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      My hands shake as they fumble at the keys on my phone. They’re out of control. My angry fingers can’t seem to hit the right buttons. I curse the gibberish I’ve put on the screen and slam the fucking thing back into my handbag. It’ll only be an enraged Facebook status I’ll end up regretting. I should have gotten further away. Now I’m falling apart on their doorstep.

      Somewhere behind the screaming pack of thoughts roaring laps around my head, I can hear a little voice urging me to get out of here. But my legs have gone to mush. I can barely get a grip on the cigarette I’m trying to pull out of its box. I sit down, right there in the morning sunshine, on the office steps. Right there in my pencil skirt. Eyes welling up.

      We’re not supposed to smoke on the front steps. But who gives a fuck now? I’ve just pushed that snake’s laptop right off her sad-ass desk. Slammed the door behind me before her fucking computer spilt its guts on the floor. They can’t fire me for smoking a cigarette. Nor for swearing at my manager. Nor for damaging their equipment. Because I quit.

      That poison-dwarf bitch. She had it coming. Everyone except her couple of smarmy, ass-licking, suck-up cronies detests her from the inside out. Day after day we’ve mouthed off to each other about her bullying, her incompetence, her lying and her manipulation.

      But nobody applauded when I lost it today. Cowards. Secretly wishing they had my audacity, but staring at the scene like rabbits caught in a goddamn industrial searchlight. I spoke for everyone out there when I called her a cunt. Yet the only voice ringing out loud was mine. The rest? They just look out for number one.

      And now I’m just a tangle of rage. Too incensed to feel a heroine. Too trembling to hold a fucking ciggy between my lips. They had better not come near me.
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        * * *

      

      I’m home. It’s been a blur of tubes and buses, but somehow I’ve made it from Canary Wharf to Putney. I could navigate this commute in my sleep. And it’s just as well, since I’ve been somewhere between stunned and comatose all the way from the office to here.

      I wanted my apartment more than anything. But at the same time, I didn’t care if I got home or not. Oh well, I made it. At least I won’t be playing this godawful London commuting game any time soon. For three years I’ve given three hours of each weekday just to go back and forth and pander to those blowholes. Jesus, why?

      I am not a lot calmer. I just want to cleanse myself of that place, of them, in every way I can. As I slam my apartment door behind me, I’m overwhelmed with a need to get out these clothes. It’s hot and sticky, and I feel the office’s stench in the fabric.

      I fling my bag on the floor and kick my high heels off in the living area. I don’t care where anything ends up. But I feel a little lighter as I run my hand through my hair and wearily puff out my cheeks on my way to the bedroom. I’m already unbuttoning my ever-so-professional white blouse.

      I’m pulling my arms out of it by the time I’m into my room. It, too, lands on the floor. Now I toss the skirt away. Better already! Off comes my bra. My panties. I’ll figure out where to burn it all later. Right now I just want to flop down on my bed.

      I dive onto the welcoming softness of my duvet. I’m panting a little, from my angry rush up the stairs and getting undressed so fast. I feel my heart pumping away somewhere beneath me, its rhythm tracking the fury still pulsing through me. At last, I can sigh as deep as I want. I don’t need to move for a long, long time.
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        * * *

      

      I haven’t slept like that in months. This morning’s outpouring exhausted me, but it lifted a weight too. I don’t remember lying awake for long. The warm afternoon, the understanding mattress, having nowhere to be…they must have knocked me off like a switch.

      My heartbeat is still there in my breast, but now it’s like a chilled-out, comforting companion, urging me to take it easy. I smile to myself when I remember I’m nude. I strayed far from my meticulous routine when I got home today. But then it’s not every day that you walk out of your job halfway through the morning.

      I’m surprised at how good I’m feeling. The tension in my shoulders has evaporated. I flip onto my back and stretch my sleepy arms and legs. A sunbeam from the skylight streams across my tummy. I’m utterly comfortable, and there’s nowhere I’d rather be right now. This is like a Sunday afternoon, only better, because there’s no work tomorrow. No work ever!

      I doze a little longer, sunbathing on my bed. I can see a sliver of sky. The usual London sounds fill the distance: police sirens, the dull rumble of a jumbo jet on its descent to Heathrow Airport. For once my mind is empty. I’m content. I’m not dwelling on my scene this morning. The feeling of closure is fantastic.

      At last I sit up, still a little groggy. I’m so glad I live alone at times like this. My hair must look a mess and my eyes will be bloodshot from the tears. But I can sort myself out and find clothes in my own time. Where’s my phone? I guess that’d be wherever I hurled my handbag. I pad through to the living room, grab the phone, and flop back down on my bed.

      I’ve got messages. A few of the brave ones from work have congratulated me.

      
        
        Well done for standing up to her, Emma.

      

        

      
        Brave girl, hun, call me when you want to talk. x

      

        

      
        She deserved that, the cow. xx

      

        

      
        Wow, you went out in style, couldn’t have put it better myself!

      

      

      What exactly did I say? My memory of the detail is lost in the haze of rage. Maybe I should have held my tongue? Fuck, I’m pretty sure I won’t be getting a reference out of them.

      The sun has gone in and the room is sombre now. I pull a light blanket over me. All of a sudden, I feel a knot tightening in my stomach. Like the one I had before my first interview with them. Pull yourself together, Emma. You did the right thing.

      Nobody else knows what’s happened yet. God, I’ll have to tell my parents and my friends. They’ll bug me about my plans. How am I going to pay the rent, anyway? I’ve got enough saved for a couple of months, but then what? Back to Mom and Dad at 26? I feel my brow furrowing already. Christ, my unemployment honeymoon is over after one blissful afternoon nap.

      I don’t have anything planned for this evening. Not unusual. I’ve been coming home spitting mad most Fridays, not feeling much like activity. But staying in seems a bad idea tonight. I don’t feel like telling a crowd of people what happened today. I just need a good friend and a glass of wine. Maybe two. I hope Martin’s free.
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        * * *

      

      “Emma, you had to get out of there. I just knew we’d be having this conversation sooner or later. You deserve better.”

      Martin looks right into my eyes, all wisdom and soft stubble. The wisdom of years: he’s 42 but he’s one of my best friends. We hit it off six years ago when we worked together at the library, and it has never been anything but platonic. He listens to classical music and reads Vanity Fair. He is one of those men who can always offer a willing ear and a new perspective on things. He’s a fantastic friend for any girl.

      “Yes, but still, I’m really not sure, Martin. I think I might have really blown it this time. The money wasn’t bad, and was the job really that awful? I’m on five times the money I earned when you and I worked together.”

      “Emma, listen to yourself!” he chides. “Yes, it really was that awful! You’ve been close to despair for over a year now. Do you have any idea how many jobs there are out there? I don’t think there’s any excuse for being unhappy in what you do all week long.”

      I sigh and rest my chin on my hands. Martin’s words make sense, but I feel glummer and glummer about the state of my life. “Sure, but times are hard right now,” I protest. “It could take weeks to find something, and my rent isn’t going to go away. You know, it would be a lot fucking easier if I had a man in my life right now.”

      “Listen to me now, Emma,” says Martin, launching into his build-me-up routine. “You’re bloody gorgeous, but you’re talented too. You don’t have to have a man to look after you. Nor do you need to work for some soulless, life-sapping, multinational consultancy firm unless you love the work. You really have got to stop worrying. You’re smart, and things will work out.”

      I wish I could perk up. “You’re sweet to say it, Martin. But there’s so much more going on in my head right now. I’m not even sure I want another office job. There’s going to be another useless manager at the next one, isn’t there? More of this crappy commuting. Any company sucks you dry sooner or later. I’m only 26 and sick of the grind already. I’m turning into a bitter old woman.”

      “Emma…” He’s trying, but I cut him off.

      “Maybe it’s time I finally went travelling! I never did get that gap year. That’s it! Six months backpacking around South America beats grey old London any day. I’ll be my old self again in no time!”

      I can feel myself brightening. I take a sip of my wine and smile at Martin as if I’ve just solved all my problems with a Latin American travel itinerary. He raises an eyebrow.

      “You should definitely travel, Emma. Everyone should experience the world. I just wonder though⁠—”

      “What?” I interrupt.

      “Well, where’s the money for that gallivanting going to come from? A couple of plane tickets and you’re through your savings, as far as I understand. How’s your Spanish? Can you work in those countries?”

      Fuck. He always has to find the catch in any plan. I say nothing. Back to square one. We sip on our wine for a while. I do like this about Martin: silence is never uncomfortable with him.

      At last, he clears his throat and speaks. “Well, maybe marrying a millionaire wouldn’t be all that bad an idea.”

      “I might as well do! I can’t get anyone else to hang around. Guys keep on seeing me as a notch in their bedposts. It’s not easy being a girl, Martin!”

      “Well, unfortunately, that can go with the territory of being a stunning brunette,” he says, massaging my ego just exactly where I need it. “But on the other hand, you could always turn it round to your advantage.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I really am in the dark.

      Suddenly he looks embarrassed. “Never mind, it’s nothing. A mad thought just crossed my mind, but I really don’t know where it came from. Sorry Emma, let’s just forget that I mentioned it, okay?”

      “Martin, come on, you’ve made me curious now!”

      Where the hell is he going with this? I’m obviously not going to let it go.

      “I couldn’t, Emma…”

      “Martin, you’re going to tell me what you were thinking. And right now, if you don’t mind!”

      “Bloody hell, all right darling! But don’t bite me, okay?”

      Surely he isn’t going to be suggesting that. Is he? My mind tries to blank out the thought.

      “No biting, I promise…” Though I’m not sure I mean it. He can’t seriously think I’m going to be a stripper.

      Martin leans forward and lowers his voice. He’s getting all conspiratorial, and it makes me tingle a little. “As I’ve told you a hundred times, you’re a real beauty. You do believe that, don’t you?”

      I nod. I’m telling him what he wants to hear, just so he’ll get to his point.

      “Do you remember my wealthy friend Charles? The one who met us for a drink a couple of weeks ago?”

      “Yes, I remember him,” I reply patiently. Does he want me to marry Charles now?

      I look at him with a furrowed brow. He’s one step away from proving he’s gone off his rocker completely.

      “Okay. So Charles is one of a couple of friends I’ve got who are into, you know, escorts. High-class escorts. I’m talking £500 an hour escorts.”

      I’m so taken aback that my snappy riposte never comes. Escorts? Woah! So really he means hookers. Not strippers. Wait a second: how much again?

      I wasn’t prepared for this. I gape back at Martin like a goldfish with special needs.

      He goes on: “After he met you he told me how much he wished you were in that line of work. Something about you piqued his interest. I never gave it a thought at the time, of course, but⁠—”

      “Martin!” I almost yell. I’m starting to really see where he’s heading with this. I’m indignant. He can’t be serious! He really has gone off his rocker!

      “Hang on,” he says, raising his hand. “You made me start, so you have to let me finish.”

      “Jesus, Martin! All right! I’m just…still reeling that there are people who will pay that much for a girl.”

      He raises his eyebrows at me and says with a smirk, “And there I was thinking you’d reel from the mere suggestion of you being the girl in question. I thought I’d have wine in my face by now.”

      “I’m not like that, Martin,” I retort, folding my arms crossly. “Besides, you didn’t say I had to be that girl, did you? Or did you?”

      “Not yet, but I just thought⁠—”

      “Come on Martin, you can’t be serious! I’m not some, you know…” I can’t say the word. My voice trails off and I just sniff at him. Martin and his outrageous suggestions! Not that he’s regularly in the habit of proposing stuff like this, to be fair.

      “All right, I’m not going to push this,” he says. “You’re offended. Just one little thing I should mention, since I’ve come this far.”

      He pauses, and drops his voice to a whisper. He avoids my eye now. He’s looking to the left, at a spot on the floor somewhere behind me.

      “Do you know what Charles said to me after meeting you? He told me he would pay £1000 to spank you and have sex with you.”

      Oh my God. A grand? To have sex? One of my eyebrows shoots up before I can stop it. “With me? Don’t be silly Martin. Stop winding me up. I’m not in the mood.”

      “Emma, it’s God’s honest truth,” he says, looking me straight in the eye to show he’s not kidding. “And he swears blind his chums would do the same. I was never going to say anything about it, but the way the conversation turned tonight, it just sort of came into my head. Sorry. You see why I didn’t want to mention it.”

      I’m stunned. Words, which had sparked quick-fire from my icy tongue that morning in the office, fail me now. I recoil at the mention of prostitution. Such a thing has literally never crossed my mind. Not even once. How could it? I’m a decent girl, after all.

      But part of me is flattered to be thought worth so much. I’ve been told I’m pretty, but a thousand Pounds? A surge of electricity runs down my legs. I’m intrigued. There is a long silence, and I avoid my friend’s soft eyes as I take a gulp of my Rioja.

      “Are you mad at me Emma?” Martin looks concerned.

      “Yes. No. Well, not exactly. I mean, it’s ridiculous to even talk about it, but I guess it’s amusing to know these things, isn’t it?” I pause for a while, chew on a fingernail and look at the ground. “I don’t mind that you told me.”

      He smiles. “And you shouldn’t be offended. A girl doing that kind of job can bring an empire crashing down, you know that? Just think how quickly you could retire and go travelling if you made that sort of money?”

      My curiosity is definitely rising, in spite of myself. Sex. Money. I like those things, don’t I? “So, there’s some pretty exclusive stuff going on out there, huh?” I try to sound as if I’m just filling up a gap in the conversation. Definitely not curious for my own sake.

      “Yup,” he smiles, clearly not fooled by my act. “We’re talking super-rich clients. Hotel visits, mansion parties…that sort of thing. Fairly kinky stuff at times. I’ve never been tempted, but I’ve heard a few things. We’re talking about the seriously rich and famous. All the money and power in the world, but they’ll melt into helpless little boys when you put a perky, willing blonde or two into the room with them. Or, ahem, a brunette...”

      “Right,” I nod, genuinely lost in thought. I’m still not sure what to say. There are all sorts of crazy ideas swirling around my head. Talk of sex usually gets me a little hot under the collar. Now the talk is of insane amounts of money as well. I’m supposed to be appalled. But now that I’ve recovered from the bombshell, I’m feeling something unexpected inside.

      Would I? Could I?

      “Look,” says Martin, taking my hands in his, in that rare never-more-than-friends way you almost never find with a straight guy, “I wouldn’t lose the slightest bit of respect for you if you wanted to do something like that. Hell, I’d jump at the chance to have sex for a living. I know you’re not a prude and judging by some of your drunken revelations, you’re up for a bit of bedroom experimentation.”

      I blush all the way to the tips of my ears. “Shut up!” I hiss. “All right, so it might be fun in theory…and I know you know it’s been a long while for me. But it’s a big leap to do…that!” I shake my head. “A huge leap. I really don’t think it’s me.”

      He nods. “Emma, I don’t give a flying fig whether you consider this thing or not. It’s just an option that could be there for you. If you want, I can set up a meeting with Charles and his agent. They could tell you more than I can. Definitely no strings attached.”

      “Okay, Martin. Let me think about it.”

      The words slipped out of my mouth before I could even stop them. How did that happen?

      Ah well. I said what I said. It’s not like I have any other plans for the rest of my life.
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      I’ve got shaky hands again. Clammy palms too. But this time, five days later, it’s not rage I’m feeling. I’m quivering somewhere between nerves and anticipation. Part of me wants to run away and hide in the bathroom. That part of me is ashamed to be here, and it’s telling me that it’s not too late.

      “It’s only a discussion, you silly girl!” Martin’s reading my mind again. “Pull yourself together now. Honestly, there isn’t a sign around your neck saying, ‘I’m here to find out about being a hooker.’”

      I glare at him. Remind me why I agreed to this again?

      “Sorry Emma. Just trying to lighten the mood! I know you feel like all the eyes in this bar are judging you right now, but they don’t know you from Julie Soap, OK?”

      I nod. He’s right. It’s not even like I’ve tried to dress sexy or anything. I’m in jeans and a tight-fitting t-shirt. If (God forbid!) I bumped into my mother, she’d have no reason to ask any awkward questions.

      Yup, it’s my take-it-or-leave-it outfit. If anything I’m pretty marginal for this place. It’s a hotel lounge in Mayfair, and women far more elegant than me are coming and going. But that’s cool. I’m only fact-finding today: it’s not an interview. I don’t want it to be.

      I go to the bathroom, though, just to check on my makeup. I look at myself in the mirror, and see an attractive face returning my gaze. Even though my makeup is minimal. I’ve still got plenty of girlish appeal: the shiny lips of Emma the teenager remain. The dark eyes are still full of life, perhaps a little more soulful and alluring now than a year or two ago. My radiant hair, somewhere between jet black and auburn, curves gently in towards my shoulders, then stops. But it’s growing: that crappy business haircut can definitely get out of my life now.

      I like that I like my face. I know some girls aren’t that lucky. And I like that it doesn’t need much makeup. My skin isn’t supermodel flawless, but it’s only a few faint freckles that make it so. I’ve been told my natural look is girl-next-door in a good way, and if I’m feeling lazy I can get away with a naked face. I smile at my reflection. Sure, beautiful women can flick my jealousy switches out there, but I’m pretty pleased with what I see when I’m alone with a mirror.

      I head back into the lounge and rejoin Martin, feeling a little more settled.

      “So Emma, would it be easier if I left you alone with them when they arrive?”

      I know Martin isn’t going to be judging me, but this sounds like a good idea. I know him too well to have this kind of conversation with him around.

      “I think that would be good, thanks Martin. You’re always so thoughtful.”

      “No trouble Emma,” he chuckles. He rises to his feet, gathers up his newspaper and nods to someone over my shoulder. “Then I’ll leave you in Charles’ hands now…he’s right behind you!”

      This is it. My nerves start doing backflips. I look around, feeling like some kind of dopey sheep. Martin is already making his way to a far corner of the room. I’m all on my own, and Charles is smiling at me.

      “Hello Emma. It’s a real pleasure to see you again.”

      This man would pay a grand to fuck you. And I’d never have known it. Christ.

      “Oh. Right, um, hi…”

      I stand up to return his confident handshake. And I register that there is a woman with him.

      “Emma, I’d like you to meet Lucy Fulford. She’s the agent I use.”

      Agent. He says it like she’s some kind of business associate. But all three of us know why she’s here. We all know what kind of ‘agent’ this Lucy Fulford is. This woman does not sell houses.

      Lucy is surprisingly plain. Somehow I expected glamour. But her face is ordinary, and a little on the thin side. Her hair is brown and straight, the same length as mine. She wears dark-rimmed glasses that give her hazel eyes a certain authority. She presents herself in style, in a knee-length skirt and blouse. Along with her high heels, it’s an outfit that could work at any time of day.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Emma,” she beams. Her accent is a little posh — something that usually puts me off people — but I sense her warmth is genuine. This woman is already putting me at my ease. I’m glad she’s here. Charles might be intimidating on his own.

      He sits down opposite me, Lucy to his left. Only a low table separates us. We’re in a floor-to-ceiling window bay and the street outside is still bustling with people and traffic. London simply never stops. Martin was right: none of these passers-by gives a damn what our conversation is about. But still I squirm in my seat.

      I look at Charles and smile weakly. He left an impression on me the one time we met. I’ve run into a few of Martin’s wealthy friends before, but Charles had an extra edge to him. Something that spoke of untold wealth that could not, and would not, be taken away. More than that, he knew his place in the world. You could tell that by the way he carried himself. It wasn’t arrogance at all. Just the assurance of a man completely accustomed to getting his own way.

      He was a little older than Martin. Not unattractive, was my first thought. Perhaps not a natural beauty, but he could afford to look after himself and clearly did so. He was not quite greying yet, but there was perhaps a hint of wisdom in his eyes.

      Now, like the other time we met, he wears a five o’clock shadow. And he pulls it off well. His expensive shirt is open at the neck.

      “I heard what happened with your job the other day,” he begins, sitting back in his chair and steepling his hands in front of him. Nails tightly clipped, no rings. “From what Martin tells me, it sounds like that was the best thing that could have happened to you. I think you can do a lot better for yourself.”

      “Yeah. Well….I guess so. I just don’t really know what I’m going to do now. I’m thinking of going travelling.”

      I’m too shy to broach the reason for our meeting. They’re going to have to get this ball rolling, not me.

      “To which end we are here tonight,” Charles replies. He is not going to beat about the bush.

      They’re both looking right at me. It’s quite unnerving. My mind starts tripping over itself in the glare.

      He’s not bad-looking actually. A thousand quid. Would I?

      “Let me explain a few things to you, Emma,” he continues. “I know you’re feeling a touch coy right now, so I’ll make it easy and do the talking.”

      I smile at him, letting a little pout escape, and nod. He seems a good man. He must be, if he’s friends with Martin. He leans forward and lowers his voice so the next table won’t hear us.

      “At this very moment, Emma, a friend of mine is hosting a party at his flat. Only four of his closest friends are invited. I’ll be joining them later.

      “It’s a special kind of party. It’s not about drinks and snacks. We don’t need drugs or any of that. It’s about men enjoying women. There will be about a dozen hookers there. A couple too many, in my opinion, but more than enough to go round.”

      I glance at Lucy. She’s unperturbed, a dreamy look on her face. I guess she’s heard this all before. So…this is for real.

      “The women who will be there are out of this world, Emma. They are the kind of girls most men dare not even dream about. They are better than any airbrushed model you see in a magazine, because they really are that perfect. They are out of reach for just about every man on the planet, unless he is extremely wealthy or stupendously attractive.”

      Perfect women? Well, that rules me out, doesn’t it? I relax, feeling quite safe that this conversation and I are rapidly heading in different directions.

      “My friend is a millionaire several times over,” he goes on. “The women who will be there tonight will be exceedingly well rewarded for their sexual services. I understand he has booked them for the full evening, and they will be earning several thousand Pounds each for their troubles. Usually,	he pays them in cash.”

      He pauses. There’s no way to tell if he can see the effect his words are having on me. He must be talking about the kind of upper-class orgies I thought only happened in books. I have a few books like that next to my bed. I try to stop my mind recalling some of the country house scenes I’ve enjoyed so much. I can’t. How much again?

      “There is a growing number of men, Emma, who have made a certain lifestyle choice. I am one of them. And I am entirely open about it because I prefer not to live a lie.

      “In a nutshell, men such as myself have come to the realisation that with our levels of income there is no compelling argument for agreeing to marry someone. Given that we can afford to satisfy ourselves sexually with an unlimited number of the most beautiful women on earth, what sense is there in signing up for a lifetime with someone who will lose their beauty as fast as they increase their nagging?”

      I shrug. Because in this moment, I can’t think of any good answer to his question. Thankfully, I get the feeling it’s a rhetorical one.

      “Emma, rare is the man who would choose to be monogamous in an ideal world. Most men settle for it only because they have neither the money nor the looks to live a sexually liberated life. My wealthy friends and I don’t have to settle for anything of the sort.”

      I’m listening to him intently now. His words make crystal-clear sense to me. Everything I’ve ever experienced with men is falling into place. I’m supposed to be outraged by his views, so politically unacceptable, so many centuries outdated. And yet…surely a good argument should be allowed to trump political correctness? I feel enlightened.

      “The ladies who work for us are exceedingly happy that we’ve reached the conclusions we have,” Charles continues. “They live extraordinarily well. Sometimes they only work one evening a week. Usually more, though, because they love what they do. If there’s one thing we loathe as escort customers, Emma, it’s a woman who gives the impression that she’s only there for the money. Those ones don’t fool us for a second, and they don’t get invited back.”

      Enjoy sex? Why yes, Mr Charles. Yes I do. Though it’s been a bit of a drought lately.

      Fuck, I wish my mind would shut up. It’s got me going down on him now, champagne glass in one hand while my other massages his balls. I sense another man, of similar age, is about to enter me from behind.

      It feels damp between my legs. He’s talking again. Wake up, Carling! Suddenly I’m very aware of just how long a drought it’s been for me. 14 months and counting.

      “Our girls are more powerful than we are, quite frankly. There are some who could have absolutely anything they want from us. For all our money, the girls could ruin some of my well-known friends if they weren’t discreet. The best of these women are so addictive that we cannot say no to them. Sometimes it gets to a point where they can name any price. And people say men rule the world?”

      He shakes his head and chuckles. I’m dead quiet, straight-faced. Damn, he’s right. He’s absolutely right in everything he’s saying. His words, so well-delivered, have found a willing believer.

      And I’ve just taken him deeper. My tonsils are tickling his tip and my lips are inching towards his balls.

      I’m jolted back into the room by Lucy’s voice. She’s suddenly business-like.

      “Emma, my agency supplies most of the girls to Charles and his friends. We don’t advertise. We don’t have a website. In fact, we don’t even have a name. We are truly exclusive and have just a handful of clients. Only with a personal introduction do people even get my number. As a personalised service, I work alone: I believe I need to know my clients and know my girls. I couldn’t trust anyone else to do that.

      “I’m incredibly careful when recruiting. Rarely do I have more than 25 girls on my books. This is a difficult game, Emma – I am not looking for street-corner whores with a heroin habit. I need outrageously beautiful women with certain looks, personalities and proportions. Most of them need to speak superb English, carry themselves with ease in polite company, and be models of discretion. They have to be healthy, clean and hygienic, and it’s my job to make sure they stay that way.

      “My escorts obviously need to have fantastic sex skills. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you all of the things they might be expected to do, but it’s a fairly long list.”

      She looks right into my eyes. I feel myself blushing. I feel like I am meant to respond, but I’m still tongue-tied.

      “Finally, but most importantly, is their attitude. As Charles mentioned, they cannot get away with pretending to be willing. They must be willing. They cannot just say, ‘Fuck me harder,’ without meaning it. I cannot stress this enough. Remember, I do not take on clients with wives or partners. I wouldn’t be comfortable with that. I take on single clients like Charles, and for them, my girls are their sex life. It needs to be perfect for them.”

      At last, they have both stopped talking. I feel my turn to speak has come. My pulse is racing away with me and I’m pretty sure my legs might not hold me up right now, but the wetness in my panties, thank God, stopped increasing when Lucy took over the conversation.

      “That’s pretty well explained,” I mumble. “I’m not sure there’s much else I would need to ask!”

      They haven’t really said anything about me so far, and I’m happy for it to stay that way.

      “I haven’t mentioned the money,” says Lucy, smiling again. I swear there is a twinkle in her eye. “I take a fixed 25 percent of your earnings from a client. I work on a trust system, and so far I haven’t been bitten. Anyway, the rest of the cash is yours to keep.”

      I notice that she’s suddenly started talking about me as one of her employees. Not exactly a subtle switch. I’m about to protest that I haven’t said I want to be one of her escorts yet, but Charles gets there first.

      “Emma, let me come to the point. From what I’ve seen and heard of you, I feel that you would be a delicious addition to Lucy’s cast of ladies. We’ve been looking for someone with your personality for a while, and it goes without saying that you look the part. You’d work very well with most of the other girls. But there’s a little more to it, isn’t there Lucy?”

      I’m glad he’s stopped talking. His words are making my heat rise once again.

      “That’s right,” says Lucy. “I’m pretty sure we’ll be thrilled with you, Emma, but I still can’t risk trusting a hunch with such important clients. You will need to earn a relevant qualification first.”

      I start. “A what?” I begin to chuckle, glad the tension has dropped a little with this joke. “Come on…there are no qualifications for…are there?”

      “There absolutely are, Emma. Well, actually, there’s only one worth having.”

      She’s deadpan. Shit, the woman’s not kidding.

      I wipe the smile off my face.

      “There is an advanced course recognised by upper-class escort agencies the world over. A small group of you spend two intensive weeks at a special location in the countryside. The purpose is to test and hone your sexual skills, to nail down your specialities, and finally to ensure that you walk out with the attitude and the ability I’ve spoken about.

      “Most of the work is practical and it’s a lot of fun! They have some really excellent teachers.” She’s smirking now. “I’ve never spoken to a girl who didn’t love it. They all say it’s essential preparation for your first client.

      “Emma, Charles has offered to pay all your fees if you would like to attend the school. There is a course beginning on Monday. Can we interest you?”

      Until now I have hardly said a word to them. My hands are still sweating, I keep looking at my shoes and I still don’t feel ready to stand. I don’t know what they see in me, but...this man wants to sponsor me now? Bloody hell. I’m thoroughly flattered. I’m singing inside. Is that wrong?

      I won’t show my pleasure. I can’t. Straight face, Emma, straight face. I should at least say, ‘I’ll think about it’. But then… fuck it! Who am I kidding? I have an empty diary and moist underwear. Oh yes, and a rapidly diminishing bank balance too. I might have slammed one door shut last week, but these people are opening another right before my eyes.

      “Okay,” I say, finally looking Charles and Lucy in the eye as an equal, albeit with nothing approaching confidence. “Count me in.”

      I can’t believe I just did that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I hope you’re getting into the book — feel free to continue over the page! Just a reminder that if you’d prefer to hear Escort in Training narrated by a sultry English lady voicing my gorgeous Emma, there’s an audiobook alternative available.

      

        

      
        Book 2 of the series, Escort Unleashed, also became available in audio format in 2023.

      

        

      
        Interested? If supporting the author is important to you, I would really appreciate you listening via Spotify Premium if you have it. This will help to finally pay my narrator to record the third and last book of the series!
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        But the audiobook is also available on other platforms, which you can access via my author website.
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      No way am I going to sleep. The train is a slow one, drifting through the countryside like it knows it’s a Sunday. The carriage is almost deserted. Afternoon sun pours in, making my knees pleasantly warm as it bakes the denim of my jeans. I should be getting drowsy by now, after the frantic few days I’ve had, but I can’t keep my thoughts quiet enough. They’re racing ahead of me, and just keeping up with them is enough to keep anyone awake.

      Instead, I sit with my hands clasped together, hunched forward and probably frowning. I look at the soft black travel bag I’ve brought, which sits on the seat opposite me. There’s really not a whole lot in there for two weeks, I think to myself for the twentieth time.

      I’m paranoid that some stranger is going to want to chat, ask me where I’m off to or why my bag is so small. Ludicrous: this is England! Strangers do not chat. And anyway, there’s only one other person in this carriage. An elderly man with a dog on a lead. Heading home from Sunday lunch and a walk in the fields, I’m sure. I glance at him, but his nose is still buried in The Times.

      I sigh. Are we there yet? Do I want to arrive at all? I chew even harder on my gum and stare out of the window as Cotswolds idyll slides past in the softening summer light. Some sheep, the odd cow, plenty of yellow rape flowers. Even the horses are feeling lazy: I spot several lying on their sides in the paddocks. I wonder if they’re judging me. Shut up, Emma, you idiot. Horses mount each other in full view of everyone, don’t they?

      There’s a crazy nightmare thought that won’t leave my head: what if my parents climb aboard? For fuck’s sake Emma! Mum and Dad never take Sundays in the country by train. Dad will be watching the football and Mum will be badgering him to do some chore or other. Ugh. That whole image helps me. It makes me glad I’m doing this experiment: no way do I want to get into that kind of domestic bliss.

      Only Martin knows where I’m going. Parents and friends alike have been sold the line that I’m taking a holiday on a very small Greek island. One that has no phone signal. My folks took some convincing that my cottage didn’t have a landline or anything, but eventually they had to accept my incommunicado trip. I’d just lost my job after all — who wouldn’t want to get away from everything for a couple of weeks? Whatever. My story will have to do. I’d rather die than tell my folks where I’m headed.

      I keep wondering if any of the other girls starting tomorrow are on this train, but I’ve hardly seen a soul at any of the country stations we’ve stopped at. I wonder if they will have brought more than I have. But the letter said we wouldn’t need to bring much clothing. Just a couple of casual outfits. It said most clothing would be supplied, ‘where necessary’. Ever since I started packing yesterday, I’ve been wondering what that meant.

      Apart from that, I’ve just got my toothbrush and toiletries, a couple of books, my phone and my iPad. But if this train ride is anything to go by, I won’t be doing much reading in the next two weeks. I tried, but I just couldn’t seem to focus. Images kept invading my head. Charles sitting in a plush, comfortable armchair, beckoning me over to him; my handsome high school maths teacher calling me to the front of the class and instructing me to bend; feeling the tight cling of a close-fitting black dress as I ring the doorbell of a Mayfair apartment.

      The man with the newspaper folds it up and rises as we pull into another deserted station. His spaniel, head down, strains at the leash as they walk toward me. The gent nods casually at me as he passes, giving one of those awkward half-smile, half-grimace greetings we English like so much. I flush in response. What if he knows?

      I’m alone in the carriage now. The next stop is mine.
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        * * *

      

      The end of the line. Trains do not penetrate the Cotswolds beyond this station. I stand up and brush myself down. Silly, really: I’m only in a baggy black t-shirt and jeans, and my hair’s such a mess I’ve simply tied it up and hoped for the best. If I wanted to impress anyone, it’s way too late.

      But still. I’m being met. By an unknown someone. And that nervous, first-day-of-term feeling has come back to me.

      I take a deep breath as I gather my bag and make for the door. Cautiously, I open it and climb down the steep drop onto the platform. Only a handful of people are spilling out of the other carriages. The train’s motor has been switched off, and the sounds of chirping birds are louder than the footsteps of my fellow passengers. The turbocharged trot of high heels that follow me everywhere in London is conspicuous by its absence on this gorgeous Sunday evening in the country.

      I’m a long way down the train, and most people have reached the platform exit long before I do. From what I can see, most of the passengers are a lot older than me. The sort of people who might have gone to a museum in Oxford for the afternoon, or taken tea in one of the small towns on the way. But I notice one young woman who stands out like a beacon. She’s my age…no, younger. Maybe only 20. That’s a short skirt. Fuck, she’s drop-dead sexy. Oh my God. She’s so one of us. I’m so not going to fit in here.

      She’s messing with her phone as she walks, but I can tell she’s spotted me. She doesn’t show it. She looks like she knows exactly what she’s doing. She doesn’t have the uncertain walk I’m sure I’ve got, nor is she curiously taking in her surroundings like I am. It’s a mite intimidating.

      I keep my eyes down. She reaches the doorway before me. I follow her through the small ticket office and blink as I emerge into the bright sunlight. There’s little more than a patch of gravel outside. Typical rural station: they’ve built it well outside the village.

      A car has pulled up just to the right of the doorway. It’s a Jaguar! I’m no expert, but I’d guess it’s a sixties model. British racing green. A smart chauffeur stands next to the passenger doors, both of which are already open. I’m relieved we’re just about the last ones off the train: this is not the low-key pickup I’d have chosen for my arrival. I thought this school place was meant to be discreet?

      “Miss Carling! Miss Stoycheva! Welcome!”

      The chauffeur gestures towards the car doors. The blonde in front of me, whom I gather from the name must be Eastern European, barely nods at the chauffeur, and makes for the front seat. She’s carrying even less than I am. Still hasn’t said hello. Hmm. I’m not getting a great vibe here.

      “Err, hi…” I say.

      “I’m Chris and I’ll be taking you ladies through to the school. Pleased to meet you!” He offers a hand and I shake it. He’s smart in his uniform, and his easy manner has a calming effect on me.

      “Good journey?” he asks as he motions me towards the back door.

      “Yeah, it was OK,” I smile. “Probably did too much thinking though…”

      “Ah, don’t you worry,” he says, closing the door after me and making his way to the driver’s seat. “That’s normal enough, although we get all sorts of reactions here.”

      He looks over his shoulders at me and rolls his eyes towards the bitchy blonde, still tapping away on her phone. I grin back at him. I like Chris already.

      “This is already an unusual experience,” I say to him as he turns the key and the engine bursts into life with a throaty rumble. “First time I’ve had a chauffeur or ridden in a car like this. I wasn’t quite expecting it…”

      “I’m not sure how much you’ve heard,” says Chris as we pull out onto a narrow country lane. “But you can expect to be treated very, very well. It’s all….you know….part of getting used to some of the circles you might be moving in when you’re done.”

      I stay silent, not knowing how to answer these vague yet loaded words. The leathery interior is warm and comfortable, but I’m not quite ready to pursue this conversation with a man I’ve just met. There’s still an overthinking part of me worrying that I’ve got the wrong end of the wrong stick, or that the whole school-for-hookers thing is one big, fat, practical joke.

      I change the subject. “Lovely out here, isn’t it? I’m a city girl really — never been out this way much.”

      “Oh, you poor thing! The countryside is gorgeous around here, and there’s nowhere I’d rather be in this weather. I’m from these parts so I would say that, but I bet you’ll agree soon enough! Where we’re going is one of those well-kept secrets — a long way from any trains or big roads — you’ll love it out there!”

      I smile, roll down my window and nestle into the back seat. There’s a sunbeam draped across me, and I feel better now than I did on the train.

      “We’ve got about 40 minutes through the back roads,” says Chris. “Just relax and enjoy the ride.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, ladies, we’re just about here.”

      I sit up and take in my surroundings. True to Chris’s word, it’s gotten quieter and quieter as we’ve driven closer to our destination. We’ve been mostly on single-track roads, and passing traffic has been rare. Once or twice we’ve had to pull into a widening to let somebody squeeze by, but the few passing cars have mostly deferred to our stately Jag.

      The road we’re on now is very shady, with willow trees hanging low on the left hand side. They brush my window as we motor past. To the right, a hedge, and beyond that a field of sheep, still drenched in sunlight even after seven o’clock. Now Chris has his flicker on, and I feel a pulse rise in my throat. We must be there.

      The car takes a left at a break in the willows, and pulls up in front of iron gates framed by two grey stone pillars. Curious, I lean forward between the front seats for a better view. There’s a stone bird of prey atop each pillar. Our chauffeur presses a button somewhere on the dash and the gates begin to open.

      We pass through onto a gravel driveway. Even the bitchy blonde seems interested now. Chris swings the car to the right and I gasp.

      Holy shit! There’s a mansion in front of us. No, wait, a château. It’s built in a French style, not the usual Cotswolds way, although the masonry is as beige as the rest of the houses in this part of the country. Two wings extend out towards us, like big arms waiting to gather us in. The wings are longer than the middle section is wide. It’s more eccentric than beautiful, but certainly imposing.

      I can see two storeys of enormous windows, seven on the front and eight on each of the side wings. That’s a lot of rooms. Now I notice more windows, small ones protruding from a dark roof, quite reminiscent of the Louvre’s in Paris. Attic rooms, maybe. I even notice a couple of haphazard turrets, with tiny windows of their own. I wonder where I’ll be sleeping.

      This is no school. This is a manor house. A country place for someone very, very rich. Maybe even someone royal. And a lot of servants.

      Chris lets me out of the door and I raise my eyebrows as I take in the full scale of it all while I stretch and try to look comfortable. I somehow expected something a little more institutional. If there really are only twelve of us then there’ll be room to spare. I smile at the thought that this will be my home for two weeks.

      “Welcome to Cranleigh House. Do you like what you see?” says Chris.

      “It’s like…well, it looks a lot more spacious than my place in London!”

      “I think you’re right there. And the grounds are endless. Just watch out for the ghost!”

      I blanch. Even the other girl gives Chris a worried look.

      “Only kidding, girls! Probably…”

      He winks at me, but not her.

      “But Chris, this looks like someone’s home! Whose is it? Do they actually live here?”

      “Ah, that would be telling. As a matter of fact, even I don’t know, Miss Carling. Honestly. These things are kept secret, and I’m sure you can understand why. But clearly he’s not short of a penny or two. And he must like his home being used for…training purposes.”

      He clears his throat and beckons us towards the front door.

      “I’ll be leaving you here, ladies. You’ll be in good hands.”

      Before I can say anything he touches his fingers to his cap, turns on his heel and makes for the Jaguar.

      For a moment I am alone with the other girl, stranded on the doorstep and wondering what will happen next. I try to give her a smile, but her blue eyes flit past mine and look away. I am not even sure if she speaks English. She snorts impatiently and pulls out her phone again. I’m sure she’s just avoiding talk: the letter made it quite clear there would be no signal out here.

      The heavy door begins to open. It creaks, and all I can see at first is gloom. But now a woman appears. She has a kindly, bespectacled face, like that of a favourite aunt. She must be in her early sixties, and wears a long dress. If she’s meant to look like a teacher, she’s got it spot on.

      “Hello girls! Lovely to see you — that’s everyone now!” She beams with delight. “Come in, please! Both so beautiful! I’m Miss Honeywell, I’m the housekeeper. Now, which of you is which?”

      I like this lady.

      “I’m Emma Carling…” I volunteer.

      She shakes my hand warmly. Then she looks at the other girl, who remains expressionless.

      “You must be Petra then!”

      “Yes.” It’s the first time I have heard her speak, and one word is enough to confirm that she does have a thick accent. There’s absolutely nothing in her tone that makes me want to like her, and somehow I’m not surprised. They shake hands and we follow Miss Honeywell inside the mansion.

      “You must be tired from your trip! I’d best show you two to your room.”

      Room? I have to share with her? I sigh inwardly as I bite my tongue. I’m not going to get into any arguments right now. I had my fill of those at my last job.

      “The house is pretty empty tonight,” continues Miss Honeywell as we head toward a grand central stairway. “The main staff don’t arrive till morning. But you can leave your bags here. Wilfred will bring them up in a moment!

      “It’s my job to get all of you girls settled in. I’ll be here throughout your stay, and I’m in charge of your day-to-day care. That means anything you need outside of your instruction, especially your food, is my responsibility. You can always come to me if you want anything.”

      We’re climbing the staircase now. Petra is ahead of me, and I can’t help noticing the golden strip of skin between the bottom of her close-fitting blouse and the top of her skimpy skirt. Her butt is right at my eye level, and it’s undeniably cute. The cheeks bobble up and down in time with her leg movements. I’m feeling decidedly unglamorous, and wonder what the other girls have chosen to wear today.

      We turn left at the top of the vast oak staircase, and then we follow the hall around to the right. It feels like we must be moving down one of the wings, but it’s hard to tell because the doors are all closed and I can’t hear a sound apart from our footsteps. And their echo. Not that Petra’s Tinkerbell feet make any sound, I’m quite sure. We walk to the very end, passing beneath a couple of elegant chandeliers, and stop before a stout wooden door with a gold knob.

      “Girls, this is to be your room,” says Miss Honeywell as she pushes it open. “As you can see, there is plenty of space.”

      I stop and stare. Plenty of space? This room is, in all seriousness, bigger than my entire flat in Putney. I see two vast, four-poster double beds, deliciously made up with royal blue linen to match their canopies. Thankfully they’re far apart. Petra quickly claims the one furthest from the door by trotting across and dumping her handbag on it. Somehow I’m not surprised. This could be a long two weeks.

      It looks like we won’t have to share very much, at least. There are two dressing tables, two full-length standing mirrors and two chests of drawers, one with an old-fashioned ticking clock on it. There’s a tray of expensive-looking designer toiletries on it, and I feel like I’m in one of those hotel rooms I used to hear about from colleagues who travelled around Europe on work assignments.

      I notice a beautiful free-standing bath in the corner near the window. Well, it’s not so much a window as a French door with a cast-iron railing beyond it.

      I walk over to the window and take in the view. I can see the willows, the road we came in on, and beyond that the verdant fields. Nothing but rolling countryside. I get the feeling we must be miles from the nearest neighbour. I shiver slightly at the thought. Maybe it’s the evening drawing in. Maybe something else.

      Miss Honeywell interrupts my thoughts. “I should point out the walk-in wardrobe,” she says as we troop after her to a door between the two chests of drawers. “We have stocked it up according to the measurements each of you sent us last week. Everything on the left is yours, Emma, and everything on
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