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  My Nearly Man


  I never set out to be bad, but sometimes... well, sometimes it’s so hard to stay good.


  Hang on a minute. That makes me sound so brazen, but that’s not how I really am at all.


  At least, I wasn’t the first time...


  §


  Let me introduce myself.


  My name is Lucy Sterling and I’m in my middle twenties. I’m in the middle sizes, too – I swing between loving the curves of my fuller figure and feeling horribly insecure when everyone around me seems so skinny and tall and drop-dead gorgeous.


  I should also point out that I’m very happily married. My husband, Jason, would do anything for me. He loves to indulge me, to explore who I am and what I desire. Nothing is too much trouble for Jason.


  He’s also ten years older than me and far more worldly (although it looks like I’m starting to catch up on that front).


  When we began dating, his past became something of a game between us. I would tease him and ask lots of probing questions, but Jason was always reluctant to kiss and tell on his past relationships. I had my ways, though. There’s not a lot a guy won’t tell you when you bat your eyelids at him, bite on your lower lip and... just... squeeze.


  Still... he would give away no names or identifiers, but he would always yield the juicy details. He’d tell me about the one night stands, the girls from clubs or from work, the dinner parties where one thing had led to another. About the knee-tremblers in dark alleyways, and the sumptuous weekends away in luxury hotels where all he ever saw was the inside of a hotel room.


  He made it sound exciting and daring. He made me... wet. Just talking... Mostly it was no more than the look in his eye. When I thought I was in control, teasing those stories out of him, he would toy with me, charm me, take me right to the edge just with his words and that mischievous glint in his eye.


  §


  “I sometimes worry that you’re missing out, settling down with a guy like me.”


  That night we were lying in a tangle of sheets, limbs twined, hearts pounding, exhausted. I hugged him just a bit tighter. I knew where he was heading, or at least I thought I did: he was worrying about the age gap again.


  “You’re not that old,” I told him.


  He grunted a laugh. “No,” he said. “I don’t mean that. I mean... do you ever wish you’d experienced more?”


  “More what?” I was teasing. We’d had this discussion before. Instead of talking about his past, we would talk about things I’d never done, things I might like... my fantasies, my desires.


  “More sexually. Partners. Experiences. Adventures.”


  I pressed against him. His hip-bone... just there. Our bodies fit so well!


  “Of course,” I said. “You know there are all kinds of things I fantasize about.”


  “You still could, you know. You could go out there and have any man you like.”


  “You think?” When Jason spoke words like that my insecurities were blown away and I believed him. I could have anyone I wanted.


  I pressed a little harder, felt my softness yielding against that hard bone.


  “But what would I do?” I asked. “With a man. If I could have anyone. What do you think?”


  How I love that mischievous look, that smile.


  “Tell me,” I said. “What would I do with him...?”


  It wasn’t until much later that I thought again about that conversation, and began to wonder just how much of it Jason might actually have meant.


  §


  Let me introduce Bradley.


  Dark hair and even darker eyes, a chiseled jawline that was more often than not rough with stubble. He had an easy laugh that could defuse almost any situation. He always dressed sharply and had an air of glamour about him. Most of the time he looked like he’d stepped straight out of a photo-shoot or a movie set.


  Bradley and I go back a long time. We weren’t exactly at college together, but he’d been there just ahead of me and was still part of the circle of friends that kind of adopted me when I hit my senior year.


  We were just nodding acquaintances at first, but one time I’d gone so far as to kiss him: a drunken fumble at a party, tongues and teeth and holding on tight and then – I kid you not – breaking away to try to stifle a beer burp. Me, not him. Then, somewhat embarrassed, peeling away into the press of bodies and spilt drinks and loud music of the party, the moment gone and pretty soon forgotten.


  Bradley had something of a reputation, I later learned. Far wilder even than the man who would become my husband: every time you saw Bradley back then he was with a different woman. It became a long-running group joke: what’s the latest Brad rumor? I saw him with a black eye and bruises on more than one occasion. There may have been an innocent explanation, but most likely not.


  If I ever did think about that party fumble with Bradley it was in terms of my lucky escape.


  Not that he was a bad kind of person in most ways. Indeed, around me Bradley was always charm personified, funny and considerate and interested in what I had to say. He was always the perfect gentleman.


  But you know what they say about the perfect gentleman, don’t you?


  There’s no such thing.


  §


  I didn’t even recognize him at first. The guy at the bar, tall and dark, with the kind of square shoulders clothes were just designed to hang off. I couldn’t work out why his eyes kept breaking away from the gorgeous woman who was talking animatedly to him, flitting across in my direction and then away again almost immediately. That whole nervous animal thing didn’t sit well on him because... he was Bradley and Bradley was always confident, in control, unfazed by anything.


  Bradley.


  Bradley.


  How many years had it been? Four? Five?


  He didn’t look any different, other than the expensive cut of his suit. It really shouldn’t have taken me so long to recognize him.


  And what was he doing here in a suburban hotel over-run with delegates for a trade conference? The world of laminates and plastic moldings was hardly his thing.


  His partner was a tall, slender blonde with legs up to her ribs and breasts that were surely at least fifty per cent silicone. The two of them would have looked far more at home in Beverly Hills or the south of France.


  Someone had said something in the small group I was with, but I wasn’t paying attention. I looked around, suddenly flustered. Were they waiting for an answer to some question? Had they been doing that thing of going round a group for introductions and now it was my turn for a “Hi, I’m Lucy and I’m big in plumbing supplies”?


  I smiled awkwardly, and leaned forward for my drink, and that was when I knew for sure I’d chosen a top that revealed too much cleavage for the first night of the conference. At least no-one was staring at my face any more.


  The conversation moved on. I never did find out if I’d snubbed a questioner when I was distracted by the sight of Bradley.


  A short time later I glanced across towards the bar, but the two of them had gone. Those legs were probably wrapped around him by now, and I genuinely wished him well. It made me smile to know that there was still a Bradley out there, doing the Bradley thing.


  Someone had said something to me this time, while my attention was elsewhere. I must seem a complete loon to everyone else in that group, distracted and smiling vacantly like that.


  A girl with immaculate make-up and hair that must have taken hours to steer into place leaned in and enunciated, “I said–”


  A hand on my shoulder, and a voice close to my ear said, “Lucy. It’s been too long. I owe you that drink.” Then, to my perfectly coiffed interrogator he said, “I’m sorry, but this is urgent. An urgent drink debt. You know?”


  Before I knew it, I was on my feet, threading my way past legs and feet and bags to get away from that crowded booth.


  When I was free, I smiled and said, “Thank you. That was excruciating.”


  “I could tell.” He grinned, and suddenly he had the face of a cheeky schoolboy.


  “An ‘urgent drink debt’? That’s a new one on me.”


  “I was improvising.”


  “Badly.”


  “It worked.”


  “And since
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