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  Penny’s your average voluptuous girl next door. Still a virgin, she’s settled for dull accountant Laurence. Saved from an accident by enigmatic stranger Nicholas, she yields to temptation and agrees to his daring proposal. Can he prove to her in the few short weeks before her wedding that she’s made a mistake? Penny’s preconceived notions of sex are challenged as she submits to desire and begins to fall in love with a man who loves her purely for herself. But can she sever the ties that bind her to Laurence, and is she strong enough to become bound by ties a million times more intriguing? Is Penny brave enough to be the woman she knows she is inside, as a game of hearts becomes self-fulfillment on a scale she never imagined possible
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    Chapter One




    The present




    Nicholas enjoys feeding our game with titbits and he knows I’ll wonder about their purposes.




    One day, he bought me a journal. When he handed it to me at the station, there was a gleam in his eye as he told me the journal was destined for something special and was going to be part of our journey.




    ‘Penny, listen to me carefully,’ he said, as I took the pretty, wrapped parcel and, like a kid, ripped off the paper and ribbons.




    ‘I don’t want to you to fill this with nonsense. Every time I give you one of my little surprises, I want you to write about it. I want you to explain to me what it means to you and what message you think I’m sending.’ Whenever he adopted that commanding tone, I knew I had to listen carefully.




    I’d run my fingers over the cover and Nicholas had grinned at me. The journal was flashy pink, not at all the colour I’d have chosen. I wondered why he’d gone for such a vibrant shade. But, you see, that’s how he likes to confuse me. One moment he can be tacky, the next sophisticated. What did the journal tell me? Well, it said to me, “Penny, you must embrace that girlie part of you you never embraced before; the frivolous, fun Penny.” How clever of you, Nicholas. You see how you make me go deeper and question the Penny I prefer to keep hidden. I have to face the fact you know me better than I know myself.




    ‘You can start with the Art Deco powder compact and follow it with the other stuff,’ he’d continued.




    How was I ever likely to forget the compact? ‘I’m going to have to write an awful lot of fantasies to fill the pages. It’s very thick.’ I’d quavered, knowing full well I’d have a ball exploring the kinkier side to my psyche.




    ‘I know, darling, but I’m sure with your attention to detail, you’ll make an admirable job of it. I want you to spend at least half an hour a day on it, without fail. Do I make myself clear?’




    ‘Yes, Nicholas.’




    His lips had skimmed mine, a delicious butterfly brush of temptation with just the briefest play of tongue to entice, and I leant into him eager for more.




    Nicholas is a complex man, but that’s what I love about him. His complexity allowed him to invent our saga of temptation, and in the beginning it didn’t matter a jot that I didn’t know his history, or who he really was. I was happy with that. It was enough to know Nicholas was snapping on my metaphorical manacles once again and preparing me for a new lesson with a hidden meaning.




    I gaze through the window of my boss Jethro’s office into the courtyard, experiencing the warm glow the thought of Nicholas brings. Despite our argument, I can’t believe he’d go through with his threat and leave me. You see, by now I’ve become confident he loves me enough not to carry it out, which further makes me wonder if I’ve become complacent. Silly Penny, he’ll come back, you know he will.




    It’s unusual for me not to be intent on my work, but my blond stranger is stealing me away, and every day one more of the strands which has held my mind and body in bondage is snapping. It’s almost three months since I met him. Three whole months. But I’m so comfortable and crazy about him, it feels like a lifetime.




    Not long ago, I was plain, simple Penny. A plump, ordinary girl with a not very high opinion of herself, planning her wedding. Now I belong to Nicholas. Curious how that notion still fills me with an intense, infantile surge of excitement. I am Nicholas’ slave. I belong to him in ways I couldn’t imagine – and it’s not simply about the sex, it’s subtler than that.




    I prop my hand on my fist and catch a glance of myself in the reflection from the window. My auburn hair glimmers in the soft sunlight. Liberated from pins and combs, it flows over my shoulders in a glistening curtain. I never noticed how beautiful it was until Nicholas began complimenting me. It had been the first thing he released and, in so doing, set a precedent of release – or should I say a series of releases – which has brought me to this place in my life. Nicholas had teased it around my shoulders and combed his hands through it, sparking delectable spinal shivers. Lifting it to his mouth, he kissed it. It was one small step after that to smoothing and teasing my skin in the same way. Yes, Nicholas is awakening me. He says it is his mission to explore me inside and out because only when he’s done that can he control me completely; control me enough I will commit the ultimate sacrifice.




    I’m still not sure exactly what he means by that. Nicholas calls this a game, but what we play at is not simple bondage; it’s much more. I’m not stupid. I’m a closet digester of rude fiction; I know what bondage novels are all about. I’ve read Fifty Shades of Grey, Delta of Venus and every erotic book in between. Hidden in my bottom drawer are catchy titles by the Marquis de Sade alongside The Story of O and the Kama Sutra.




    ‘I know a girl in love when I see one.’




    I shoot to attention, unaware my boss has been watching me covertly. Jethro peers at me over his half-moon glasses. There’s a quizzical look on his face as he puts a cup of coffee in front of me. I realise what he’s thinking. He’s known me all through my engagement, and Laurence didn’t cause this radiant flush.




    ‘OK.’ He yawns, cracking his knuckles. ‘I think it’s time for coffee.’ Patting my hand, he grins at me.




    Yes, it’s time for Jethro to take the short walk into the village to Anabella’s artisan bakery where he’ll pick up a treat for our morning break and another bun to add to Penny’s waistline. ‘Don’t look so serious, Penny, I’ll soon cheer you up with … let me see.’ He winks at me. ‘A mille-feuille today, I think. Since you look as if you’ve lost weight, you can indulge.




    Sweet Jethro; he’s so kind to me. He snatches his wallet off the desk and I jiggle around on my chair as temptation creeps closer. Hurry up and leave me alone, Jethro, so I can be a naughty girl.




    It’s risky to carry the journal in my bag, but I can’t help making observations. It’s what I’ve been taught to do. Automatically, my hand strays to the plaited ribbon around my wrist. The ribbon is another one of Nicholas’ naughty tricks – a prompt to remind me who controls the game; a cunning nudge making me think of flipping another page. Nicholas says it is a control mechanism and a psychological trigger. I only have to touch it to be reminded of who is boss, and the ultimate goal.




    ‘What’s that ribbon?’ Laurence had asked me, the first time I came home wearing the plaited bracelet.




    ‘It’s a silly thing; it’s a friendship bracelet. One of my friend’s little girls, Alicia, gave it to me and made me promise to never take it off.’ How easily the lies tripped off my tongue. I’d never lied to my fiancé before.




    He shrugged. That was that. He’d made his own simple observation, and because I was so meek and unadventurous he believed me. That’s what Laurence is like.




    My gaze wanders to the large canvas bag where I keep my journal and tendrils uncurl in my belly. Can I manage a line or two? I stretch my arms languidly. Again, I experience a frisson of doubt. Nicholas and I have never missed a Friday afternoon assignation. He left in such a hurry after the argument, but surely we’ll meet as planned? I’m going to go anyway. I’ll make the bus ride to Crowhurst, sit on the bench and wait, and he’ll turn up, I know he will. In the meantime, I’ll write the entry.




    The journal glues us together. That inconsequential book has quickly become a very dark and hazardous thing, containing as it does the minutiae of our sex life. Passages of romance that wouldn’t be out of place in a Jane Austen novel glide across the pages, liberally garnished with descriptions of sex – some of them hotter stuff than any erotic story. It’s like a nuclear warhead armed with catastrophic possibilities because in Nicholas’ words a little danger adds spice to any game. During our affair, Nicholas holds the end of a lit fuse and lays out the rules by which I’m to abide like a thin line of gunpowder. The journal’s not just the saga of my metamorphosis from chrysalis into butterfly. It’s an intrinsic component of our journey; an account with no disguising twists and turns to throw the reader off the scent, and no subterfuge. In its pages, we’re Penny and Nicholas, and any other secondary characters are also dangerously named. If someone ever picks it up, the journal has the power to blast apart lives.




    Clever Nicholas to create such an indelible thread. He knows when I’m not involved in the game my hand is holding a pen and flying over the pages. And the funny thing is, by the act of writing our journey down, I’m imprinting it on existence and making it more real.




    I have time, I think, sucking on the end of my paintbrush. Jethro’s propping open the door of the gallery at the front of the restorer’s, and making his way to the New Age shop opposite. Our art restorer business occupies the renovated barn at the end of the yard. Within the craft complex, there’s a pottery, the New Age shop, and a store selling African artefacts. It’s a peaceful place, and I love to watch the people coming into the gallery to peruse the work of the local artists Jethro features in his exhibitions.




    I’m alone. I feel a shaft of excitement. I can do it. My body softens and moistens. For 15 minutes, I can escape inside our private world and be alone with Nicholas; reform that face I haven’t seen for so long by the creation of my words. Pushing back my chair, I go and get my bag, swinging it onto the table as I reach inside greedily. Hold on. Where’s the journal? I move my phone and purse. Silly Penny, don’t panic. The book’s heavy and my bag’s so huge. It’ll have simply sunk to the bottom and been buried beneath my lunch wrappers and that library book I have to renew because I’m only halfway through reading it. Except it’s not there, is it? Where’s the journal?




    My heart pounds in panic. It has to be here. Frozen to the spot, I experience first disbelief and then a rising sense of panic. It was in my bag, I know it was, because I can distinctly remember stowing it away carefully inside. Could it have dropped out? Come on, Penny, you realise that’s impossible. My mouth’s dry and the room’s spinning as a fist grips my insides.




    Hang on a minute. I know who you are. I know you’ve been watching me. Every morning, when I walk down to the post office or Jethro walks down to Anabella’s, the restorer’s door is left propped open with the doorstop. Anyone can walk in and out. And the pretty woman with the blonde hair and the suede boots, the pretty woman called Meredith Frisk, has. There’s a spy in my house of dreams, and the lit fuse could be creeping closer to the stick of dynamite.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Three months ago




    I was rebelling. One day I woke up and for some reason, probably fear, I lay in bed trying to quell a sense of – well, I don’t know what, really. Possibly pre-wedding nerves. That wouldn’t be unusual, would it – considering marriage is such a mega step? After grilling myself all with the finesse of a detective, dissecting my doubts and insecurities, I got up and treated myself to not my customary one, but two of Anabella’s white chocolate and blueberry muffins, nibbling away at the super cakes while pondering the matter of my virginity.




    I hadn’t planned on saving myself for marriage; it was the way things turned out. The time to lose my virginity had just never been right. The years had crept up on me and before I knew it, I was 29 and still innocent. This hadn’t worried me in the past; now it did. Heading into uncharted waters without any experience suddenly seemed dangerous, despite the fact that Laurence put a heavy currency on it.




    I bit into the other muffin and juicy fruit popped in my mouth. I couldn’t believe I was even going down this avenue of cross-examination. This was me, plain old Penny, and I preferred a quiet life without any scrutiny. Why was I even contemplating my innocent state, because I wasn’t the kind of girl destined for hot thrills? In fact, any kind of thrills had largely passed me by, and any desires I had simmered away unseen beneath what most people took to be a calm surface but was actually far from that. The world saw me as the perfect picture of a plump, pretty but uninteresting girl; add to that list a throwback, a good old Victorian prude like her mother. Yes, a prude. In a world of increasingly loose morals, I was a species of considerable rarity. A little innocent with the heart of what Jethro would call a sexpot.




    It was true what they said about peer pressure. I hadn’t been able to break free of my mother’s stern admonishments about the dangers of sex and loose living. Despite this intransigent familial viewpoint, though, deep inside me languished another Penny: the doppelganger; the one with a filthy imagination. This was the girl I called Penny Number Two and she liked a bit of good old-fashioned corset-ripping Victoriana. Though my exterior might have been meek and mild, my fantasy side bubbled and steamed away like a witch’s cauldron. Funny how I’d fallen for Laurence, the perfect stiff-upper-lipped bore, because my ideal romantic hero was actually a combination of a daring Mr Darcy, chivalrous and caring, and a bondage porn star who’d subject me to whips, collars, and cuffs, and require my complete submission.




    Sitting in the window of my favourite café, I stirred my finger through a pile of spilt sugar on the table as I nibbled my lip so frantically I knew tomorrow I’d look like I’d splurged on collagen implants. I was glued to my seat and my legs were like lead. It was as if something didn’t want me to go for my dress fitting. Except it wasn’t just about the fitting and I knew it. That was the excuse, the tip of the iceberg. The real fact was I was having doubts over Laurence. He had caught me on the sofa, curled up reading Fifty Shades of Grey, and before I’d known what was happening, the brute had whipped it out of my hands.




    ‘What do you think you’re doing? Give me that back, Laurence,’ I’d said frostily.




    ‘I don’t think so.’ Laurence, at six foot two, had held it out of reach above my head. Not hard to do considering I was only tiny. ‘’Tis an abomination and will defile the mind of my loved one. I’m ashamed of you, Penny.’ Generally, when he put on what I called his father’s vicarish voice, I found it so funny I’d burst out laughing. On this occasion it had caused a flush of anger.




    ‘Don’t be daft.’




    I’d sat back down with my arms folded. It was the second occasion Laurence had upset me like this. It must be his roots, I thought uncharitably. If you started training to be a vicar – even if it was a long time ago – it was bound to rub off on you. And his father was – well, his father had been a vicar, hadn’t he? And he was incredibly straitlaced. There’d been no use protesting as I’d watched the book waving about in the air. Everyone was reading it, and Theresa said it was important to keep up with current trends in sex. That turn of phrase made me want to giggle.




    I’d watched as Laurence turned his back and marched out of the room, holding the book with his thumb and forefinger as if it was something dirty, which I supposed in a way it was. I’d been enjoying that book. I might be a virgin, but that didn’t mean I didn’t like reading about sex, and the steamier the better.




    ‘Everything’s about sex these days and before you ask, that was Theresa’s book, so what am I meant to tell her?’ I’d belted out. There’d been no answer. That was generally Laurence’s solution for anything. He hated confrontation.




    I knew in this instance that I was right. You only had to look at the popularity of erotic romance novels to realise that. Women weren’t afraid to ask for what they wanted any more, and they were demanding no end of things at playtime, especially heaps of foreplay and lewd acts to spice up their sex. That was why there were so many shops catering for their salacious appetites.




    I wasn’t like these other women, though, and time, like sand through an hourglass, was running out for me. If I intended to delve into these seamier subjects, I’d better hurry. Only the other morning I’d walked past one such shop and been tempted to go in and ogle the goods. It was kind of scary not having much practical knowledge about what turned a woman on. I muffled a snort of laughter. Over the last few weeks, it was as if I had a magnet in my knickers.




    Poor Laurence – or rather, poor Penny. In the beginning, he’d seemed a great option as a boyfriend, although I’d be the first to admit I’d been grasping at straws. I suppose I’d just snapped from everyone keeping on at me all the time and asking why I wasn’t married yet. In a fit of pique, I’d joined an internet dating agency. In next to no time Laurence had read my profile and homed in on me like a heat-seeking missile. Not difficult to see why in hindsight, since that hint of innocent Victoriana and naivety shone through. I wasn’t to know that after several months of his strict rules on no foreplay or groping, I was going to find him irritating. No, more than irritating if I was truthful; bloody, hair-tearingly awful.




    How ridiculous. I snapped back to the present as I mulled over the events of the morning. This marriage had made me face up to my state of celibacy, and my confused psyche was beginning to unravel like a ball of string. Furthermore, why did I keep having this weird sinking feeling? It was like being caught in the teeth of a massive trap. Stop being silly, Penny, I told myself, you know what this is. It’s simply the fear of waving your dreams goodbye. Out with the old, in with the new. You have to embrace it. Did you truly think you’d meet a man with whom you could act out your fantasies? No, of course not.




    Grappling with my handbag, I took out my No 7 compact and began powdering my nose. Just suppose for a moment, the nagging voice continued. Suppose what it would be like to be the other Penny, the one trapped inside you – the wanton femme fatale who’s itching to get out. I flicked a glance around the café as I wondered if my thoughts were written all over my face. The voice had a point. I’d been thinking about it more and more lately. How would it feel to be cuffed to the bed and licked all over by a man with an eager tongue? What was it they called that? A tongue-bath? Before I knew it, I eased into hot fantasy mode, as my imaginary guy in slithery black bondage gear, Mr Sex-on-Legs, wearing his mask – so I never really knew who he was – approached me, dangling a length of silk rope. I shivered and shuddered, clamping my legs together under the table. My fondest daydreams were about the fantasy king of Shibari I’d created, Koko. God knows why I called him that. Koko, the Japanese rope master, trussed me up like a joint of meat and then subjected me to exquisite torture by using his mouth to seduce. Yes, I know. I had a kinky flaw and it was all down to the black sheep of the family – my grandmother, Elspeth, who’d been quaintly termed a coquette. Good old Elspeth; even after all these years the thought of her made me smile.




    Theresa, my old school buddy, told me fantasising about a guy who wasn’t your lover was tantamount to actually fucking him, but I didn’t think so and I was going to hang on to my daydreams. I had no qualms as far as Laurence was concerned. He didn’t feature in my creative sex sessions, and why not? Well, a girl had to have her kicks and I knew he wouldn’t lick an inch of my skin and would certainly never let me lick him back. Somehow this always led me full circle to a troubling question – namely, why had I chosen him, when evidently I craved a man to tutor me in erotic techniques?




    Help! My nipples were stiffening up and scraping against the cambric of my blouse. I did my shopping at a nice boutique, which specialised in old-fashioned clothes. Theresa moaned that this one made me look like a stuffy old matron. Jethro said it made me look like a romantic Victorian heroine. That wasn’t bad, was it?




    I looked up and saw the waiter was staring at me sourly. I didn’t blame him. I’d been stringing out my last coffee for ages and it was about time I either got up and left or ordered something else. For heaven’s sake, stop it, I told myself. I snapped the compact closed. I had to pull myself together and focus on the wedding, not dwell on obscure sexual temptations. As it was, I’d been sitting here so long it had made me late, and Theresa would be livid. She’d given up her lunch break to help me out.




    Theresa! There was a thought. She’d only grumble and criticise and ask why I hadn’t managed to shift those last few pounds I needed to lose. The reason for that was simple: I always munched on snacks when I was stressed. There was no use dancing around it. I pushed my chair back and began rummaging in my handbag for some Rescue Remedy. It wasn’t there. I angrily tugged the zip closed. That just about said it all. I’d even forgotten the thing I carried around with me to calm my nerves, I was so edgy. Come to think of it, I could remember leaving it on the counter in the kitchen.




    Making my way out of the café, I set off at a rapid clip, constantly glancing at my watch as I did so; hunched down in my coat as an unseasonably icy blast of wind tugged at my collar.




    If only – and I knew I shouldn’t think it – if only Laurence was a bit more exciting and showed a bit more interest. If only he’d pin me to the bed and spend some time fiddling with my clit and kissing my nipples; maybe blindfold me. What if, what if? I had the impression that once the door on my marriage clanged shut even my erotic fantasies of Koko would be out of bounds.




    I was so heavily into dream mode I didn’t see the cyclist as I stepped out into the road. I felt a thump, the wind was knocked out of my belly, and before I knew it I was flat on my back. The one thing I did see before I banged my head on the kerb and blacked out momentarily was a tall man with messy blond hair, staring down at me. Talk about fainting at someone’s feet.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    ‘The prize idiot, he wasn’t watching where the hell he was going,’ he said, helping me to sit up.




    I stumbled and struggled to my feet, rubbing my temples as, rather embarrassingly, the man handed me my handbag – which miraculously hadn’t vomited its contents over the pavement. Rather than being dazed, the shock of so many people staring at me made me so self-conscious all I could think about was making a fast exit, which seemed impossible considering how wobbly I was on my feet.




    ‘Ouch, that hurts,’ I muttered under my breath as I explored my sore elbow.




    ‘It’s nothing more than a bruise, don’t worry.’




    I was about to ask if my saviour was a doctor and then beat a hasty retreat, but he had me firmly by the arm and was guiding me through the revolving doors of the Gladstone Hotel; through the foyer with its marbled Art Deco portico into what was called the Palm Court lounge. The Palm Court had long been a source of delight for me with its intricate domed glass ceiling and shady palms. Elspeth had once brought me here for my birthday and told me stories of the racy flappers who’d used the discreet tea tables – each screened from the other by a wooden partition – for secret assignations. I felt instantly out of place because the Gladstone was full of beautiful people: slim, tanned, flashy women and their equally well turned out, precocious children. Smart husbands in designer gym gear who used the spa and suave, Armani-clothed executives.




    ‘I know what you’re thinking, but you’re a bit shaken up and I insist before you go on your merry way that you sit and have a coffee.’ He pushed me down onto one of the plush velvet banquettes. Panic stations. I’d have to contrive a story. Perhaps say I was going to the loo, which if memory served me correctly was situated off the foyer. I could easily make a dash for freedom from there.




    ‘You don’t have to worry; I’m not going to eat you.’ I stared at his fingers, noticing how square his hands were: clean and capable-looking, with a mere frosting of sexy blond hair on the backs.




    ‘Well, that was a grand entrance. I always fancied a maiden falling at my feet.’ He grinned.




    I was speechless. This predatory man was trying to hit on me. It was like a corny scene from a Mills and Boon novel.




    ‘Take off that raincoat, it’s sweltering in here.’




    I frowned, but already he had control over me. I unbuckled my belt, sliding off my mac. ‘You don’t have to go to all this trouble.’




    He was folding it now and placing it on the arm of the couch while his gaze wandered over me, lingering on the ruffled blouse that was fastened at the neck with my grandmother’s cameo. In the glamorous surroundings of the Gladstone I felt decidedly – well, unglamorous. Mmm, I thought, as Mr X settled down beside me, rather too close, in my opinion, for a stranger. So close, the warmth from his virile body filled me with twinges like electric shocks. Mmm …




    He winked at me, a lock of blond hair falling forward over his forehead, rapidly flicked back with a toss of his head. He was enticingly attractive; rugged would be the best word for it, his face weathered into a series of craggy lines.




    He’d ordered a coffee and I eyed the selection of cakes and biscuits – fruitcake, my favourite – with longing, knowing I’d be too self-conscious to nibble them. To make matters worse, a man was studying me intently from an opposite booth.




    ‘You attract quite a bit of attention, don’t you?’




    What did that mean? My indignation blended with a pleasant sizzle as my body switched gears and the tingle that had started at my feet rose slowly upwards, leaving a fiery trail of lust in its wake. The last time I’d had such a passionate surge had been when I was 18 and in the thrall of my bohemian English teacher, the intense focus of my unrequited teenage crush. ‘I ought to get going, I should have been somewhere ages ago.’




    ‘Ah. I see. It’s like that, is it? Drink your coffee first, like a good girl.’




    Patronising bastard, I fulminated, as, sipping my coffee, I studied him over the rim of my cup. Time was still ticking away and I ought to have been at the bridal wear shop ages ago.




    ‘My name’s Nicholas Frisk, in case you wondered, and don’t bother saying thank you, it might embarrass me.’ He was being sarcastic. But why shouldn’t he be? I hadn’t been polite at all.




    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, mine’s Penny and …’ I forced a smile. ‘Thanks.’




    The twinges and sizzles were turning into a vivid blush. Control yourself. This is ridiculous, I chided myself. He’s playing a game. He’s probably a bored businessman and he’s latched on to you because you look so silly and you amuse him. I wondered where Nicholas fitted into the Gladstone’s studied tableau of sophistication. His shirt was ruffled, his tie askew. He was a fake, a poor copy of something he pretended to be. And what was he pretending to be? The smooth predator who moved from hotel to hotel, fucking …? Yes, I liked that word; it made me feel better … Fucking any girl he could get his clutches on. Well, I definitely wouldn’t play into his hands.




    A thought struck me. Theresa would lap this up. But I wasn’t Theresa, was I? I was so straitlaced I already felt I was being disloyal to Laurence by even sitting with this man and sizing him up for sexual suitability. Shockingly, I’d realised that was exactly what I was doing. Like any other sex-starved woman thrust into the company of an attractive man, I was enticed towards temptation; indulging in the plethora of sensations that had settled comfortably between my legs. Temptation. It was a word full of multiple possibilities.




    ‘You don’t like a fuss, do you, Penny? You don’t enjoy being the centre of attention.’




    I glared into an impossibly green pair of eyes. He was right. Laurence’s business dos and even dining out were an ordeal because I loathed having to slither into a clingy dress that showed off my voluptuous figure: hated being sized up and measured against other women. An unfamiliar sensation gripped me as I realised I wasn’t altogether happy. Laurence had been a safe bet, that was all. When I’d met him, I’d made the mistake of thinking we were the same – two morally superior people – when in reality we were simply unadventurous. “Oh dear, Penny. What have you done now? The two of you are as different as chalk and cheese.” My mother hadn’t been exactly offhand, but that’s what she’d said when I brought Laurence home.




    ‘I’m doing what you wanted, mum,’ I’d replied. ‘I found Laurence. As you keep pointing out, I’m almost 30, time’s knocking on, and you have to admit he’s good-looking.’ That was being petty and I knew it. We would never see eye to eye. My mother was the result of past conditioning. She came from an era when most girls married young and settled down to have families.




    ‘How exactly did you meet him?’ she’d enquired suspiciously.




    ‘Through a friend.’




    ‘You don’t have many friends down there, Penny, unless you count Theresa, and her mind’s too full of fluff to know an accountant.’




    ‘Mum, that’s unfair on the village and Theresa.’




    My mother talked about my new address as if I’d relocated to Outer Mongolia. She reckoned Theresa was a girl with no brains to speak of and a dangerous viewpoint on sex. It wasn’t wise to mention that I’d done what a lot of busy young women did these days and met Laurence on an online dating site. My mother considered the computer a sinister box of tricks and the internet a hotbed of social misfits and perverts.




    After further consideration, she had been forced to admit she couldn’t find any outright faults with Laurence though. He was polite, had a good job, and what scored him the most brownie points, he doted on his mother.




    ‘The only thing I can foresee is you driving him mad.’ That had been her finishing salvo. ‘You work in a restoration department with old things, Penny. You love history and art. It strikes me he enjoys none of those things.




    ‘What’s the matter?’ Nicholas had the nerve to touch my chin, snapping me back to reality.




    ‘Don’t touch me.’




    ‘Sorry, but I’m a determined kind of guy and I want to get to know you, whether you like it or not.’ There was a look of amusement on his face. ‘My life hasn’t exactly been one long picnic; however, one thing I can say is this. I’ve been amazingly lucky the way things have played into my hands. Take meeting you, for instance …’




    I bristled, pushing my cup away. ‘I’m not playing into your hands, if that’s what you’re thinking.’




    Irritatingly, he burst into laughter.




    ‘You’ve got more bristles than a porcupine.’ There was almost a leer on his face. ‘What do you think I am? No, let me guess. You think I’m the kind of guy who hangs around hotels and tries to pull any woman he sees?’




    ‘I have to go,’ I croaked, as I fought a complex barrage of emotions mingled with wild exhilaration.




    ‘But you don’t want to, do you?’




    ‘Yes, I do.’ I grabbed my handbag. At that exact second, my mobile phone rang stridently, bleeping and vibrating.




    ‘Are you going to answer that or switch it off? Personally, I reckon you’d much rather be sitting here with me having a spot to eat and chatting than reviewing your texts.’




    The nerve of the man. It was as if someone had punched me in the stomach. So, he was a perv, after all. By some ridiculous twist of fate, I’d acquired a stalker who hit lucky guesses and was able to read my mind.




    ‘I’ve got an appointment, and I’m late. That’s probably them wondering where I am.’ Unzipping my bag, I scanned an angry text from Theresa.




    Nicholas snatched the mobile phone out of my hand, deftly turning it off. I was so shocked I was glued to the couch. ‘How dare you?’




    ‘Oh, I dare very easily.’ He replaced my phone and patted my bag, then zipped it back up. Grabbing my wrist, he said, ‘Listen to me. That appointment can be done another day and it’s not the end of the world. But this moment between us isn’t going to last for ever. I have to figure out how I can entice you and trap you in my web. If not I’ll lose you, and that ain’t going to happen.’




    Did I detect a faint trace of an accent, something I couldn’t quite place? I stared down at our locked limbs. This wasn’t happening. It was far too unreal. When I fell over and banged my head, I must have been seriously concussed and was now lying delirious in a hospital bed. ‘Whatever you’re hoping for, it isn’t gonna happen, buster. Let me go.’




    ‘Oh, I think it will, honey. It might not happen today. However, it’ll happen soon. First I have to find the key to Penny. Now …’ He stroked his lip, above which I noticed a tiny white scar. ‘How can I impress you? Perhaps I can guess your taste in movies. I reckon you like old black and white romances, maybe something like Brief Encounter?’




    It was a lucky guess. He couldn’t possibly know, could he? That would be too freaky.




    ‘This could be your brief encounter, Penny; the romantic interlude you’ll never forget. Do you want to pass that up? Aren’t you curious enough to want this to develop so you can disentangle the mystery?’




    I tried leaping to my feet without much success as his hand had fastened on my arm, pulling me straight back down. What if he was dangerous? Things like this didn’t happen to ordinary me. However, I felt a jolt of pure electricity. I knew that resurfacing alien feeling. It was attraction.




    ‘That’s better.’ His thigh was pressed pleasantly against mine as he punched the metaphorical button between my legs. Then he kissed me; the briefest kiss skimming across half-open lips, but a kiss with ten times the potency of Laurence’s. It seemed as if a warm fist unclenched, heralding an erotic loosening that sent sensuous tingles down my legs. Up bubbled my emotions, and I had plenty of those. I pressed my thighs together as I experienced something very naughty indeed: a gush of juices; the snapping of a tie that knotted me tightly to innocence.




    ‘This is a silly game,’ I snapped. ‘People don’t just meet like this. It doesn’t happen in real life.’




    ‘I think in our case you can safely say it did. And by the way, did I say it was a game?’ Nicholas made puppy-dog eyes at me. He looked so endearing I felt another strand of resolve snap.




    ‘Do you have an answer for everything?’ I was conceding the fight as I studied his sensual lips and wondered how they’d feel mouthing my nipple, and moving down between my legs. What was it like having a guy feasting away down there? I didn’t have a clue since I’d never been brave enough to allow one to venture south. Nervously twirling an escaped lock of hair around my finger, I shot Nicholas a flirtatious glance. I couldn’t believe I was dabbling with the idea of an affair. Did he radiate this appeal to all women? Was I a routine addiction; another pawn in whatever game he played? I ground my bottom against the couch as my body continued to pulse with delicious contractions and wayward thoughts. These were what they called acts of betrayal weren’t they? But I didn’t want them to stop. Lust, this was what had happened. Nicholas had trapped me with lust. Moreover, it was destined to worsen as, within the space of an hour, I completely forgot my other life and the naughty part of me began to play with possibilities.




    When I eventually came to, I stared at the hands of my watch in horror.




    ‘Penny, Penny, Penny …’ He smiled as he meshed his hand through mine. ‘Don’t leave me just yet.’
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