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    Chapter One


    





    Night sky. Stars. Moving blackness, blotting out stars and letting them shine again.




    That wasn’t right. She was supposed to be at home.




    Moved an arm. A leg. Everything hurt. Her entire body felt livid and bruised. Her head hurt, like someone busted it with a baseball bat.




    Maybe the flashing lights weren’t stars, after all. Maybe they were just a visual disturbance wrapped inside blindness.




    A heartbeat came through the ground underneath her, as though she were lying on top of someone who’d been buried alive.




    Moving even as much as a finger, she knew, would be painful. She gathered up the resources to deal with it. Propped herself up on one elbow. Even prepared for the agony, Eloise still winced and yelped.




    She could see lights, shapes, silhouettes, but no detail. And there was audio too. Drumming. Raised voices that sung and wailed and barked. She had a brief flash of memory, from when she was a student. Taking part in a piece of performance art, some of them wearing morph suits and others with huge capes made from bedsheets. All wearing oversized masks made from hubcaps or plastic containers, spray-painted. Incantations of random syllables like they were ancient alien poetry. “Nemola nemola lamino latifel, oiac suimin agnap alucsa.” Why did that line come back to her?




    But the whole situation was surreal, inexplicable. Had she been assaulted? Robbed? Kidnapped? From the drumming and chanting it sounded like she was being lined up as a sacrifice …




    A shape moved closer, or at least became bigger. There was a voice. ‘Reste, reste tranquille, vous êtes blessée.’




    Blessed? Cognition kicked in. Not blessed, wounded. It was a woman’s voice, speaking French.




    That was OK. People here spoke a lot of languages; French, sometimes Spanish, often a French-based Creole, occasionally English.




    ‘What?’ It was her voice, but croaky and twisted.




    ‘English? OK. There was a haccident. You hurt.’ Haccident, with an over-pronounced “h” the way some French people do. There was a story about that. A French politician’s wife talking to some diplomats about how the most important thing in life was “a penis”. After some misunderstanding, she always made sure to pronounce the “h”, even if there wasn’t one.




    Why did that story come back to her?




    It was true, though, she did hurt.




    The woman touched her, supported her head, urged her to lie back down. And there was something not exactly like an electric shock, but with crackle and sparks, all the way through her skull. When the woman asked her name, she couldn’t remember it. But there was noise coming out of her throat, a guk-guk-guk that sounded to her ears more like deep-throating than anything else. For some reason the woman talking to her seemed alarmed.




    Maybe she was more blessed, or more hurt, than she thought?




    Then there were calm, professional voices. Asking her name again, asking how many fingers she could see, and then her veins were calm and she drifted into sleep.




    Sunlight coming through an open window. Everyday sounds of traffic. White sheets on a hospital bed. A pink plastic tag on her wrist. And, when she examined herself, vivid bruises on arms, hip, and legs.




    She remembered, now. Her name was Eloise.




    There was a guy in a suit, with a bowtie. Eloise was entranced by the bowtie, maroon with a tiny blue flowery pattern on it, but she answered his questions. She could remember.




    ‘I went to a party with my boyfriend. He got drunk. We argued. I caught a taxi home. And then … I think there was a crash?’




    There was a lot more she could say, but what was the point?




    It was a party of expats, a bunch of people Eloise tried to avoid. On the whole she found them shallow, with overinflated egos and too little to do. Of course there were intelligent, interesting, and funny expats as well, the ones she worked with at the language school, but she’d never been able to persuade Tom to socialise with them.




    It was a party of expats who were into swinging, and Tom was trying to persuade her it would be a good idea. It wasn’t the principle of swinging that offended Eloise, but the fact she’d be sleeping with some boring, middle-aged git while Tom went off with his tanned, ravishing but vacant trophy wife. And the fact she didn’t want to play led him to drink far too many bottles of lager, and he’d got so out of control he was trying to punch her in the face.




    So she’d ducked out of the place without saying goodbye to anyone, walked a half a mile in high heels, and flagged down a taxi to take her home.




    *               *               *




    Her flowing, asymmetrical summer dress, now with lacerations and abrasions, was almost see-through in the sharply angled late afternoon sunlight. Eloise ignored the glances she received. Unsteady on her heels, she slipped them off, carried them in her hand. She hailed a taxi, in the back of her mind wondering whether Tom had come home, whether there’d be an argument, whether the relationship was salvageable.




    Two other things were of more importance. Firstly, she still seemed to have some kind of visual problem. Everything she looked at was sharply defined until she looked at it, and then it seemed blurry and sparkling and sexual.




    Sexual?




    For some reason, yes. Even the cars on the road. The curves in their bodywork equated to the shapes made by bodies sliding together in bed. Even the trees and plants and street signs. Palm fronds hung down like questing fingers; large ferns thrust upwards with phallic intensity; the names on the street signs looked and sounded in her head like descriptions of sexual perversions.




    And then there were the dreams she’d had in that hospital bed, drowsing through the morning while she waited for the doctor to discharge her. They felt powerful, physical enough to make her nipples sensitive, thighs tense and clit engorged. They were dreams of passion, of sex with an anonymous and well-formed cock. Dreams of sex that overpowered her, pinned her down to the bed, completely satisfied her and yet left her wanting more.




    If felt as if some wall in her unconscious had been breached, and what had flooded over was a mix of desire, frenzied rapture, and secret knowledge. But Eloise couldn’t put a finger on what it was knowledge of.




    *               *               *




    She sat on a lounger, on the balcony, with a glass of white wine that was drinkable mainly because it was almost frozen. She watched the lights come on in ones and twos, heard the buzz of half a dozen languages from the street below, and tasted more than smelled the heady mix of night-scented blooms with an undercurrent of diesel.




    It was difficult to get her head around what felt almost like a personality change. There was a sense of desire unleashed. Of primitive, animalistic urges that needed to be fulfilled. Of a reality – psychological, emotional, whatever – that was just under the surface of the world. Of conventional standards of morals and behaviour stripped away because, after all, who really gained from them? And who was enslaved by them?




    All this was literally visible and tangible to Eloise now, both inside her own body and in everything she could see and hear and taste. The city lights flickered in some arcane sexual code. The scents of the flowers were designed to attract moths, used by the plants to achieve procreation. Even the faint diesel tang in the air spoke of lovers moving around the city, complex patterns of passions, assignations, infidelities.




    She’d showered when she arrived home, catching her breath in pain as water jets directly caught the bruising and tender spots caused by the accident. She’d only wrapped a sarong around her body, but in the sticky night air it still felt like too much clothing. Parting her thighs and allowing the sarong to fall open, she used a finger to take droplets of condensation from the wineglass, used its coolness to trace around what felt like inflamed and hungry labia. Then shivered at the sensation it triggered, and put the finger to her mouth. It astonished her that after the argument with Tom – still not resolved – and the injuries she’d received in the accident, her body was telling her it needed sex. That wasn’t normal, surely?




    But then who needed normality? What was normality but a consensual delusion she no longer shared?




    She held the glass against her pussy and shuddered at the sudden, astonishing flow of craving it unleashed. Amazed herself at the sudden soddenness inside there.




    Eloise imagined herself walking to the bedroom, lying down, employing the small vibrator that nestled in her bedside cabinet.




    The door opened and Tom walked in.




    He dragged a beer from the fridge on the way to the balcony and sunk heavily onto the other chair. He took deep swallows from the bottle. Just like it was a normal evening and yesterday had never happened.




    ‘I stayed over at the party. You missed some fun stuff.’ Like Eloise might have thought it was fun. Then, ‘I did wonder if you’d be here. Thought you might’ve gone to stay with one of your friends.’ Meaning one of the other teachers at the language school.




    ‘Nope. I ducked out because you were drunk and angry. I caught a taxi. Had a crash. I’ve been in hospital overnight.’




    Tom nodded slowly. She stood in front of him in the shadows, presented the bruises on her arm and leg for inspection. And then – because why not? – allowed the wrap to fall from her body, displaying the colours of the night distilled into flesh.




    She could see Tom’s emotional energy whirling round like a coruscating aura that enveloped his head. Reds, blues, and sparkles of silver. This time she couldn’t put it down to visual disturbance. She couldn’t put it down to anything at all, and just accepted it.




    ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Eloise whispered. ‘I know what you want. And I don’t mind. I really don’t. And I don’t even want to know what did happen after I left. I’m not against open relationships, or swinging. But understand this: I don’t want to do any of that with those people. The guys aren’t the ones I’d want to have sweating and bouncing on top of me. I’m not attracted to them. In fact, they repulse me. So if you want to go and fuck their wives, or whatever it is you all enjoy doing, find someone less picky to go with you. And tell me I’m free to go off and have affairs as well. Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. Then, maybe, we’ll see something fresh and attractive and dirty in each other, and enjoy ourselves more between the sheets. Or even with no sheets.’




    Annoyingly, Tom stood and went to get another beer. She had to wait for him to drink half of it before he could express how he felt. She waited, naked, leaning defiantly against the balcony railing. Anyone looking up could see her, though she no longer cared. And they wouldn’t get more than a dim silhouette, anyway.




    And this was Tom’s considered response, his sharing of his most turbulent emotions. ‘OK.’




    Eloise started at him, hard. ‘Is that it? OK?’




    ‘Erm. Yeah. I can see where you’re coming from. I understand it. If you want to call what we have an open relationship, I can go with that. And you might even be right that it brings us together instead of driving us apart.’ He took another mouthful of beer, a faraway look in his eye as if thinking about something profound. And came up with, ‘Shall we go out for dinner, or order something in?’




    Eloise suddenly realised her ache in her stomach was hunger. But also she was tired, the bruising would cause comments if they went out, and anyway she couldn’t face getting dressed again.




    They ate pizza and calzone, picked at “rustic salad” – rocket, tomato, mushrooms, and mozzarella – served in plastic boxes. Eloise rested her head against Tom’s shoulder – he’d removed his shirt – initially as a kind of declaration that, despite everything, she still cared for him and didn’t want to perpetuate the argument. He put an arm around her. Pretty soon she had her head in his lap, and felt stirrings under her cheek. And why shouldn’t he have stirrings there, with a naked girlfriend sprawled across him?




    It was make-up sex and break-up sex run together. It was a declaration of independence, the end of a relationship in one way and maybe the beginnings of one in another. And, from Eloise’s point of view, there was another kind of stirring as well. A new primitivism, something unmannered and uncivilised she’d found in herself. Little jumps and flutters low in her belly. And yes, when she allowed his fingers to explore between her legs, there was more than ordinary moisture.




    Only problem was, almost any movement on her part was accompanied by winces and moans.




    ‘Be gentle.’ In fact, she wanted him to play rough and dominant, and she’d resist and give as good as she got. But she was bruised and battered already; there was no way that kind of play would work.




    Instead, she extracted his cock from the zip of his chinos, licked, nibbled, blew gently, squeezed the head between her lips and held it in her mouth, sucking smoothly and tenderly. She was sending a message: no hard feelings, how it is between us can be OK. And she was receiving a message from somewhere in the ether: just do whatever gets you where you need to go.




    And where she needed to go right now was out of her conscious, thinking head into a blaze of sexual delirium.




    ‘That’s enough teasing!’ Tom scooped her up and carried her to their bed, a massive wrought-iron affair that took up most of the bedroom. Laid her down, arranged her limbs, splayed her out like a rag doll.




    Eloise felt a myriad of sensations. The cool sheets under her. The sodium yellow streetlights, reflected off the ceiling, bouncing down to hit her skin like millions of tiny electric spiders. The sense of danger in having sex so quickly after an argument. Her labia, slick with her juices, feeling cool as moisture evaporated off them. Feeling, in fact, as though it was sizzling off them. Her pussy was the connection to an otherworld of sexual conjurations.




    Tom had shrugged off his clothes and crawled up her body, his thighs between her legs. He supported his body on his arms, his chest resting lightly against her nipples. Lightly and yet heavily enough that her engorged and sensitive nipples detected the pulsing of blood under his skin, his breathing, almost the individual corpuscles of blood moving in his veins. His cock rested hard and hot, crushed between his own belly and her vulva. He didn’t kiss her. Didn’t engage in foreplay and didn’t need to. This wasn’t making love; it was a whore-fuck. As though he had a point to prove. Eloise let a secret smile play across her lips as though she did.




    He slid inside her, half an inch at a time. Exploring her. Infiltrating her depths, and the depths of her desire. Rocked back and forth on her, using her limpness to his advantage. Using her like a just-purchased, just-inflated sex doll. And that was fine, because it was how she wanted to feel. Any cord that tied her to “conventional” feelings and actions around sex had already been cut.




    And that wasn’t because of how Tom had been at the party, and their argument. It was the effect of the crash, and the dreams and hallucinations that had followed.




    Tom’s weight rocked back and forth against her. He was long enough to fill her up, an undoubted part of his charm when they’d first met. Fast enough to ramp up her excitement, take her mind off the fact that breathing hard was stretching bruised muscles. Powerful enough to make her know that when he started to ride her, thrusting harder, deeper, faster, she’d be enduring depths of pleasure beyond endurance.




    The way she liked it.




    His breath was hot against her cheek. His voice came from the far side of the universe. ‘If you’re having affairs while I’m swinging, you little tart, what kind of cock are you going to look for?’




    Was he goading her? Getting her to admit a fantasy that would make him feel less guilty? Or maybe, just maybe, did he have some secret cuckold thing she’d never picked up on?




    ‘Who will it be?’ His voice was thicker, the thrusts from his cock becoming more urgent. ‘A hot student at the language school, a guy learning English for his work?’ Thrust. ‘One of the other tutors there? The good-looking Canadian?’ Thrust. ‘Or someone random, a taxi driver in the back of his car, a waiter in a back alley?’ Thrust. His face flushed with more than the effort of driving cock into pussy.




    Eloise felt herself accelerating, plunging toward sweaty carnal seizure. And there was a moment out of time when the world shimmered and pixellated like poor TV reception. She was somewhere else, some time else, and she was possessed by someone else.




    Possessed in many senses of the word. Fucked, of course. But also overwhelmed, haunted, driven, ridden, and owned.




    It didn’t even feel like Tom on top of her. Or, for that matter, inside her. Her sense was of a man more commanding, more authoritative, more used to the submission of others to his will. A man whose cock filled the entire inside of her body, compressing her into a single point of intensity. An immeasurably tiny point whose concentrated energy would soon explode into an infinite orgasmic universe. An orgasmiverse?




    The climax was on her before her next breath. Or, at least, it was in her body, because her consciousness was riding the pressure wave of sexual release, all the way out into the ether.




    Eloise dared to open her eyes and felt for a moment as if she’d been transported to a spirit world. It was as dark with her eyes open as it had been with them closed. There was a sound like rushing wind. A strobe-flash of blue light flashed a momentary image to her: a man in a top hat, a row of gravestones.




    No. Wait. It was a trick of perspective. That was lightning. The gravestones were perfume and make-up bottles on the dressing table. The man in the top hat was the shadow cast by a floor-standing lamp. The rushing wind – well, that was rushing wind, because a storm had come in.




    The warm hand on her hip was Tom, she could tell.




    ‘You awake?’




    ‘I guess so.’




    ‘What happened there?’




    ‘What happened where?’
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