up his jacket and lay his shoes carefully together before he climbed on top of me. However, he had a big cock and a nice apartment, and although it turned out that he hated all the music I loved, we spent most of our weekends over the following months together. Unfortunately, to my mind, not nearly enough of that time was spent in bed, and far too much of it was spent going to see highbrow art affairs that I didn’t enjoy and was convinced Darren didn’t understand.


Men who saw me play in proper classical music venues instead of pubs and tube stations seemed to make the same mistake that Darren had, believing that I would possess all of the traits they associated with a female classical violinist. I would be well mannered, proper, cultured, educated, ladylike and graceful, in possession of a wardrobe full of simple and stylish gowns for wearing on stage, none of them vulgar or showing too much flesh. I would wear kitten heels and be unaware of the effect that my slim ankles might arouse.


In fact, I had only one long, formal black dress for concerts, which I’d bought for a tenner from a shop in Brick Lane and had altered by a tailor. It was velvet with a high neck and a low back, but had been at the dry cleaner’s the night I met Darren, so I had bought a bandage dress from Selfridges on my credit card and tucked the tags into my underwear. Fortunately, Darren was a tidy lover and had left no stains either on me or the dress, so I was able to return it the next day.


I had my own place, where I spent my weeknights, part of a block of flats in Whitechapel. It was a bedsit, more of a room than an apartment, with a moderately large single bed, a standing rail that functioned as a wardrobe and a small sink, fridge and cooker. The bathroom was down the hall, shared with four others, whom I did bump into occasionally, but generally they kept to themselves.


Despite the location and the run-down building, I could never have afforded the rent had I not struck a deal with the leaseholder, whom I met in a bar one night after a late-night visit to the British Museum. He never fully explained why he wanted to rent the room out for less than he was paying for it, but I presumed that beneath the floorboards lay either a body or a cache of white powder and I often lay awake at night expecting to hear the stampeding footsteps of a SWAT team running up the hall.


Darren had never been to my flat, partly because I had a feeling that he couldn’t have brought himself to set foot on the premises without having the whole building steam-cleaned, and partly because I liked to have a portion of my life that belonged entirely to me. I suppose deep down I knew that our relationship was unlikely to last, and I didn’t want to have to deal with a jilted lover throwing rocks at my window in the night.


He had suggested, more than once, that I move in with him and save the money that I was spending on rent so that I could put it towards a nicer violin, or more lessons, but I refused. I hate living with other people, particularly lovers, and I’d rather make money moonlighting on a street corner than be supported by a boyfriend.


I heard the soft snap of his cufflink box closing, shut my eyes and squeezed my legs together in an attempt to make myself invisible.


He stepped back into the living room and walked straight past me into the kitchen. I heard the rush of the kitchen tap, the soft hiss of the gas lighting and, a few minutes later, the rumble of the kettle. He had one of those modern but old-fashioned-style kettles that needs to be heated on the stove until it whistles. I couldn’t understand why he didn’t just get an electric one, but he claimed that the water tasted better, and that a proper cup of tea should be made with a proper pot of water. I don’t drink tea. Even the smell of it makes me ill. I drink coffee, but Darren refused to make me coffee after 7 p.m. as it kept me awake, and he said that my restless nocturnal fidgeting kept him awake too.


I relaxed into the floor and pretended that I was somewhere else, slowing my breathing in a concentrated effort to stay perfectly still, like a corpse.


‘I just can’t speak to you when you’re like this, Summer.’ His voice floated from the kitchen, disembodied. It was one of my favourite things about him, the rich tone of his public-schoolboy accent, at turns soft and warm, and at other times cold and hard. I felt a rush of warmth between my thighs and locked my legs together as tightly as I could, thinking of how Darren had laid a towel down the one and only time we’d had sex on the living-room floor. He hated mess.


‘Like what?’ I replied, without opening my eyes.


‘Like this! Naked and stretched out on the floor like a lunatic! Get up and put some fucking clothes on.’


He drained the last mouthfuls of his tea, and hearing the sound of his gentle gulps, I imagined how it would feel to have him kneel with his mouth between my legs. The thought made me flush.


Darren didn’t normally go down on me unless I wasn’t more than five minutes out of the shower, and even then his licks were tentative, and his tongue replaced by his finger at the earliest possible polite opportunity. He preferred to use only one finger and had not responded well when I had reached my hand down and tried to guide two more inside me.


‘Jesus, Summer,’ he’d said, ‘you’ll be gaping by the time you’re thirty if you carry on like that.’


He’d gone into the kitchen and washed his hands with dishwashing liquid before coming back to bed and rolling over, falling asleep with his back to me while I lay awake and stared at the ceiling. From the vigorous sounds of splashing, it seemed that he’d washed all the way up to his elbows, like a veterinary nurse about to birth a calf, or a priest about to make a sacrifice.


I hadn’t ever encouraged him to try more than one finger again.


Darren put his cup in the sink and walked past me to the bedroom. I waited a few moments after he had disappeared from sight before getting up, embarrassed at the thought of how obscene I would look to him as I rose nude from the floor, although I’d now fallen thoroughly out of my Vivaldi-induced reverie and my limbs were beginning to ache and chill.


‘Come to bed, then, when you’re ready,’ he called back behind him.


I listened to him undress and get into bed, pulled my underwear on and waited for his breathing to deepen before slipping between the sheets beside him.


I was four years old the first time I heard Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. My mother and siblings had gone away for the weekend to visit my grandmother. I had refused to leave without my father, who couldn’t come because he had to work. I clung to him and bawled as my parents tried to bundle me into the car, until eventually they relented and let me stay behind.


My father let me skip nursery school and took me to work with him instead. I spent three glorious days of almost total freedom racing around his workshop, climbing stacks of tyres and inhaling deep rubber-scented breaths as I watched him jack up other people’s cars and slide beneath them so that just his waist and legs were visible. I always stayed close by, as I had a terrible fear that one day the jack would fail and the car would drop and cleave him in two. I don’t know if it was arrogance or foolishness, but even at that age I thought I would be able to save him, that given the right amount of adrenaline, I would be able to hold up the body of a car for the few seconds that it would take him to escape.


After he’d finished working, we’d climb into his truck and take the long way home, stopping for an ice cream in a cone on the way, even though I wasn’t usually allowed to eat dessert before dinner. My father always ordered rum and raisin, while I asked for a different flavour every time, or sometimes half a scoop of two different sorts.


Late one night, I’d been unable to sleep and had wandered into the living room and found him lying on his back in the dark, apparently asleep, though not breathing heavily. He’d brought his record player in from the garage and I could hear the soft swish of the needle with each turn of the record.


‘Hello, daughter,’ he said.


‘What are you doing?’ I asked.


‘Listening to music,’ he replied, as if it was the most ordinary thing in the world.


I lay down alongside him so I could feel the warmth of his body near me and the faint smell of new rubber mixed with heavy-duty hand cleaner. I closed my eyes and lay still, until soon the floor disappeared and the only thing that existed in the world was me, suspended in the dark, and the sound of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons on the hi-fi.


Thereafter, I asked my father to play the record again and again, perhaps because I believed that I had been named after one of the movements, a theory that my parents never confirmed.


My early enthusiasm was such that for my birthday that year my father bought me a violin and arranged for me to have lessons. I had always been a fairly impatient child, and independent, the sort of person who might not seem predisposed to taking extra lessons or to learning music, but I dearly wanted, more than anything in the world, to play something that would make me fly away, like I had that night I’d first heard Vivaldi. So from the instant that I set my tiny hands on the bow and the instrument, I practised every waking moment.


My mother began to worry that I was becoming obsessive, and wanted to take the violin away from me for a time, so that I could pay more attention to the rest of my schoolwork, and perhaps also make some friends, but I had flat refused to relinquish my instrument. With a bow in my hand, I felt as though I might take flight at any moment. Without it, I was nothing, just a body like any other body, welded to the ground like a stone.


I quickly worked through the levels of my music primers, and by the time I was nine years old, I was playing far beyond the capacity my astounded school music teacher could conceive.


My father organised more lessons for me, with an older Dutch gentleman, Hendrik van der Vliet, who lived two streets away from us and rarely left his house. He was a tall, painfully thin man who moved awkwardly, as if he were attached to strings, and as if the substance he moved through was thicker than air, like a grasshopper swimming through honey. When he picked up his violin, his body became liquid. Watching the movements of his arm was like watching waves rise and fall in the sea. Music flowed in and out of him like a tide.


Unlike Mrs Drummond, the school music teacher, who had been shocked and suspicious of my progress, Mr van der Vliet seemed largely unmoved. He rarely spoke and never smiled. Though the population of my town, Te Aroha, was small, few people knew him and, as far as I was aware, he did not have any other students. My father told me that he had once played in the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra in Amsterdam under Bernard Haitink and had left his classical career and moved to New Zealand when he met a Kiwi woman at one of his concerts. She had died in a car accident on the day that I was born.


Like Hendrik, my father was a quiet man, but interested in people, and he knew everyone in Te Aroha. At some point or other, even the most reclusive person would fall victim to a flat tyre, whether attached to a car, a motorbike or a lawnmower, and with a reputation for taking on even the smallest repair job, my father’s time was often consumed with doing odd jobs for various locals, including Hendrik, who had come into his workshop one day to have a bicycle tyre repaired and had left with a violin student.


I felt an odd sort of loyalty towards Mr van der Vliet, as if I was responsible in some way for his happiness, having come into the world on the same day that his wife left it. I felt bound to please him, and under his tutelage I practised and practised until my arms ached and the tips of my fingers were raw.


At school, I was neither popular nor an outcast. My grades were consistently average, and I was unremarkable in every way, other than in music, where my extra lessons and aptitude put me far ahead of my peers. Mrs Drummond ignored me in lessons, perhaps fearing that my extra expertise would make my classmates feel jealous or inadequate.


Every night I went into our garage and played the violin, or listened to records, usually in the dark, mentally swimming across the classical canon. Sometimes my father would join me. We rarely spoke to each other, but I always felt connected to him through the shared experience of listening, or perhaps by our mutual oddity.


I avoided parties and didn’t socialise much. Consequently, sexual experiences with boys my own age were limited. Even before I grew into my teens, however, I felt a quickening inside that signalled the early onset of what would later become a hearty sexual appetite. Playing a violin seemed to heighten my senses. It was as if distractions were drowned in the sound and everything else disappeared into the periphery of my perception other than the sensations of my body. As I entered my teens, I began to associate this feeling with arousal. I wondered why I was so easily turned on, and why music had such a powerful effect on me. I always worried that my sex drive was abnormally high.


Mr van der Vliet treated me as if I were an instrument rather than a person. He moved my arms into position or laid a hand on my back to straighten my spine as if I were made of wood not flesh. He seemed completely unconscious of his touch, as though I were an extension of his own body. He was never anything other than completely chaste, but despite that, and his age and slightly acrid smell and bony face, I began to feel something for him. He was unusually tall, taller than my father, perhaps about six foot six, and he towered over me. Even grown to full height, I was only five five. At thirteen years of age, my head barely reached his chest.


I began to look forward to our lessons together for reasons beyond the pleasure of perfecting my own playing. Occasionally I affected an ill-considered note or an awkward movement of my wrist in the hope that he would touch my hand to correct me.


‘Summer,’ he said to me softly one day, ‘if you continue to do that, I will teach you no longer.’


I never played a bum note again.


Until that night, a few hours before Darren and I fought over The Four Seasons.


I’d been at a bar in Camden Town, playing a free set with a minor would-be blues rock group, when suddenly my fingers had frozen and I’d missed a note. None of the band members had noticed, and aside from a few hard-core fans who were there for Chris, the lead singer and guitarist, most of the audience was ignoring us. It was a Wednesday-night gig, and the midweek crowd was even tougher than the Saturday-night drunks, as aside from the die-hard fans, the punters were just at the bar for a quiet beer and a chat, inattentive to the music. Chris had told me not to worry about it.


He played viola as well as guitar, though he had largely given up the first instrument in an attempt to create a more commercial appeal with the second. We were both string musicians at heart and had developed a bit of a bond because of it.


‘It happens to all of us, sweetheart,’ he’d said.


But it didn’t happen to me. I was mortified.


I’d left the band without having a drink with them afterwards and caught the train to Darren’s flat in Ealing, letting myself in with the spare key. I had mixed his flight times up, thinking he’d arrive later in the morning having taken the red eye and gone straight to the office without dropping by home first, giving me a chance to sleep in a comfortable bed the whole night and listen to some tunes. Another of my reasons for continuing to date him was the quality of the sound system in his flat, and because he had enough floor space to lie on. He was one of the few people I knew who still had a proper stereo, including a CD player, and there wasn’t enough space in my flat to lie on the floor, unless I put my head in the kitchen cupboard.


After a few hours of Vivaldi on repeat, I concluded that this relationship, while mostly pleasant, was strangling my creative drive. Six months of moderate art, moderate music, moderate barbecues with other moderate couples and moderate lovemaking had left me pulling at the chain I’d allowed to grow round my own neck, a noose of my own making.


I had to find a way out of it.


Darren was usually a light sleeper, but he regularly took Nytol to help him avoid jet lag after his flights back from Los Angeles. I could see the packet glinting in his otherwise empty wastepaper basket. Even at 4 a.m. he had dutifully disposed of the rubbish rather than let an empty wrapper rest on his bedside cabinet until morning.


The Vivaldi CD sat face down next to his lamp. For Darren, leaving a CD out of the case was the ultimate expression of protest. Despite the Nytol, I was surprised he’d been able to sleep at all, with it lying beside him, getting scratched.


I slipped out of bed before dawn, having had one or two hours of sleep at best, and left him a note on the kitchen bench. ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘for the noise. Sleep well. I’ll call you, etc.’


I took the Central line tube into the West End with no real idea of which direction I was headed. My flat was permanently messy, and I didn’t like to practise there too often as the walls were thin and I worried that the tenants in the rooms next door would eventually tire of the noise, pleasant though I hoped it was. My arms ached to play, if for no other reason than to wear out the emotions that had built up over the previous night.


The tube was packed by the time I’d reached Shepherd’s Bush. I’d chosen to stand at the end of the carriage, leaning against one of the cushioned seats by the door as it was easier than sitting with my violin case between my legs. Now I was crushed in a throng of sweaty office workers, more cramming in at each stop, each face more miserable than the last.


I was still wearing my long, black velvet dress from the gig the night before, along with a pair of cherry-red patent leather Dr Martens. I played in heels for classical gigs, but preferred to wear the boots home as I felt they added a threatening swagger to my walk as I made my way through East London late at night. I stood straight, with my chin high, imagining that, dressed as I was, most of the carriage, or at least those who could see me among the crowd, suspected I was on my way home from a one-night stand.


Fuck them. I wished I had been on my way home from a one-night stand. With Darren travelling so much and me playing as many gigs as I could get, we hadn’t had sex in nearly a month. When we did, I rarely came, and only as the result of a hurried, embarrassed shuffling, me desperately trying to reach orgasm while worrying that my self-pleasuring after sex would make him feel inadequate. I still did it, even though I suspected that it did make him feel inadequate, because it was that or spend the next twenty-four hours pent up and miserable.


A construction worker got on at Marble Arch. By now the end of the carriage was completely rammed, and the other passengers scowled as he tried to squeeze into a small gap by the door in front of me. He was tall, with thick, muscled limbs, and he had to crouch a little so that the doors could shut behind him.


‘Move down, please,’ a passenger called out in a polite, though strained, voice.


Nobody moved.


Ever well mannered, I shifted my violin case to create a space, leaving my body unencumbered and directly facing the muscled man.


The train set off with a start, throwing the passengers off balance. He jolted forward and I straightened my back to keep myself steady. For a moment I felt his torso squeeze against me. He was wearing a long-sleeved cotton shirt, a safety vest and stone-washed denim jeans. He wasn’t fat, but he was stocky, like a rugby player in the off-season, and crunched up in the carriage with his arm stretched out to hold the overhead rail, everything he was wearing looked slightly too small for him.


I closed my eyes and imagined what he might look like beneath his jeans. I hadn’t had a chance to check below the belt as he’d got on, but the hand holding the rail overhead was large and thick, so I figured that the same was true of the bulge in his denims.


We pulled into Bond Street station and a petite blonde, her face fixed with grim determination, prepared to wedge herself in.


Fleeting thought – would the train jerk again as it left the station?


It did.


Muscle Man stumbled against me, and feeling daring, I squeezed my thighs together and felt his body stiffen. The blonde began to spread herself out a bit, poking the construction worker in the back with her elbow as she reached into her hefty handbag for a book. He shuffled closer to me to give her more room, or perhaps he was simply enjoying the nearness of our bodies.


I squeezed my thighs harder.


The train jolted again.


He relaxed.


Now his body was pressed firmly against mine, and emboldened by our seemingly coincidental proximity, I leaned back just a fraction, pushing my pelvis off the seat so that the button on his jeans pressed against the inside of my leg.


He moved his hand from the rail overhead to rest on the wall just above my shoulder so that we were nearly embracing. I imagined I heard his breath catch in his throat and his heart quicken, though any noise he might have made was drowned by the sound of the train rushing through the tunnel.


My heart was racing and I felt a sudden twinge of fear, thinking that I had gone too far. What would I do if he spoke to me? Or kissed me? I wondered how his tongue would feel in my mouth, if he was a good kisser, if he was the kind of man who would flick his tongue in and out horribly, like a lizard, or if he was the sort who would pull my hair back and kiss me slowly, like he meant it.


I felt a hot dampness spreading between my legs and realised with a mixture of embarrassment and pleasure that my underwear was wet. I was relieved that I had resisted my defiant urge to go commando that morning and instead found a spare pair of knickers at Darren’s to put on.


Muscle Man was turning his face towards me now, trying to catch my gaze, and I kept my eyes lowered and my face straight, as if the press of his body against mine was nothing untoward and this was the way that I always travelled on my daily commute.


Fearing what might happen if I stood trapped between the carriage wall and this man any longer, I ducked under his arm and got off the train at Chancery Lane without looking back. I wondered, briefly, if he might follow me. I was wearing a dress; Chancery Lane was a quiet station; after our exchange on the train, he might suggest all manner of anonymous dirty deeds. But the train was gone and my muscled man with it.


I had meant to turn left out of the station and head to the French restaurant on the corner that made the best eggs Benedict I’d had since I left New Zealand. The first time I ate there, I told the chef that he made the most delicious breakfast in London, and he had replied, ‘I know.’ I can understand why the British don’t like the French – they’re a cocky bunch, but I like that about them, and I went back to the same restaurant for eggs Benedict as often as I could.


Now, though, too flustered to remember the way, instead of turning left I turned right. The French place didn’t open until nine anyway. I could find a quiet spot in Grey’s Inn Gardens, perhaps play a little before heading back to the restaurant.


Halfway down the street, searching for the unsignposted lane that led to the gardens, I realised that I was standing outside a strip club that I had visited only a few weeks after I first arrived in the UK. I had visited the club with a friend, a girl with whom I had worked briefly while travelling through Australia’s Northern Territory and bumped into again at a youth hostel nearby on my first night in London. She’d heard that dancing was the easiest way to make money here. You spent a couple of months or so at the sleazier joints and then you could get a job at one of the posh bars in Mayfair where celebrities and footballers would stuff wads of fake money down your G-string as if it were confetti.


Charlotte had taken me along to check the place out and see if she could pick up some work. To my disappointment, the man who had met us at the red-carpeted reception area didn’t lead us into a room full of scantily clad ladies getting their groove on, but instead took us into his office, through another door off to the side.


He asked Charlotte to outline her previous experience – of which she had none, unless you counted dancing on tables at nightclubs. Next he looked her up and down in the way that a jockey might assess a horse at auction.


Then he eyed me up from head to toe.


‘Do you want a job too, love?’


‘No, thanks,’ I replied. ‘Got one already. I’m just her chaperone.’


‘It’s no touching. We throw them out straight away if they try anything,’ he added hopefully.


I shook my head.


I did briefly consider selling my body for cash, though, aside from the risks involved, I would have preferred prostitution. It seemed more honest to me somehow. I found stripping a little contrived. Why go that far and not commit to the full deal? In any event, I decided I needed my nights free for gigs, and I needed a job that left me with plenty of energy to practise.


Charlotte lasted about a month at the club in Holborn before she was sacked when one of the other girls reported her for leaving the premises with two customers.


A young couple. Innocent-looking as you like, Charlotte said. They’d come in late on a Friday night, the chap pleased as punch and his girlfriend excited and skittish, as if she’d never seen another woman’s body in her life. The boyfriend had offered to pay for a dance, and his girlfriend had surveyed the room and picked Charlotte. Perhaps because she hadn’t bought any proper stripper outfits yet, or had fake nails done like the other girls. It was Charlotte’s point of difference. She was the only stripper who didn’t look like a stripper.


The woman had become obviously aroused within seconds. Her boyfriend was blushing bright red. Charlotte enjoyed subverting the innocent, and she was flattered by their response to the movements of her body.


She leaned forward, filling the small space that was left between them.


‘Want to come back to mine?’ she’d whispered into both their ears.


After a little more blushing, they’d agreed and they’d all bundled into the back of a black cab and driven to her flat in Vauxhall. Charlotte’s suggestion they go to theirs instead had been summarily turned down.


Her flatmate’s face was a picture, she said, when he’d opened her bedroom door in the morning, without knocking, to bring her a cup of tea, and found her in bed with not just one stranger but two.


I didn’t hear from Charlotte often now. London had a way of swallowing people up, and keeping in touch had never been a strong point of mine. I remembered the club, though.


The strip joint was not, as you might expect, down a darkened alleyway, but rather right off the main street, between a Pret a Manger and a sports retailer. There was an Italian restaurant a few doors further down that I’d been to on a date once, made memorable when I accidentally set the menu on fire by holding it open over the candle in the centre of the table.


The doorway was slightly recessed, and the sign above was not lit up in neon, but nonetheless if you looked at the place directly, from the blacked-out glass and the seedy-sounding name – Sweethearts – there was no mistaking it for anything other than a strip club.


Struck by a sudden burst of curiosity, I tucked my arm tightly over my violin case, stepped forward and pushed the door.


It was locked. Shut. Perhaps unsurprisingly at eight-thirty on a Thursday morning, they weren’t open. I pushed against the door again, hoping it would give.


Nothing.


Two men in a white van slowed as they drove by and wound down their window.


‘Come back at lunchtime, love,’ one of them shouted. The expression on his face was of sympathy rather than attraction. In my black dress, still wearing last night’s thick rock-chick make-up, I probably looked like a desperate girl looking for a job. So what if I was?


I was hungry now and my mouth was dry. My arms were beginning to ache. I was hugging my violin case tightly to my side, which I had a habit of doing when I was upset or stressed. I didn’t have the heart to go into the French restaurant unshowered and dressed in yesterday’s clothes. I didn’t want the chef to think me uncouth.


I took the tube back to Whitechapel, walked to my flat, stripped out of the dress and curled up on my bed. My alarm was set for 3 p.m., so I could go back underground and busk for the afternoon commuters.


Even on my worst days, the days when my fingers felt as clumsy as a fist full of sausages and my mind felt like it was full of glue, I still found a way to play somewhere, even if it was in a park with pigeons for an audience. It wasn’t so much that I was ambitious, or working towards a career in music, though of course I had dreams of being spotted and signed, of playing at the Lincoln Center or the Royal Festival Hall. I just couldn’t help it.


I woke up at three feeling rested and a great deal more positive. I’m an optimist by nature. It takes a degree of madness, a very positive attitude or a bit of both to lead a person round the other side of the world with nothing but a suitcase, an empty bank account and a dream to keep them going. My poor moods never lasted long.


I have a wardrobe full of different outfits for busking, most of them garnered from markets and from eBay, because I don’t have a lot of cash. I rarely wear jeans, as, with a waist much smaller, proportionately, than my hips, I find trying on trousers tedious, and I wear skirts and dresses nearly every day. I have a couple of pairs of denim cut-off shorts for cowboy days, when I play country tunes, but today, I felt, was a Vivaldi day, and Vivaldi requires a more classical look. The black velvet dress would have been my first choice, but it was crumpled in a heap on the floor where I had ditched it earlier that morning and needed to go back to the dry cleaner’s. Instead, I selected a black, knee-length skirt with a slight fishtail and a cream silk blouse with a delicate lace collar that I had bought from a vintage store, the same place I got the dress. I wore opaque tights and a pair of lace-up ankle boots with a low heel. The full effect, I hoped, was a little demure, gothic Victorian, the sort of look that I loved and Darren hated; he thought that vintage was a style for wannabe hipsters who didn’t wash.


By the time I had reached Tottenham Court Road, the station where I had an agreed busking spot, the commuter crowd had just begun to pick up. I settled myself in the area against the wall at the bottom of the first set of escalators. I had read a study in a magazine that said that people were most likely to give money to buskers if they’d had a few minutes to make up their mind to tip. So it was handy that I was situated where commuters could see me as they rolled down the escalator and have a chance to fish out their wallets before they walked by. I wasn’t immediately in their way either, which seemed to work for Londoners; they liked to feel as though they’d made a choice to step to one side and drop money in my case.


I knew that I ought to make eye contact and smile my thanks at the people who left coins, but I was so lost in my music I often forgot. When I was playing Vivaldi, there was no chance that I would connect with anyone. If the fire alarm had gone off in the station, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. I put the violin to my chin and within minutes the commuters disappeared. Tottenham Court Road disappeared. It was just me and Vivaldi on repeat.


I played until my arms began to ache and my stomach began to gnaw, both sure signs that it was later than I had planned to stay. I was home by ten.


It wasn’t until the next morning that I counted up my earnings and discovered a crisp red bill tucked neatly inside a small tear in the velvet lining.


Someone had tipped me fifty pounds.
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A Man and His Desires


The tides of coincidence move in curious ways. Sometimes he felt as if his whole life had flown by like a river, its zigzagging course all too often dictated by random events or people, and he had never been truly in control, had just drifted from childhood, teenage years and early struggles onwards to the quiet waters of middle age, like a drunken embarkation on foreign seas. But then again, wasn’t everyone in the same boat? Maybe he had merely proven to be a better navigator, and the storms hadn’t been too fierce along the way.


Today’s lecture had overrun: too many questions from his students interrupting the flow. Not that that presented him with a problem. The more they enquired, queried, the better. It meant they were attentive, interested in the subject. Which was not always the case. This academic year’s was a good intake. Just the right proportion of foreign students and home-based ones to make for a challenging mix, which in turn kept him alert and on his toes. Unlike so many other professors, he varied his courses a lot, if only to sidestep the traps of boredom and repetition. This semester his comparative literature seminars were exploring the recurrence of suicide and the death element in writers of the 1930s and 1940s, examining the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald in America, the often erroneously labelled fascist writer Drieu La Rochelle in France and the Italian author Cesare Pavese. Not a particularly cheerful subject, but it seemed to be hitting a nerve of some sort with much of his audience, especially the women. Blame Sylvia Plath, he reckoned. As long as it didn’t drive too many of them in the direction of their gas cooker in emulation, he smiled inside.


He didn’t need the job. He had come into money some ten years ago, after his father had passed away and left him a tidy sum. He had never expected this to happen. Theirs had seldom been a particularly easy relationship, and he had long assumed his siblings, with whom he had neither regular contact nor much in common, would inherit the lot. It had been a pleasant surprise. Another of those unseen crossroads on the road of life.


Following the lecture, he’d met with a couple of students in his office, arranging future tutorials and answering questions, and had found himself short of time. He had originally planned to see a new movie at the Curzon West End, a late-afternoon performance, but this was no longer possible. Not to worry – he could catch it at the weekend.


His mobile vibrated and beeped, shuffling crablike over the smooth surface of his desk. He picked it up. A message flashed.


‘Care to meet? C.’


Dominik sighed. Should he? Shouldn’t he?


His affair with Claudia had been going on for a year, and he wasn’t certain how he felt about it, about her, any more. Technically speaking, he was in the clear, as it had begun after she had completed her classes with him. By just a few days, mind. So the ethics were OK, but he was no longer sure if he wanted the relationship to continue.


He decided not to respond right now. Time for reflection. He took his black scuffed leather jacket from the wall hook, gathered his books and lecture files into his canvas tote bag and made his way onto the street. Zipped up against the chilly wind racing up from the river, he made his way towards the Tube. It was already getting dark outside, the dull metal-grey shade of London autumn. The crowds felt menacing as the rush hour descended swiftly, streams of commuters hurrying in both directions, brushing against him anonymously in their slipstream. Usually by now, he’d be out of the centre of town. It was a bit like seeing another side of the city, an uncommon dimension in which the robotic world of work was in the ascendant, heavy, leaden, out of place. Dominik casually picked up the free evening paper he was handed and entered the station.


Claudia was German, not a true redhead, and a wonderful fuck. Her body often smelled of cocoa oil because of the fragrant cream she regularly used to condition her skin. After a whole night in bed with her, Dominik normally ended up with a faint headache from the prevalent odour. Not that they often spent whole nights together. They made love, chatted perfunctorily and parted until the next time. It was that sort of affair. No strings, no questions, nothing exclusive about it. Fulfilling mutual needs, almost hygienic in virtues. It was a relationship he had somehow drifted into; no doubt she had provided signs, a green light of some sort in the early days, and he was aware he hadn’t consciously taken the first steps. The way things sometimes happen.


The train came to a halt as he daydreamed on. This was where he had to change onto the Northern line, through a further labyrinth of corridors. He hated the tube, but loyalty to his earlier, less affluent years deterred him most days from taking taxis when travelling to the college and back. He’d bring his car, and damn the congestion charge, were it not for the lack of parking facilities at the institution and in the nearby area, together with the regular infuriating traffic bottlenecks down the Finchley Road.


The familiar smells of rush hour – sweat, resignation and depression – casually kept on assaulting his senses as he journeyed towards the escalator, and the faint sound of music reached his ears.


The barista had brought them their coffees outside. Dominik’s usual double espresso and some more sophisticated cappuccino variation with pseudo-Italian add-ons for Claudia. She’d lit a cigarette after he’d offered no objection to it, although he didn’t smoke.


‘So were you satisfied with the course?’ he’d asked her.


‘Absolutely,’ she confirmed.


‘So what are you planning to do now? Staying in London, more studies?’


‘Probably.’ She had green eyes, and her dark-red hair was piled up in a chignon, if that was what it was still called these days. A thin fringe swept across her forehead. ‘I’d like to do a doctorate, but I don’t think I’m quite ready for it yet. Maybe I’ll do some teaching somewhere. German. Quite a few people have asked me.’


‘Not literature?’ Dominik enquired.


‘I don’t think so,’ Claudia answered.


‘A pity.’


‘Why?’ she queried, flashing him a quizzical smile.


‘I think you’d be quite good at it.’


‘You think so?’


‘I do.’


‘It’s kind of you to say so.’


Dominik took a sip of his coffee. It was hot, strong and sweet. He’d put four sugar cubes in and stirred them into oblivion, erasing all the original bitterness.


‘Not at all.’


‘I thought your lectures were great,’ she added, lowering her eyes and almost fluttering her lashes, but he wasn’t sure if she actually had because of the moist penumbra of the cafe. Maybe he had imagined it.


‘You always had great questions to ask, demonstrated you had a good understanding of the subject.’


‘You have a strong passion . . . for books,’ she pointed out quickly.


‘I’d hope so,’ Dominik said.


She looked up again and he noticed that her neck was flushed all the way down to her rather spectacular cleavage, where a white push-up bra exposed the smooth, shiny upper orbs of her constrained breasts. She always wore tight white shirts, cinched at the waist, emphasising her opulence.


The signal was unmistakeable. This was why she had suggested they meet for a drink. It had nothing to do with academic pursuits any longer. This was now obvious.


Dominik held his breath for an instant as he considered the situation. Damn, she was attractive, and – a glancing thought – it had been a couple of decades since he had bedded a German woman, at which time he had just been in his teens and Christel had been over ten years older, a generational gap then to his ignorant perception. He had since enjoyed so many female nationalities in an unformed quest into the geography of pleasure. Why not?


He moved a hand slowly across the wooden texture of the tabletop and grazed her extended fingers. Long, sharp nails painted scarlet, two heavy rings, one with a small diamond.


She looked down at her hand, answering his unformulated enquiry.


‘Been engaged for a year. He’s back home. Visits every few months. I’m no longer sure if it’s really serious, though. Just if you were wondering.’


Dominik was enjoying the way her German accent was modulating her words.


‘I see.’ Her palms were unseasonably warm.


‘You wear no rings?’ she asked.


‘I don’t,’ Dominik said.


One hour later, they were in her bedroom in Shoreditch, the sound of Hoxton nightclub clients crowding onto the outside pavement in loud conversation percolating through her open window.


‘Let me,’ he said.


They’d kissed. Her breath a cocktail of cigarette, cappuccino, lust and heat rising from her stomach. Her breath halting as his hands wandered across her waist and his chest pressed against hers, the hard tips of her breasts squeezing into him, betraying her arousal. Her breath exhaling across the drawn skin of his neck as he delicately burrowed his tongue in the hollow of her left ear, in turn nibbling her lobe and then licking her depth to immediate effect as she tensed with pleasure and expectation. Claudia closed her eyes.


He began to undo the buttons of her white shirt as she held her breath in. The thin material was stretched so tight he wondered how she could breathe. Button after button released the softness of her skin, and with each successive loosening the shirt flapped aside with liberated abandon. There was something spectacularly joyful about her breasts. Steep hills he could bury himself in, although in normal sexual circumstances he usually went for less expansive examples of opulence. Claudia was a big girl, from her personality, her natural exuberance, to every single curve of her body.


Her hand lingered across the front of his now strained trousers. He took a step back, in no hurry to be released.


Dominik extended a hand towards Claudia, threaded a couple of fingers through her fire-coloured hair, met the soft resistance of dozens of hairpins holding the delicately shaped construction in place. Sighed. Began to extract each hairpin in slow, deliberate motion, freeing whole strands at a time, watching them detach themselves from the mass and flop down to her shoulders, settling calmly across the taut, thin straps of her bra.


These were the moments he lived for. The quiet before the storm. The ritual of unveiling. Knowing the point of no return had been reached, breached, and the fuck was now inevitable. Dominik wanted to savour every single moment, slow them down to a crawl, imprint every memory on his grey cells, brand-new visions coursing from fingertip and throughout his body, along the hardening shaft of his erection, all the way to his brain, bypassing the visual nerve in the process so that they were encrypted in a most particular manner and rendered unforgettable and immortal. The stuff of memories he could spend his whole life feasting on.


He drew a deep breath, caught the faint, unfamiliar whiff of cocoa oil.


‘What’s your perfume?’ he asked, intrigued by the uncommon fragrance.


‘Oh, that,’ Claudia said with an enticing smile. ‘It’s not a perfume, just the cream I massage into my skin every morning. Keeps my body soft. You don’t like it?’


‘It’s unusual, I must admit,’ he replied, then reflected, ‘It’s you.’


He would quickly get used to it. Strange how every woman had a distinctive smell, a signature, a delicate sensory equilibrium of natural scent, artificial perfumes and oils, sweet and sour.


Claudia unhooked her bra and her breasts fell out, surprisingly high and firm. Dominik’s hands journeyed down to her hard dark-brown nipples. One day in the future, he would enjoy clamping them with her hairpins and get hard watching the pain and pleasure it caused fly across her watery eyes.


‘Often, during your lectures, I would catch you looking straight at me, you know,’ she remarked.


‘Did I?’


‘Oh, yes, you did,’ she smiled.


‘If you say so,’ he added, in a mischievous tone.


How could he have not? She had always worn the shortest of skirts and invariably sat in the first row of the amphitheatre, crossing and uncrossing her stockinged legs in gay and distractful abandon, calmly observing his roving gaze with an enigmatic smile drawn across her full lips.


‘Let’s see you, then,’ Dominik said.


He watched her as she unzipped the Burberry-patterned skirt, allowing it to drop to the floor and stepping out of it, still wearing her knee-high brown leather boots. She had strong thighs, but her tall frame was in unison, and as she stood still, topless, her breasts at full imperious mast, clad only in her straight-waisted black knickers, matching hold-up stockings and well-polished boots, there was a warlike Amazonian demeanour about her. Fierce but pliant. Aggressive but ready to bend. They locked gazes.


‘You,’ she ordered.


Dominik unbuttoned his shirt, let it drift to the carpeted floor, as she watched attentively.


A complicit smile breezed across Claudia’s lips, as Dominik remained impassive, his eyes urging her silently to keep on undressing.


Claudia bent over, unzipped the boots and kicked them both off in rapid succession. She rolled down the thin nylon stockings until they were bunched up round her ankles, then pulled them off. She was about to slip out of her knickers when Dominik raised his hand.


‘Wait,’ he said. She interrupted her motion.


He walked over to Claudia, moved behind her back and kneeled down as he stuck a finger inside the undergarment’s tight elastic, admiring the solidity and round perfection of her arse cheeks from his new perspective, the scattered moles dotted here and there across the panorama of her bare back. He pulled in a downwards motion, revealing the white landscape of her hard buttocks. He nudged her calf and she stepped out of the knickers, which he bunched up in his fist and threw across the room.


He rose from his knees, stood behind her. She was totally naked now.


‘Turn round,’ Dominik said.


She was fully shaven, unusually plump, her opening cleanly delineated, a straight geometric line of opposing thin ridges of flesh.


He extended a finger towards her crotch. Felt the heat radiating outwards. Insolently slipped a finger inside her. She was very wet.


He looked up into her eyes, seeking the hunger.


‘Fuck me,’ Claudia said.


‘I thought you’d never ask.’


The strains of a familiar melody reached him faintly as he allowed himself to march down the corridor that led to the Northern line platform, escorted by the rush-hour crowds like a prisoner under close guard.


The sounds of a violin piercing the muted evening rumour of all the travellers filtered its way towards him, louder with every step forward, then a moment of recognition when Dominik realised someone in the distance was playing the second section of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, albeit just the lead violin part without the bustling business of the whole orchestra counterpointing the concerto. But the tone was so sharp it didn’t require the support of an orchestra. He hastened his pace, music flowing by his attentive ears.


At the crossroads of four tunnels, in a larger open space, where a parallel set of elevators both swallowed streams of commuters and disgorged a set of counterparts into the depths of the transport system, stood a young woman playing her instrument with her eyes closed. Her flame hair cascaded across her shoulders, halo-like, electric.


Dominik came to an uncomfortable halt, blocking other travellers until he stepped back into a corner where he wasn’t interrupting the rush-hour flow, and took a close look at the musician. No, she wasn’t plugged in. The richness of the sound was solely due to the area’s acoustics and the vigorous glissando of her bow against the strings.


Damn, she is good, Dominik reflected.


It had been a long time since he’d listened closely to anything classical. When he had been a kid, his mother had arranged for him to enjoy a season ticket for a series of concerts held on successive Saturday mornings at the Théâtre du Châtelet in Paris, where his father had set up business and the family lived for a whole decade. Over six months, usually using the morning concerts as a rehearsal of sorts for the actual performances held in the evening for a proper adult audience, the orchestra and guest soloists afforded a wonderful introduction to the world and repertoire of classical music. Dominik had found it fascinating, and thereafter had spent most of his meagre pocket money on acquiring records – those were still the years of glorious vinyl: Tchaikovsky, Grieg, Mendelssohn, Rachmaninov, Berlioz and Prokofiev leading his personal pantheon – much to the bemusement of his father. It would be more than a decade later before he graduated to rock music when Bob Dylan went electric and Dominik also began to wear his hair a touch longer in response, always having been on the late side to ride musical and sociological trends. Still to this day he would invariably play classical music on the radio in his car when driving. It made for serenity, cleared the mind, banished the all-too-numerous calls of road rage that his impatience often summoned.


The young woman’s eyes were closed as she swayed gently from foot to foot, as she melded with the melody. She wore a black, knee-length skirt and a whitish Victorian-collared blouse that shimmered slightly in the artificial subterranean light, the material swimming against the unknowable shape of her body. Dominik was immediately taken by the exquisite pallor of her neck and the fragile angle of her wrist as she moved the bow in white heat and gripped the neck of the violin.


The violin itself seemed old, patched together in two separate places by tape, on its last legs, but the colour of its wood accorded perfectly with the colour of the young musician’s fiery mane.


Dominik stood there for five whole minutes, time suspended, ignoring the continuous stream of commuters as they rushed by on their way to anonymous lives and activities, watching the violin player with rapt attention as she ran through the intricate Vivaldi melodies with gusto and a total lack of interest in her surroundings and involuntary audience or the frayed velvet lining of her violin case, on the ground by her feet, where coins were slowly accumulating, although no passer-by made any further contribution while Dominik was present and all ears and fascination.


Not once did she open her eyes, lost in a trance, her mind engulfed in the world of the music, flying on the wings of song.


In turn, Dominik closed his eyes too, unconsciously seeking to join her in this other world of her making, where the melody erased all forms of reality. But again and again he would open them, hungry to see the way her body moved in imperceptible inch-like movements, every sinew in her unseen muscles reaching for the ecstasy of otherness. Fuck, he’d die to know what the young woman was feeling right now, mentally, physically.


She was fast reaching the end of the ‘Winter’ allegro. Dominik pulled his wallet out of the left inside pocket of his leather jacket and hunted for a note. He’d been to a cash machine earlier in the day on his way to the university. He briefly hesitated between a twenty and a fifty, looked up at the young red-haired woman and followed the nascent wave of movement coursing through her whole body as her wrist launched the bow at an odd angle towards the instrument’s strings once again. The silk of her blouse was stretched to breaking point for an instant and pulled tight against the black bra that she wore visibly underneath it.


Dominik felt a tightening in his groin and he couldn’t blame it on the music. He took the fifty-pound note and quickly deposited it in the violin case, rapidly shuffling it under a layer of coins so as not to attract the attention of venal passers-by, all this unnoticed by the young woman who was now living within the music.


He walked away just as the music came to a halt with a flourish and the normal sounds of the tube took over again and the hurried commuters kept streaming on by in all directions.


Later, back home, he lay on the couch, listening to a recording he’d found somewhere on his shelves of the Vivaldi concertos, a CD he hadn’t taken out of its case for years. He couldn’t even recall buying it; maybe it had come free with a magazine.


He recalled the young woman’s closed eyes (what colour could they have been?) as she lost herself in the music, the turn of her booted ankle, wondered what she might smell of. His mind raced on, evoking Claudia’s cunt, its depth, his fingers exploring her, his cock pounding against her, the time she had asked him to fist her and how he had fitted so snugly and wetly inside her, and the sound of her moans, the scream on the tip of her tongue, and the way her nails had embedded themselves in one savage thrust into the sensitive skin of his back. Catching his breath, he decided that the next time he fucked Claudia, he would play that music. Indeed. But in his mind it wasn’t Claudia he was fucking.


He wasn’t lecturing the following day; his timetable had been arranged so that all his courses were compacted into two days of the week only. Nevertheless, he impulsively walked out of the house when the rush hour came and travelled to Tottenham Court Road station. He wanted to see the young musician again. Maybe find out what colour her eyes were. Discover what other pieces of music she had in her repertoire. Whether she would dress differently, depending on day or choice of music.


However, she wasn’t there. Just a guy with long, greasy hair standing in her spot, swaggering with attitude, playing ‘Wonderwall’ badly and then inflicting an even more sloppy version of the Police’s ‘Roxanne’ on the impervious commuters.


Dominik swore under his breath.


For the following five evenings he returned to the station. In hope.


Only to come across a succession of buskers playing Dylan and the Eagles with varying shades of success, or singing operatic tunes to pre-taped orchestral accompaniments. No violin player. He knew buskers had appointed locations and hours, but he had no way of finding out what her schedule was. For all he knew, she could have been a totally unregulated performer and unlikely to make a further appearance there.


Finally, he called Claudia over.


It felt like a revenge fuck, as if he had to punish her for not being another, imperiously positioning her on all fours and taking her more roughly than he was in the habit of doing. She said nothing, but he knew it was not to her taste. Holding her arms across her back, brutally gripping her wrists and forcing himself inside her as far as he could reach, ignoring the dryness, basking in the burning fire of her innards as he kept on pumping with metronomic precision, perversely watching her arse yielding under the intense pressure he was applying below, a pornographic vision he shamelessly wallowed in. Had he been gifted with a third hand, he would have cruelly pulled her hair back at the same time. Why did he get so angry at times? Claudia had done nothing wrong.


Maybe he was getting tired of her and it was time to move on. To whom?


‘Do you enjoy hurting me?’ she later asked him as they sipped drinks in bed, exhausted, sweaty, troubled.


‘Sometimes I do,’ Dominik answered.


‘You know that I don’t mind, don’t you?’ Claudia said.


He sighed. ‘I know. Maybe that’s why I do it. But does that mean you like it?’ he asked.


‘I’m not sure.’


The customary post-coital silence that often divided them returned and they drifted into sleep. She left fairly early in the morning, leaving an apologetic note about an interview of some sort, just a strand of her red hair on the pillow to remind Dominik she had spent the night.


A month went by, during which Dominik no longer played any classical CDs when he was home alone. It just didn’t feel right. The end of term was soon approaching and he felt the urge to go travelling again. Amsterdam? Venice? Another continent altogether? Seattle? New Orleans? Somehow all these destinations he had once freely indulged in no longer held the same attraction. It was a most unsettling feeling and one he had seldom experienced before.


Claudia was back in Hanover spending a few weeks with her family and he just hadn’t the energy to seek someone else out for fun and pleasure, and there was no one from his past he felt any inclination to spend time with again. Neither was this a time for friends or relatives. There were days when he even came to the conclusion that his powers of seduction might have abandoned him for parts unknown.


On the way to a film screening at the National Film Theatre on the South Bank, he picked up a free newspaper from a vendor lurking outside the station entrance at Waterloo and casually stuffed the folded freesheet into his tote bag and then forgot all about it until mid-afternoon the following day.


Halfway through the paper, Dominik came across a brief item of local news that hadn’t made that morning’s Guardian, in a section called ‘News From the Underground’, which more usually related tales of weird lost and found objects or silly stories of pets and commuter rage.


A violin-playing busker had been inadvertently caught in an affray the previous day while performing at Tottenham Court Road station, it appeared. A group of regional drunken soccer fans passing through on their way to a match at Wembley had become involved in a large fight in which London transport officers had been obliged to forcibly intervene, and although not directly involved, she had been severely jostled in the process and dropped her instrument, on which one of the guys had then heavily fallen and it seemed her violin was now a total write-off.


Dominik hurriedly read through the short piece twice, rushing to the end. The woman’s name was Summer. Summer Zahova. Despite the Eastern European surname, she appeared to be from New Zealand.


It must be her.


Tottenham Court Road, violin . . . who else could it be?


She was unlikely to go busking if she was presently without an instrument in working order, so the chances of meeting her again, let alone listening to her play, had now evaporated into thin air.


Dominik sat back, unwittingly crumpling the newspaper in his fist and throwing it to the ground in anger.


He did have a name though: Summer.


He collected his thoughts, remembered how, some years before, he had gently stalked an ex-lover across the Internet, if only to find out what had become of her and how her life after him was proceeding. Unilateral stalking as it turned out to be, as she remained quite unaware of his discreet surveillance.


Moving to his study, he booted up his computer and Googled the young musician’s name. There were very few hits, but it did indicate she was on Facebook.


The photo on her Facebook page was artless and at least a few years old, but he recognised her in an instant. Maybe it had been taken in New Zealand, which led him to speculate how long she might have been in London, in England.


At rest and not pursed in the throes of playing her violin, her mouth stood lipsticked brilliant red, and Dominik couldn’t help speculate how it would feel having his erection enveloped by the fiery lusciousness of those lips.


Summer Zahova’s page was in part privacy-protected and he was unable to take a peek at her wall or even a list of her friends, and the personal details were somewhat sparse beyond her name, town of origin and London as place of residence, plus a declared interest in both men and women, as well as a list of classical composers and some pop among her likes. No mention of books or movies; clearly she was not someone who spent much time on Facebook.


But he had an ‘in’.


Later that evening, having weighed up a multitude of pros and cons, Dominik returned to the deafening silence of his laptop screen, logged on to Facebook and created a new account under a pretend name, albeit with a minimum of personal details that made Summer’s page chatty in comparison. He hesitated over his choice of photo, considered downloading an image of someone wearing an elaborate Venice Carnival mask, but eventually left his picture blank. It would have been a tad melodramatic. The text alone was sufficiently intriguing and enigmatic, he felt.


Now, as his new persona, he typed out a message for Summer:


Dear Summer Zahova,


I was most sorry to hear of your ordeal. I am a great admirer of your musicianship, and to ensure you are able to continue your practice, I am willing to gift you with a new violin.


Are you willing to accept my challenge and my terms?


He left the message deliberately unsigned and clicked on ‘send’.
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A Girl and Her Arse


I stared at the broken remains of my violin with a strange sense of detachment.


Without the instrument in my hands, I felt as though I wasn’t really present, as if I had watched the whole scene unfold from above. Disassociation, my high-school guidance counsellor had named it, when I tried to explain the way that I felt when I wasn’t holding a violin. I preferred to think of my peculiar mental flights both into and out of music as a type of magic, though I imagined that my talent for disappearing into melody was really just a heightened awareness in one part of my brain, resulting from a very focused sort of desire.


I might have wept if I’d been the weeping sort. It wasn’t that I didn’t get upset about things, just that I have a different way of dealing with emotion, my feelings seeping through my body and usually leaking out through either my bow or some other physical expression, such as angry, emotional sex or swimming furious lengths up and down one of London’s outdoor swimming pools.


‘Sorry, love,’ slurred one of the drunks, stumbling close to me, his alcohol-soaked breath hot on my face.


There was a football match somewhere in town today, and two groups of fans in their regulation team kit, each supporting opposing teams, had clashed in the station on their way to the match. The ruckus had broken out a few feet from where I was playing. As usual, I was so wrapped up in my music I didn’t hear whatever remark one side had made to the other in order to light the fuse. I didn’t even notice the fighting until I felt a beefy body knock into me, slamming my violin against the wall and overturning my case, coins flying all over like marbles in a school playground.


Tottenham Court Road station is always busy and well staffed. A pair of portly London transport officers pulled the brawling fans apart and threatened to call the police. The fire soon went out of the men, who disappeared like rats into the bowels of the station, racing up escalators and Tube tunnels, perhaps realising they’d be late for their match, or possibly arrested, if they lingered any longer.


I sank down against the wall where I’d earlier been playing ‘Bittersweet Symphony’ and held the two broken pieces of my violin to my chest as if I was nursing a child. It wasn’t an expensive violin, but it had a beautiful tone and I would miss it. My father had picked it out from a second-hand store in Te Aroha and given it to me for Christmas five years ago. I prefer second-hand violins, and my father always had an ear for them, an ability to survey a pile of junk and pick out the instrument that still had some use in it. He made a habit of buying my instruments, in the way that my mother and my sister bought clothes and books they thought I might like, and each one was perfect. I liked to imagine who had played it before me, the way that they had held it, the number of warm hands it had passed through, each owner leaving a little bit of their own story, some love and some loss and some madness, in the body of the instrument, emotions that I could coax out through the strings.


This violin had travelled across New Zealand, and then across the world with me. It was on its last legs, granted; I’d had to patch it up with tape in two places where it had been knocked about on the long journey to London the previous year, but the sound was still true, and it felt just right in my arms. Finding a replacement would be a nightmare. Though Darren had nagged, I’d never got round to having it insured. I couldn’t afford a new instrument of any quality, or even an old instrument of any quality. Scouring the markets for a bargain could take weeks, and I couldn’t bring myself to buy a violin on eBay without feeling it in my hands and hearing the tone.


I felt like a tramp walking around the station, picking up the coins that had scattered all over, my mangled violin in hand. One of the London transport officers asked for my details, to make a report, and he was obviously annoyed that I could provide him with so little information about the actual event.


‘No great talent for observation, eh?’ he sneered.


‘No,’ I replied, staring at his plump hands as he flicked through his notepad. Each of his fingers was pale and squat, like something that you might be disappointed to find on a plate at a party, attached to a cocktail stick. He had the hands of a person who didn’t play a musical instrument, or interrupt fights very often.


In truth, I hate soccer, though I wouldn’t admit as much to anyone English. Football players, as a general rule, are too pretty for my liking. At least during rugby games, I could forget the sport and concentrate on the thick, muscled thighs of the forwards, their tiny shorts riding up and threatening to expose beautifully firm buttocks. I don’t play any organised sport myself, preferring the more singular pursuits of swimming and running, and weight training alone at the gym, to keep my arms in shape for long stretches of instrument-holding.


Finally I managed to collect all of my takings, bundle the broken pieces of the violin into the case and escape the watchful glare of the London transport officers.


I hadn’t gathered more than ten pounds in coins from the passing commuters before the louts had broken my violin. It had been a month since the mysterious passer-by had dropped the fifty into my case. I still had the note, tucked safely inside my underwear drawer, although God knows how desperately I needed to spend it. I had increased my hours at the restaurant I worked at part-time, but hadn’t had a paid gig for a few weeks, and despite subsisting on cafe food and Pot Noodles, I’d had to dip into my savings to cover last month’s rent.


I had seen Darren only once since we fought over the Vivaldi record, and I’d explained to him, badly probably, that things weren’t working out for me and I needed a break from our relationship to concentrate on my music.


‘You’re breaking up with me to be with a violin?’


Darren had looked incredulous. He was well-off, good-looking and of baby-making age; no one had ever broken up with him.


‘Just taking a break.’


I’d stared at the gleaming leg of one of his stainless-steel designer bar stools. I couldn’t look him in the eye.


‘No one just takes a break, Summer. Are you seeing someone else? Chris? From the band?’


He’d taken one of my hands in his. ‘God, your palms are cold,’ he’d said.


I’d looked down at my fingers. My hands have always been my favourite part of me. My fingers are pale, long and very slender, piano-playing hands, as my mother says.


I’d felt a sudden rush of affection for Darren and turned to him, running my hand through his thick hair, tugging a little on his locks.


‘Ow,’ he’d said, ‘don’t do that.’


He’d leaned forward and kissed me. His lips were dry, his touch tentative. He made no move to pull me towards him. His mouth tasted like tea. I’d immediately felt ill.


I’d pushed him away and stood up, preparing to pick up my violin case and my bag with some spare underwear, a toothbrush, the few things that I kept in a drawer at his flat.


‘What, you’re turning down sex?’ Darren had sneered.


‘I don’t feel well,’ I’d said.


‘So, for the first time in her life, Miss Summer Zahova has a headache.’


He was standing now and placing his hands on his hips, like a mother berating a petulant child.


I’d picked up my bag and my case, turned on my heel and left. I was wearing his least favourite ensemble: red Converse ankle boots, denim shorts over opaque stockings and a skull T-shirt, and as I’d pushed open his front door, I’d felt more like myself than I had in months, as if a weight had lifted from my shoulders.


‘Summer . . .’ He’d run after me and grabbed my arm as I stepped through the door, spinning me round to face him. ‘I’ll call you, OK?’ he’d said.


‘Fine.’ I’d walked away without turning, imagining that he was watching my back disappear down the stairs. I heard the door click on the lock just as I turned the corner to the next flight of steps, out of his sight.


He’d called me regularly since then, at first every night and then dying away to twice or thrice weekly as I ignored all of his messages. Twice he’d called me at 3 a.m., drunk, and left slurred messages on my voicemail.


‘I miss you, babe.’


He had never called me ‘babe’ – in fact, he professed to hate the word – and I began to wonder whether I had ever really known him at all.


For certain, I wouldn’t be calling Darren now, though I knew that he would jump at the chance to buy me a new violin. He had hated my old one, thought it looked shoddy and was not suitable for a classical violinist. He also hated my busking, considered it beneath me, though I knew that for the most part he worried about my safety. Rightly, he would say now.


I stood at the crossroads outside the station, traffic racing by and pedestrians jostling in all directions, and considered what to do. I hadn’t really made many friends in London, other than the couples with whom Darren and I had spent time, going to various dinner parties and gallery openings, and pleasant though they were, they were all his friends, rather than mine. Even if I had wanted to contact any of them, I didn’t have their phone numbers. Darren had organised all our socialising, I just tagged along. I took my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through the numbers in my address book. I considered calling Chris. He was a musician, he’d understand, and he’d be angry if he discovered later I hadn’t called him, but I couldn’t face sympathy, or pity. Either emotion might break me, and then I’d be useless and unable to fix anything.


Charlotte. From the strip club.


I hadn’t seen her for a year and hadn’t heard from her during that time other than a few Facebook posts, but I was confident that if nothing else, Charlotte would cheer me up, and take my mind off the violin catastrophe.


I pressed ‘call’.


The phone rang. A man’s voice answered, sultry, sleepy, as if he’d just been woken up in a very pleasant way.


‘Hello?’ he said.


I struggled to hear over the rush of traffic. ‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I think I have the wrong number. I’m looking for Charlotte.’


‘Oh, she’s here,’ said the man. ‘She’s just a bit busy at the moment.’


‘Can I speak to her? Can you tell her Summer is on the phone?’


‘Ah . . . Summer, Charlotte would be happy to speak to you, I’m sure, but her mouth is full.’


I heard giggling and a scuffle, and then Charlotte’s voice on the phone.


‘Summer, darling!’ she said. ‘It’s been for ever!’


More scuffling, and then a soft moan through the receiver.


‘Charlotte? Are you still there?’


Another moan. More scuffling.


‘Hang on, hang on,’ she said, ‘give me a minute.’ The muffled sound of a hand over the receiver and, in the background, a man’s deep, throaty chuckle. ‘Stop it,’ she said in a whisper. ‘Summer’s a friend.’ Then she was back. ‘Sorry about that, darl,’ she said. ‘Jasper was just trying to distract me. How are you, honey? It’s been too long.’


I imagined the two of them in bed together and felt a pang of envy. Charlotte was the only girl I’d ever met whose sexual capacity seemed to rival mine, and she was so open about it, something I had never been. There was a ready aliveness to her. She had the energy of the air after a tropical storm, all damp heat and ripe lushness.


I remembered when we had gone vibrator shopping in Soho a few hours before she’d interviewed at the strip club near Chancery Lane. I had felt a little embarrassed and stood at her side uneasily, watching her confidently pick up dildos of all shapes and sizes, and rub them against the soft skin of her inner wrist to check their sensation.


She had even approached the bored-looking man at the counter and asked for batteries, slipping the AAs inside the base of two similar but slightly different Rabbits with a practised wrist. One of them had a flat nose, and the other was split at the end into a sort of prong, designed to encircle the user’s clit as it buzzed. She ran one pulsating toy up her arm gently, then the other before turning to the man standing behind the counter.


‘Which one do you think would be better?’ she asked him.


He stared at her as if she were an alien, arrived in his store from another planet. I felt the earth move beneath my feet and hoped it was the ground about to swallow me up.


‘I. Don’t. Know,’ he said, pausing between each word in case she didn’t understand.


‘Why not?’ she replied, not at all dissuaded by his surly tone. ‘You work here.’


‘I don’t have a vagina.’


Charlotte pulled out her credit card and bought both, figuring that she would soon earn enough money stripping to pay the bill.


We left the store and she stopped abruptly outside one of those spaceship-like public toilets, the sort that open with a push button at the side, and that I suspected were not often used for their true purpose.


‘You don’t mind, do you?’ she said, stepping inside and pushing the door-lock button before I had a chance to respond.


I stood outside, blushing furiously as I imagined her standing in the cubicle with her knickers rolled down to her knees, pushing a vibrator first inside her and then running the tip round her clitoris.


She was out of the toilet, smiling, within five minutes.


‘The flat one’s better,’ she remarked. ‘Want a go? I bought cleaner and wipes. And lube.’


‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ I replied, wondering what the people on the street would think if they could overhear our exchange. To my surprise, thinking of Charlotte masturbating in the toilet had turned me on. I wouldn’t tell her, but lubricant would certainly not have been necessary.


‘Suit yourself,’ she said breezily, popping the vibrators into her handbag.


Despite the broken violin in my case, and the ache in my heart when I thought of it, imagining Charlotte most likely naked at the other end of the telephone, her long, tanned legs spread out carelessly on the bed beneath the watchful gaze of Jasper, aroused me.


‘I’m good,’ I said falsely, and then told her what had happened in the station.


‘Oh my God! You poor thing. Come over. I’ll throw Jasper out of bed for you.’


She texted me the address and within the hour I was curled up on a swing seat in the living room of her apartment in Notting Hill, sipping a double espresso from a delicate porcelain cup and saucer set. Charlotte’s fortunes had definitely been on the up since I saw her last.


‘Dancing is going well, then?’ I asked her as I surveyed the spacious interior, polished wooden floors and large flat-screen television on the wall.


‘God, no,’ she said, flicking off the coffee machine. ‘That was awful. I didn’t make any money, and I got sacked again.’


She wrapped a finger round the handle of her own small mug and walked over to the sofa. I suspected that her now very long and dead-straight brown hair might be the result of extensions, but I was pleased to see that she still didn’t have fake nails. Charlotte was no shrinking violet, but she had class.


‘I’ve been playing online poker,’ she said, nodding towards the desk and large Mac in the corner of the room. ‘Made a fortune.’


A door opened down the hall and steam drifted out, presumably from the bathroom. A languid smile spread across Charlotte’s face as she watched my head turn in response to the sound.


‘Jasper,’ she said. ‘He’s in the shower.’


‘Have you been seeing each other long?’


‘Long enough,’ she replied with a grin as he sauntered into the living room.


He was one of the most handsome men I’d ever set eyes on. Thick, dark hair, still wet from the shower, lean thighs wrapped in loose-cut denim jeans, a short-sleeved casual shirt, all the buttons open to reveal sculpted abdominals and a fine trail of hair running down to his groin. He stood silently near the kitchen, towel-drying his hair with one hand, as if waiting for something.


‘I’ll just see the lovely boy out,’ Charlotte said to me with a wink, and pushed herself up off the couch.


I watched as she took out a wad of banknotes from an envelope resting on her bookshelf and pressed the bundle into his hand. He folded the wad over and slid it discreetly into the back pocket of his jeans without counting.


‘Thank you,’ Jasper said to her. ‘It’s truly been a pleasure.’


‘The pleasure is all mine,’ she replied, opening the front door and kissing him gently on both cheeks on the way out.


‘I’ve always wanted to say that,’ she said to me, dropping down onto the sofa again.


‘Is he an . . .?’


‘Escort?’ she finished for me. ‘Yes.’


‘But surely you could . . .?’


‘Pick anyone up?’ she finished again. ‘Probably. But I like paying for it. Puts the shoe on the other foot, if you know what I mean, and then I don’t need to worry about all the other bullshit.’


I could certainly see the appeal. At that moment, or indeed at almost any other moment, I would have killed for a guilt-free, complication-free, painless fuck.


‘Do you have any plans tonight?’ she asked suddenly.


‘No,’ I said, shaking my head.


‘Good. I’m taking you out.’


I protested that I wasn’t in the mood and didn’t have any suitable clothes to wear or any money. Besides which, I hate nightclubs, full of young girls batting their fake lashes for a free drink and seedy men trying to cop a feel.


‘It’ll take your mind off it. I’m paying. I have an outfit for you. And this place is different. You’ll love it.’


A few hours later, I was standing aboard a large boat moored on the Thames that doubled as a fetish-themed nightclub once a month over the autumn.


‘What exactly does that mean, “fetish”?’ I asked Charlotte nervously.


‘Oh, nothing really,’ she said. ‘The people just wear fewer clothes, but like they mean it. And they’re friendlier.’


She grinned and told me to relax in a manner that suggested I do exactly the opposite.


I was now dressed in a pale-blue boned corset, frilly knickers and stockings with a blue seam running down the back of my legs from thigh to ankle to meet a pair of silver heels. Charlotte had teased my hair into a thick mass of curls, doubling the already large volume of my red locks, and had then balanced a top hat on my crown at a jaunty angle. She had lined my eyelids carefully with liquid eyeliner, thick and dark, painted my lips a vivid, glossy red and stuck a little silver glitter to my cheeks with Vaseline. The corset was a couple of inches too big and had to be cinched all the way in to tighten round my waist, and the shoes were a touch small, making it difficult to walk, but the effect overall, I hoped, was pleasing.


‘Wow,’ said Charlotte, looking me up and down once she’d finished decking me out in all her finery. ‘You look hot.’


I moved awkwardly over to her mirror. Damn, my feet were going to hurt by the end of the night. The shoes were pinching already.


I was pleased to see that I couldn’t disagree with Charlotte’s description, though I wouldn’t say so aloud, obeying the presumed rules of behaviour and putting on a show of modesty. The girl in the mirror didn’t really look like me. More like a rebellious older sister in a burlesque costume. The corset, though loose-fitting, forced me to stand straighter, and though I was inwardly nervous about leaving the apartment like this, in my new skin, I guessed I would look confident, my shoulders back and throat bared, like a dancer.


Charlotte had stripped off completely in front of me and rubbed her body with lube, before asking for my help to shimmy into a tiny bright-yellow rubber dress with two red lightning bolts running up either side of her waist. The dress was cut low at the front, so that nearly all of her plump breasts and a tantalising hint of her nipples were visible, pressed tightly against the scooped neck. The lube was cinnamon-flavoured, and for a moment I had been tempted to give her a lick. I noticed that she didn’t wear any knickers, although the dress barely covered her arse.


Charlotte was brazen, that was for sure, but I admired her confidence and, after a day spent in her company, was beginning to get used to it. She was one of the few people I knew who did exactly what she liked without giving a damn what anyone else thought.


In my too-small five-inch heels and Charlotte in her enormous red platforms, we’d had to cling on to each other’s arms, giggling, as we tentatively scooted down the steep metal ramp and onto the boat.


‘Don’t worry,’ Charlotte said, ‘you’ll be on your back before you know it.’


Would I?!


We arrived at about midnight and the club was in full swing. I was a little self-conscious about removing my jacket and joining the party with more than my usual amount of flesh on public display, but Charlotte insisted that I would fit right in. We presented our tickets in exchange for a stamp on the wrist at the front desk, checked in our coats and then teetered up the stairs, through the double doors and into the main bar.


My senses were assaulted immediately. Everywhere men and women were dressed in eye-popping outfits. Latex abounded, but also vintage-style lingerie, top hats and tail coats, military uniforms, even a man wearing just a cock-ring, his flaccid penis bouncing happily as he walked. A short woman wearing a voluminous skirt and nothing else, her full breasts hanging freely, walked through the crowd holding a lead with a very thin, tall man attached to the other end, his back and shoulders hunched heavily so that she could pull him along without straining. He reminded me of Mr van der Vliet.


Alone on one of the couches sat a petite man, or possibly an androgynous woman, wearing a full rubber body suit and face mask. Charlotte hadn’t been entirely right about the fetish crowd wearing fewer clothes. Of course, many of them were wearing next to nothing, and wearing it well, but a large number wore elaborate costumes that covered every inch of flesh, yet still managed to look sexual. Cheap fancy dress and street clothes were both banned, a finer detail that elevated almost all of the boat’s occupants from tacky to theatrical.


‘What are you drinking, honey?’ asked Charlotte, taking my attention away from the crowd. I tried with all my might not to stare at anyone, but I felt as though I had been dropped into an adults-only movie set, or had stumbled through a corridor into a parallel universe where everyone was like Charlotte and didn’t give a damn about what the rest of the world thought of them.


She’d been right at least about my outfit. Not only did I fit right in, but I was one of the more modestly attired revellers in attendance. They probably thought I was downright demure. This thought relaxed me. Normally, in any group of friends or social gathering, I worried I was the weird one, with my relaxed attitude to sex and relationships. No one had ever labelled me demure.


‘Just water for me, thanks,’ I replied.


I didn’t want to take advantage of her generosity, and I wanted to absorb all this with a clear head, so I wouldn’t wake up in the morning thinking it was just a dream.


Charlotte shrugged and returned a few minutes later with our drinks in hand.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ll show you round.’


She took me by the hand and led me through another set of double doors, this pair leading to the uncovered prow of the ship, where a handful of smokers and men dressed in thick, hot-looking military jackets were standing, either smoking or cooling down, or both. The women, who were generally wearing far fewer clothes, were huddled around the two gas heaters standing in the middle of the space. Two of them wore latex skirts with the backsides cut out and their pale buttocks shone under the gas light like low-hanging twin moons.


I walked over to the side and stood still for a moment, holding Charlotte’s hand and staring at the Thames stretched out into the night like a long, black ribbon, nestling gently between the two halves of the city. The water looked thick and viscous, and made a soft slapping sound as it lapped at the base of the boat. Waterloo Bridge joined the two sides behind us, Blackfriars Bridge in front, the lights on Tower Bridge barely visible in the foreground, like a dark promise of things to come.


I felt Charlotte shiver.


‘Let’s go,’ she said. ‘It’s cold out here.’


We walked back through the double doors and into the main bar, and then through another set of doors and onto the dance floor. I watched, open-mouthed, as a dark-haired, beautiful, vampy-looking woman covered herself with gasoline and then blew fire into the air over her head, while grinding round a pole to the sound of a heavy rock song. She reeked of sex. In the company of Charlotte, and in the presence of so many others who seemed unashamed of their bodies and proud, even, of their sexuality, I felt, for the first time in my life, as if I might not be a freak. Or at least, that if I was a freak, I had company.


A tall man standing at the edge of the dance floor caught my eye. He was wearing a pair of tight, bright-blue sequinned leggings, long riding boots, a red and gold military jacket and a matching hat. He held a riding crop in one hand and a drink in the other, and was chatting happily to a gothic-looking girl wearing latex hot pants. She had long, black hair with a single white lock at the front. The man’s leggings barely concealed a large bulge at the crotch, and I stopped still for a moment, mesmerised. I thought I’d seen a similar pair of leggings in the window of a women’s fashion store, but on him the effect was decidedly masculine.


Charlotte tugged my hand. ‘Later,’ she whispered into my ear, eyeing the man with the leggings. ‘The show’s on. That means it’ll be quiet downstairs.’


She led me through a small, red velvet-curtained corridor, then into another, smaller bar, filled with similarly clad partygoers, and then down a flight of steps.


‘This is the dungeon,’ she said.


The room didn’t look how I expected a ‘dungeon’ to look, although I really had no concept of how a modern-day dungeon would look or even that such a thing existed. I stopped in my tracks and looked around, soaking it all up, in case I never saw anything like it again.


The décor was just like the bar above, only with a few extra pieces of strange-looking furniture. There was a large, padded red cross in the shape of an X rather than a crucifix. A woman, naked, was leaning against it with her legs and arms spread, while another woman beat her with an instrument that Charlotte called a ‘flogger’. I couldn’t see the handle, as it was covered firmly by the woman’s hand, but instead of one single strand, like a whip, it had several pieces of soft-looking leather attached. The woman doing the flogging took turns at whipping then stroking the other woman’s arse with the palm of her hand, and sometimes running the strands of leather softly over her body. The woman on the receiving end moaned with pleasure and twitched unintentionally throughout, and the woman flogging her often bent forward and whispered what I imagined were sweet nothings into her ear. She was smiling, laughing and leaning her body towards her partner on the cross. They were surrounded by a small group of interested onlookers, but appeared to be in a world of their own, almost as if an invisible screen stood between them and the people watching.


The sight would have shocked me if I had seen it in a photograph, or read a salaciously worded description of it in a newspaper. I’d heard of this sort of thing, of course, but filed such activities away in my head, in the same place that I put stories of people rushing to hospital after an unfortunate accident with a hamster and a vacuum-cleaner pipe – I supposed some people might get into it, but I thought it was mostly either an urban legend or the prevail of the very strange. The people involved here all looked quite nice and normal, though they were kitted out in the same dramatic costumes that filled the rest of the boat. I moved in a bit closer to get a better look.


Yes, the person on the whipping end was definitely having a good time. I would have given a limb, right then, to know how that felt. And the beating itself, the rise and fall of the flogger, looked precise, rhythmic, expertly orchestrated. The whole thing was rather beautiful.


Charlotte, noting my interest, approached a man who was standing near the cross and tapped him on the shoulder, then beckoned to me.


‘Mark,’ she said to him, ‘this is Summer. It’s her first time here.’


Mark looked me up and down, though in an appreciative rather than predatory way.


‘Nice corset!’ he said, kissing me on both cheeks, European style. He was on the short side, a little fat and balding, but he had a friendly face and an attractive gleam in his eyes. He wore heavy flat boots and a rubber apron and vest. The apron had several pockets, which held a number of different implements, each, at first glance, similar to the flogger that was in use on the cross.


‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘Do you come here often?’


‘Not nearly as often as I’d like,’ he replied, laughing as I blushed.


‘Mark is the dungeon master,’ Charlotte inserted.


‘Basically,’ he said, ‘I make sure everything is OK down here and no one’s being a dickhead.’


I nodded and shifted from one foot to the other. Despite being taller than me, Charlotte was a shoe size smaller and my feet were really beginning to hurt.


I looked around for an empty chair, but didn’t see anything, aside from a metal frame with a padded flat section at roughly waist height that I suspected wasn’t a seat.


‘Am I allowed to sit on that?’ I asked, motioning towards the frame.


‘Not really,’ said Charlotte. ‘You’re not supposed to sit on the equipment. Someone might want to use it.’ Then her face lit up. ‘Oooh!’ she said, giving me a wicked grin and nudging Mark in the ribs. ‘You could give her a spanking, Mark. Then she could rest her feet.’


Mark looked at me. ‘I’d be delighted,’ he said, ‘if the lady would like that.’


‘Oh, no . . . Thanks, but I’m not sure.’


Mark politely replied, ‘No problem,’ in the same breath that Charlotte insisted, ‘Go on – what are you afraid of? He’s an expert. Just try it.’


I glanced over again at the woman on the cross, who now appeared to be in a state of ecstasy, unconcerned what sort of spectacle she provided to onlookers.


I wished I was like that, I thought, so brave and uncaring. If I had given less of a damn about the opinions of others, I’d probably never have ended up spending more than one night with Darren.


‘I’ll be right here with you,’ added Charlotte, no doubt watching my resolve falter. ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’


What the hell. Nobody here would think any less of me and I’d get to lie down for a bit, and besides that, I was curious. If it was all bad, this many people wouldn’t be doing it.


‘OK,’ I said, mustering a smile. ‘I’ll try it.’


Charlotte wriggled with delight.


‘Which instrument would you prefer?’ Mark asked, waving his hand in front of the tools held in his apron.


I followed his hand as it waved. Though he wasn’t a tall man, he had big, sturdy hands. They looked tough, the kind of hands that were engaged in some sort of physical work throughout the day, not hovering over a computer, typing and getting flabby.


Charlotte watched the line of my gaze with interest. ‘I think she’s the bare-handed sort, you know,’ she said.


I nodded.


Charlotte took my hand again and led me over to the bench.


Mark gently turned me away from Charlotte to face him. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’m going to start very, very gentle. If you’re uncomfortable at any time, just put your hand up into the air and I’ll stop straight away. Charlotte is going to stay right there next to you. Do you understand?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘OK, good,’ he replied. ‘This really isn’t going to work through frilly knickers. Would you mind if I took those off?’


I held my breath. Christ. What had I got myself into? But I knew this was coming; it wouldn’t be the same, clearly, through thick frilly underwear, and the room was full of nudity, so I would hardly stand out.


‘Sure.’


I turned to face the bench and leaned forward against the padded frame, lifting my weight off my shoes and giving my feet blessed respite. My waist and torso rested against the flat, padded section of the middle of the frame, and there were two further padded sections for me to lay my arms against, and handles to wrap my hands round.


I felt a finger hook round the waistband of my frilled panties and gently pull them down over my thighs and then down my stockinged legs. Mark cradled one foot and then the other in his hands, helping me to step out of them. My legs were spread wide apart and I guessed that, crouching at my feet as he was, he had a clear view of every part of me. My cheeks flushed with warmth, but I could already feel myself begin to surrender, and a pleasant, tingling heat suffused my lower body. He pushed himself up to standing, and Charlotte squeezed my hand.


For a moment, I felt nothing, just the slightest caress of air against my bare buttocks and the imagined gaze of strangers on my naked flesh.


Then a strong palm cupped my right arse cheek, gently circling clockwise, followed by the tiniest of breezes as the hand pulled away into the air, then smacked down again, first on one cheek, then the other.


A sharp sting.


Now the soft touch of his cool hand on my hot flesh, soothing, stroking.


Another brush of air as the hand travelled away from me again.


And a jolt as the hand slapped down on my arse, harder this time.


I gripped the metal bars with my hands, arched my back, pressed my thighs into the padding, felt another blush burn across my face as I realised I was soaking wet and I imagined Mark must be able to see my excitement, must be able to smell it. He would be able to feel that my body was becoming pliant under his touch, the curve in my back deepening so that I could thrust myself closer towards him.


Another smack, this time much harder, genuinely painful. The sharp sting made me jump and for the briefest moment I considered asking him to stop, but then his hand was on me again, resting on the cheek that he’d just hit, taking the sting away and replacing it with a strange sort of warmth that travelled all the way up my spine to the nape of my neck.


Leaving one hand cupping me, he ran the other gently up my back to my neck and into my hair, spreading his fingers, tugging my hair softly at first, then harder.


Now I was somewhere else. The room fell away; the imagined stares of strangers faded; Charlotte disappeared; there was nothing but me and the feeling of his hand pulling my hair as I bucked my body on the bench and moaned as he kept slapping.


Then I was back again. There were two hands on my stinging cheeks, just resting, gently, and Charlotte squeezing my hand. The noise of the room began to filter back into my consciousness. Voices, and music, ice cubes chinking in glasses, and the sound of someone else being slapped.


‘You OK, honey? You still with us? Wow,’ she said, I presumed to Mark, ‘she was gone like a rocket.’


‘Yes,’ he says, ‘she’s a natural.’


I craned my head back to smile at them and then attempted to stand, but found I couldn’t walk. I felt as jittery as a newborn foal, and I was so clearly aroused, my legs were slippery. I was embarrassed by the level of my response, but neither Mark nor Charlotte, nor any of the spectators, seemed the least bothered or surprised. This was a normal weekend (or perhaps everyday) event for them.


‘Easy there, tiger,’ Mark said, wrapping a firm arm round my waist and leading me over to a chair only vacated as the combined gaze of Mark and Charlotte had caused the occupant to leap up and walk away.


I slipped down onto the seat and Mark stroked my hair, holding my head gently against his thigh. His rubber apron felt cool and strange against my face, and one of his paddles pressed uncomfortably against my arm.


I felt myself drifting away again as he ran his hands through my hair, and their voices came to me as though floating through a tunnel.


‘I think you’re going to have to take her home,’ he said to Charlotte. ‘Has she had too much to drink?’


‘Not a thing. Been guzzling mineral water all night. You’ve broken in a virgin.’


‘How wonderful,’ he chuckled.


‘She looked like she was having a pretty good time to me,’ Charlotte remarked, ‘and I didn’t even get to show her the couples’ room.’


I fell asleep on Charlotte’s shoulder in a cab on the way back to her flat and woke up in the morning still wearing the pale-blue corset, though Charlotte had loosened the strings. The pillow was covered in glitter and streaks of black eye make-up. I felt as though I had a hangover, although I definitely hadn’t had a drop to drink.


‘Morning, sunshine,’ Charlotte called from the kitchen. ‘Made you a coffee.’


I stumbled to the kitchen, immediately more alert at the promise of caffeine.


‘Wow,’ said Charlotte, ‘that outfit looked better on you yesterday.’


‘Thanks,’ I replied. ‘Can’t say the same for yours.’


Charlotte was standing in the middle of the kitchen, holding a small china saucer in one hand and a cup of espresso in the other. She was completely naked.


‘I don’t wear clothes if I can help it,’ she said.


‘And when would that be?’ I asked.


‘When I’m deep-fat frying,’ she replied, ‘or when I have gentlemen callers. I put clothes on so they can take them off again. Blokes seem to like that.’


When she said ‘blokes’, I remembered that Charlotte was from Alice Springs and was amazed again that anyone as cosmopolitan as her had been raised in the outback of Australia.


‘You’re in a good mood.’


‘Made some money already today,’ she said, glancing over at her computer, ‘and I slept well knowing that I expanded your mind last night.’


She was grinning, but I felt a little strange about the whole thing. Nothing, other than music, had ever made me feel that way – that epiphany of both detachment and pleasure filtering its way through the pain. I pushed the feeling out of my mind.


‘Your phone’s been ringing off the hook. You could get a better ringtone.’


‘It’s Vivaldi, you philistine,’ I said. She shrugged.


I fished my phone out of my purse and check the ‘missed call’ list. Darren. Ten times last night, another dozen times this morning. He must have heard about the violin somehow. I glanced at the clock above the oven in the kitchen. It was 3 p.m. I’d slept most of the day.


‘Stay another night,’ Charlotte said. ‘I’ll cook for you. I haven’t even turned the oven on in this place.’


She left me in the apartment to shower and rest, while she went to the shops to buy food for dinner. I had a bath and then spent thirty minutes combing out the knots in my hair. Eventually, I grew tired of waiting and texted Charlotte to check if I could use her computer.


‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘There’s no password.’


I waved the mouse until the screen appeared. Checked my Gmail account. Ignored the messages from Darren and the inevitable spam. Logged on to Facebook. One message in my inbox. I hovered the mouse over the inbox screen cautiously, expecting it to be yet another missive from Darren, but the message was from a profile that I didn’t recognise with no picture attached.


I clicked on the message with mild curiosity.


A polite introduction.


Then:


I am willing to gift you with a new violin.


Do you accept my challenge and my terms?


I clicked on the profile, but it was almost completely bare, just the location ‘London’ in the personal details. The name of the profile was just one initial: D.


Of course I thought of Darren, but this just wasn’t his style.


What else could the ‘D’ stand for? Derek? Donald? Diablo?


I ran through a mental Rolodex of people who might know I was missing a violin and might be inclined to do something about it, and I came up with nothing. The only person who had all the details of the incident was the fat-handed London transport officer, and he seemed about as romantic as his profession suggested – that is, not at all. If the violin had been stolen, or worse, left strangled on my doorstep, I might have feared that I had an Internet stalker, but the message didn’t appear malevolent to me.


A spark had been lit, and try as I might, I couldn’t extinguish it now.


I stared at the screen for a further ten minutes, none the wiser, until Charlotte burst through the door, her arms full of shopping bags.


‘You better not be vegetarian,’ she called out, ‘because I got nothing but meat.’


I assured her that my predilections were firmly in favour of steak and beckoned her over to read the email.


Charlotte stared at the screen, raised an eyebrow and smirked.


‘What challenge?’ she asked. ‘And what terms?’


‘I don’t know. Should I reply?’


‘Well, that would be a start. Go on – write back to him.’


‘How do you know it’s a him?’


‘Of course it’s a him. It’s got alpha male written all over it. Probably someone who’s seen you playing, got the hots for you.’


I deliberated, then pressed the ‘reply’ button. I rested my fingers gently on the keyboard and replied:


Good evening,


Thank you for your kind words.


What is your challenge? And your terms?


Regards,


Summer Zahova


A reply came back within minutes.


I would be delighted to respond to your queries in full. Meet me.


A question mark was conspicuously absent from his request.


Against my better judgement, and with Charlotte egging me on, I arranged a date with the stranger, for noon precisely the following day.


I was ten minutes late.


He had suggested we meet at an Italian coffee shop in St Katharine Docks. I pretended I knew the place, although I didn’t; it saved me having to suggest a location.


When I arrived, I discovered that it was right in the middle of the water. Walking one way round the boardwalk at the sides of the dock, I realised the path was closed for repairs and had to turn and walk back again the other way. I was the only person on the docks, walking back and forth, lost like an ant who discovers a crumb in its path, and I imagined that the mysterious stranger was watching my movements from the comfort of the cafe all the while. I was wearing the least sexual outfit of Charlotte’s that I could find so as not to give him the wrong impression. I had overslept and hadn’t had time to pop back to my own flat and change.


Charlotte had found me a navy dress, part wool and part stretch, that she had stored from a very brief interlude working as the receptionist at a law firm before she began her career in online poker. It was lined, sat just past the knee and had a very modest scoop neck and four buttons placed evenly over the chest, military style. It was a little tight on the hips, but loose on the waist, and I wore it with a thin cream belt, my lace-up ankle boots, which I had fortunately been wearing the day of the Tube brawl, and a pair of skin-coloured hold-up stockings. The packet read ‘Lightly oiled – bare-legged look’.


‘He’s going to think I want to fuck him if he sees I’m wearing these,’ I said to Charlotte.


‘Well, maybe you will want to fuck him,’ she replied.


Then she told me not to be silly as I would have to be bending all the way over for the split at the back to reveal what I had on underneath. The split was fortunately set low, which meant that it was a little hard to walk, but also meant that hopefully nobody would know that I wasn’t wearing any underwear. As the fabric of the dress immediately highlighted my pantyline, Charlotte had refused to let me leave the house with my knickers on. I surrendered them to her at the door like a soldier surrendering a flag.


She had lent me her cream wool coat also, with a warning not to leave it behind as it was expensive. The coat smelled strongly of perfume, a musky variety that was not of my style, and of cinnamon-flavoured lubricant from the night she’d worn it over the latex dress.


By the time I arrived, I was glad of the coat as it was pouring with rain. Charlotte had also loaned me her red umbrella, and I felt like a scarlet woman as I held it open, as if I were inviting attention, the one spot of colour among a sea of black and grey.


I surveyed the interior of the cafe. Nothing special, but from the look of the Italian man behind the counter, I guessed the coffee would be good. The coffee they serve at airports in the rest of Europe is better than anything you’d find in England. Another fact I wouldn’t mention to anyone English. A nation of tea drinkers.


A counter, a few tables and chairs. A freestanding set of stairs leading upwards into a second area. I looked out of the windows. A clear view across the docks. He had undoubtedly seen me coming, if he was here. I didn’t see anyone downstairs, so I took the steps upwards to the first floor of the cafe. No one there either, just a middle-aged woman with a newspaper and the remains of a cappuccino. My phone buzzed. We’d exchanged numbers in case of any delay or mix-up en route.


‘I’m downstairs,’ said the message.


Dammit. I walked down again, trying not to look flustered, and spotted a table behind the stairs with a clear view running under the open wooden slats. The man sitting at the table, given the right angle and degree of attention, would most likely have had a perfect view up my dress. I felt a stab of arousal at the thought, that I had just given this stranger a vision of me, completely naked under my dress. A flash of shame quickly followed. I had better compose myself, quickly.


He smiled without a hint of displeasure at my tardiness or any indication that he’d just been watching my stocking-tops flash by overhead during my awkward ascent.


‘You’re Summer.’ It wasn’t a question. His eyes glittered, but they gave nothing away.


‘Yes,’ I replied, extending my hand to meet his, businesslike. I remembered the confident air that the corset had given me and purposefully straightened my shoulders.


He extended an arm and briefly shook my hand in a formal fashion. His grip was firm.


‘My name is Dominik. Thank you for coming.’


His hands were warm and solid, larger even than Mark’s from the other night. I reddened at the thought and quickly sat down.


‘Can I get you a drink?’ he asked.


‘Flat white, please, if they’ve got it. Or a double espresso,’ I replied, hoping my words would not betray my nervousness.


He moved past me, walking towards the counter, and as he did so, I caught a whiff of him. He did not smell at all of cologne, just a very faint odour of musk, the smell of warm skin. I find something very masculine about an unscented man, skin unadulterated by products and perfumes. He was the sort of man who I imagined might smoke cigars and shave with an old-fashioned razor.


I watched him order our coffees at the counter.


Dominik was moderately tall, about six foot, I guessed, and lean, but not overly muscled. He had the strong arms and back of a swimmer. A very hot guy, despite his cool demeanour. Or maybe because of it. I’d always preferred men who didn’t simper or try too hard to impress me.


He asked the barista very politely for a sugar bowl.


His voice was deep and rich, public-schooled, my favourite kind, but it had an irregular lilt to it, and I wondered if he was, in fact, English. I have a real thing for accents, perhaps a natural result of having come from someplace else. I tried to push the thought out of my head, to not let on that I found him attractive and give him the upper hand.


He was wearing a dark-brown, ribbed, high-collared jumper that looked comfortable and soft to touch, cashmere maybe, a pair of dark denim jeans and recently polished tan leather shoes. Nothing about his dress or manner suggested anything in particular, other than that he seemed pleasant enough and not dangerous. At least, not dangerous in a psychopathic way. Perhaps dangerous in other ways.


I reached into my bag and texted Charlotte to tell her that I hadn’t been chopped into bits yet.


He returned with a tray and I began to stand, to help him unload the cups, but he waved me away, balancing the tray on one hand and sliding a cup of coffee in front of me. As he did so, he leaned a fraction closer than was strictly necessary to offer me sugar, brushing his hand against my arm, his touch lingering almost long enough to necessitate a response from me, of either approval or disapproval, but he removed his hand and I pretended I hadn’t noticed.


I shook my head, no, waited for him to make the obligatory ‘You’re sweet enough’ remark, but he didn’t.


We sat in a strangely comfortable silence as he delicately stirred first one, then another, then another, then yet another cube of sugar into his cup. His fingernails were neatly manicured, though square in shape, so the effect was manly rather than effeminate. He had a slight olive tone to his skin, whether from ethnicity or a recent holiday, I couldn’t tell. He withdrew the teaspoon from his cup very gently and laid it neatly on the saucer, watching his own hand as he did so, as if his gaze could prevent any stray drips from leaking off the spoon and onto the tablecloth. A silver wristwatch sat on his right wrist, the old-fashioned, not the digital, sort. I’ve always found it hard to determine age, especially in men, but I guessed that he was in his forties, probably no older than forty-five unless he looked young for his years.


If he had a violin, it wasn’t anywhere near the table.


He leaned back in his chair. Another moment of silence.


‘So, Summer Zahova.’ He rolled the syllables in his mouth as if tasting them, one by one. I watched his lips. They looked extraordinarily soft, though the set of his mouth was firm. ‘You are probably wondering who I am and what this is all about.’


I nodded and took a sip of my coffee. It was even better than I expected.


‘Good coffee,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ he replied. A bemused expression spread over his face.


I waited for him to continue.


‘I would like to replace your violin.’


‘In exchange for what?’ I asked, leaning forward with interest.


He responded by leaning towards me also, his palms now flat on the table, his fingers spread, nearly grazing mine, a gesture that invited me to run my hands inside his. I caught a faint whiff of coffee on his breath, and as I had when Charlotte smeared herself with cinnamon lube, I felt a sudden urge to lean closer and lick him.


‘I would like you to play for me. Vivaldi, maybe?’


He leaned back again, lazily, a slight smile playing on his lips, as if he had noticed my attraction to him and was teasing me for it.


Two could play at this game. I straightened my shoulders again and met his eyes with my own, pretended to be oblivious to the heat rising between us and arranged my features so that I must seem merely lost in thought, considering his bizarre offer as one would any professional contract.


I remembered the last time I had played The Four Seasons, the afternoon after the fight with Darren. That was the day someone had deposited the fifty in my case. Probably Dominik, I now figured.


I felt him shift his weight under the table and saw his eyes flash. Satisfaction? Desire? Perhaps I didn’t look as collected as I had hoped.


A hot flush spread across my cheeks as my leg brushed his and I realised that I’d been sitting with my knees spread apart under the table like a man. I hadn’t had sex for over a month now and was almost ready to mount one of the table legs, but he didn’t need to know that.


He continued, ‘Just the once, to begin with, and you shall have your violin. I will decide on the venue, but you will understandably have safety concerns. You should feel free to bring a friend if you so prefer.’


I nodded. I had by no means decided that I would go along with his plan, but I needed to buy some time, to mull it over. The undertones of his suggestion were obvious, and his arrogance irritating, but – despite my best intentions to the contrary – I did find Dominik attractive, and I desperately needed a violin.


‘Well, Summer Zahova, does that mean that you accept?’


‘Yes.’


I would think it over later and decline by email if necessary.


He ordered two more coffees without asking if I wanted one. His assumption annoyed me and I was about to protest, but I did want another and would look a fool if I turned his away and ordered my own on the way out. We sipped them, talked about the weather, briefly discussed the minutiae of our ordinary lives. Not that mine felt ordinary any more, violinless as I was.


‘Do you miss it? The violin?’


I felt a strange and sudden sweep of emotion, as though without a bow and an instrument to release all the sensations held within my body, I might tear apart from the inside out, explode, self-combust.


I remained silent.


‘Well, then, we should make it soon. Next week maybe. I’ll be in touch to confirm the location and will procure the instrument for the occasion, and if all goes to my satisfaction, we can go shopping for a more permanent instrument.’


I agreed, again ignoring the almost disrespectful degree of arrogance in his tone, and, keeping my reservations under wraps for the moment, took my coat from the chair. We walked out of the cafe together until our paths separated and we exchanged polite goodbyes.


‘Summer,’ he called out to me as I walked away.


‘Yes?’ I replied.


‘Wear a black dress.’
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A Man and His String Quartet


Dominik had always been an attentive reader of spy thrillers and had memorised some of the basics of spycraft from the many books he had eagerly devoured. As a result, he had sat himself in the cafe in an obscured position on the ground floor, in a corner by the stairs where he had a clear view of the door but could not necessarily be seen because of the glare of the outside light. In this instance, though, there was no need for an escape route.


He saw her enter, just a few minutes late and slightly out of breath, and perfunctorily look around the almost deserted cafe where the heavy smell of coffee drifted seductively from wall to wall and the espresso machine chugged away. He noted her missing him in the recessed area behind the stairs, and seeking him out. She then made her way up to the first floor, her tight blue pencil dress stretching across her hips with every ascending step and affording him a clear view up her dress before the darkness between her legs obscured any further exploration. Dominik had always been something of a private voyeur and this involuntary all-too-brief glimpse of her secrets was a delight and an exquisite promise of better things to come.


Without her violin and the hypnotic effect of her music, he could now concentrate on her physical appearance. There was the burning bush of her hair, a waspish waistline, an almost manly allure to her movements. Not quite as tall as he remembered her under the low ceiling of the busy Tube corridor, he noted. She was not a traditional beauty in the fashion-model sense of the word, but she stood out, whether in a crowd or alone, rushing through the cafe or approaching across the docks outside. Yes, she was different, which appealed to him a lot.


He called up her number on his phone and texted her, advising her of his whereabouts, redirecting her. She walked down the stairs, her face ever so slightly flushed from the embarrassment of having missed him first time round.


She now faced him.


‘You’re Summer,’ he said, and introduced himself, inviting her to sit down opposite him.


She did.


A faint whiff of cinnamon reached him. Somehow not the fragrance he expected of her. He would previously have thought that the pallor of her skin would conjugate better with a perfume with a strong green note, dry, discreet, sly. Oh well.


He looked Summer in the eyes. She held his gaze, defiant but curious, firm and just a little amused. She evidently had a strong mind of her own. How interesting this could prove.


The coffees were ordered as they examined each other in silence, observing, judging, weighing, speculating. Like chess players before the battle, they probed for their adversary’s weak spot, the breach through which the opposite number could be broken, invaded.


Dominik rose to fetch the tray on which the barista had placed their espressos while she quickly sent a text to someone, presumably reassuring a friend she was safe and he was no regulation-issue serial killer or championship-standard creep at first glance. Dominik allowed himself a faint smile. It seemed he had passed the initial test. Now the ball was in his court.


He confirmed his proposal, outlining the bare lines of a seemingly straightforward initiative, while all along a more complex plan slowly grew in his mind. Fantasies unrolling, visions coming to life like a Polaroid emerging from a dark mass of clouds. How far could he go? How far would he take her?


Half an hour later, as they parted, a touch of uneasiness still lingering between them for all the things unsaid, Dominik realised he was hard, his erection tenting the front of his jeans as he watched her sashay away across the walkways of St Katharine Docks towards Tower Bridge. She never turned back, but Dominik knew she was aware of his eyes following her.


Ah, this was going to be a worthy challenge . . . Risky and exciting, but . . .


For someone who had spent most of his life in the kingdom of books, Dominik was both a fount of knowledge – however theoretical it might sometimes appear – and a man of action. Back in his university days, he had almost simultaneously spent hour after hour in libraries and then switched with ease to the racetrack and shorts to compete in athletics. He had proven a strong high- and long-jumper, as well as an exceptional middle-distance and cross-country runner, although he was less successful when involved in team sports, as he never quite succeeded in blending in or synching with others. He saw no contradiction in these two distinct sides of his life.


For years his sex life had been both conservative and traditional. He’d never been at too much of a loss for bed partners, even in his younger years, when he’d been prone to idealising some women and falling in love with those he could not get with puzzling regularity. As a lover, he reckoned he was just about average, not wildly imaginative, but tender. Being something of an introvert, he was never truly concerned by how he rated in the eyes of the women he bedded. Sex was just another occupation, a necessary one, but just part of the busy fabric of life, on a par with books, art and food.


Until the day he had met Kathryn.


He had of course read the Marquis de Sade and many of the modern classics of erotica. He consumed pornography (and enjoyed it to recurring ejaculatory climaxes) and knew about BDSM, domination, submission and the palette of perversions on offer, as well as the paraphernalia of the fetish life, but it had never truly intersected with the day-to-day reality of his own life. It was something else, abstract, remote, something others did, indulged in. He observed with intellectual interest, but this other parallel world didn’t call him, beckon for him to participate.


She was also an academic, albeit in a different discipline, and they had met at a conference in the Midlands, a quizzical exchange of glances across the floor during the course of one of his keynote lectures, followed by an uneasy conversation at the crowded evening bar. Back in London, they had become lovers, although she was married and Dominik was at that time in a long-term relationship with someone else.


Most of their carnal encounters took place in daytime hotel rooms or on the carpeted floor of his small office at the college between the happy hour and the last train from Charing Cross to the southern suburbs.


Every minute counted, and the sex was an eye-opener for both Dominik and Kathryn, as if all their previous sexual experiences had been leading to this moment. Hurried, hard, desperate, compulsive like a drug.


Knees rubbing against the thick pale-brown carpet squares, her body beneath him, both panting, on the edge of breathlessness, his erection digging harder and deeper inside Kathryn with every successive thrust, her eyes closed in lustful communion, Dominik had taken a mental pause and frozen the moment in his mind. Storing memories. Wondering whether, one day in the future (how far along?), he would have to resort to evoking this particular image to gratify himself in the loneliness of his solitude.


He examined the pink flush spreading from her neck to the onset of her small breasts, listening to the licentious sounds of their lovemaking, the physical friction amplified to obscene levels by the emptiness of the office. The gasps emerging from her pursed mouth as her lungs exhaled her breath in staccato fashion. The sheen of sweat on her forehead, a mirror image of the beads now rising through his own pores across his chest, his arms, his legs and all known and active parts of his body as he laboured joyously above and within her.


‘Jesus,’ she moaned.


‘Yes,’ Dominik acquiesced, steadying the rhythm of his pelvic assault, every breathy whisper of Kathryn’s willing acceptance of the dire consequences of their lust. She closed her eyes, sighed deeply.


‘Are you OK?’ he asked, slowing, concerned.


‘Yes. Yes . . .’


‘Do you want me to take it easier? Be more gentle?’


‘No,’ Kathryn said, her voice hoarse and stretched. ‘Go on. More. Please.’


Dominik adjusted his position to relieve the pressure on his knees, briefly lost his balance and almost fell down on her, instinctively throwing his hands forward to find some support, his fingers brushing against Kathryn’s wrists. He took hold of them.


A nervous twitch coursed like electricity through her body under the effect of the additional contact.


‘Hmm . . .’


‘What?’


‘Oh . . . nothing . . .’


But her eyes said something else. She looked at him, digging deep into his soul with questions? No, a demand, begging? A supplicant nailed to the cross of their fuck.


In response, he gripped her wrists as hard as he could and dragged her arms up behind her head, his hips still grinding repeatedly into her, pinning her like a butterfly to the hard floor. Now her cheeks were crimson red. It must be hurting her, he realised, but her soft moans of pleasure seemed to invite the increased pressure, the abuse of her body.


Another lengthy look into his eyes, wordless but nonetheless self-explanatory. It meant ‘more’.


He moved his thumbs away from her thin wrists, fearing he might be leaving her marked, bruised, and let them glide downwards until they were pressing against her neck and his hands circled the skin like a necklace, a choker. Her pulse radiated outwards, moving from the surface of her skin to the hard tips of his fingers. Her life signal.


She took an insanely deep breath and cried out, ‘Harder.’


He was both scared and aroused to rock hardness sheathed inside her, expanding still as his erection grew to seemingly abnormal proportions, pressing against her soft, wet inner walls, just as his fingers were now pressing against her neck, beginning to cut off the circulation, and the colour in her pale face went into overdrive across the spectrum of the rainbow.


Kathryn came with a loud, guttural moan, an almost masculine sound of triumph. He loosened his grip on her neck and with the animal sound came a savage outpouring of breath.


All the time he had been fucking her, the incessant come and go of his cock fracturing against her, like a machine, pitiless, cruel, unshackled. He closed his own eyes and at last allowed himself to come; it felt as if his whole being was bursting into flames. Elemental. Primeval. Possibly the most intense fuck of his life.


Later, bodies still bathed in sweat, half-eyeing their watches and thinking of last train times, she said to him, ‘You know, I’d always wondered what it would feel like, harder, like that. You knew how to do it.’


‘I’ve never tried that before. Read about it, of course, but it was all just theory, just words, concepts on a page.’


‘I knew I could trust you, that you wouldn’t take it too far.’


‘I didn’t want to hurt you. I would never hurt you.’


She leaned closer, resting her head on his still-slick shoulder, and whispered, ‘I know.’


Thus began weeks of sexual experimentation in which Kathryn slowly unveiled her innermost desires, her fantasies at their most basic, the fire within that betrayed her submissiveness. It wasn’t that she was a masochist, far from it, but the craving for pain, for the breaking of limits, was undeniably present, had been for many years, dormant under the surface veneer of civilisation and breeding, and had never been given the opportunity to break loose. Dominik was the first person to recognise this trait in her, instinctively channelling it in the right direction, dominating her, liberating her.


He’d read the novels, knew the stories, but this was no master-and-slave, dom-and-sub situation according to the clichéd rulebook. They were both in this together, peeling away layers, getting down to the foundation stones of lust and sexual attraction. There was no need for all the paraphernalia that they had once associated with this new land of joyful excess: the latex, the leather, the baroque and cruel implements.


Their eyes had been opened, and Dominik, for one, knew he would never be able to close them again.


It was also, inevitably, the beginning of the end for their furtive relationship. With every step nearer to the abyss of no return, with every new improvisation and move away from the conventional river of sex, he could see the seeds of doubt being planted in Kathryn’s mind. The fear of where all this might be leading.


Eventually, Kathryn succumbed to the burden of reality, a middle-class upbringing, a Cambridge literature degree and a dull marriage to a man who was kind but had no imagination, and she opted to break up. They never spoke again and were both careful not to bump into each other at functions or events, until she and her husband moved out of town and she gave up teaching.


Dominik, however, had opened Pandora’s box and the whole wide world had become a jungle full of delicious temptations and the knowledge that, with Kathryn, he had reached another level, that there was more to life than he had previously assumed, would never leave him.


First, Dominik knew he had to test Summer, ascertain her willingness, her propensity for play. He was already comfortably aware that she had a mind of her own and would not respond to crude manipulation or blackmail. He wanted her to enter the adventure, the experiment, with a full knowledge of the risks and consequences. He was not seeking a puppet whose strings he could pull at leisure, a blind participant. He wanted a partner in crime whose trepidations would pulsate in unison with his.


From the brevity of their encounter and the many words unsaid, she must know already that the violin was just a bait to ensnare her, that he would require more than the gift of music in the long term. Maybe not a deal with the devil – he didn’t see himself in that Machiavellian role – but a game in which both participants could play each other to the end. Not that he had a clue as to what end he wanted to reach. Yes, there was a darkness he wished to probe, but he didn’t yet know how deep it could be.


He phoned an acquaintance who worked at a music college in the City and had a somewhat shady reputation. He was willing to answer his queries. Yes, there was a store where he could hire a reasonably good-quality violin by the day, the week or even monthly, and indeed his acquaintance knew the best place to advertise for classical musicians in search of a gig.


‘It’s for a very private party, mind,’ Dominik established. ‘Would they be likely to object to wearing blindfolds?’


At the other end of the phone line, his interlocutor guffawed. ‘Damn! I think I’d love to be a guest at such a party!’ he replied. Then, more thoughtfully, ‘If they knew the piece they are hired to play and the money was good, I’m sure you could reach a satisfactory agreement. Maybe best not mention that particular requirement in the initial advertisement, though?’


‘I see,’ Dominik said.


‘Let me know how it goes,’ the other added. ‘I’m now eminently curious.’


‘I’ll keep you informed, Victor. Promise.’


The following day, he visited the music store he had been recommended. It stood halfway down Denmark Street in London’s West End, just off the Charing Cross Road. From outside, like most of the other stores on this street that had once been called Tin Pan Alley, they appeared to be doing a roaring trade in electric guitars and basses and amplifiers; no other instrument was on display in the window. Thinking that he been advised wrongly, Dominik took a tentative step inside and was quickly reassured by the presence of a bulky glass case with half a dozen violins on display.


A young woman behind the counter greeted him. She wore her jet-black, evidently dyed hair down to her waist, skinny jeans like a second skin, and her face was heavily made up with full crimson lips to the fore. A heavy piercing dangled from her nose, and her ears bore the weight of countless earrings made of a variety of metals. For a moment, Dominik amused himself by watching her and imagining the rest of the piercings she most likely sported. He’d always wanted to go to bed with a woman with a genital piercing of some sort, or a nipple-ring or two, but so far had only enjoyed navel adornments at best, which he felt sadly didn’t convey the right level of eroticism for his own sensibility. Surely there was something downmarket – nay, proletarian – about bellybutton piercings.


‘I’m told you also hire instruments,’ he said.


‘We do, sir.’


‘I require a violin,’ he added.


She pointed to the cabinet and its glass front. ‘Take your pick.’


‘They can all be hired?’


‘Yes, although we’d need a deposit secured either in cash or by credit card, and a proper form of photo ID.’


‘Of course,’ Dominik confirmed. He always carried his passport in his inside jacket pocket, an old habit he’d never lost. ‘Can I take a closer look?’


‘Certainly.’


The goth girl liberated a key from an assortment dangling from a long chain attached to the cash register and unlocked the cabinet.


‘I don’t know much about violins, I fear. This is for a friend I’m helping out. Mostly plays classical music, though. Do you know much about them, by any chance?’ he asked her.


‘Not really. I’m more a rock, electric sort of girl,’ she replied with a smile. Her lips were like beacons.


‘I see. Well, which of these is considered the best?’


‘I reckon the most expensive.’


‘I suppose that makes sense,’ Dominik remarked.


‘It’s not a science,’ the sales assistant said with a flirtatious smile.


‘Indeed.’


She handed him one of the violins. It looked old, its wood brushed orange by seemingly generations of previous owners, burnished and shiny, catching a reflection of the store’s fluorescent strip lights.


Dominik pondered a while, all the time holding the violin. It felt so much lighter than he had expected. He reckoned its musicality would depend on whoever played it. He was momentarily annoyed at himself. He should have done some homework about violins before coming here. He must look like a total amateur.


His fingers stroked the side of the violin he had been given to hold.


‘Do you play anything?’ he asked the young woman with the jet-black hair. Her T-shirt had slipped slightly over her right shoulder and he saw the faint outline of a large tattoo.


‘Guitar,’ she answered, ‘but when I was a kid, I had to take cello classes. Maybe one day I’ll go back to it.’


From the mental image of her imagined piercings, Dominik quickly drifted to a private movie of her on a stage with a cello between her legs. He smiled at the thought and abruptly said, ‘I’ll take it. Say for a week?’


‘Great,’ the assistant said. She pulled out a pad and began her calculations as Dominik kept on gazing at her bared shoulder, following the black, green and red flowers of her tattoo, then noticing she also had a minuscule tattoo of a teardrop inked below her left eye.


While he waited for her, other customers streamed in and out of the store, attended to by a male assistant in matching principally black goth attire with a minimalist geometric haircut.


Finally, she looked up, giving her column of figures a final glance.


‘So what’s the damage?’ Dominik asked.


The violin came with a case.


Back at his house, he carefully deposited the expensive instrument on one of the sofas, went to his laptop and checked the seven-day weather forecast. For the first episode of the adventure he had in mind, he would rather not be inside. That would have to come later, when discretion would become the better part of valour and events might branch out into somewhat more illegal-in-public manifestations.


The forecast was good. No rain was expected over the next four days at least.


He texted Summer and informed her of the day, time and place of their next meeting.


Her answer reached him within the half-hour. She was available, and still willing.


‘Do I have to bring a partition?’ she queried.


‘I don’t think so. You’ll be playing Vivaldi.’


The sun was out on Hampstead Heath, the sound of birds chirping as they criss-crossed the tree-lined horizon. It was still early in the morning and there was a bit of a nip in the air. Summer had alighted from the tube at Belsize Park and made her way down the hill, past the Royal Free Hospital, the Marks & Spencer store that had been built on the site of an old cinema, the small shopping parade on South End Road, the fruit and vegetable stall by the entrance to the overground railway station, finally reaching the car park where they had arranged to meet. She’d been here before, some months previously, with friends intent on a weekend picnic.


There was only one metal-grey BMW parked there, and from a distance, she recognised Dominik’s silhouette in the driver’s seat. He was reading a book.


As instructed, Summer was wearing her black velvet dress, the one that bared her shoulders, and, to keep the chill away, Charlotte’s coat, which she had not been asked to return yet.


He saw her approaching, opened his door and stood waiting by the side of the car as she made uneasy progress in her heels across the rough sand and stone surface of the improvised municipal car park, which doubled during holidays as a fairground.


He looked down at her feet, noticing the high heels. Her regulation formal stage footwear. He was all in black. Crew-neck cashmere sweater and black trousers with a sharp front crease.


‘Maybe you should have worn boots,’ he remarked. ‘We have to trek over the grass a little to get where we are going.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Summer said.


‘There’s still a lot of dew on the grass at this time of the morning. Your shoes will get wet, damaged maybe. You should take them off for the walk. I see you’re wearing tights or stockings. Do you mind?’


‘No, not at all. Stockings, actually.’


‘Good.’ He smiled. ‘Hold-ups or suspenders?’


Summer felt her cheeks warm. A streak of impudence provoked her to answer back. ‘Which would you have preferred?’


‘A perfect answer,’ Dominik replied, but did not elucidate further as he opened the door behind the driver’s seat and pulled a dark, shiny violin case from the back seat. Summer shivered.


He clicked on his fob to lock the BMW and indicated the vast expanse of grass, the field ahead beyond the low-hanging car-park fence.


‘Follow me.’


Summer took her shoes off when they moved onto the grass. He was right: it was wet and spongy under her almost bare feet. Within minutes the sensation became pleasurable enough. Dominik led the way, past the ponds, across a small bridge facing the outdoor swimming area and up a path. Here she had to slip the shoes back on because of the wilderness of pebbles digging into her soles. The squelching sensation of soggy nylon against the unyielding leather felt awkward, but they soon reached an expanse of grass again and she was able to resume her stocking-footed progress behind him as he held a steady, determined pace, holding her shoes by the straps in one hand. She wondered where they were heading. This part of the heath was unknown to her, but there was something about Dominik she trusted. Gut instinct. She didn’t believe he was luring her into some dark cranny in the woods to take advantage of her. Not that the thought of such a fate was in any way disturbing.


For a few hundred yards, the canopy of trees hid the blue of the sky and the warmth of the sun, and then they emerged into the light. A circular field totally open to the sky. An infinity of green, like an island emerging from a busy sea, a slight inclination and, at the top of the mound, a bandstand. Old-fashioned Victorian wrought-iron columns, rusting in places, overlooking a blissfully empty field.


Summer gasped. This was beautiful, an absolutely perfect setting, oddly deserted and eerie. She now understood why he had chosen such an early time in the morning for them to come here. There would be no spectators, or at any rate very few, unless the sound of her playing began to attract some from further afield across the heath.


Dominik bowed, indicating the bandstand, which they had now reached.


‘Here we are.’ He handed her the violin case and she mounted the stone steps leading to the bandstand’s stage.


Dominik positioned himself in one corner, leaning casually against one of the supporting metal posts.


Summer, for a fleeting instant, experienced a pang of rebellion. Why was she obeying his damn orders, being so docile and obliging? Part of her wanted to put her foot down and just say, ‘No’, or, ‘No way’, but another part of her that she didn’t know had existed until recently seductively whispered in her ear to go along with the game. Say ‘Yes’.


She froze.


Then, composing herself, Summer moved to the centre of the stage and opened the violin case. The instrument looked exquisite, so much better than her old battered and now useless instrument. She caught his eyes as she greedily ran her fingers across the burnished wood, the neck, the strings.


‘This is just a temporary instrument,’ Dominik said. ‘Once matters are settled to our mutual satisfaction, I will procure you a permanent violin, a better quality one.’


Right now, Summer couldn’t imagine ever holding a finer instrument than this one. Its weight, its balance, its curves just seemed downright perfect.


‘Play for me,’ he commanded.


She slipped off Charlotte’s coat and allowed it to slide to the floor. By now, the morning cold on her uncovered shoulders was no more than a gentle breeze as she travelled into the zone, oblivious to the place where she stood, the unnatural and isolated situation, the undertones of the relationship – yes, she knew it was going to be a relationship – with this curious and dangerous man.


She leaned over to retrieve the bow from the case she had set down on the bandstand floor, allowing Dominik, she was aware, a brief glimpse of her breasts. She never wore a bra with the black dress.


Summer looked back at him as he stood there, patiently waiting, expressionless, and began to tune the violin. Its sound was so full and rich, it bounced across the bandstand, every note floating towards the roof and back again like a silent echo.


And began playing Vivaldi.


By now, she knew the concertos by heart. Always her party piece whether busking or playing for friends or even just rehearsing. The centuries-old music just made her heart sing, and as she played it, eyes ever closed, she could evoke the landscapes of the Italian Renaissance she had seen in so many paintings, the unrolling life of nature and the elements. Somehow there were seldom actual people in her musical reverie inspired by Vivaldi, although she’d never bothered to find an explanation for this curious fact, this possibly Freudian omission.


Time came to a standstill.


The sounds she was now extricating from the violin were truly blissful and she felt she was finding a whole new undiscovered dimension in the music. She had never played this well before, relaxed, finding the truth at the core of the melody, navigating its waves, losing herself within its maelstrom. It was almost as good as sex.


By the time she reached the third concerto, she briefly opened her eyes to check on Dominik’s presence. He was still there, in the same place, motionless, pensive, his eyes hypnotically fixed on her. She remembered someone once mentioning to her that the shape of her body was not unlike that of a violin: small-waisted, generously hipped. Is that what he saw in her right now beneath the billowing folds of her black velvet dress?


She noticed a handful of bystanders at the outer edge of the clearing, no doubt attracted to the sounds of the music she was playing. Anonymous spectators.


Summer took a deep breath, both gratified and disappointed that this was no longer a concert for one only. She completed the third concerto and finally ceased playing. The spell had broken.


A couple of women in jogging gear in the distance applauded.


A man got back on his bicycle and continued his journey across the heath.


Dominik coughed gently.


‘The fourth concerto is technically a bit more awkward,’ Summer said. ‘I’m not sure I could get it all right without having to consult the partition,’ she excused herself.


‘No problem,’ Dominik said.


Summer waited for his judgement. He kept on staring at her.


A heavy silence began to weigh down on her. Once again, she could feel the coolness of the morning lap against her bare shoulders. She shivered. He failed to react.


Dominik watched as Summer grew visibly more nervous. The music and her playing had been sublime, everything he could have hoped for. Getting her to play for him here had been a brilliant idea, and the solo performance had elicited so many strong sensations inside him, a sense of terribly intimate connection. Now he wanted to know what the feel of her skin would be like, the smooth curve of her undressed shoulder against his fingers, his tongue, the million secrets beneath her dress. He could already conjure up the shape of her body. He had always regretted not having learned to read or play music on any instrument when he had been younger, and knew it was now too late in life to begin, but Dominik sensed that Summer was an instrument, one he could play for hours on end. And he would.


‘That was quite beautiful.’


‘Thank you, kind sir.’ She couldn’t help herself teasing him. Maybe it was because right now she felt supremely happy.


Dominik frowned.


He noticed the relief spread across her face as he delivered his verdict, but she was still tense – he could see from the straight line of her shoulders and the hard set of her jaw. Perhaps she knew that this was only just the beginning. There would be more.


‘You will have your violin,’ he indicated.


‘And you’re certain I can’t have this one?’ she protested, stroking its long, smooth neck with a possessive hand. ‘It’s a wonderful instrument.’


‘I’m sure it is, but, like I said, I will find you a better one. You deserve it.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘Yes.’ Dominik’s tone was firm; he would brook no further argument.


He walked over to Summer, picked up her coat from the ground and helped her into it. They walked back to the car, where she returned the violin to him.


Summer was full of questions, but didn’t know where to begin.


He pointed to the passenger seat.


‘Sit with me,’ he ordered.


Summer obeyed.


She had been fearful that the inside of the car might reek of tobacco – somehow Dominik looked like a smoker – but it didn’t. It was slightly musky, but not in a disagreeable way.


Dominik felt her closeness as he sat behind the wheel. She had lost her smell of cinnamon and all he could intuit was the scent of the soap she had used when washing this morning. Somewhat sweet, hygienic, reassuring. He could feel the warmth of her body inside the coat radiate outwards towards him.


‘Next time you play for me, it will be with your very own violin, the one I am now going to find, one that will fit you like a glove, Summer. Price will be no object,’ he said.


‘OK,’ she opined.


‘Now, tell me about your first time with a man, sex.’


For a brief moment she seemed taken aback by the abruptness of his demand, and Dominik thought, for a second, that he had guessed incorrectly; perhaps she wouldn’t go through with it.


Summer paused, gathering her thoughts and memories. In a novel way, she had already been intimate with this man and there was no point holding back now.


The car’s front window was misting up a little and Dominik switched on the air-conditioning.


She told him how it had happened.


The instrument had been built by someone called Pierre Bailly in Paris in 1900 and cost Dominik in the low five figures. It had initially caught his eye in a specialist dealer’s catalogue. The wood veered towards yellow more than orange or brown, a peaceful shade that evoked serenity and patience, but the patina in his mind held over a century of melodies and experience. The salesman in the small Burlington Arcade boutique was surprised he did not wish to play it before purchasing it, and didn’t appear to initially believe him when he declared he was buying it for an acquaintance. He knew he had long fingers, a musician’s fingers – many friends and women he had known had mentioned the fact to him – but did he look like one, let alone a violin player?


With the expensive antique violin came a certificate of provenance, listing all its owners over the past 112 years. There had been only five, most of their foreign names betraying past winds of war and continental drifts along the tides of history. The last owner had been called Edwina Christiansen. After her death, he was told, her heirs had sold the instrument at auction, where it had been acquired by the dealer, alongside other items of lesser note. No, he replied when asked by Dominik, he wasn’t in a position to supply further information about the late Miss Christiansen.


The Bailly violin came without a case and he purchased one online, a brand-new one, as he felt it would be best for Summer not to advertise the vintage status of her new instrument in a similarly visibly aged case. Dominik had always been eminently practically minded as well as cautious.


Once the case was delivered, he transferred the rusty-yellow violin into its new habitat and carefully wrapped it before handing it over to a courier service who would arrange for the package to reach Summer Zahova at the apartment she shared with others in East London. The instructions were clear: she had to sign for it personally. He warned of its impending arrival and requested an acknowledgement.


When her text came, it consisted of a single word: ‘Beautiful.’


In the letter he had written to her accompanying the expensive package, he had insisted she spend as much time as possible playing, rehearsing on it until the moment he would advise her of the new challenge, and he had given a precise instruction not to take it out in public yet, let alone busk in the Underground.


Now arrangements had to be made and enquiries conducted.


His advertisement on the freelance jobs display board at the music college sought three musicians, under thirty by preference, used to playing in a string quartet, willing to undertake a one-off performance with a minimum of rehearsal time and in unusual circumstances. And whose discretion would be adequately recompensed. A photograph was required with the application.


One answer he received filled all the boxes: a group of second-year students who had performed throughout their first year as a quartet but were now short of a member, the second violinist having returned a few weeks before to her native Lithuania. The two young men, who respectively played violin and viola, looked presentable, while the cello player, a young woman with a mass of curling blonde hair, was actually rather pretty.


All the other applications that landed in his letterbox as a result of the call-out were from solo musicians with minimal experience of playing with others, so it proved an easy decision.


Before organising a formal interview, Dominik sent them the questionnaire he had assembled for the occasion. Once the responses came back all positive, as he expected them to be considering the substantial fee he was in a position to offer, he arranged to speak to the trio on Skype and answered their remaining questions, assessing their reactions to some of his more unusual demands and requirements.


They would have to dress all in black, they would be able to rehearse with the fourth musician for a short period of time, but then they would be blindfolded for the main performance. They would sign a document with penalty clauses if news of the private concert they would be playing leaked out. They would not seek to contact him or the anonymous violin player again after the performance was completed.


All three of them appeared puzzled by the offer, but the monetary rewards visibly overcame their doubts.


The cello player, the blonde, even suggested a rehearsal place he could hire for the occasion, a crypt in a deconsecrated church where the sound resonated just that side of perfect for strings, and which ‘offers total privacy for whatever you have in mind’, she said. As if she had known all along that Dominik’s house was unsuitable for the occasion.


How could she even guess what I have in mind? he wondered, noticing an amused twinkle in her eye.


The music was agreed on and he took their particulars before ending the call. Now all the elements were in place and a date could be set. He picked up his phone.


‘Summer?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Dominik. You will play for me again next week,’ he informed her, advising her of the location and the time. He also mentioned the music she would be performing for him and the fact she would be one of four musicians, the final element in a quartet, and would have the opportunity of two hours’ rehearsal with her fellow musicians before the actual private concert.


‘Two hours is not a long time,’ she pointed out.


‘I know, but it’s a piece the other three already know well, so that will make it a little easier.’


‘OK,’ Summer accepted. Then added, ‘The Bailly will sound divine in a crypt.’


‘I have no doubt it will,’ Dominik said. ‘And . . .’


‘And?’


‘You will perform nude.’
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A Girl and Her Memories


Dominik had asked me about my first time.


It was odd, I thought later, that I agreed to tell him the story, but playing The Four Seasons had put me into a dream, as it always did.


That’s what I blamed it on.


And this is what I told him.


‘I spent my first sexual experiences alone. Masturbating. I began when I was young. Younger than my friends, I think, though I didn’t ever talk about it with anyone. Always felt a little ashamed. I didn’t know what I was doing, really. I didn’t ever come – at least not for a few years.


‘Maybe you noticed when I was playing back there, I reach a certain point in the music where I’m in a sort of trance – I’m off in a world of my own – but as soon as I stop, everything comes flooding back. Playing the violin, you see, has always had a physical effect on me. A release of sorts, but it also seems to heighten sensation.’


I glanced over at Dominik to check his reaction.


He had lowered the driver’s seat down and lain back, relaxed. I did the same, inhaling the scent of his car, a clean, fresh smell, typical in my opinion of BMW drivers. The interior was spotless, personality-free, no hint of a recently consumed snack, gun holster or suspicious package in sight, just a book he had been reading earlier resting on the dashboard. An author I had never heard of.


Dominik didn’t look at me, just stared straight ahead through the windscreen. His expression was that of a man completely comfortable, as if he were on the verge of meditation. Despite the irregularity of the situation, his response, or lack of one, relaxed me. I was sharing secrets that I hadn’t shared with anyone, but the way that he blended into the car like that, it was almost as if I was talking to myself.


I carried on. ‘I played nude sometimes, with the window open, enjoying the cold air on my body. I left the lights on and the curtains open, imagined that the neighbours could see me playing my violin naked. If they could, they never mentioned it.


‘This carried on for a while, and I ended up spending so much time alone that when I was in high school, my mother became concerned that I was getting unbalanced, obsessive, and she tried to get me to join a school sports or a drama team. She wanted me to do something “normal”. We fought over it and eventually she won, though she let me choose the sport.


‘I chose swimming, mainly to irk my mother, as I knew that she really wanted me to do something more sociable, like hockey or netball, but I won that round by arguing that my violin-playing would benefit from stronger arms.’


A small smile crossed Dominik’s face as I shared this detail, but he remained silent, patiently waiting for me to carry on.


‘Swimming, as it turned out, had virtually the same effect on me as violin-playing. I liked the feeling of the water, and the way that time disappeared as I swam one lap after another. I was never very quick, but I could go on for ever. I swam for so long, so easily, that my swimming coach would have to tap me on the shoulder to tell me that the training session was over and I could go home.


‘He was a good-looking guy and had been a professional athlete for our region when he was at school. Gave it up when he stopped winning. Started teaching instead, but still had the body for it. Wore the whole lifeguard-look ensemble – short shorts and T-shirt and a whistle to show it off. I ignored him most of the time. Thought he rated himself a bit much, and it didn’t suit him somehow. As if he was putting the authority on for show. All the other girls fancied him. I don’t know how old he was. Older than me.


‘It was him, in the end. My swimming coach. The first time.’


I looked over at Dominik again. His expression remained impassive, bemused.


‘Go on,’ he said.


‘One afternoon, he didn’t stop me. Just let me swim and swim. I broke out of it, after I don’t know how many lengths, because I suddenly noticed it was getting dark and I was the only one in the pool. Everyone else had left already. He said, when I finally got out of the pool, that he wanted to see if I’d carry on swimming until he told me to stop.


‘I picked up my towel and went to the changing rooms, and when I started to dry myself, I found that I was . . . well, I was horny. I’m not sure why, really, what it was, but the feeling was so strong I couldn’t wait until I arrived home. I was touching myself when I saw him looking at me through the changing-room door. Maybe I had forgotten to close it. I hadn’t noticed him push it open.


‘I didn’t stop. I should have, I suppose, but the way he looked at me . . . I carried on. And that was the first time I ever had an orgasm. With him watching.


‘He walked in then, after he saw me come. And when he then got his cock out, I couldn’t stop staring at it.


‘“You haven’t ever seen one of these before, have you?” he said.


‘I replied that I hadn’t.


‘Then he asked if I’d like to feel it inside me, and I said yes.’


I turned to Dominik, checking to see if he wanted me to continue, to tell him more. He snapped out of his reverie almost immediately.


‘Good,’ he said, bringing his seat up to a driving position. ‘That’s all I wanted to know. Perhaps you could tell me more another time.’


‘Sure,’ I said, and pulled the lever to bring my own seat back up again. Perhaps the experience of retelling my story to this man ought to have made me uncomfortable, but it hadn’t. If anything, I felt a little lighter, the weight of past secrets transferred from my mind to Dominik’s.


‘Can I drop you anywhere?’


‘Just the station, please.’


‘No problem.’


He might have the details of my sexual history, but I wasn’t quite ready to show Dominik my front door, and I still wasn’t sure whether he wanted me to do so anyway.


I needn’t have bothered with the attempt to retain any privacy from him. Within a week Dominik had requested my home address, and provided a date and time for me to stay in and sign for a package. I hesitated before I gave him the address. Besides the pizza-delivery guy up the road, he’d be the only man in London with my personal details, and I liked it that way. He had something to post me, though, and I’d only sound churlish, or paranoid, if I refused to tell him where I lived.


The package, as I’d half expected, was the violin Dominik had promised. Based on the quality of the violin that he had provided for the Vivaldi performance, I had guessed he would choose something nice, but I had never imagined that he would offer me an instrument so beautiful. It was a vintage Bailly, the wood a soft yellow, almost caramel, the colour of a jar of manuka honey held to the light. It reminded me of home, of the soft golden tones of the Waihou river when the sun catches the water.


According to the certificates enclosed, the last owner was a Miss Edwina Christiansen. Ever curious about the stories held within my violins, I tried Googling her, but found no clues to her history. Oh well. My imagination would have to do.


The case was brand new, black with a deep-red velvet lining. A little morbid for my tastes, and it didn’t suit the warmth of the Bailly, but Dominik seemed a smart guy and not romantic in the foolish sense of the word, so I supposed that the new case was just a way to disguise the value of the contents.


He had enclosed instructions: that I must acknowledge the arrival of the package, and then spend as much time as possible rehearsing with it, though not in public. And that I was to await his next instruction. Rehearse and wait.


Rehearsing with the Bailly was a joy. She fitted me perfectly, as though my own body had evolved to hold her. I had asked for a leave of absence from the busking gig, and under the circumstances, after the tube brawl, the organisers were very understanding. I played the Bailly every moment of every day, better than I had ever played before, the music pouring from my fingers as though the melodies had been trapped inside me and Dominik’s violin was the key that released them.


Waiting was another matter. I’m patient by nature, and have always preferred endurance sports. However, I wanted to know exactly what I was signing myself up for. Firmly of the belief that life gives no free lunches, I presumed that Dominik would be wanting a return on his investment, and until I understood what the payment terms would be, I decided to think of the violin as a loan rather than a gift. He had suggested an agreement, a contract of mutual satisfaction, not offered to be my sugar daddy. I would have turned him down flat if he had. But still, until I knew what he wanted, I wouldn’t be able to decide whether I wanted to give it to him.


I wasn’t looking for another relationship so soon after Darren. I was hoping for some single time. And Dominik didn’t seem like a man looking for a girlfriend. He was aloof, a loner; he didn’t have that desperate air of someone on the lookout for a partner. I mulled over his initial email contact. A bit of a geek maybe, probably with a large, arty porn collection on his PC, but not someone with a profile on the Guardian Soulmates website.


If he didn’t want to date me, what did he want?


I looked at the violin again, ran my hands over the graceful cut of the neck, guessed that it must be priced in the tens of thousands.


How big a return, and what sort of return, I wondered, would Dominik expect? What would satisfy such a man?


Sex? It was the obvious answer. But not, I thought, the correct answer.


A man who wanted sex would have just invited me to dinner. A wealthy classical music aficionado looking for a beneficiary would have sent me the violin without all the dramatics.


Dominik’s approach had something more to it. He didn’t have the air of a psychopath, but he seemed to be enjoying whatever game it was that he was playing. I wondered if he had a point, an endgame, or if he was just rich and bored.


I could have sent the violin back, of course, and maybe that would have been the proper thing to do. But it wasn’t just the violin that interested me; frankly, I was curious.


What would Dominik do next?


A few days later, my phone rang.


He spoke before I had even had a chance to say hello. Under other circumstances, I might have been annoyed, but I decided to hear him out.


‘Summer?’


‘Yes.’


He advised me, coolly, that I would be playing for him next week, in the afternoon. String Quartet no. 1 by the Czech composer Smetana – fortunately, a piece I liked and was reasonably familiar with, as it had been a favourite of Mr van der Vliet. I would be playing with three members of a quartet who knew the piece very well, as the violinist and viola player had, it appeared, performed it on previous occasions. I need have no concern over my privacy or the discretion of the other musicians involved in such an affair, as they had sworn never to reveal any details of the event.


Which was fortunate, as I would be performing nude.


The other players would be asked to don blindfolds before I disrobed, so my nakedness would be apparent only to Dominik.


As soon as he had said the words, a hot rush spread throughout my body. Again, I supposed I ought to say no. He’d just asked me point-blank to take my clothes off in front of him. But if I refused, I’d never know what it was that he was scheming. And, I thought idly, it would technically be our third date. Considering that I sometimes went home with men on a first date, this wasn’t really any different, except that I had agreed to do so up front.


Or had I?


Dominik hadn’t said that he wanted to fuck me.


Perhaps he just wanted to watch me.


The thought filled me with trepidation, but despite my best efforts to ignore the feeling, I found myself aroused and wet.


No surprise really – I had been so caught up in the loss of my violin, skint and now tied to the Bailly, I hadn’t had a chance to date anyone, and hadn’t had sex since the last time with Darren. Irritating, though, that thoughts of Dominik should have this effect. It put him a step ahead of me in whatever negotiation it was that he had in mind.


Naked, with him watching, I worried that he would know what effect he was having on me. After my revelations in the car to him, that day on Hampstead Heath, I doubted that he would be surprised. I was probably about to provide him with exactly the response that he was hoping for.


If this was to be a battle of wills, then I had given him all the ammunition he needed.


A week later, I made my way to the location that Dominik had hired, this private crypt in Central London. I did not know the place, though I wasn’t surprised to hear of its existence. London is a city full of surprises. He had given me the address during our phone call, but advised me not to scope out the venue in advance, in order to keep the performance fresh. I had considered checking it out anyway, but felt strangely compelled to follow his instructions to the letter. He’d bought the violin, so the recital at least was his gig, after all.


The crypt was tucked into a side street, the only clue confirming its location a small brass plaque on the left-hand side of the wooden door. Gingerly, I pushed it open and walked inside, finding a set of steps leading steeply down into a pool of darkness.


I had swapped my flat shoes for heels a block earlier, which now caught on the uneven stone floor, causing me to lose my balance and nearly plunging me head first down the stairs as I fumbled unsuccessfully against the wall on my right for a handrail.


My breath caught in my throat. Not with fear, though common sense dictated that I should be nervous, should have told someone where I was going, arranged a safety call. I hadn’t told anyone, even Charlotte, about the Bailly or the crypt. This new turn in my life seemed too odd to share. Besides, I shrugged, if Dominik had wanted to kill me, he’d had ample opportunity to do so already.


The constriction in my stomach, the rapid beat of my heart, wasn’t wholly nerves. I was excited. Playing with three new musicians would be a challenge, for sure, but I had practised the piece until I could play it note perfect under any circumstance. And I knew Dominik would take no pleasure in an afternoon that did not run to his satisfaction. Whatever he had in store, I was sure that he had planned every detail with a view to achieving perfection, including my performance.


There was the added matter of my impending nakedness, of course, but the thought of performing nude for Dominik actually excited me more than it antagonised me. I had always been something of an exhibitionist, a nugget of information that he had evidently stored away from the details I had provided to him of my first sexual experience.


Still, I was little reticent, and part of that, I supposed, was the thought of being on such public display. I was comfortable walking naked around my own living room, but deliberately undressing for a virtual stranger was another matter altogether. I wasn’t sure that I could go through with it. My mind was at war. If I refused, I’d show him that he’d got to me, ruffled my feathers, but if I agreed, he’d still be the one calling the shots. Then there was that thought in the back of my head that I just couldn’t shake. The entire situation turned me on. But why? What was wrong with me?


I decided to at least ready myself for the possibility of taking off my clothes. Then I could decide when the moment came.


My preparations for the event today had been intensive, beyond rehearsing the music. I had showered slowly that morning, carefully shaved my legs and then hovered briefly over my bikini line. To shave, or not to shave? That was the question. Darren had preferred me completely bare, and consequently I had grown it out, my own small rebellion. He had hardly ever gone down on me anyway.


What would Dominik prefer? I wondered.


He was an unusual man who had so far demonstrated a taste for richness, for detail, and I suspected that his sexual tastes would run to the exotic. Perhaps he would like my hair. The slight musky smell, the covering. My mind danced ahead, down dark pathways, thoughts sharply curtailed by my sense of reason. I pushed my fantasies out of my head. Dominik had enough of a window into my soul already. Thank God the rest of the quartet would be blindfolded and unable to bear witness.


In the end, I decided just to trim and tidy a little, opting to keep my pubic hair as a curtain, just an inch or two of privacy. I would not be completely naked for him, yet.


I made my way slowly to the bottom of the steps, found another wooden door, pushed it open. My senses were immediately assailed by the almost cloying, thicker nature of the air in the crypt, the feeling of being underground, entombed. The ceiling was high, but the room narrow, and a sweep of arches overhead made it seem closed, claustrophobic. I was reminded, momentarily, of the dungeon in the fetish club that I had visited with Charlotte. The crypt fitted much better with my idea of a dungeon.


The walls were bathed in a low, electric light, which contrasted oddly with the ancient feel of the place, and the smell of recently lit candles. It was a little cold, though I was sure that if there was a light switch, there must be some method of heating down here. Perhaps Dominik had ordered the heaters switched off, for authenticity. Or perhaps he wanted to watch the response of my skin as the cool air brushed my body. I gripped the case of the Bailly tighter and banished the thought from my mind.


Spotting the three musicians on the slightly raised front dais, I headed towards them, my high heels skittering across the stone floor, echoes bouncing back, musically. My earlier trepidation was replaced suddenly by joy: the acoustics were indeed incredible and the Bailly would sound amazing in here. Dominik would soon experience the recital of his life. That, at least, I could guarantee.


The rest of the quartet was in position, waiting for me, but as promised, I saw no sign of Dominik. I made my introductions, communication a little awkward at first, the situation being really rather extraordinary for all of us.


They were each dressed in black suits and crisp white shirts, offset by black bow ties. Two of them, the violinist and the viola players, were men, and rather quiet. The cellist, who introduced herself as Lauralynn, appeared to be the leader of the pack, and she talked for all three. She was confident, though not annoying with it. American, from New York, studying music in London. She was tall, with long legs, Amazonian in shape and had dressed like the men, in a shirt and tie, and a black jacket with tails, cut short in the body to emphasise her waist and hips. With her flock of blonde hair and delicate features, she made a curious mix of both masculinity and femininity in the traditional sense of the words, and was very attractive with it.


‘So do you know Dominik?’ I asked.


‘Do you?’ she replied coyly.


Her fleeting expression of wicked amusement made me wonder if Dominik had told her more about his plans than he had let on to me, though she continued to deflect all of my questions. Eventually, I gave up asking and got on with the business of rehearsing. We didn’t have much time.


It’s a fairly intense piece, a little dark, but an excellent choice for the setting, and Dominik was right: Lauralynn and her two shy partners did know it well.


I heard Dominik’s footsteps before I noticed him coming, his shoes tapping sharply on the stone floor, a staccato drumbeat juxtaposing the sustained harmonic E in the last movement that I was coaxing from the Bailly as he approached the stage.


He nodded to me in acknowledgement and then signalled to the musicians that they should put on their blindfolds.


They did.


Evidently he had not let them know that I would be nude throughout the actual performance, as he stepped up onto the stage and whispered a soft instruction into my ear. His lips nearly brushed my lobe and my face warmed in response.


‘You may undress.’


I had worn my shorter black dress this time, rather than the long velvet one, as it attracted less attention during a daytime commute. It was a one-shouldered affair, shaped to fit my body, with a hidden side zip. I had purposefully not worn a bra, so that when I disrobed, if I disrobed, my skin would be free from strap marks. I had nearly not worn underwear for the same reason, but changed my mind at the last moment, and was glad I had when the short dress rode up as I navigated the wide step from tube platform to train at Bank station.


Dominik stepped back down again onto the main floor and took a seat in the single chair placed facing the stage, staring at me, expressionless under his ever-present façade of politeness, sheltered by a thin wall of reserve that I reckoned hid a much more animal nature than he at first let on.


Whatever it would take to break him of that, I would like to try.


I took a breath and resolved to do it.


I slid a hand to my side, held Dominik’s gaze and pulled at my zip.


It stuck.


Dominik’s eyes flashed as I struggled with my dress. Damn. And was that another grin spreading across Lauralynn’s face? Could she see me through that thick blindfold?


My cheeks burned as I imagined her gaze on my body also.


I must be the colour of a fire engine now. I had hoped at least that I would manage to drop my dress in one graceful movement, the way leading ladies always do in films. I should have practised disrobing at home. I’d die before I asked for Dominik’s help. Finally, I kicked the dress off, then reddened further as I realised I would have to bend over to remove my underwear. I turned a little, to hide the freefall of my breasts, before realising how foolish my reticence must look, as I knew I would have to play for him front on.


I picked up my violin, fought a sudden urge to use the instrument to hide the completeness of my nudity from him a moment longer and then turned back, placed the Bailly under my chin and began. Fuck nudity, and fuck Dominik. A flash of irritation shook me before the music took over.


Next time, if there was a next time, he would not see me vulnerable when I undressed.


Finally, the music drew to a close and I loosened my grip on the neck of my violin. I brought it down, away from my chin to rest against my side, not in front of me. I faced Dominik as he deliberately, slowly clapped his hands together, an enigmatic smile spreading across his face. I noticed my bow hand was shaking, I was panting a little, and my forehead felt damp, as if I’d just finished a five-mile run. I must have been really going for it, though I had realised none of this while playing, my mind full of thoughts of Eastern Europe, Edwina Christiansen and the wealth of stories that must be held within the Bailly.


I wondered when I would next be able to afford a city break. Financial constraints being what they were, I hadn’t travelled in Europe nearly as much as I would have liked.


Dominik interrupted my daydream with a gentle cough.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


I nodded in acknowledgement.


‘You may go now. I would see you out, but I need to say my goodbyes to your fellow players and settle their remuneration. You can find your own way to the exit safely, I trust?’


‘Of course.’


I slipped my dress back on, faking a purposeful nonchalance this time, although I felt anything but, and ignored his quip about making a safe exit.


Perhaps he’d somehow known I’d nearly catapulted down the stairs on my way in.


‘Thank you,’ I said to my three accompanying musicians, all still seated and blindfolded, awaiting Dominik’s next instruction. It was evident he had previously furnished them all with very precise instructions as to the sequence of events and their conduct.


I wished, not for the first time, that I knew exactly what he had done to secure their compliance. What was this effect that he had over people? Especially the girl.


Lauralynn didn’t strike me as the obedient type. Quite the reverse.


I had noted the way that her thighs hugged the cello, and remembered how despite the initial apparent gentleness of her grip round its neck, she had played it almost viciously, as if she were wringing out melodies against the instrument’s will.


She smiled wickedly again, directly at me; this time I was sure she was in on the game or could somehow see me through her blindfold.


I picked up my case, turned and strode to the exit, my posture as businesslike as I could manage. We had both fulfilled our sides of the bargain; I had my violin, he’d had his naked recital.


I pushed open the door that led from the crypt to the base of the stairs and stopped, leaning against the cool stone wall to collect my thoughts.


Was that really it, our deal complete? I should have been pleased, but couldn’t shake a lingering sensation of regret. As if I hadn’t given him enough in return for the instrument. Charlotte would say I’d done well out of it, but I felt incomplete somehow.


I took a breath and headed up the stairs without looking back.


I arrived home at my flat in Whitechapel, thrilled to find the hallway and shared bathroom empty. My neighbours were out. Good. I wouldn’t need to make the usual polite small talk, or worry about them suspecting what I was up to, as I disappeared into my bedroom to relieve the now almost painful throb of arousal that had distracted me all the way home.


I had my hand between my legs the moment I kicked my bedroom door closed, dipping my index finger inside myself to collect some lubrication before running the pad of my fingertip in quick, clockwise circles. I eyed my laptop briefly, considered watching a YouPorn clip to speed things along a bit.


Darren had hated me watching porn. He had caught me at it once with a magazine that I found under his mattress, and he had sulked all evening. When I asked him what upset him so much he said that he knew women masturbated, he just didn’t think they did it like that. I never did work out whether he was jealous or just thought me unladylike, but since our break up I had taken a particular thrill out of my new freedom to do whatever I liked. Still, in the state that I was in now, it wouldn’t take long to reach orgasm, and finding a clip that would work for me would take longer than it was worth. I replayed that afternoon’s adventures in my head instead.


I remembered, suddenly, the way my nipples had hardened in response to the cool air in the crypt – or had it been in response to Dominik’s gaze? And Lauralynn’s? I flipped up the catch on my window with my left hand, without easing the pressure of the fingers on my right, still busy with the task at hand. I unzipped my dress, easily this time – typical – and kicked it off. I had slipped my underwear into my purse rather than wriggling into it again in front of Dominik and was now completely naked, other than my high heels, enjoying the brush of cool air from the open window that now caressed my body.


I closed my eyes, and instead of falling back onto the bed as I usually did, I spread my legs and fingered myself in front of an imaginary audience by the window.


It was the memory of Dominik’s last command that finally sent me over the edge, the tone in his voice as I had bent down to undo the ankle straps of my shoes.


‘No. Leave them on.’


It was not even a challenge; there was no question at all in his voice, no thought that I might not do as he said, even though I didn’t think I seemed in any way to be the meek sort. That sense of authority, for some reason that I just couldn’t explain, sent me into waves of ecstasy.


I came in a rush, wonderful spasms coursing through my pussy and then the resulting aftershocks warming the rest of my body nicely.


I had always been that way, now that I thought of it. I remembered how Mr van der Vliet had turned me on, the pleasure I had taken in adhering so closely to his lessons, though he wasn’t good-looking in any traditional sense. How I had been so aroused when my swimming coach told me that he wanted to see how long I would swim for if he didn’t tell me to stop. The way I had felt as the dungeon master had slapped my arse at the fetish club.


What did it mean?


I lay down on my bed and tried to banish these thoughts from my mind, falling into a troubled slumber.


I awoke in the evening, still troubled. And still horny. I tried to push the feeling away but just couldn’t seem to think about anything else. Even playing with myself again did nothing to ease my frustration.


Thoughts of Dominik’s imperious tone, his habit of providing such precise instructions ran through my head. Even the way he had given me the address of the crypt had turned me on. I considered calling him and disregarded the idea immediately. What would I say?


Please, Dominik, tell me what to do?


No. Aside from the ridiculous nature of such a notion, I had more power this way, not letting on how much he had got to me. I knew that he would call, eventually, that brief flash of hunger in his eyes; he wouldn’t be able to resist coming up with some new scheme. And though it irked me a little to be on the back foot, I would enjoy it when he did.


For now, I would need to find some other way of satisfying this new urge.


Again I considered calling Charlotte, but I still wasn’t ready to share this portion of my life.


The fetish club. It was a crazy thought, but maybe I could go alone, check it out again, just to see. I wasn’t sure what had come over me, this new sense of fearlessness, on the one hand, frightening, but on the other, exhilarating. I could always leave if it didn’t work out.


I had felt safe there. Not that I couldn’t look after myself, but West End clubs were tiresome, full of drunken, groping lads in packs closing in on every girl who tried to make her way solo to the bar or the ladies’ room.


Despite, or perhaps because of, the open-natured crowd at the fetish club, the patrons had seemed respectful, not sleazy.


Yes, it was the sort of place that I could go alone.


A quick Google search indicated that the club I’d visited with Charlotte was only open on the first Saturday of every month, and it was a Thursday night. None of the larger fetish clubs was running, but I found a link to a small club, not far from Whitechapel in a taxi, that boasted a dungeon space and elusive-sounding ‘play areas’ as well as an intimate, friendly vibe. It would do. The dress code indicated that certain strict rules were enforced. I would have to find an outfit that would fit the bill. I didn’t want to seem out of place.


It was now 11 p.m. The party would be just getting going. I booked a cab, then hunted through my wardrobe and pulled out something that I thought would be suitable, put it on and surveyed my reflection in the mirror. I had chosen a high-waisted, form-fitting navy pencil skirt, with large white buttons at the front and back that held in place thick braces, with straps that criss-crossed at the back and, at the front, ran in a straight line over each of my breasts. I’d bought it on sale from a 1950s-styled boutique on Holloway Road in North London and worn it with a high-necked white blouse, a cheap, though not tacky sailor hat and red velvet pumps to my neighbour’s uniform-themed fancy-dress birthday party earlier that year.


Tonight I was wearing a red bra to match the shoes, and no blouse. Would that pass as fetish wear? I remembered the outlandish outfits from the night I’d been out with Charlotte and thought, Probably not. I wanted to fit in, and in this case, I would attract less attention if I had fewer clothes on. I took one final look in the mirror and ditched the bra. The braces sat tight against my breasts, holding them in, and covered my nipples, and besides, I’d already spent a good part of the day in the buff, hadn’t I?


I wore a jacket in the taxi and felt a rebellious, heady rush of freedom at the thought that I was half naked beneath it.


A young, friendly dark-haired girl with a pierced nose took the small cover charge at the front desk. I noticed she had a tiny teardrop tattoo under her left eye as she asked for my wrist, then applied an entry stamp. I wondered what other secrets she might have hidden under her long-sleeved tuxedo-style latex jacket.


Latex. Perhaps I’d save up and invest in some, if I was going to make a habit of this, though I wasn’t sure that the shiny rubber was really my thing. Charlotte had found it terribly difficult to get in and out of her dress, and an inability to undress would be problematic for me and my desires, I felt.


I prefer to face new and uncertain situations sober, but stopped at the bar for a drink to get my bearings.


Bloody Mary with just the perfect touch of spice in hand, I strode straight across the small dance floor, occupied not by dancers but just a few patrons chatting, and headed for the dungeon. The entrance was open, another room off the bar, without a door, but hidden from view of the dance floor by a couple of green medical screens, the kind you find round hospital beds. Interesting.


Most of the patrons were in the dungeon. Some, sitting in seats round the outside, were talking quietly; others were standing closer to the action but a few steps back from the participants. A few signs, printed on plain A4 paper, were dotted around the walls of the room. ‘Don’t interrupt a scene,’ read one, and another, just two words, said, ‘Ask. First.’ The signs made me feel strangely comforted.


Several pairs of ‘players’ and one trio were engaged in acts of varying degrees of, I assumed, consensual violence, involving different instruments and pieces of equipment. My attention was immediately caught by the sounds in the room, the steady thwack of a cane, the softer slap of a many-stranded flogger, like the one Mark had used, the way that the sound and rhythm changed according to the movements of the wielder and the ferocity applied by each individual.


I didn’t even realise how close I had moved to the trio, two men beating a third person whom initially I thought to be a man, due to the person’s square body and completely shaved head, but then I thought I noted the curve of breasts pressing against the padding on the cross, and heard the higher-pitched sound of a feminine moan. Man, woman, perhaps neither, perhaps a bit of both. A beautiful creature, and what did gender mean, anyway? Not a lot here. I forgot the signs on the walls and crept in for a closer look. It was still shocking to me, in a way, but utterly engaging at the same time.


I felt a hand stretching forward from behind me to very gently touch my shoulder, then a voice in my ear.


‘Lovely, aren’t they?’ whispered the voice.


‘Yes.’


‘Don’t get too close. You might snap them out of it.’


I looked again at the trio. They did each seem to be lost in some other dimension, a place that was somehow still in the room, but not quite a part of it. As if each of them was in the middle of their own private journey.


Wherever it was that they were, I wanted to join them.


The owner of the voice perhaps sensed my desire.


‘Would you like to play?’ the voice said.


I hesitated for a moment. We hadn’t even been introduced, and he, or she, was so direct. Then again, perhaps this was exactly what I needed, and no one would ever know.


‘Yes, I would.’


A hand took mine and guided me over to the one vacant piece of equipment in the room, another cross.


‘Undress.’


My body responded to the command immediately; it was almost the same instruction Dominik had used, and in response I was flooded with desire, straight-out lust, but also the desire for something more than that. What, I still wasn’t sure.


I snapped off the braces, freeing my breasts, and eased down my skirt, feeling once more the thrill of knowing strangers were watching me, enjoying the show. I spread my arms and legs out on the cross, fully naked again for the third time that day. This was becoming a habit.


A leather strap was buckled round each of my wrists and pulled tight, though not uncomfortably so. No ‘safety word’ or gesture was given to me this time. Oh well. My mystery partner seemed experienced enough if confidence was anything to go by, and if it got too much, I would cry, ‘Stop’. I’d had only one drink, my mental faculties were fully functioning, and I was in a room full of people who could intervene if necessary.


I relaxed against the cross and waited for the blows to rain down.


Which they did.


Harder this time, much harder than my last ‘spanking’, and without the reassuring caress on my arse that Mark had made with each strike, muting some of the pain. I gasped, my body jolting under each burst of force that arrived not just on my arse but the sides of my back too. He, or she, I wasn’t sure which, and hadn’t tried to find out, preferring to keep this experience anonymous, must have been using a device, an instrument of some sort, but I couldn’t be sure what. It sounded like a flogger but felt so solid and hard, much harder than the soft, limp lengths of leather looked on the short handle.


My eyes watered, tears ran down my face, and I realised that the more I tensed my body, fought the impact, the more it hurt.


So I relaxed. Tried to find that place, wherever it was that the others seemed to go. Imagined my body melting into the hand, or the flogger, or whatever it was striking me. Listened to the steady whack, whack, the rhythmic beat of my partner’s music, and eventually, the pain dulled, a sense of peace descended as I became a part of my player’s dance, not a victim to it.


Then the buckles on my wrists loosened. Gentle caresses stroked the beaten parts of my skin, stinging a little with each touch.


A soft laugh, another whisper in my ear, and then the voice was gone again, into the crowd.


I stood there, stretched immobile on the cross for I don’t know how long, until I finally managed to peel myself off, dress and call a cab home.


I’d got what I came for.


Hadn’t I?


That sense of peace, of disappearing into another dimension, this other consciousness that had been my refuge, my home one way or another, for as long as I could remember.


Back in my flat I fell into bed and, despite my throbbing skin, slept better than I had in weeks.


It wasn’t until the next morning, in the bathroom mirror, that I noticed the bruises.


An almost beautiful pattern of marks in varying shades lined my lower back and sides, and closer inspection in the full-length mirror in my bedroom revealed the faint outline of a handprint on one of my buttocks.


Fuck.


I hoped Dominik left it a good few days before he called again.
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A Man and His Lust


Dominik drove in a daze, his mind journeying back on a loop through every single moment of the afternoon. On automatic pilot, he navigated the grey BMW through the labyrinth of roadworks surrounding Paddington, inching his way towards the Westway.


The colour of her skin.


The supernatural pallor. The thousand shades travelling at sub-atomic speed between white and white, with microscopic shades of pink, grey and a dull form of beige calling out in unison to be allowed their day in the sun. The intricate geography of moles and minor blemishes scattered across the landscape of her skin. The way the artificial light of the crypt had highlighted her curves, dancing over her surface, highlighting the areas of darkness, the shimmer of her muscles under the thin protection of her flesh, the sinews in her calves as she shifted imperceptibly to reach another note, the way the rounded edge of the violin ground against her neck, the speed of her fingers navigating across the strings while her other hand vigorously deployed the taut bow as it attacked the instrument like a warrior in flight.
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