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Tuesday Evening

Our bodies were entangled like expert contortionists, and I had to rely on pure willpower and determination to keep my stamina. I wish I could venture to say this was the culmination of a romantic quest. But at this point, I’d be lying. This wasn’t romantic. There was no love involved. It was, to put it mildly, two fully invested participants, fucking uninhibitedly!  

Let me take a step back and explain how these circumstances unfolded. How did an evening alone in London end up with me being carnally entwined with a woman I hadn’t known a mere three hours earlier?

The answer is simple...fate! I think we were meant to have met. When you sit back and take stock of your life and everything that’s occurred, it’s amazing how timing and split-second decisions can alter the course of your journey for better or worse. What if I had turned left instead of right? What if I didn’t just miss that subway train and had to catch the next one. What if, what if, what if! 

As I was saying, I was in London. It was my first night there. I was alone, bored, and hungry. I’ll get to what I was doing in London a little later. Anyhow, getting back to my present predicament, I was in Chelsea looking for a place to eat and maybe grab a drink. I came across a somewhat tame looking wine bar and was about to enter when at the last second, I instead opted for the lively pub across the street. Fate! 

The pub was also doing a brisk trade and was packed to the rafters with corporate types, hipsters, social drinkers, and raving alcoholics. The pub looked both cozy and claustrophobic at the same time. Low beams and brown Georgian paneling made the place look a little stuffy. The dark burgundy, tartan patterned carpet didn’t help. But the roaring fire from the huge fireplace in the corner, combined with the well-situated hanging lights, brightened up the space considerably. 

I walked over to the bar and ordered a pint of Guinness and asked for a recommendation as to what to eat. I was told this particular pub was renowned for their Steak and Ale pies.  Recommendation accepted, I ordered the pie, grabbed my pint and looked around for somewhere to sit. I saw a couple of city banker types, vacate their poseur table, and I quickly claimed it. I took a big gulp of the smooth, almost creamy, Guinness and sat back, determined to relax and enjoy my first night in London in several years. 

It didn’t take long for my pie to arrive, and I eagerly tucked in. The crust was flaky on the outside and the steak and rich gravy on the inside was delicious! I was halfway through my pie when I first noticed her. Sitting by herself at a curved banquette table on the other side of the pub was quite possibly, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. I know that may sound a bit exaggerated, and I am quite certain I’ve felt that way about many women at some point or another. I tended to fall in love quick, and out of love even quicker. That said, the woman sitting fifteen feet away from me in a loud and busy London pub possessed flawless beauty. She was striking, with a cafe au lait complexion and a set of perfect white teeth. Her dark brown eyes sparkled and lit up her entire face. Her long hair was pulled back in a ponytail and gave her and air of sophistication. She was wearing a cream-colored linen business suit. Her white silk blouse was buttoned down just enough to reveal a teasing glimpse of her ample cleavage. She was a stunner! I was smitten!

She was sipping on a glass of white wine while she read some papers she pulled out of her brown leather attaché case that was on the seat next to her. 

I realized I was shamelessly staring. I pulled myself together and took a sip of my drink...and then she looked at me. Our eyes met only for a few seconds, she smiled and then went back to her papers. I almost choked on my drink. A little bit of the Guinness went down the wrong way, and I started to cough uncontrollably. It took me about thirty seconds to get enough oxygen into my lungs. Luckily, the beautiful stranger didn’t witness my near medical episode. I went back to finishing what was left of my pie, but my appetite had disappeared. I had all those same feelings in my stomach I had when I was a lovesick teenager. I ordered another drink, this one a gin and tonic. Then another...and another. 

Half an hour passed by, and the beautiful stranger was still engrossed in her reading. I couldn’t let the opportunity pass by. I would never forgive myself. And I was feeling brave – alcohol induced bravery...the worst kind! I summoned the courage to buy the beautiful stranger a drink. I inquired from the barmaid as to what type of wine she was drinking. She mentioned something that sounded vaguely French. I nodded like I knew what she was talking about but really hadn’t a clue. Regardless, I asked her to send over another glass and prayed that it wouldn’t be too expensive. After all, this was London. 

As a rule, pubs generally don’t have table service.  This was made crystal clear to me when the barmaid suggested I take the wine over to the object of my interest, myself. This made me stop to reconsider my plan. Perhaps out of sympathy...or frustration, the barmaid agreed to have somebody take over the drink. I thanked her effusively and returned to my seat. 

My bravery had dissipated, and I was now a nervous wreck. I could feel the tidal wave of perspiration flowing down from my armpits to the furthest reaches of my arm. My hands were clammy, and all this nervousness was making me want to use the restroom. This was probably a big mistake!

The barmaid took a glass of wine over to the beautiful stranger’s table. This was the moment of anticipation. Would she accept my gift or decline? The waitress and the lady talked back and forth for a few seconds, and I noticed the object of my attention cast me a very quick glance. A few more words were exchanged and then the waitress set the glass of wine down on the table and left. The beautiful stranger raised her glass to me in a mock toast and I returned the gesture. Okay, this was turning awkward. What now? Was she expecting me to come over? Should I expect her to come over to me? After all I did just buy her a glass of wine and most probably an expensive glass of wine at that. Maybe I should go over to her. I’m sure she was expecting it. I downed what was left of my gin and tonic in one go. No harm in reinforcing myself. It was now or never. 

I got up and began to walk over. Along the way I tried to regulate my breathing and decrease my rapid heartbeat. Now that I was on my feet, I was beginning to feel the effects of too many drinks. Damn, I was hoping I wouldn’t trip and land on my face. What a first impression that would make.

The exquisite mystery lady looked up from her papers and saw me approaching. She didn’t mouth the words ‘Get Lost’, so that was a good sign. She had a seductive smile on her face, but her eyes gave away nothing. 

“Thank you for the wine,” she said in a sexy, beautifully accented voice, “I was wondering if you were going to come over. Have a seat.”  

I collapsed in the seat across from her as she stuck out her smooth, soft, professionally manicured hand. “I’m Lisette.”

I took her hand in my professionally unmanicured and calloused hand. “I’m Eric.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Eric.”

“And it’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. “You have a beautiful accent. It sounds French.”

“Very good. I’m from Paris.”

“What are you doing in London?” I asked. 

“I live here. For about five years now.”

“Oh okay. Were you born in Paris?”

Lisette began nodding her head.

“I was. But I was raised in Martinique. That’s where my parents are from and where I spent my entire childhood right up until it was time to go to university and then I returned to France.”

“How did you end up here in London?”

“After university in Paris, I decided to come over to London to study law and improve my English. And have been here ever since.”

“So, you’re a lawyer?”

“Why, do you need one?”

Beautiful and funny!

“I’m also good at detecting accents, and I hear an American one?”

“Guilty. I’m a New Yorker. I was born here in London but moved to America when I was young.”

“Ah New York, one of my favorite cities.” replied Lisette. 

“You’ve been?”

“Many times, my law firm has offices there and I’m in New York on business at least twice a year. I always try and take an extra couple of days to just unwind and enjoy the city.”

“Well, the next time you’re there, I would strongly suggest you get the official Eric tour of the Big Apple.”

Lisette’s eyes focused on mine, and she said:

“I might just have to take you up on that.”

“Tell me about Martinique, I’ve always wanted to go there. I hear it’s beautiful.”

“You know about Martinique?”

“Why does that surprise you?” 

“Most Americans I’ve met haven’t a clue where Martinique is.”

“I’m not like most Americans.”

Lisette took another sip of wine.

“Apparently not. Tell me more about what you’re like.”

Lisette and I talked for over an hour, and the time flew by. She was a fascinating person, even though she was careful not to reveal too much about herself - understandable considering she didn’t know me from Adam. If I’m being honest, I probably didn’t listen to half of what she said anyway. I was distracted. She was just too perfect. I was waiting for her to display some unpleasant habit or characteristic that would bring her down to the level of mere mortal, but she was on a different level completely. Flawless beauty, limitless intelligence, an easy-going nature – she was perfect. 

Lisette looked at her watch. It was getting late. The mood suddenly turned a bit awkward. I could tell Lisette seemed a little nervous which surprised me as she thus far had exuded pure confidence.

"Eric," she said, gently. "Would you like to come to my place for a drink?"

"Um......sure!"

We caught a black cab back to her flat, which was located in one of the clusters of shiny glass and steel high-rises that dotted the landscape around Canary Wharf. Her twentieth floor flat overlooked the Thames and had a panoramic view of the financial core and far beyond. It wasn’t huge, but it was large by London standards, and it flowed in such a way that it made particularly good use of space and her flat seemed much bigger than it was. 

She asked me if I fancied some coffee and cognac and told me to make myself comfortable while she went to get it. I stepped lightly on her genuine walnut wood floors to the cozy reception room with the floor to ceiling windows. Mood lighting gave the room an almost candlelit feel. As I sat down on an expensive looking, orange-colored, Italian leather sofa, two things occurred simultaneously. An instant robust fire roared to life in the gas fireplace in the wall right below where the smart television hung, and soft music began to be piped into the room via the integrated audio system. The mood was set.

Lisette walked into the room, handed me my drink and asked me if I wanted the grand tour. Something in her eyes told me that this wasn’t going to be any ordinary tour. 

I was a little nervous. I was a couple of decades removed from my twenties, when my hedonistic proclivities often culminated in one-night stands and other sexual adventures/misadventures. But that was a long time ago. These days, one-night stands weren’t really my cup of tea. But I couldn't resist this temptress. And part of me was hoping this wouldn’t just be a singular night of passion. Lisette intrigued me. I would be staying in London indefinitely and maybe, just maybe, this could be the start of something more meaningful. I hoped I wasn’t misreading the signals. I hoped I hadn’t confused friendliness for lust. Right now, I didn’t want a friend! 

She showed me the view from her balcony. It looked right out onto the Thames, and you could see the moonlight reflecting off the water’s dark and murky surface. Next on the tour was the kitchen. Once again, no expense was spared. There were stainless steel Siemens’ appliances and white Corian countertops. I felt like a prospective home buyer touring a potential purchase. I pretended to show interest, but I really had no interest in her kitchen. I played along, sensing this was leading to something climactic, no pun intended.

Next on the tour was the first of two double bedrooms. This one she had converted into an office. The room was dominated by a massive bookshelf that was packed with law books, legal journals and a few novels by French writers. The tour continued as we passed by the newly renovated main bathroom which Lisette proudly described how she had turned it into a spa oasis featuring; a paneled Villeroy & Boch bath with Dornbracht chrome taps, recessed low voltage lighting, heated towel rails and under floor heating. I suspected she was playing for time, as she too sensed where all of this was leading.

Finally, the tour came to a much-anticipated conclusion. We had reached her bedroom.

She stood awfully close to me as we entered the room. I could smell her perfume, and I heard her breathing quicken a little as we accidentally brushed against each other in the doorway. My pulse was racing. Once again there was awkward silence. And the silence was deafening. It was painfully apparent we desired each other, and therefore we didn’t waste any time. Our lips met. The kiss was almost angry in its intensity. We quickly began to undress each other as our mouths embarked on an exploration of each other’s bodies. 

She was wearing a sexy black thong underneath her business suit. I kissed every inch of her perfect body. Her honey-dipped skin was smooth and flawless. I gently pulled her hair to one side and kissed her ever so softly on the back of her neck. She shuddered. We somehow made it onto her king size bed where she pushed me onto my back and started kissing my chest. Her kisses worked their way down my chest until she finally reached my erect penis which she teased every so lightly with the tip of her tongue before promptly taking it in her mouth. Her lips and tongue conspired together to take me to the edge of euphoric bliss. Perhaps sensing I was on the verge of a climactic release, she stopped and once again started kissing my body, working her way up until she was looking directly into my eyes. She looked at me as if she could read my thoughts. Then she chewed on my ears and whispered:

“I want you inside of me.”

She gently grabbed my rock-hard penis and guided it inside her.  Each time I felt like I couldn’t contain myself any longer she would ease off, not wanting me to expend myself quite yet. I hoped the walls had good insulation and we weren’t disturbing the neighbors, because Lisette was loud. Finally, as if on cue we both achieved climax and our sweaty, exhausted bodies collapsed in a heap. We were both spent, and we fell asleep in each other arms. I slept like a baby.

Wednesday Morning

I awakened at seven thirty in the morning to the sounds and smells of breakfast. I got out of the bed, realized I was still naked, and suddenly felt a little self-conscious. I gathered up my clothes that were strewn about the floor and made my way to the kitchen.

Lisette had breakfast ready. Scrambled Eggs, Turkey bacon, whole grain toast, and freshly squeezed orange juice. She was wearing a pair of white, cotton pajama pants and a lime green Lycra tank top. Her body was toned. I wanted her again.

It has been my experience that there is always a bit of unease in the morning after a one-night stand. Almost as if both participants have come to their senses and now have regrets. Then too much time gets wasted trying to read each other’s actions and body language.

I found myself trying to get a read on Lisette. She greeted me with a kiss on the cheek. It wasn’t particularly warm; it was almost business-like. 

“Hello sleepy-head,” she said. “Did you sleep alright?”

“Fine thanks.”

Silence. I sat down at the table in front of the plate full of food. “This looks delicious.”

More silence. I began to eat my food and sensed her discreetly watching me. I would have loved to have known what she was thinking.

“I’m just going to take a quick shower and get dressed for work. If you need anything from the fridge, just help yourself.”

“Okay.”

I reached out for her, wrapped my hand around one of her ass cheeks and playfully pulled her towards me. She didn’t resist, but she didn’t seem too receptive. It was if she was playing along to be kind, but I could tell she wasn’t really feeling it. I didn’t want to make things uncomfortable for her and I quickly let go and instead picked up my mobile phone to pretend to check for new emails. Lisette went to take her shower.

I ate my food, and I must admit I felt perplexed. I had just slept with an extraordinarily beautiful woman, and I think it was just what my ego needed – a subtle inflation. But there was a definite shift in mood, on her behalf. The sex couldn’t have been bad. She was just as into it as I was. Maybe I was reading too much into the situation and over analyzing things that didn’t need to be analyzed at all. Maybe she simply wasn’t a morning person and her ‘frostiness’ had nothing to do with me.

I finished my breakfast just as Lisette had finished getting ready for work. She was quick. Most women I had encountered took an hour just to apply their makeup. Lisette on the other hand, took fifteen minutes to shower and get dressed. Her face was devoid of makeup except for a bit of lipstick. And she looked fantastic! She had on an expensive looking business suit and looked every inch of perfection. I wanted her all over again. I would have no objection to her taking the morning off work and accompanying me into the bedroom for an encore. But I could tell there was no chance in hell of that happening.

“What kind of law do you practice?”

“The boring kind really. I pretty much go over contracts all day with a fine-tooth comb.”

The small talk continued back and forth for a few minutes and then I went to grab a quick shower in the bathroom. Upon my return, Lisette asked:

“Which way are you headed?”

“I’m going to Shepherd’s Bush.”

“Do you know how to get back?”

“Not really, but I’m sure I can figure it out. London’s tube system seems quite easy to navigate.”

She smiled. “I guess compared to the subway in New York it must be.” She put some file folders in her attaché case. “I take the tube to work. Come on, I’ll ensure you get on the right train.”

We left her flat and caught the Docklands Light Rail at Limehouse. The train was packed, and we had to stand close together. I wanted to hold Lisette. She looked so good. But I wasn’t getting any sort of vibe from her. This morning everything seemed so formal. There didn’t seem to be any trace of the woman I made love to last night. 

We both had to change trains at Bank Station. I was catching the Central Line, while she had to catch a District Line Train. She walked me to the Central Line platform and waited with me for the train.

“Am I going to see you again?” I asked.

She hesitated before she answered and then sighed. Not a good sign. “Eric, you’re a really nice bloke. I had a great time last night.”

“But?”

“But you’ve just caught me at the wrong time. There are things going on in my life right now that just make you and me an impossibility.”

“So that’s it then,” my voice expressing my disappointment.

“I’m afraid so.”

A light began to illuminate the tunnel. My train was coming.

“I really enjoyed last night. I really did. It’s just bad timing.”

I began to speak, but the sound of the approaching train drowned out my voice. I took it as a sign to keep my mouth shut. The train came to a halt, the door opened, and a woman’s recorded voice warned passengers to mind the gap.

Lisette gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I’m sorry.”

I got on the train. I didn’t bother to look back because there was no point. It was what it was. A one-night stand. Two sexually aroused people coming together to temporarily cure themselves of that ailment. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Okay so let me take a step back and explain what I was doing in England in the first place. Where do I start? To sum it up I had to get away from New York. I self-diagnosed myself as going through the early stages of a midlife crisis. My self-diagnosis was later confirmed by my therapist. Shit, I needed a change of scenery. I was a director in a financial services firm, and I earned a good paycheck. I owned a small but cozy one-bedroom condo in Park Slope, drove a late model BMW and wore nice clothes. I dated many women, a few of whom I had intentions of settling down with at one time or another, but I usually found a way to screw it up! On paper I looked surprisingly good. In reality I was a mess. I was supremely unsatisfied and beyond bored! 

At one time, my plan was to get married and have three or four kids and a comfortable house in either White Plains or New Rochelle, but plans don’t always work out. Domestic life eluded me. There was a long list of ex-girlfriends spread across the five boroughs and parts of Long Island, Westchester and New Jersey who hated me with such intensity that I wouldn’t be surprised if they conspired together to form some sort of ex-girlfriend’s society and plot my demise. Not that I was a bad guy, I just wasn’t good at relationships. Long-term commitment was my nemesis. As I mentioned earlier, I tended to fall in love quickly and out of love even quicker. Story of my life! Lately I felt like I had fallen into a rut that I just couldn’t escape from. I was often bored and uninspired. At the end of each day when I took stock of what I accomplished, I felt I wasn’t maximizing my output – almost like I was just coasting through my existence. My life was passing me by, and I desperately needed a dose of inspiration. 

That’s why I had to get away. London was an easy choice for the simple reason I was born there. I moved with my parents to New York when I was five, but London was where it all began for Eric Beckford forty odd years ago and it still held a special place in my heart. I had lots of family there including my cousin Andre, who was getting married in a couple of weeks and had asked me to be one of his groomsmen. Therefore, the timing was right. Within a couple of days, I had quit my job in spectacular but bridge-burning fashion, sold my car, put my belongings in storage, rented out my condo, said goodbye to my friends and jumped on a plane to London for an indefinite stay - hoping to find, what I don’t know! 

I arrived back at the flat I was staying at in Shepherd’s Bush. A friend back in New York put me on to a website where I could find and rent fully furnished flats in London for short term or long term. Sort of like Airbnb but London specific. Given the large question mark regarding my future, this seemed like the best option. It was a second floor flat in a 130-year-old terraced house that contained three flats in total. It was a decent sized one bedroom, clean with newish furniture, and for good measure there was weekly maid service thrown in for free. The window just off the small but functional galley kitchen had a nice view out onto the serene looking private garden out back – which I had no access to. I put on the kettle just as my phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Cuz, it’s me Finz.”

“Hey what’s going on man?”

“Nothing much. I’m passing through Shepherd’s Bush and wanted to stop by and say hello.”

“Good timing, I just got in and put the kettle on.” I gave him the address and hung up. Finzley and his older brother Francisco were my closest cousins. They were the sons of my Father’s eldest brother. 

Five minutes later the buzzer rang, and I walked to the front door to let Finz in. 

“Yes man, the prodigal son returns,” laughed Finz, giving me a big hug. The last time I saw him was two years prior when he came over to New York on vacation. He still looked the same. He was tall and broad shouldered with a smooth dark complexion. 

“You haven’t changed at all,” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Finz, with a big grin on his face.

Finz took a long glance around the flat. “It looks alright. How long are you here for?”

“Good question” I said, taking a sip of tea. “I’m not quite sure. It could be indefinite.”

Finz took a mug of tea I offered him and took a long sip. “Is everything okay Eric? You’re not sick or anything are you?”

“No, no. Of course not. I just needed a change, that’s all. My life kind of hit a standstill and I just need to re-energize it. I figured a change of location might be a good thing. When Andre invited me to take part in his wedding, I figured the stars were aligned and that was my cue to act.”

“Well, it will be great to have you back in the UK. What about that girl you were seeing, the one who was pressing you to meet her parents.”

“Carmen? Let’s just say things didn’t really work out. She said I wasn’t committed to the relationship, and I guess she was probably right.”

“What about you, how’s Cheryl and the kids?” Cheryl was Finz’s wife of almost twenty years. Together they had 18-year-old twin girls and a 16-year-old son.

“They’re good. They can’t wait to see you. And Cheryl is a bit offended that you didn’t accept her offer for you to stay with us.”

“No offense meant. I just figured with my coming and going in addition to the uncertainty of my future plans, it was better that I find a place of my own to stay in.”

Finz smiled. “Alright, I’ll let her know. Maybe she’ll eventually take you off the bad list.”

“By the way, how’s work?”

Finzley was a Chief Inspector with the Metropolitan police force. It showed a strong sense of character that he stuck with it and after a few bumps in the road, thrived. When he first joined the force twenty years ago, he got it from both sides. His friends labeled him a ‘sell out’ for joining the enemy. Then there was the fact not all his white colleagues on the force were thrilled to have a black man in their midst. 

“Well, you know, things aren’t getting any easier on these mean London streets. The youth all think they’re big and bad! But we keep things in order the best we can. I’ve been told that I’m in line for a promotion to Superintendent.”

“That’s fantastic!”

Finz looked at his watch and stood up. “Listen I gotta get going but clear your calendar for this evening because I’ll be back to pick you up around six.”

“Why what’s up?”

“Cisco made reservations for us at this new Indian restaurant in Putney. Andre’s coming also.”

“Sounds good. I can’t wait.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Wednesday Evening 

Punctual as ever, Finz arrived at six on the dot to pick me up. 

“I received a text from Cisco. He’s going to pick up Andre and meet us there,” he said, as we headed out into the parking lot that was London rush hour traffic.

We arrived at the restaurant on Putney High Street, a stone’s throw from the Thames, and a valet took the car and gave Finz a claim ticket. Inside the restaurant was packed with hungry diners. It was a typical cosmopolitan mixture of Londoners of every color, shade, and hue. Since Cisco and Andre hadn’t arrived yet and we still had a few minutes before our reservation, Finz and I took a seat at the bar where I ordered a gin and tonic and he a whisky sour. 

“It’s really good to see you again Eric,” said Finz, as we clinked glasses.

“And you too Cuz. You need to come over to New York more often.”

“Hey, it’s only been two years. That’s better than you. When was the last time you were in London?”

I had to think about it. Finz had a point. It had been ten years since my last trip over to the UK. I used to be a more frequent visitor but.... life got in the way. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s been a while.”

I sensed movement out the corner of my eye and turned to see Cisco and Andre approaching us.

“The Yank returns,” laughed Cisco, giving me a big hug. 

“We were beginning to wonder if you forgot about us on this side of the pond,” joked Andre, who gave me a bear hug that almost snapped my spine. He was 12 years younger than me and had his life on track. He was a successful doctor and even more important – was a down to earth dude! He would give you the shirt off his back to help you out. I admired his calm, even-handed demeanor. 

Cisco was a year older than me and even though he and Finz were brothers, they were very different. Finz was a carefree extrovert, who was the life of the party wherever he went. Francisco on the other hand, was an older version of Andre. They were both quieter, more introverted, and very focused on their careers. Cisco was a successful lawyer with a thriving practice. He had a beautiful wife named Lena, and two boys aged sixteen and fourteen. 

A hostess informed us that our table was ready, and we followed her to a great spot that gave us a strategic vantage point to people watch. We ordered a round of Kingfisher lagers and then some spicy grilled prawns infused with Indian spices for an appetizer. 

"Cisco, how's the kids?" I inquired.

"They’re doing well. Their grades are excellent and they’re both excelling in sports, David in football and Leo in tennis. I can’t complain at all!”

"That's good man, how about the wife. How's Lena doing?" Francisco's face turned serious, and Andre and Finz exchanged uncomfortable looks. "What's going on?"

"Lena and I are separated."

"What? When? You two always seemed the picture of marital bliss."

Francisco sighed.

“Yeah well, things aren’t always as they seem.”

Finz started to chuckle. "Wait till you hear why they separated."

Francisco cut his eye at his brother.

"What happened?”

Francisco looked a little uncomfortable. He squirmed in his seat and took a couple sips of his beer before he answered.  "Well one day Lena decided to pass by my office unannounced, and let's just say she found me in a compromising position with my secretary."

Finz started to laugh. "The position was doggy style."

Andre started to laugh also, and I couldn't resist. Even Francisco gave in and smiled a little. 

"I really love Lena to death, but I messed up big time. She won’t ever trust me again, and I don’t think there’s much hope of salvaging our marriage.” He turned serious. “She wants to proceed with a divorce, so it’s very much out of my hands at this point.”

“How are the kids taking it?” I asked.

Francisco shrugged his shoulders. “I guess they’re taking it well, considering. Lena and I have vowed to shield them from a messy and nasty divorce. At least sports have been a welcomed distraction for them”

"What happened with the secretary?" I asked inquisitively. 

"Nothing at all. It was a onetime thing. She quit soon after and I haven’t heard from her since. One moment of weakness and I fucked up my marriage.”

"I'm sorry to hear all this Cuz. I’ll hold out hope that you two can somehow work things out and save your marriage.”

“Yeah, don’t hold your breath,” responded Cisco.

"She'll be at the wedding," informed Andre.

"Good, I'd like to see her again."

The waiter arrived to take our food orders. We wanted to try a little bit of everything, and so we ordered several dishes that we could all sample. We ordered a fiery chicken vindaloo, a savory lamb curry, some curried vegetables, tandoori chicken, and saffron rice. 

"When are you heading back to New York?" asked Andre.

"That I haven't figured out yet."

"What do you mean?" asked Cisco.

"Well, I might stick around for a while." 

“That’s great,” smiled Cisco. “It’s about time you came back over this side of the Atlantic.”

“So, Andre,” I said, changing the subject, “what’s this fiancé of yours like?”

Andre’s eyes lit up. “Eric, you’ve got to meet her man. She’s absolutely gorgeous.”

Finz nodded, and grinned. “That she is.”

Andre elbowed him playfully. “Seriously, I lucked out with this one. Marie is not only gorgeous, but she’s smart and educated. She’s got it all.”

“She sounds unbelievable.”

“Well, you’ll get to meet her on Friday night at the pre-rehearsal dinner.” said Andre. 

Question marks started flooding my brain. “You mean the wedding rehearsal dinner?”

“Nope, I mean the pre-rehearsal dinner.”

“I’m confused. What the hell’s a pre-rehearsal dinner?”

Andre smiled. “I know, it’s a bit odd but it’s something my mother made up, just for this occasion. Since next week will be very hectic and we most likely won’t have a chance to get everyone together to have an actual rehearsal dinner, my Mum decided to have a pre-rehearsal dinner a week before the wedding rehearsal. Nothing fancy, just some good Jamaican food. It’s going to be held at the hall in my parent’s church in Balham.”

“Pre-rehearsal dinner huh, I’ve gotta remember that.” I said.

“Why?” asked Francisco. “Are you planning on getting married?”

“Not me. I seem to have a hard time finding true love and holding on to it.”

“Don’t worry Cuz,” laughed Finz as he slapped me on my shoulder. “The right woman will come along and rock your world – hopefully before you’re eighty.”

Everyone got a good laugh at my expense, and I guess I couldn’t blame them. “Actually, my world got rocked last night.”

That seemed to stop them mid cackle. 

“What?” asked Andre.

Francisco put down his drink” “Do tell.”

“Yes.” Added Finz. “Spill the beans.”

“Well, there’s really nothing much to tell. I went out to a pub last night in Chelsea and met the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. We ended up back at her place for a nightcap and...the rest is history.”

There was silence as my three cousins just sat there looking at me and trying to make sense of my story.

“So basically, it was just another one-night stand?” said Andre.

“And you wonder why you have a hard time finding the right woman,” mumbled Finz, shaking his head.

“Well, what’s the outcome? Are you going to see her again? Better yet, are we going to meet her?”

“Yeah, bring her to the pre-rehearsal dinner.”

I took another sip of my beer. “Nope, one night was all it was, and I don’t think they’ll be any encores.”

“Shit, she must really have been unimpressed with your performance in the bedroom,” joked Finz, as Andre and Cisco joined in – once again getting comedy relief at my expense.

“Thank you for your concern dear cousin,” I said sarcastically. “But there’s nothing wrong with my prowess. She just said the timing was off and there’s too much going on in her life right now.”

Finz seized on this. 

“Your timing in bed?”

More laughter.

“She was probably like, damn that was only thirty seconds”

More uncontrollable laughter!

“Maybe that wasn’t it at all, “said Cisco. “Maybe it was quite the opposite. She was probably wondering why it was taking so long for you to get her to achieve orgasm.”

All three of them were now laughing like a bunch of idiots, and some
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