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      Chapter One

      
      ‘We shouldn’t be doing this.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘You’re married.’

      
      ‘I told you, I’m getting a divorce.’

      
      He kissed her again, sliding his tongue into her mouth and twisting it around. He was a good kisser. He sucked at her lips
         while his hands caressed her back. Paula could feel his erection hardening against her belly.
     

      
      It felt a little like being a teenager again, smooching on the front porch outside her parent’s house, hoping they wouldn’t
         come out. But this was her house and there was no one inside.
     

      
      She pulled away from him and took her keys from her handbag. Opening the front door she led him into the hall trying to forget
         her misgivings. It had been at least six months since she’d been to bed with a man. She thought she should feel a sense of
         excitement, of arousal even. But the only thing she felt was apprehension. Paula knew what she wanted from a man, she knew
         what would arouse her. But she had the feeling that Simon Leonard, standing awkwardly in her hall, shifting his weight from
         one foot to the other and looking distinctly uncomfortable, was not going to give it to her.
     

      
      ‘Nice,’ he said with little enthusiasm, looking around. The hall was decorated in an eau-de-nil wallpaper with tiny blue flowers.

      
      
      ‘Thanks. Do you want a drink?’

      
      ‘I think I’ve had enough already.’

      
      ‘What, then?’ she said wanting him to take the initiative.

      
      Tonight had been the twentieth anniversary of the company she worked for. They’d celebrated with a party at Claridges and
         invited at least a hundred people from all the firms they did business with. Stockbrokers and merchant bankers in their Savile
         Row suits drank champagne cocktails and ate chicken vol-au-vents while their wives, in over-formal dresses with boned bodices
         had chatted to each other about their country gardens, horses and dogs. Simon Leonard had made a beeline for her and spent
         all evening trying to talk her into bed. Against her better judgment she’d finally succumbed to his somewhat elusive charm.
         Now, curiously, having won the prize he didn’t seem so keen.
     

      
      The sitting room door was open and he wandered through it, looking around. He studied her collection of books displayed in
         two racks of shelving on either side of the breast of the fireplace. He moved to the pictures on the white-painted walls.
         It was obvious he was not going to be the one to say the magic words.
     

      
      ‘Shall I show you the bedroom?’ Paula couldn’t keep a note of irritation out of her voice.

      
      ‘Mmm … sounds interesting,’ he said, grinning. ‘You’re really great looking, you know.’

      
      ‘So you said.’ She wasn’t unattractive, she knew that. She had large green eyes, and a small straight nose, with a mouth that
         was perfectly symmetrical. Her lips were very smooth and slightly pouted, and her cheekbones were round and high.
     

      
      ‘Lead on,’ he prompted.

      
      She walked upstairs. He followed her. Paula was intensely aware of his eyes on her buttocks, tightly covered by the silk of her one-and-only salmon-pink cocktail dress. She suspected he was hanging back, trying to see more of her long legs sheathed
         in sheer black nylon.
     

      
      ‘Nice legs,’ he muttered.

      
      She pretended not to hear. The house was a small Victorian terrace in Fulham, a two-up, two-down with a back addition. The
         bedroom had just enough room for a double bed, a single bedside table, a small pine wardrobe and a chest of drawers. With
         the money from her divorce settlement she had managed to afford a few alterations. The kitchen had been extended at the back
         of the house, and she’d had another bathroom built on top of it, connecting directly to her bedroom.
     

      
      ‘Make yourself at home,’ she said heading for the bathroom. She closed the door behind her and tried not to panic. What on
         earth did she think she was doing? He wasn’t even a stunning hunk. Simon Leonard was rather chubby with a button nose and
         small, round eyes. It had been his persistence that had attracted her. It was a long time since a man had made such a conscious
         effort to flatter and cajole her into bed. It wasn’t that she was plain, at least she didn’t think so. But she knew she gave
         off negative waves that discouraged most men more effectively than an ugly face.
     

      
      Paula tried to push aside her doubts. She’d wanted to get laid, hadn’t she? Wasn’t that what this was all about, to put it
         crudely? He was a good kisser. Hopefully he’d be a good lover too.
     

      
      Quickly she unzipped her dress and pulled it off. She was wearing a white cotton bra that had been washed too many times and
         was now almost grey, and navy-blue cotton knickers. Hardly seductive. She hadn’t dressed with this sort of end to the evening
         in mind. Reaching behind her back she unclipped her bra. She pulled her knickers off with her tights. If she had had the courage
         she would have liked to bound back into the room naked, throw herself on the bed and cry out for him to take her. But she didn’t. Not that her body wasn’t
         good enough. She exercised regularly and watched her weight and she had a trim, slim figure with a narrow waist, a flat belly,
         and pert, round buttocks. Her legs were long and slender and her breasts, which she had always thought of as her best feature
         were full and spherical, supporting their own weight without sagging so they were high on her chest.
     

      
      Wishing she was made of stronger stuff, she slipped into her pink towelling robe, knotted its belt around her and combed her
         dark brown, wavy hair in the mirror. Her dark green eyes stared back at her, reflecting a sort of forlorn hope. She took a
         metaphorical deep breath as she opened the bathroom door.
     

      
      All Simon Leonard’s clothes were hanging from the brass hook at the back of the bedroom door and he was lying naked under
         her blue-and-yellow patterned duvet, staring up at the ceiling with his hands laced behind his head. He’d turned off the overhead
         light and turned on the small bedside lamp.
     

      
      ‘Hi,’ he said, grinning.

      
      ‘Hi,’ she answered, for want of something better to say. She sat on the edge of the bed.

      
      ‘You’re gorgeous,’ he said. ‘I really think you’re gorgeous. You don’t make the best of yourself, you know.’ He sat up and
         put his hand over hers. The duvet fell away from his chest. He had a thick layer of fat covering his ribs and his flesh was
         white. There were three or four very long black hairs around each nipple but apart from these his chest was hairless.
     

      
      His hand moved to her cheek and she twisted round to kiss him again. As his tongue pushed into her mouth his hand slid down
         the front of her robe, parting the folds of material and slipping inside to cup her right breast. He squeezed it hard then rolled her nipple between his fingers. His
         hand dropped down to the belt of the robe, and unknotted it. Moving up again, it pushed the robe off her shoulders and down
         to her waist as his mouth moved on to her neck. He kissed and licked and sucked at her flesh, working his way down over her
         shoulders and collar-bone until he got to her breasts. As his mouth centred itself on her right nipple he pushed her back
         on the bed.
     

      
      Paula felt both nipples stiffen at this assault. His mouth closed around the puckered flesh, pushing it back with his tongue,
         then tweaking it between his teeth. This was a lot better she thought. A sense of excitement – finally – began to make her
         pulse race. As his hand delved into her lap she parted her legs. Her brown pubic hair looked as though it had been cropped
         but it grew like that naturally. Each hair was short, and each pointed inward and downward to the apex of her thighs. His
         hand took the same direction. He inserted a single finger into the crease of her labia.
     

      
      ‘You’ve got a wonderful body,’ he said, the compliments coming in an endless succession.

      
      Paula didn’t reply. Instead she fished under the duvet. Her hand encountered a round belly at the base of which his cock was
         standing up almost vertically. She wrapped her fingers around it. She had never really known what to do with this appendage.
         She was not very practised in the art of sexual encounters. Awkwardly she squeezed it, then slid the ring of her fingers down
         the whole shaft and up again. His finger, meanwhile, was wriggling down to her vagina. Finding the entrance he pushed up into
         her. She was a little surprised to discover that her sex was wet. The lubrication made it easy for him to thrust his finger
         higher.
     

      
      His legs were under the duvet while she was on top of it. She tried to pull the bedding back but her own body stopped her. Simon tried too, but the only way to disentangle themselves
         from the duvet was to stop what they were doing. Instead, Simon tried to roll over on to the other half of the bed and pull
         her under the duvet with him, but this only made matters worse. Her body was crushed against his but the duvet was still between
         them.
     

      
      ‘Wait,’ she said, accepting the fact they would have to part. She let go of his erection and struggled to sit up, hauling
         the bedding off both of them and throwing her towelling robe on to the floor. ‘That’s better,’ she said trying not to look
         at his naked body. She didn’t want to be disappointed.
     

      
      Simon caught her hand and pulled her towards him. He wrapped both arms around her and rolled on top of her, thrusting his
         thighs between her legs and forcing them open. She wanted more foreplay. She wanted to be kissed and caressed and aroused
         but he had other ideas. He bucked his hips and she felt his cock prod against her clitoris then immediately slide down the
         well lubricated furrow of her labia, to her vagina. He wriggled forward and it plunged into her.
     

      
      ‘Lovely,’ he said, his face buried in her neck, his voice dropping an octave. ‘You’re so lovely, so beautiful.’ It was as
         though the repetitive compliments were part of his sexual technique.
     

      
      In this position the penetration was shallow but he did not try to push any deeper. Instead, he just squirmed around inside
         her almost imperceptibly. Yet again, Paula took the initiative. She raised her legs in the air and pulled her thighs back
         towards her body so her sex was tilted up towards him and his cock couldn’t help but be propelled into her more fully.
     

      
      This appeared to galvanise him into action. He began to move in and out of her. He moved quickly with small, jerky movements, his face remaining firmly buried against her neck. He made odd grunting noises with every inward thrust.
     

      
      Neither the new position nor the pumping action improved what Paula felt. She had no sense of being possessed, of being filled,
         no overwhelming flood of passion.
     

      
      Relentless, like a mechanical toy that had been wound up and would run on until its spring gave out, he continued thrusting.
         Paula closed her eyes. She imagined a giant clockwork key, turning in the middle of his back. She began to think about the
         party, and the conversation she’d had with Aaron Lichtman, chairman and chief executive of Lichtman Terry Associates, her
         employers. He had been complimentary about her work and told her she was a valued employee.
     

      
      Suddenly, Simon’s body went rigid. He made a noise that sounded like a strangulated cough. She didn’t feel his cock jerk or
         kick inside her, but became aware of a flood of liquid heat running along the walls of her vagina. In seconds his body went
         limp and he rolled off her.
     

      
      ‘Lovely,’ he said without looking at her. ‘Great,’ he elaborated.

      
      She looked down at his body. His erection was glistening wet and withering rapidly. She glanced up at his face, but he was
         not looking at her. He appeared to be searching for something on the bedroom floor.
     

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Can’t find my socks,’ he said.

      
      As far as he was concerned the evening was obviously over.

      
      Paula stepped out of the bath and wrapped her body in a large pink bath towel. As she walked through into the bedroom, plugged
         in her hairdryer and began drying her hair, she thought about last night.
     

      
      
      She had always known what she wanted from a man. At least she thought she did. She wanted to be ravished. She remembered first
         reading that word in some tacky teenage girl’s magazine. She’d looked it up. It was from the French ravir, to enrapture, and the Latin, rapere, to seize and carry off. That’s exactly what she wanted from a man, and exactly what she had never had, to date. There was
         a distinction between ravishment and rape, of course. She had never had fantasies about being raped, but she dreamt about
         being seized and enraptured.
     

      
      What that meant for her, the scenarios that fleshed out the skeleton of the fantasy, might be different in detail, but in
         essence was always the same. She was always fully clothed. Not naked or dressed in a flimsy chiffon negligee with no panties,
         but wearing a dress or a suit and a full complement of underwear. Tights even. That was the point as far as she was concerned.
         The need, his need – the imaginary, mythical man-of-her-dream’s needs – had to be so urgent, so compelling that he could not
         wait for her to calmly take off her clothes. They would have to be torn off, ripped away. He would have to carry her away
         too. That was another requirement. He would need to sweep her into his arms, kiss her hard on the mouth and carry her to his
         bed. The rest was hazy. How and what he would do to her she could not imagine, never having experienced such passion. She
         only knew that at the end of it she would be a whimpering heap, unable to do anything but beg for mercy, beg for him to stop,
         which, naturally, he would not do.
     

      
      Not that the assorted variations she worked out along these lines were anything more than pleasant, rather abstract daydreams.
         She supposed that was what gave her a tingle of sexual excitement. But it was never more than that. They were not dreams she
         conjured up as a prelude to masturbation. Not at all. She had always found masturbation a chore, at best a momentary diversion, at worst a total void, serving to remind
         her of how unsatisfying this aspect of her life had always been. At one time she had conscientiously attempted it on a regular
         basis, more in hope than passion, but now it was something in which she rarely indulged.
     

      
      But that didn’t mean she could go through life without sex rearing its ugly head. In recent weeks she had become more and
         more conscious of her lack of experience in this area. It bothered her though she had no idea why, out of the blue, it should.
         It never had before. After a few minor and desultory sexual experiences at university, her main sexual adventures had been
         with the man she’d subsequently married and recently divorced, and he could never have been described as exciting. She had
         always told herself that she must have a very low sex drive. Andy, her ex, had occasionally given her an orgasm, but that
         was hardly a cause for major celebrations. The earth had never moved. In fact, it had barely trembled.
     

      
      Paula had always thought his sex drive was low too, and that this made them compatible. After the first couple of months of
         enthusiasm for her body, his need for her had been strictly limited and highly regular, every second Tuesday to be precise.
     

      
      It suited her. Paula had her career and that was more important to her than anything else. Paula was a woman who liked to
         succeed and her career was blossoming. She was the youngest ever senior executive Lichtman Terry had ever appointed. Striving
         for sexual pleasure on the other hand reminded her only of failure. Every second Tuesday she had done her best to please her
         husband and, as he appeared perfectly satisfied with the arrangement, she imagined it suited him too.
     

      
      It didn’t. She had been sent to a conference in Amsterdam on the integration of European gilt markets, taking an evening flight to be ready for an early start the following morning.
         At the airport she’d been told that all the ground crews had walked out in a dispute over handling levels. No flights would
         leave Heathrow that night. She’d taken a taxi home. When she’d called out to her husband as she’d walked in through the door,
         there had been no reply and though the lights were still on she’d assumed he’d gone out to the pub. Walking upstairs to take
         a bath, she’d gone straight to their bedroom. There she had discovered the real reason Andy had not replied. He couldn’t.
         His mouth was full, stuffed with a pair of black lacy panties which were held in place by a black stocking tied around his
         head. He was in no position to be able to pull them out either. He was spread-eagled across their double bed, attached to
         each corner of the antique brass bedstead by metal handcuffs. A slender blonde had been desperately trying to get the key
         into one of the small locks that secured the cuffs in place as Paula walked into the room. The blonde was wearing black, patent
         leather thigh boots with a six-inch heel and nothing else. Despite her slim figure she had the biggest bosom Paula had ever
         seen. Her breasts hung down to her waist.
     

      
      That had been a year ago. The divorce had been relatively painless. Walking into the bedroom at that moment had crystallised
         two things for Paula. The first was that she had never really known her husband at all, and the second was that she didn’t
         care that she hadn’t. She didn’t care for him at all. They had divided up their assets and Paula had kept the double bed and
         the brass bedstead as a sort of memento mori.
     

      
      Finding that Andy’s attitude to sex was not as advertised had not, however, changed her own. She had absolutely no desire
         to be cuffed to a brass bedstead, or, on the other hand, wield the whip that she had subsequently discovered was part of the service her husband had paid the big-breasted prostitute
         for. Nor had Paula gone on a sexual rampage, as some of her friends had done when their marriages had ended as a result of
         a husband’s infidelity. In fact, her experience had made her interest in sex decline further. Her career, she decided, was
         all the excitement she needed.
     

      
      Now, despite this resolution, something was stirring in her libido. She had only had one man since the divorce. She had gone
         to bed with Simon Leonard, primarily, she supposed, to prove to herself once again that sexual relationships with men were
         just not something she was good at. It had also proved to her that she seemed to attract – and be attracted to – men whose
         idea of sexual ecstasy was about as interesting as watching paint dry. Not that she could cast the first stone in that department.
         Her sexuality was hardly incandescent. The truth was, she told herself, that last night had proved that sex was very low on
         her agenda. Nothing had changed. Hopefully her body would resume its famed indifference on the subject for at least another
         six months.
     

      
      She finished drying her hair. Stripping off the bath towel, she began pulling on her work clothes; a functional cotton bra
         and knickers and a beige shirt-waister dress. She wore heavy, knitted dark-brown tights and suede boots. It was cold outside.
         Perfunctorily, she dusted her eyes with eye-shadow and applied a light pink lipstick, more to protect her lips from chapping
         in the cold air than for any cosmetic reason. She brushed her dark-brown, wavy hair and went downstairs, collecting her heavy
         coat from the coat stand by the front door.
     

      
      It was eight-fifteen. Despite the exertions of last night she had got up early, determined to keep to her plan of doing the
         weekend shopping at the local supermarket before she went to work. At eight twenty-eight she was pulling into the car park and by nine was transferring two boxes of the provisions
         into the boot of her small, but relatively new and well-accessorised, Rover. Just as she was about to close the boot a sleek,
         dark blue Mercedes 450SL drew into the space next to hers. She caught sight of its driver’s shock of long blonde hair but
         not the driver’s face.
     

      
      ‘Paula!’ a voice called out loudly as she unlocked the car door to get behind the wheel. She looked round. The blonde was
         standing by the open door of the Mercedes her mouth gaping open in surprise.
     

      
      ‘It is you, isn’t it? Paula, don’t you recognise me?’

      
      Like a television picture coming into focus, the minor changes six years had wrought on the woman’s face resolved into an
         image that Paula recognised and she found herself staring into a face she had known, at one time, almost better than her own.
         Catherine Bidmead had been her best friend at university. They had shared a room in college and subsequently set up a flat
         together in London for two years.
     

      
      ‘Catherine. My God, Catherine!’

      
      They stood staring, both totally transfixed for a moment, the coincidence of meeting like this stunning them both. Then they
         ran into each other’s arms hugging and patting each other on the back, as is customary with long lost friends.
     

      
      ‘Let me look at you,’ Paula said pulling Catherine back and holding her at arm’s length. ‘You look wonderful.’

      
      It was true. Catherine was gorgeous. But then she always had been. Her long blonde hair cascaded down over her shoulders like
         a waterfall of liquid gold, glinting in the light. Her face had strong bold features with big blue eyes that sparkled with
         life, a long straight nose and high cheekbones. She had a large, fleshy mouth and her lips were naturally a deep ruby red.
         She bore her head proudly on a long slender neck which added to the impression of height. Her figure was curvaceous, her breasts jutting out firmly, her waist cinched
         and her hips generous. She wore tight, brown leather trousers and a cream silk blouse through which a white lacy bra could
         be seen as the front of her wolf skin fur coat was unbuttoned.
     

      
      ‘I wish I could say the same for you,’ she said to Paula sharply. They had never minced words with each other. Their relationship
         had always been based on mutual respect for each other which made honesty easy and inoffensive.
     

      
      ‘I know. I’m on my way to work.’

      
      ‘Haven’t you ever heard of power-dressing?’

      
      They laughed.

      
      ‘It’s good to see you. When did you get back?’ Paula asked.

      
      ‘Two months. No, less. Five weeks. I tried your number. Disconnected.’

      
      ‘Didn’t you get my letter?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘I wrote when I moved. I wondered why I hadn’t heard from you. I thought you must be busy.’

      
      ‘I guess it crossed the Atlantic the same time I did but in the opposite direction. It’s just as well we bumped into each
         other. What are you doing tonight?’
     

      
      ‘Nothing.’ That was an easy question to answer.

      
      ‘Come round to dinner then. I’ll go and get something special.’ Catherine nodded towards the supermarket.

      
      ‘Great.’ Paula looked at her watch. ‘Look I’ve got to run. I’ve got a meeting at nine-thirty and I can’t be late for it.’

      
      ‘Here …’ Catherine delved into her Hermes bag and pulled out a little tortoiseshell card case. She opened it and handed Paula
         a white card. ‘Here’s the address. We can talk all night. About eight?’
     

      
      
      ‘Wonderful. It’s good to see you again.’

      
      And it was.

      
      The address on the card was, like the supermarket where they’d met, five minutes from Paula’s house. It was on the borders
         of Fulham and Chelsea in a wide, tree-lined avenue, with detached houses from the early Victorian period, all of different
         designs and all further distinguished by various later additions including, most recently, large garages and driveways.
     

      
      Catherine Bidmead and Paula Lindsey had been unlikely friends. Paula had been bookish, intense and academically ambitious;
         Catherine was lazy, relaxed and apparently without a care in the world. While Paula would spend her last penny on a new edition
         of medieval Mystery plays, Catherine would have gone for a lacy black teddy to impress a boyfriend – or, more often boyfriends,
         as they were never singular. Paula found men’s company a limited compensation for not studying. Catherine, on the other hand,
         appeared to find men totally fascinating and an endless excuse not to pick up a book or write an essay.
     

      
      But this diversity created a bond between them. They had sat up night after night, talking and laughing and putting the world
         to rights. Paula could never understand why Catherine took the world so lightly; Catherine could never understand why Paula
         treated everything with such seriousness. They debated for hours, each determined to show the other a better way, though both
         knew, in the end, neither would ever change.
     

      
      Predictably Paula had got a first. Catherine had surprised her friend by scraping a third. They had moved to London together
         and while Paula got a job in a stockbroker’s graduate training scheme, Catherine got by on the largesse of men, who were only
         too happy, it appeared, to give generous donations to the cause of keeping her in relative luxury in return for being seen in her company and being allowed in her
         bed. After two years of flitting from one man to the next, Catherine had met Max Von Reichbach from New York. She had married
         him two months later and left on Concorde promising to write to Paula every week. After a couple of years the letters had
         dried up. She would call occasionally and send Christmas cards, but that was all. Paula soon stopped writing too, but had
         written to her after the divorce to send her the change of address and new telephone number. Their relationship, Paula told
         herself, had been a victim of geography, impossible to keep up in the face of such physical distance.
     

      
      Now, as Paula parked her car in Catherine’s driveway, it was perfectly clear to her that their friendship was not dead or
         dying, but merely put on hold until circumstances permitted it to be resumed. From their brief encounter in the supermarket
         car park she was confident they would pick up from exactly where they had left off six years before.
     

      
      Paula had gone out in her lunch hour and bought a bottle of Dom Perignon and a bunch of white lilies because they had always
         been Catherine’s favourite flowers. She walked up to the front door with the two gifts in her arms.
     

      
      ‘Hi!’ The door was flung open before she could ring the bell. Catherine was wearing a blouson-style cream silk top and matching
         trousers so full and loose it was difficult to see the dividing line between each leg. Her long hair had been scraped back
         into a French pleat.
     

      
      ‘For you,’ Paula said proffering the champagne and flowers.

      
      ‘You remembered lilies. And Dom Perignon. You must be doing well. Come in.’

      
      Paula stepped across the threshold.

      
      
      ‘Obviously not as well as you,’ she said looking around. The house was large and lavish. The hall floor was of highly polished
         rosewood, the walls lined in cream silk. There were two Norwich School watercolours on the wall to the left and a large, brightly
         coloured oil opposite. It looked as though it might be a Kandinsky.
     

      
      Catherine led the way into the sitting room which was of the same order of splendour, a huge room stretching the whole length
         of the house with windows overlooking the front drive and a small, neat garden at the back. There was a large modern kitchen
         to one side and a conservatory had been constructed at the back of that to serve as a dining room.
     

      
      There were two large sofas in the rear portion of the room, facing each other and a low, walnut coffee table between them.
         On the table was a bottle of Louis Roederer Cristal in an eighteenth century silver wine cooler stacked with ice. Next to
         it were two impossibly thin champagne flutes and a large Baccarrat crystal bowl full of green olives.
     

      
      ‘Make yourself at home,’ Catherine said flopping into the corner of one of the sofas and pouring the champagne.

      
      ‘Is this all yours?’ Paula said as she sat opposite her friend.

      
      ‘The spoils of war. That’s what my marriage turned out to be. One battle after another.’

      
      ‘You’re divorced?’

      
      ‘Two months ago. That’s why I came home. This place belonged to Max’s family. Their London pad. I agreed to take it in exchange
         for a clean break settlement. No alimony. Pity we didn’t live in California I suppose. Then I’d have got much more.’
     

      
      ‘Can you afford to run it?’

      
      ‘With a little help from my friends. Well, one particular friend. Cheers.’ She handed Catherine a glass then clinked hers, very delicately against the side of it. They both sipped the chilled wine.
     

      
      ‘It’s so good to see you. You’ve hardly changed at all,’ Paula said. Being with Catherine made her feel good. It had always
         been that way.
     

      
      ‘So, where do we start? What went wrong with Max? Or do you want to skip that?’

      
      ‘Sex is what went wrong with Max. Simple as that.’

      
      ‘You always loved sex.’

      
      ‘Exactly. And I thought he did too.’

      
      ‘But he didn’t?’

      
      ‘Oh, he loved sex all right. But not necessarily with me.’

      
      ‘He was having an affair?’

      
      ‘We always told each other the truth, didn’t we?’

      
      ‘Always.’

      
      ‘I’ve not told anyone else this. After about a year, he told me he’d got this idea. He said he was having fantasies about
         wanting to watch me with another man. At first, I thought that’s all it was. A fantasy. Something he used to think about to
         get himself turned on. I encouraged it because he always got so hot when he talked about it. I used to talk about it too,
         pretend he was someone else, all that sort of thing. Then one day he came home and he says he’s got this friend in town and
         can we put him up for the night. We had this big house so it wasn’t a problem. The problem was that it was all a set up. He
         tried to get me really drunk over dinner. Next thing I know, this guy’s all over me. Got one hand up my skirt and the other
         down my blouse and Max is begging me to take my clothes off and give this friend a show. That’s how he put it. Give him a
         show. Well, I agreed. I stripped off. The friend stripped off. Max stripped off. Then we all started romping around and it
         got complicated. I mean, I’d had a lot to drink and I was losing track of who was doing what to whom. Whom – is that correct?’
     

      
      ‘Yes,’ Paula said. ‘So what happened?’

      
      ‘Nothing. Not then. But about a month later Max came home and said he wanted this guy to stay over again. This time it was
         obvious what was going to happen and, to tell you the truth, I didn’t mind at all. You know I’ve always been into sex. I often
         used to have two guys in one day, I mean one in the afternoon and a different one in the evening. I did that at uni a couple
         of times. But I’d never had two at the same time. It was great. Lots of new possibilities. Lots of new feelings. We did very
         naughty things. You can imagine.’
     

      
      Paula saw her friend shiver at the memory. ‘And?’ she prompted.

      
      ‘It was all the same as before. We had a lot to drink. I stripped off. They stripped off. I started playing with them, doing
         all sorts of things with them. But then after a while I realised no one was paying much attention to me. There they were doing
         it together on the carpet, with Max giving this other guy a real hammering. You should have seen the look on his face. I’d
         never seen him so turned on.’
     

      
      ‘He was gay?’

      
      ‘He’d used me as a way of getting at this guy. Once he’d got him I was surplus to requirements.’

      
      ‘And you had no idea before that?’

      
      ‘None. Maybe he changed, who knows?’

      
      ‘Andy gave me a bit of a surprise too.’

      
      ‘Really?’ Catherine re-filled their champagne glasses.

      
      Paula told her about the big-breasted prostitute and Andy’s proclivity for bondage and the whip. Catherine listened open-mouthed.

      
      ‘I still can’t believe we bumped into each other like that,’ she said when Paula had finished telling her all the details
         of her divorce. ‘I wasn’t sure how I was going to find you again. I called your old firm when I got back but they wouldn’t tell me where you’d gone.’
     

      
      ‘They wouldn’t. Company policy. In case you were a client and you were going to transfer business to me.’

      
      ‘So fate was on our side.’

      
      The phone rang. It was perched on a small table at the side of the sofa and Catherine reached over lazily and picked up the
         receiver. ‘Excuse me,’ she said to Paula. ‘I know who this is. Hello?’
     

      
      Paula watched her friend’s face as she stretched out, putting her feet up on the coffee table and resting her head against
         the back cushion. She was smiling, a smile Paula remembered well, the smile Catherine always wore when men were around.
     

      
      ‘Hello,’ she repeated, the tone of her voice lower and deliberately seductive. Paula recognised that too. How many times had
         see heard her use it to beguile men?
     

      
      ‘Black,’ Catherine said. ‘Lacy black … black too, of course … You know I never wear tights …’ Catherine caught Paula’s eye
         and winked. ‘Really? Just hearing my voice has done that has it? I don’t believe you … What are you going to do about it then?
         I told you I can’t make it tonight … No … No … You’re being a very bad boy … All right, take it out.’ Catherine was grinning
         across at Paula. She made a loop of her thumb and forefinger and pumped it up and down in the air. ‘Come on take it out …
         Is that better? I told you, black lace, those tiny little ones with the satin straps … Of course nothing else. Just my bra
         and panties and those black stockings you like so much, the shiny ones … No, Doug … I’ll call you later. Then you can. Make
         sure you wait … Doug, you’ve just got to wait. Then I might, it depends how I feel … Not now … Yes, like last time. You haven’t
         forgotten have you? Good. Now be a good boy and go away … Bye.’
     

      
      She dropped the receiver back on to the phone.

      
      ‘Sorry about that.’

      
      ‘No need to ask what he wanted,’ Paula said.
     

      
      ‘He wanted a good wank,’ Catherine said with the directness that was one of her most enduring traits.

      
      ‘Is he going to be the next in line?’

      
      ‘God no, never again. I’m never getting married again Paula. If I ever show any signs of it I give you permission to arrange
         to have me committed. Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving. Talking about sex always makes me hungry.’
     

      
      ‘Just like doing it.’

      
      Paula remembered that Catherine would often come home after a heavy date and raid the refrigerator, sitting in the middle
         of the kitchen floor gorging on whatever she had found.
     

      
      Catherine had laid the large modern dining table in the middle of the conservatory with solid silver cutlery, delicate porcelain
         plates, and bell-shaped glasses, together with at least twenty candles in a variety of holders. She served smoked salmon and
         boeuf bourguignon with rice and a large green salad. There were three sorts of cheese and a huge pear and almond tart. Catherine had always
         been a wonderful cook. It was another difference between them. Where Paula would usually buy pre-cooked food, Catherine would
         take endless trouble preparing everything freshly herself. It might, of course, have been another reason men found her so
         irresistible.
     

      
      But tonight, though the food she had cooked was delicious, it was eaten with barely a comment. The conversation was just too
         intense. The two women plunged back into each other’s lives, their old familiarity making their mutual stories of the last
         six years a seamless flow of insight and revelation. The wine flowed too, more to lubricate the vocal chords than from any
         desire to get drunk. But by the time the food was finished and they had consumed most of a bottle of Beaume de Venise with the tart, they were both the worse for wear.
     

      
      ‘I’m not going to be able to drive home,’ Paula said. ‘I’ll have to get a cab.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly. You can stay the night. You haven’t got to work in the morning.’

      
      ‘If that’s all right?’

      
      ‘Of course it is. Come on, let’s go into the sitting room. Do you want a brandy?’

      
      ‘If I’m not driving, why not?’

      
      Paula curled up in the corner of one of the sofas while Catherine poured Hine Antique into two large balloon glasses and set them down on the coffee table.
     

      
      ‘So, who’s Doug?’

      
      ‘He runs an investment bank.’

      
      ‘Called?’

      
      ‘Latimer’s.’

      
      ‘You’re going out with Doug Latimer!’ Paula said with astonishment. Latimer Investment Bank was one of the biggest privately
         owned banks in the city, having built its reputation on taking big risks, financing companies that other banks had turned
         down. Latimer’s ability to turn potentially huge downside losses into equally huge upside profit had become legendary.
     

      
      ‘He’s very generous,’ Catherine said, smiling broadly.

      
      ‘Is he married?’

      
      ‘Separated.’

      
      ‘And you’re his mistress?’

      
      ‘That’s a rather old-fashioned way of looking at it. Actually I’m more like a whore with only one client. I keep him happy
         sexually and he pays my expenses.’
     

      
      ‘That sounds like the ideal arrangement. Is he demanding?’

      
      ‘Yes. Very. He’s good at it too. Got a lovely big cock.’

      
      
      ‘Catherine!’ Paula said. But her shock was only pantomimed. In the old days Catherine had frequently been just as crude.

      
      ‘It’s true! Mmm … I can feel it now.’ She stretched out on the sofa, pressing her hand into her lower stomach. ‘Right here.’

      
      ‘You really love sex, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Mmm …’

      
      ‘The trouble is,’ Paula said. ‘I don’t.’

      
      ‘What makes you say that?’

      
      ‘Because it’s true. I don’t enjoy it. I’m not very good at it. I might just as well be celibate.’

      
      ‘Rubbish,’ Catherine said with characteristic bluntness.

      
      ‘No, it’s not. It’s not rubbish. I’ve never understood what all the fuss is about.’

      
      ‘But it can be so … wonderful.’ Catherine’s body gave a little shiver as she thought about it.

      
      ‘Not for me.’

      
      ‘It’s fantastic with the right man.’

      
      ‘I’ve never had the right man, then.’

      
      ‘Never?’

      
      ‘Never.’

      
      ‘You’ve had orgasms, haven’t you?’

      
      ‘What pass for orgasms. That’s not saying much.’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Well, a climax. A crescendo. But not earth-shattering. Pleasant, that’s all. I could easily live without that.’

      
      ‘You definitely haven’t had the right man. Do you masturbate?’ The frankness of their friendship had clearly not been affected
         by the intervening years.
     

      
      ‘There’s no point.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because it doesn’t work.’

      
      
      ‘So you must have tried?’

      
      ‘I’ve tried. Nothing much happens. Do you?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Masturbate?’

      
      ‘God, yes, all the time.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘I come like the parting of the Red Sea. That’s the trouble with sex. The more I get the more I want. Sometimes I have to
         do it twice a day. I can’t stop myself. I’m good at it too. I know my body. I know what it likes.’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps that’s it, perhaps I’m just not very good at it. I wish I was.’

      
      ‘Do you?’ Catherine looked at her friend with an intense stare.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Do you really wish you could turn yourself on?’

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ Paula said very definitely. ‘At least I think I do,’ she added, with less certainty, the alcohol slowing
         down her capacity for rational thought.
     

      
      ‘If you really do, I’ll teach you,’ Catherine said positively.

      
      ‘How can you do that?’ Paula said. The idea made her giggle.

      
      ‘Easily.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly.’

      
      ‘I’m not. I can teach you if you really want to learn. But you have to want to …’

      
      ‘I don’t see how you can.’

      
      ‘Trust me. Look a lot of sex is just technique. Pressing the right buttons. But it’s not something anyone ever gives lessons
         in. If you don’t meet the right man you might never find out. I was lucky. When I was seventeen I spent the summer with this
         family in France. The elder brother sort of took me in hand. He taught me everything. I never looked back.’
     

      
      
      ‘I remember you telling me about him.’

      
      ‘Well, then …’

      
      ‘Well, what?’

      
      ‘I can teach you. It’s just like learning anything else. All the equipment’s there Paula, believe me, you just have to learn
         how to use it.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t think my equipment’s working properly.’

      
      ‘Let’s go and see.’

      
      ‘What, now?’

      
      ‘Why not? No time like the present. The booze has lowered all your inhibitions.’

      
      ‘But … now?’

      
      ‘Or never?’

      
      There was a silence. Paula looked over at her friend. Catherine was not smiling. She was clearly deadly serious. For some
         reason this realisation made Paula’s pulse race.
     

      
      ‘OK, now,’ Paula said more decisively than she felt.

      
      ‘Good. Come on. Let’s go upstairs.’

      
      ‘Upstairs?’ Paula questioned.

      
      ‘Of course. It’s a demonstration, not a lecture. Come on.’ Catherine got to her feet and held her hand out to help Paula up.
         ‘You look as if you’re just about to go in to see the dentist.’
     

      
      ‘That’s what it feels like.’ Paula could have changed her mind, of course. She didn’t know how the conversation had taken
         such a dramatic turn, but it had and, at the very least, it would be a good opportunity to prove to herself once and for all
         that her body was not properly adapted for sex. Whatever gene was responsible for creating sexual pleasure was missing from
         her DNA. She took Catherine’s hand and got to her feet.
     

      
      The bedroom was large and spacious. There was a separate dressing room to one side and a small marble-lined ensuite bathroom.
         The king-sized bed was covered with a bright blue counterpane that toned with the dark blue carpet and pale blue walls.
     

      
      Catherine turned on the bedside light then used a built in dimmer to reduce its glow to a bare minimum.

      
      ‘Take your things off,’ she said.

      
      ‘You’re serious about this, aren’t you?’ Paula said. The walk upstairs had sobered her up a little.

      
      ‘Deadly. Come on, do as teacher tells you.’

      
      Paula was wearing a neat but unspectacular grey jersey suit and a white blouse. She took the jacket off and unbuttoned her
         blouse, revealing her cotton bra. Like most of her underwear it had been washed too many times, its whiteness faded to a nondescript
         taupe.
     

      
      ‘Honestly, Paula, you’ve got to buy some new bras.’

      
      ‘I know. Never seem to get round to it.’ She pulled her blouse off and wriggled out of her skirt. Catherine’s eyes fell to
         the faded cotton knickers she wore under her tights. She raised a disapproving eyebrow but said nothing.
     

      
      ‘Just take your tights off, for now.’

      
      Paula felt a little self-conscious. It was not that both women hadn’t seen each other’s bodies hundreds of times. They had
         had some of their best conversations while one or the other of them took a bath. But being here under these circumstances
         had created a different context. She didn’t let it stop her, however. Skimming the tights down her legs she sat on the edge
         of the bed, kicked her flat heeled shoes off, and pulled the nylon from her feet.
     

      
      ‘Have you done this before?’ she asked.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Taught the art of sexual self-awareness?’

      
      ‘That sounds like an American religious sect! But no, I haven’t. I think I know what you need, though.’

      
      ‘What are you going to do to me, then?’

      
      
      ‘Lie back and I’ll show you. Trust me, Paula.’

      
      And Paula did. She lay back on the counterpane with her arms by her sides like a patient waiting for the doctor to examine
         her. Catherine opened the top drawer of the nearest bedside table and took out a black silk sleeping mask.
     

      
      ‘Put this on,’ she said.

      
      ‘What for?’

      
      ‘Just do it.’

      
      ‘All right.’ Paula slid the elasticated straps of the mask around her head then slipped the padded silk over her eyes. Darkness
         descended and she welcomed it. She was beginning to wonder if this was such a good idea after all. Perhaps if she hadn’t had
         so much to drink she would never have agreed to any of this. She was quite certain that Catherine’s efforts would fail.
     

      
      ‘Are you comfortable?’ Catherine said.

      
      ‘Yes.’ Oddly, Paula thought, the silk pressing against her eyelids was a pleasant sensation, soft and sensual.

      
      ‘Roll over on to your stomach.’

      
      Paula obeyed. She felt Catherine’s hand unclip her bra.

      
      ‘Back again.’

      
      Again she obeyed. This time Catherine’s hand plucked her bra away.

      
      ‘You always did have great tits,’ Catherine said. ‘I’m going to take your knickers off now.’ Her hands grasped the waistband
         of the cotton knickers and, as Paula raised her buttocks off the bed, Catherine drew them down Paula’s legs. ‘You could afford
         to buy satin and silk, Paula. They feel so much nicer. That’s all part of it.’
     

      
      ‘What is?’

      
      ‘Being a woman, being feminine. There’re all sorts of sensual pleasures. You’ve got to become more aware of your body.’

      
      
      ‘I’ve never been that interested.’

      
      ‘Well, change,’ Catherine said firmly.

      
      Paula heard a drawer open, then felt Catherine’s weight on the bed beside her.

      
      ‘You’ve got such a beautiful figure, Paula, you haven’t changed at all.’

      
      Something light and soft floated down on to Paula’s chest, covering both her breasts. It felt like silk, perhaps a silk scarf.
         The touch of it made Paula’s nipples pucker with a speed she had never experienced before.
     

      
      ‘Does that feel nice?’

      
      ‘Mmm …’

      
      ‘And this?’

      
      The silk was dragged down towards Paula’s belly. It grazed the short hairs of her pubic triangle then caressed her thighs
         and glided over her knees. Reversing the direction, Catherine pulled the scarf back up over Paula’s breasts and hard nipples.
     

      
      ‘That’s lovely,’ Paula said. She was surprised at her body’s reaction. She felt a strong spasm deep inside her sex.

      
      ‘Good.’ Catherine left the silk covering Paula’s breasts. ‘Now take this.’

      
      Paula felt something being thrust into her right hand. It was cylindrical and ribbed, though the tip of it was smooth. ‘What
         is it?’
     

      
      ‘Have you ever used a dildo?’

      
      ‘You’re not serious!’ She’d always imagined dildoes as something butch lesbians used as a substitute for a penis. She felt
         a sharp sense of revulsion at the idea. But, strangely, she also felt an equally strong surge of excitement at the same time.
     

      
      ‘I thought not,’ Catherine said.

      
      ‘What, am I supposed to shove it up me?’

      
      
      ‘No. Let me show you.’

      
      Paula felt Catherine grasp her wrist. She was glad of the blindfold. It provided a blessed anonymity. Not being able to see
         gave her the perverse feeling that she couldn’t be seen either. She could never have done this with her eyes wide open. Catherine
         guided her hand down to the top of her thighs. ‘Press it up between your legs. Lightly at first.’
     

      
      ‘Is this what you do?’

      
      ‘Among other things.’

      
      Paula opened her legs a fraction. The touch of the silk seemed to have sensitised her body. Despite her scepticism about her
         ability to respond sexually, she actually felt quite aroused. Perhaps it was the booze. Perhaps it was the blindfold. Didn’t
         they say depriving a person of one sense increased the sensitivity of all the others? Or perhaps it was something else, something
         she didn’t want to face or even think about.
     

      
      The cold, smooth plastic of the tip of the dildo nosed into her labia.

      
      ‘Try and get it against your clit,’ Catherine said quietly.

      
      ‘I have.’ That was odd too, Paula thought. Her clitoris felt nodular and swollen. Usually, even in the throes of what passed
         for passion, it was very slow to engorge.
     

      
      ‘Good, now I’m going to turn it on.’

      
      ‘Turn what on?’

      
      ‘It vibrates. Where have you been the last hundred years?’

      
      Looking back, if Paula had to pick a moment when her life had changed completely and utterly she supposed she would have had
         to pick the moment Catherine’s hand reached out and turned the gnarled ring at the base of the dildo. Before, she had imagined
         sex was something that could be ignored, side-lined and compartmentalised. But what happened as the dildo began to vibrate
         against her clitoris changed all that totally, turning her life upside down. It would never be the same again.
     

      
      The sensation was so unexpected and so totally affecting that Paula moaned aloud. It was as though she had been plugged into
         a powerful electric current. Waves of sensation seized the little nodule of nerves, then rushed out through her body. She
         felt her vagina contract and her nipples throb, her nerves all combining to deliver a massive pulse of pleasure. Reflexively
         her muscles tensed.
     

      
      ‘That’s it,’ Catherine said quietly.

      
      ‘Oh, Cath …’ was all Paula could say. She pressed the dildo against her clit more strongly. The added pleasure increased the
         sensation. She tried to tell herself that this couldn’t be happening, that something like this, something so crude and obvious,
         couldn’t be affecting her so profoundly but it wasn’t true. Whether she liked it or not her clitoris was responding to the
         vibrations by sending wave after wave of pure pleasure through her whole body. She was intensely aware of the silk covering
         her nipples. Harder than she had ever felt them, they seemed to be rubbing against it, throbbing with the same pulse that
         was beating in her vagina, making it contract rhythmically. Her clitoris danced to the same tune.
     

      
      She wanted to relax, to try and step back and take a breath, but it was simply impossible. She had always been the sort of
         person who analysed and rationalised everything that happened to her. She wanted time to stop and think and work out what
         on earth was going on, but her body wouldn’t let her. It didn’t want intellectual reasoning. It wanted sensation. Almost before
         she realised what she was doing her hand was moving the tip of the dildo up and down against her clitoris, producing a whole
         new catalogue of feelings. Her labia were wet, soaking wet. She could feel her juices leaking out of her body. She could feel,
         right at the core of her, a lake of wetness, as though a dam had burst inside her.
     

      
      
      ‘Oh God …’

      
      She actually felt scared. She was so glad Catherine was with her. Putting out her free hand, she felt her friend take it,
         and grip it tightly. But, like everything that was happening to her, this contact too seemed to crank up the voltage of the
         electric current of feeling that was running through her body.
     

      
      Somewhere in the blackness behind the blindfold a little voice was telling her it was simply not possible for her body to
         respond with such vigour.
     

      
      But it was. What was more, Paula knew she was going to come and that it was going to be like nothing she’d ever experienced
         before. Scissoring her legs apart, she thought she could feel her labia parting, the mouth of her vagina opening. Her vagina
         was still contracting wildly. It had never been stimulated like this with a man.
     

      
      ‘Oh God …’ she repeated, almost screaming the words this time. A huge bubble of feeling swelled up from her sex, constantly
         enlarging, extending further, rising higher. It engulfed her, making her eyes roll back and her toes curl and every muscle
         in her body stretch, as though on some imaginary medieval rack. Time seemed suspended. Perhaps it was seconds, perhaps it
         was hours, Paula could not tell. Then the bubble burst and she did scream. She couldn’t help herself, the pleasure was so
         acute it was almost like pain. In the blackness she saw fireworks, incandescent reds and flicking white. Her body returned
         from the rigidity of steel to the softness of jelly. Her mouth was wide open gasping for air, the fire of the orgasm consuming
         all her oxygen.
     

      
      She could do nothing for a long time but let the feelings flow over her.

      
      ‘I felt it too,’ Catherine said almost whispering.

      
      ‘You were right! I always thought it was me, the way I was built.’

      
      
      But it wasn’t over. Paula didn’t want it to be over. Her orgasm hadn’t left her sated. Quite the reverse. She wanted more.
         Like a child with a new toy she wanted to play with it again. The experiment had just begun. Without saying anything else,
         without waiting for Catherine’s guidance, knowing exactly what she wanted, Paula slid the dildo in to her vagina. It filled
         her. It thrust in to her. Immediately she pulled it almost all the way out then plunged it back in. Suddenly, in her mind’s
         eye she saw a man’s cock driving up into her, not any man in particular but a generic example, a hard, veined shaft, topped
         by a pink, smooth glans, throbbing as it disappeared into her body. This time she held the dildo deep inside her, feeling
         it nudging against the neck of her womb.
     

      
      The sequence of feelings she had experienced before began again, like a giant wheel slowly beginning to turn. Her vagina contracted
         around the dildo, and her clitoris pulsed wildly, as though a fresh supply of blood was pumping into it. She squeezed Catherine’s
         hand. In the blackness she could imagine her friend sitting beside her looking down at her naked body. She had a sudden desire
         to be touched by her. She wished she would cup her hands over her breasts. She wished she would hold the dildo, or caress
         her clitoris. That idea seemed to connect with her physical feelings to create a new surge of pleasure. She was coming again.
         She managed to pull the dildo out, then thrust it in once more, but as the long, broad cylinder plunged into her body she
         could do nothing else. She screamed, a noise so loud it startled her, and a sharp orgasm, completely different from the first,
         and yet essentially the same, raked through every nerve in her body. She arched up off the bed, rigid, supported only by her
         shoulders and her heels.
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