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Beneath the print hanging over their bed by the Japanese erotic artist the older of the lovers preferred, the lovers went about their nightly giving of each other, uncaring of the eyes of the man at the side of their bed as he looked on with yearning and desperation.

Each thrust forward thrust driving the breath from the body of the younger of the two lovers as it hammered at the gate of her cervix with power enough to take the air from already starved lungs - though not enough to cause discomfort. 

Above the young woman dark intense eyes glittered with excitement for not the exercise of such consensual mastery but the thrill also of exercising it before the man at the side of the bed who had been placed there and ordered not to move.

It took the joy of both participants to another level.

Joy ensuring the younger of the women wanted to scream out and give voice to the pleasure she received as each thrust robbed her of oxygen and took her arousal to new levels.

And, given the absent oxygen, couldn’t.

As the powerful body of her older lover, with its smooth and flawless skin, continued its relentless and rhythmic pounding of her kitty, her thoughts and her eyes went to the man on his knees she knew would love to be providing her with the pleasure she was being blessed with.

And knew that was something that would NEVER happen.

In fact, as her impending crisis neared, and just before her senses found them temporarily scattered to the four corners of the universe, her last conscious thought until earth was reached again was to command her eyes to leave those of her lover’s and seek out the form, along with the beaten head above, of the man both she and her lover had tamed and domesticated.

Even as that same man struggled to remain in the position he had been ordered to adopt.

Sure enough, and as the straw can break the back of a camel, the sight of the man kneeling so abjectly at their side as she was taken by her lover – and in ways of which she could tell in his eyes he knew he wasn’t capable - was all that was required to take the almost unbearable pleasure she was experiencing from wonderful to...

Lack of oxygen or not, the scream escaping her nubile and perfect young body a she spasmed was enough to penetrate the iron control of the lover who had drawn it from her and not a split second later she was joined in the upper stratosphere of physical abandon by the owner of the phallus that had taken her there.

While their kneeling and domesticated observer waited on his knees in the hope that some crumb of like comfort might be thrown his way.

“Are you happy?” the voice of her lover penetrated her post-orgasmic haze, question taking a while to find its way into her muzzy thoughts as she returned to terra firma after the wondrous workout her womanhood had just been given. 

Smiling, she stared up into the eyes of the commanding partner who, unlike the way that partner treated the abject creature at their side, had always acted towards her as an equal. 

Loved her, in fact.

“Why ask questions you already know the answers to in advance,” she chided playfully. 

“You know full well I’ve never been happier in my life,” she went on, any guilt she had felt for the cemetery she and her lover had made of the kneeling man’s much treasured masculinity had long since departed – if it had ever existed to begin with. Finer feelings no match for the unholy joy she received from teasing the man courtesy of her new position as a goddess in the domestic firmament above him.

“Good,” came the answer with a smile. “The happiness of my girl is everything to me.”

The words sent a shiver through her but, knowing the role she was expected to play – and enjoyed doing so – she flicked a glance at the kneeling man, who by now, and as taught, had removed his eyes from them and was staring at the carpet.

“And what about your man?” she asked.

“Man?” came the instant answer. “What man? I see no man. You are surely not referring to our pitiful servant here are you?”

“Well...” she pretended to think. “I know he doesn’t act like one, but he does have the equipment – even if it is locked-up all nice and safe in its secure little prison. Seems mean not to let him have a little bit of pleasure.”

Her lover pretended to give it some thought.

“I suppose he has been a respectful boy this past week. What did you have in mind?”

“Oh, nothing major. Just something quick and easy that won’t be too much bother.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

“Hmm... I know. How about you unlock him from his cage while I dangle a leg over the side of the bed?”

“Go on.”

“Well, that way neither of us will have to go to too much trouble and we can both watch as he humps away at my leg until empties his pitiful little sac. What do you think?”

“Perfect,” said her lover, reaching for a key resting on a bedside-cabinet. “So long as he knows his place and makes your leg pristine again afterwards.”

The young woman stretched out a hand and actually petted the kneeling man who was her senior.

“Of course he will, my love. He’s a good boy nowadays and only wants to please us.”

She shook her head and marvelled:

“In fact, I sometimes find it hard to believe you trained him so quickly...  
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Let’s get the by-the-numbers stuff out of the way first.

My name is Aaron Taylor-Greene. And, yes, you’d be right if you suspected I’d been seriously considering taking the deed-poll route. Even if it’s unlikely my American hosts will ever confuse me with a right-wing Maga mouthpiece and – unbelievably - congresswoman who shares both my surnames and the hyphen separating them. 

For those of you still puzzled by my reference think of a dumpy, short of stature, bottle blonde with a grating voice who – whenever I see her, on tv or YouTube at least – suggests to me that somewhere below the Mason-Dixon Line a truck-stop is missing its dumbest, least attractive, and most unproductive hooker.

No bells ringing?

Never mind, when the clanging finally makes itself heard just remember, the abomination is no relation of mine.

Anyway, that’s my name and I’m stuck with it. I’m a forty-three-year-old Englishman working in New York and living out of an upmarket apartment rented for me in SoHo – or at least was. 

For those interested in such things; I was born in Rye on the south-coast of the UK, English home of Henry James when he wasn’t in the US and one of the original cinque-ports. I am – or was until recently - a leading forensic accountant with the UK-Division of a US parent-company, on attachment in the Big Apple after certain upheavals in my marriage made the prospect of putting an ocean between myself and the prospect of watching my suddenly faithless wife living without me with my children. 

Not to mention the sewage-puddle with whom she’d cheated on me and – reluctantly on her part, she insisted – moved in with her once our divorce was final.

Angry some?

Try volcanic!

More so because it came out of the blue. 

Not to mention the blow to my ego.

Call me arrogant if you will, but I can only tell you what I’ve been told. 

Namely, that I’m considered a striking looking man. 

More than a few women, in fact, have remarked on my resemblance to Pierce Brosnan in his halcyon “Bond” pomp. 

Of course, I’m not so full of myself that I buy it completely but although I was always faithful to my ex I wasn’t going without female interest. 

Which made it all the harder to discover the love of my life had fallen into a relationship with a man who, if he wasn’t a slimy frog exactly, was a long distance short of being anything close to an average looking Prince.

Add bitter to the anger along with my demeanour at the workplace and you’ll understand why my bosses were as happy for me to take a temporary transfer Stateside as I was happy to go.

Even if leaving behind my 14-year-old twin daughters did make me think twice when they realised I was travelling away after the divorce and any hopes they might have harboured about their mother and I reconciling became just that bit more unrealistic – though I promised they would soon be fed-up of hearing from me via WhatsApp and email.

My mother is of Irish descent and moved with my dad to live in Galway on their retirement, so there would be no change there when it came to communicating; though they professed themselves devastated at the break-up of my “happy family” and Joy, my wife, seemed just as devastated at the prospect of losing their high-opinion of her as she was, supposedly, devastated at losing me in preparation for life with the Average Frog-Prince crossbreed.

So there you have it, I draw – drew - down a six-figure salary, and in pounds Sterling; though that’s coming to mean less and less thanks to the trough-guzzling non-talents who’ve been running and impoverishing my country for the last thirteen years – and, as you may have guessed, I need every penny of it. What with child and educational support and the other economic joys attendant upon divorced husbands and fathers in their forties, plus the expenses attendant upon living in the world’s most high-profile city, it’s fair to say I at least feel an economic twinge.

But, to go cliché Stoic, life has to be lived and I knew there was nothing to be gained by being half-on and half-off the process.

It was time to dip my toe into commerce of a more human and interactive provenance.

Since arriving, and being single all over again, I’d thrown myself into my work by way of a diversion and it was only recently that my thoughts turned to a social life.

Or at least an approximation of one.

Hence my presence on a Friday night after work in one of the unabashedly grown-up SoHo clubs. 

A new bar-cum-club recently launched by an oenophile and syndicated writer on the subject of the grape in its more alcoholic form. 

As well as being the only fully functioning winery in New York. 

Normally, I would have busied myself with some work related issue until I felt ready to eat in a local bistro before heading home to sleep. But the repetition was getting old and though I’d yet to make friends on a social basis I decided to scout out a decent place where I could have drink and do some people watching.

It was to prove a fateful change of routine.

Being a more mature crowd, the expensive suit and customary tie I wore to the office did not have me standing out too badly and I was soon enjoying myself with a pretty fine Malbec and a scrutiny of my fellow revellers.

Which was when one of the voices that would soon change my life – again – introduced itself:

“The name’s Taylor and I’m twenty-two...”
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I was looking down at the floor at the time for some reason and the image accompanying her soft Bronx accent were a pair of tanned feet and shapely toes in strappy and expensive looking sandals. 

For some equally puzzling reason, never having been what one might call a “foot-man”, the sight of them sent an optical time-bomb winging its way to my eyes before bouncing downstairs to translate into an instant hard-on of epic proportions. A first for some time after the debacle with my wife had left me all but desensitized down there since.

My first thought placed her as a waitress – though why a waitress would tell me her name was another puzzle to me that had nothing to do with my nearing the end of a first glass of the Malbec.

As my eyes came up to take in the rest of her I realised that, as well as being an informative twenty-two-year-old waitress with erotic feet – and I got the sense that a waitress she most certainly wasn’t - the rest of the package was also highly fuckable. 

Though I was again baffled. 

Why would a young twenty-something waitress be looking at a man old enough to be her father as if he were a slab of beef and she the mincer? I mean, I know I described myself a little flatteringly earlier but...

Well... my self-regard – especially after recent hits to it - wasn’t without an accompanying realism.

Then again...

When in New York...

The hemline of a tight skirt ended some six-inches above thighs as tan and sleek as the calves below and rose back up to an hourglass waist and a bolero-jacket with a tight and stretchy tee-shirt inside it that drew one’s attention to the swell of what promised to be a pair of stunning breasts.

She was, I assured myself, even before I took in her face, “gorgeous”.

And I didn’t bother correcting myself when I took in the pert and snub-nosed face with the pixie features and short black hair styled to match.

Adding to my perplexity, she placed a glass of red in front of me and looked deep into my mystified eyes:

“Malbec, right?” 

“Yes but...?”

“Compliments of Estella,” she spoke over me and, despite her youthful years relative to my own and the fact I was someone used to exercising authority in charge of a department of my own, I found myself feeling a little... intimidated.

“And who might Estella be?” I asked, thinking perhaps I had been right first time and she actually was a waitress.

The hint of a smile played at a pair of full and sensuous lips that made such a contrast with her pixie features as she pointed to a table for four where a woman was sitting alone.

An Asian woman.

Thai, if I were to have guessed, though my guesses weren’t throwing much light up to now; even though I would be proven correct on this particular call. 

For some reason, I’ve never been particularly attracted – not at all, in fact – to Asian or even Eurasian women and would far rather it had been the girl in front of me offering the drink and responsible for my disturbance amidship.

But it wasn’t and, from what I could see of her obviously older friend, with her black hair pushed from her face and tied at the back and black glasses framing features that seemed to possess that inner cruelty I – rightly and more likely wrongly - always associated with women from the East, there was nothing the simple offer of a Malbec could do to make me change my stance. 

She was wearing a simple long-sleeved white shirt, buttoned to the collar and lending her a somewhat severe look, so that wasn’t going to help either. 

The rest of her body and her legs was hidden behind and underneath the table but even if she was built spectacularly I couldn’t see my lack of interest in her changing.

Would that it hadn’t!

“She is a close friend of mine. And she would like you to join her. Even more so when she learns you’re English.”

Her eyes danced:

“She has a thing for the British, you see.”

I smiled.

“And will it be just her, or will you be joining us?” I heard myself ask, fidgeting on my seat in an attempt to ease the pressure building beneath my boxers, pondering whether to refuse and send the drink back or simply keep the drink but refuse anyway.

With a thank you, of course.

I am English, after all.

The woman – girl – calling herself Taylor smiled.

“Just the two of you for now. I manage this place but will drop by the table when I’m free.”

I was impressed. 

The place was buzzing and obviously upmarket. 

And, if true, she was running it at the ripe old age of twenty-two.

Suddenly – impulsively, and before I even realised I was going to do it - I raised my glass towards the woman whose name Taylor had told me was Estella and mouthed a “Cheers!”.

The Asian woman tipped her own glass my way and even with the distance separating our tables I could see her smile didn’t make it as far as her lips.

Turning back to Taylor, I said, “Thank your friend, but I don't think I would be much company right now.”

Taylor was undeterred – in fact, she looked amused:

“Estella said that was what you’d say.”

I gave her a small but indulgent smile.

It was hardly a prediction of wondrous psychic prescience on her friend’s behalf – inscrutable Easterner or not.

Though what the younger woman told me next was a little more impressive – if not beyond the realms of informed guesswork:

“She thinks it’s not good for you to be alone right now, Aaron,” she went on as I realised she knew my name without my having given it.

She smiled again:

“No mystery, Mr Aaron Taylor-Gree-...”

A look of distaste crossed those pixie features and I guessed its cause  immediately.

New York is a pretty Democratic State, when all’s said and done.

“Don’t worry,” I laughed. “You’re not the first to ask. Trust me, she has no connection whatsoever to my bloodline.”

“Good,” she nodded. “That’s a connection nobody with a couple of working brain-cells and a synapse to strike them on needs or deserves.”

I chuckled.

“As far as your name goes,” she went on, “I got it from the card you used to open your tab.”

“Mystery solved,” I agreed, raising my glass and taking a sip.

Then:

“So what else does your psychic friend know about a complete stranger from England – other than she thinks it’s not good for me to be alone right now.”

“Not psychic, Aaron,” she corrected me with a shake of that pixie head. “Just a woman with a keen eye for a handsome and unattached man and very, very perceptive.”

I ignored the compliment and concentrated on the latter part of her answer.

“And what else does this perception of hers tell her about me?” I asked, feeling myself become intrigued, if not attracted, to this attention and interest shown by a person I had yet to exchange even a hello to.  

“Take your drink across and ask for yourself,” she suggested.

Then, knowingly:

“I’ve a really strong feeling you won’t be disappointed.”

“You do?”

Her nod was emphatic.

“Now that I’ve spoken to you, I’m pretty sure Estella read you well.”

“You are?” I asked, hearing a little irritation in my voice at her confidence in her friend’s perceptive powers.

She was unperturbed:

“The moment I heard your voice I knew she had it right.”

“Go on.”

She did:

“Stop me whenever I go wrong, but I agree with Estella when she says you’re recently divorced. Kids too, I’d say. Just from your body-language, Estella’s sure your marriage ended because of infidelity.”

As a guess it was pretty by-the-numbers, but I felt the usual expression steal over my face and knew I’d just confirmed what the girl was saying, as she added:

“She’s also pretty sure it wasn’t you who did the cheating.”

I felt my cheeks flush red as the humiliation of having my wife of almost twenty-years discard me – and for a man of her lover’s ilk – was again brought to the fore and washed over me once again.

“Is she right?” Taylor asked, totally unfazed at my reaction. “Trust me, Estella is extremely intelligent and a good listener. She’s on her own right now and so are you. What’s to lose? It’s a drink and a chat, not a commitment to marry.”

I gave out with a put-upon sigh but, if I was truthful, I’d enjoyed my contact with Taylor and the glass of red I’d enjoyed so far had loosened me up some.

Being even more truthful, a part of me was hoping that the younger woman might take time out from her bar responsibilities to join us at some time.

Unless my ego was running away with me – and despite the difference in our years – I could have sworn her friend of Oriental extraction was not alone in having a “thing” for Englishmen.

And, I hoped, this one in particular.

“Why not?” I said rising to my feet and taking up the fresh glass of red Taylor had just delivered to me courtesy of her Asian friend, flattered someone of her age who looked the way she did was taking an interest in me. 

Pleased, in fact, to be thinking of something other than the problems that had fetched me to New York in the first place.

And for the very first time other than in the office environment since I’d arrived in the States.

Adding then, with a rhetorical question that would soon be answered for me in the most lasting and life-altering of ways:

“What harm can it do?”​
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As I attempt to sleep in my little cubby-hole of a room in the converted Greenwich Village warehouse apartment that is the home of Estella Tan, the usual regrets, recriminations and deserved self-disgust fill my racing thoughts and prevent any early release I might find in the arms of Morpheus.

My thoughts, as is now the routine whenever I have time to myself, ask me how I could have allowed myself to slide so far down the physical and psychological rabbit-hole provided for me by two people who had been strangers to me until that night some three months ago.

To this point, no satisfactory answer has been forthcoming.

Again I picture myself taking up the glass of red bought for me by the Asian creature whose home I now live in and stepping across to her table to be introduced by the friend and club-manager of hers who had delivered it.

I’m also truthful enough with myself to note that my lack of interest in Asian women up until then lasted only for as long as it took my eyes to meet those of the woman herself – yet to know, as I do now, that the person regarding me so coolly and analytically would soon regard herself not as a lover or friend, but something else entirely.

Up close, it was obvious that facially this woman I took to be in her mid-thirties – a woman who was not Thai but Chinese - was no Lucy Liu.

Or Vanessa Mae either. 

But...

She was seated sideways on to the table and the closer I came to her the more impressive did she seem; as if each step I took was increasing her physical allure.

Exotic allure which was – notwithstanding the less than stellar facial features offset by the most compelling dark eyes I could ever recall seeing – considerable verging on the overpowering.

After Taylor had introduced us and her friend had indicated I sit – slightly accented English voice almost as compelling as the eyes from which I seemed unable to remove my own – it struck me that, close-up, the woman certainly had a body on her. 

Hourglass like Taylor’s but far more... powerful. 

Svelte yet strong legs in black nylon were revealed to my gaze by her seating position and, as Taylor excused herself to take care of club business, I couldn’t help but take advantage of the diversion to drink them in. Having always had something of a passion for the female foot also, I noted that the spiked-heels she wore did nothing to detract from the feet with high-arches whose toes, I assured myself, would prove equally as delicious as what was on view above the black leather partially covering them.

But it was the eyes that held me.

Never had I looked into eyes more compelling and, even at that early stage in our relationship if it could be described in such a way, I felt myself shiver. Though if this was the result of sexual anticipation or foreboding I wasn’t sure; though later I would describe it to myself as a mixture of both. The dark eyes that gazed into mine so unblinkingly, this as she offered a hand as shapely and well-maintained as her feet, seemed to look right through the lenses of the librarian type glasses she favoured and straight into the deepest recesses of my soul. 

Despite my foreboding – perhaps because of it, knowing what I now know of my true nature -I felt a thrill of attraction. Up until then, my type had usually been like my ex-wife - traditional and a tad on the amenable side. As well as being women sharing my own ethnicity. In fact, until Estella Tan came along, I could not recall having ever been involved – even casually – with a girl or a woman who wasn’t British save for a young American tourist to London back in my teens.

As said: until Estella Tan came along.

Withing the first few minutes of meeting her I was already telling myself she was like no other woman I had ever met.

What I could be forgiven for not knowing right then, was exactly what it was exactly that set her apart.

After Taylor completed the introductions and took off, Estella offered me her hand. “It is nice to meet you, Aaron. Thank you for joining me.”

She had removed her spectacles now and there was a faint huskiness in her voice which, together with her Chinese accent I also found strangely... thrilling.

Her slim and tapered fingers with expertly painted nails were as warm and soft as her handshake was firm bordering on strong. 

Very strong.

This, I knew instantly, was no malleable Chinese woman of the kind we Westerners had been spoon-fed in movies and novels. Voluptuous was the word best suited to her. 

Though not a traditional beauty, she was certainly exotic in her own unique way.

A way that made her seem instantly compelling.

Unsure how to open our conversation, she opened it for me:

“The moment I saw you,” she began, “I knew you were a very troubled man,” she stated in her excellent and direct English.

Then, compelling eyes holding my own:

“I am also a very good listener. And, as they say, be it confession or otherwise, unburdening or sharing our troubles is healthy for the soul.”

Hesitation suddenly clouded my thoughts. I hadn’t been in her company for a minute yet and she was inviting me to confide my private life to her. A Chinese woman who had been – and remained - a complete stranger to me but moments before.

Her smile as she gauged my expression was, I’m sure, meant to be comforting. But, though I chided myself for being too suspicious, it seemed to have something dismissive in it. As if she had read my thoughts with such ease she felt contempt; though her next words calmed me somewhat:

“Strangers are often the best people to entrust with a confidence,” she told me. “And especially if they are not colleagues and have no mutual friends or acquaintances.”

Her expression as she went on was suggestive, eyes seeming to become even more magnetic beneath the club’s lights:

“Though I do hope we are not to remain strangers for long.”

To my chagrin, I felt my cheeks flush, as if I were a self-conscious schoolgirl being asked for a date by the school heartthrob.

“You are embarrassed,” she said, expression neutral. “You are not used to women who speak their mind. And especially women of my race. It is not something you like?”

I shrugged, unsure how to answer, though the erection still throbbing between the legs thankfully hidden beneath the table seemed to answer in the positive.

A burst of what seemed like electricity seemed to jolt me as she took my hand in hers and, to my astonishment at her forwardness, I allowed it to stay there.

“As I said, Aarron” she went on, oblivious – I hoped - to the disturbance at my netheregions, “I am a good listener.”

Still staring at the hand grasped in her own and puzzled by my inability to remove it, I heard myself mumble unconvincingly:

“Without being rude, hmm, Estella, I'd rather not speak about it.” 

My tone was probably a little curt, but she was unfazed and actually lay her other hand over mine:

“That is your choice, Aarron,” she smiled, manner that of a patient educator or, perhaps, a therapist of some kind, and one I would normally have found both irritating and condescending.

But not on this occasion.

What I actually felt was weak in her presence with my hand trapped beneath both of her own.

And it was a weakness of a unique kind and power I truly hadn’t felt before then.

A feeling I described to myself as a delicious sense of surrendering to a superior will and allowing oneself to be led – though my thoughts were already chiding my fancifulness as I tried to analyse what I was feeling with more... clarity.

Which did not prevent me from feeling disappointment when she withdrew her hands.

A sense of loss, if you will.

“What the fuck?” I remember thinking as she took up her own glass and sipped, eyes never leaving my own.

“Here is to new friendships and that we might experience the maximum of enjoyment from having met each other,” she toasted, seeming more and more mesmeric to me by the moment.

Even if I did fight the urge to simply ignore a comment that sounded a little strange to my ears; raising my glass to clink it against her own just the same, noting that the disturbance I could feel below not only persisted but appeared to be growing more... urgent.

I was, I had to confess, about as turned-on and alive as I’d been at any time since my divorce.

Even before.

“So, Estella,” I asked in an attempt to insert myself into our conversation rather than have her lead it, “how do you make your way in the world?”

She raised her eyes, as if inviting me to guess.

“From the way you’re dressed,” I went on, “I would guess a professional woman.”

Adding quickly when her expression soured:

“No! Not that type of professional. I was thinking of a profession more legal or medical. Certainly something that comes with responsibilities.”

To my relief, though she was not amused, her expression became neutral once again as she went on to explain that her parents back in Hong Kong were very wealthy and originally came from mainland China.

She also told me that she and her parents were estranged in all ways save for economically and that they were more than happy for her to spend her time faraway in the West while ensuring she had access to funds that would ensure she could live in a way pretty much of her own choosing.

“So, you’re independently wealthy,” I said. “I like the sound of that.”

In this I was quite serious. I wasn’t poor by any means of reckoning. But I wasn’t seriously wealthy either.

“Many people do,” she told me, a little dismissively I thought. “Unfortunately, wealth of the kind is wasted on the huge majority of people not in possession of character enough to best use it. Those weak individuals who would do nothing better with their wealth than fritter it away on the usual pursuits common to the unimaginative and less intelligent.”

Still feeling a little heady and decidedly relaxed, I took another sip of what was proving to be an excellent red of some kind or other. Deciding to let her contempt for the majority of the population – no doubt including me – sail over my head. Pushing it aside by telling myself that English was not her first tongue and it was to be expected if she didn’t always express herself in more... acceptable ...language.

Too late, I believe the leeway I was giving her at the time is called, denial.

“Well,” I began, “you certainly don’t seem lacking in that regard. Intelligence, I mean. Quite the opposite, I’d say.”

Rather than bat my compliment away with false modesty, her eyes continued to hold mine and, if anything, seemed to take on an even greater intensity.

“As we get to know each other more fully,” she told me, without it seemed the slightest doubt that this would prove the case, you will more and more see the truth of what you say. For now though, let us just say that I like my life to be orderly and comfortable and direct my efforts to achieving such a condition.”

I nodded, easily able to imagine her life in such a way.

“We all have a function in life, Aaron,” she went on. “Unfortunately, there are many who have no idea what that function is or should rightfully be.”

I nodded, not feeling tired exactly, but aware of a certain and uncharacteristic numbness of response and accompanying lethargy. She was, of course, quite correct. Most of us, myself included I told myself, had no real idea of what they truly wanted and how to achieve it. Though it did strike me that being born to wealth certainly supplied the luxury of being able to explore the possibilities open to one with greater freedom and boldness.

“It is my unshakable belief, Aarron,” she continued, gaining my attention again, “that people are at their happiest and most productive when they have been introduced to that course nature always intended for them to follow.”

Relaxed as I was, I seemed to detect a subtext to her words and I could only think it was her accented but excellent if over-precise English giving that impression as I pictured her for the first time in a, let us say, less fully-clothed way.

Which was when, as if sensing I was ripe for the plucking, her eyes speared my own and seemed to take on an even greater intensity as she again took my hand in hers and went on in the third-person:

... Again, it was Estella’s voice that waited for me when my none too respectful thoughts on her behalf ran their course:

“Are you ready to talk about it now, Aaron?”

My eyes questioned her as I again brought up the glass in my free hand to savour the red I was in the process of removing from it.

“What troubles you so much,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “What it is that holds you back from the life and opportunities just waiting for handsome men of your age.”

Again I felt myself flush red, embarrassed at this woman’s seemingly effortless facility to regress me back to my awkward and unmissed teenage years.

Though not embarrassed enough to effect a decrease of the urgency between my legs – despite my aforementioned lethargy.

For a moment, I was ready to tell her that I didn't think it was any of her business.

But only for a moment.

It suddenly struck me that this was about as comfortable as I had felt in my skin since the break-up of my marriage and my departure for New York. I was, I realised, actually enjoying myself. Or was as close to doing so as I had been for some time. 

“Why the fuck not confide in her?” my thoughts urged me. “It can’t do any harm and you’ll probably never see her again after tonight anyway.”

“Unburden yourself and tell Estella all about it,” her voice reached my ears by way of jump-starting me.

Which was when, feeling strangely lightheaded but elated, I did just that...
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The events leading to our appearance in the Central London Divorce Court began on the Friday before Joy, my ex-wife, and I were to celebrate the anniversary of our nineteen-years of marriage with family and friends on the Saturday about to follow.

And, as you might have guessed, killed the party-mood stone-dead.

I had just wrapped up an investigation into the books of a company involved in what had been thought to be a complex example of business fraud. And turned out to be nothing more than by-the-numbers and sloppy accounting by the firm employed to monitor and advise on the company under scrutiny’s financial affairs. Realising my desk was unusually clear for the rest of the day I decided to...

No.

Not what you’re thinking at all.

This is not another tale of a husband returning home early and unexpected and finding his wife up to her neck in...

No, it wasn’t quite as bad as that but was bad enough to see us ending up in the court of divorce on Fleet Street where so many other more high-profile marital disputes had bitten the dust.

At first, I was tempted to walk over Waterloo Bridge to the apartment my employers rented for us in the Oxo Building and have some lunch with my wife on the verandah overlooking the Thames. 

Fatefully, I decided against that and, instead, decided to leave our High Holborn offices to get some air and maybe take in a lunchtime sandwich in Covent Garden.

I had, in fact, actually seated myself outside to grab an al fresco bite in one of the eateries lining the Piazza when I saw her and had to blink a few times before I could convince myself of what I was seeing.

There was the love of my life, the mother of my girls, in a shortish red dress and very high heels with hair that could only have been styled that morning and face made-up as if for a night out.

As I realised it was indeed my wife I was staring at as she moved to a stopping taxi and greeted the passenger who exited it from its interior onto the cobbles of the Piazza, I was also aware that I hadn't seen her looking this... good ...in a long-time.

Small wonder my stomach began to turn and became downright queasy, sandwich already a memory, as she waited for the guy who had exited the taxi to pay the driver.

Whipping my phone out, I immediately phoned her and watched her take a few steps away from the taxi as she realised who was calling her.

“Aaron,” she said, sounding nervy. “Is everything okay?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked, trying to keep a lid on my emotions as I watched the taxi pull away and its passenger turn towards her; my anxiety levels not decreasing any when she quickly placed a finger to her lips to warn him to be silent.

“No, reason,” she answered. “Where are you?”

“The office, of course, Where else would I be? Was just calling to see if you fancied meeting me for lunch. I know it’s short-notice but I could do with a break and some scintillating company. Kate Beckinsale isn’t answering her phone so I thought of you instead.”

She snorted:

“Not that you’ve a chance, but if I ever caught you in the same street with her you’d be singing falsetto for a month.”

She actually sounded genuinely offended under the mock outrage and I hoped what I was seeing wasn’t what I thought it was.

My hopes were soon dashed:

“It’s not like you to break-off for lunch. I wish you’d have given me some notice. I would have really enjoyed that sweetheart,” she went on, “but I just had a sandwich and still have the laundry. Perhaps we can do it next week. I’m getting tired of the same four walls and could do with a change of scenery.”

Just to make sure, I scanned the Piazza and was unsurprised to note the walls of our apartment hadn’t been magically transported across the river and plonked down on the cobbles.

As you can imagine, I was at Defcon-1 by this point, as well as utterly gut-punched, and wanted to get off the phone and observe what she did next in the hope it would not prove to be a deal-breaker.

“No problem,” I told her, keeping my voice even with great difficulty and restraining myself from marching across and confronting her lies there and then. 

“If we’re not still too jaded after our anniversary celebrations tomorrow we can do it next week and... Ooops! The big-boss is on the other line. I’ll see you at home later. Bye.”

I hung up without any of the usual endearments – not that she seemed to notice from where I sat – and waited for her reaction and knew I was in trouble when she turned to him with a greeting kiss before they exchanged some words and walked into a bar/restaurant on Henrietta Street.

I felt as if I had been poleaxed and desperately tried to convince myself there was some harmless – and plausible – explanation for what I had just seen unfold. 

Leaving my table after dropping a ten-pound note for the waitress who’d already served me a sparkling-water as I made up my mind about the sandwich I wasn’t going to get to eat. I quickly made my way across to Henrietta Street and watched through the window as they stood in front of the hostess with their arms around each other's waist with my Joy leaning lovingly into the guy’s shoulder.

Tears were filling my eyes by now as I wondered where this had come from and how I could have missed it. Especially as being observant was seen as my strong suit and was the main reason I was so successful in my chosen field. But this?

I’d thought we were happy.

Incredibly so.

Apparently not.

Wiping my eyes, I pulled out my phone, and started taking some shots through the window, which was when I saw him turn to Joy and kiss her with passion. 

And took some more as she responded by kissing him back in full view of all the other diners as if she’d become a teenager again. 

My heart broke as she put her arms around his neck and pulled him in deeper and led to me switching to video to record the loving kiss they shared as a server arrived to show them to a table.

My blood boiled as I recognized the toad-like features of the man and realised it was a neighbour from our building I was on nodding terms with but whose name wasn’t known to me.

Something that obviously wasn’t the case with my wife, whose choice of lover only exacerbated the negative emotions flooding me.

She was cheating on me with... this?

Seriously, and I know this sounds shallow, but he looked a step on the ladder down from a bull-frog!

It was a level of disrespect and humiliation I knew I could not live with and, after recording some more footage and restraining myself from rushing in to the bar and losing it, I walked back to the office in a daze of anger, disbelief, and emotional pain the likes of which I hadn’t experienced before in my life.

My marriage of nineteen years was over and I would acquaint my wife with the fact the moment I returned home that evening after giving my girls some money to take themselves off to catch a film or a McDonalds, or whatever took their fancy. They would discover what their mother had done soon enough. But for tonight I wanted no diversions when I confronted my soon-to-be ex.

As I walked across the bridge towards home at the end of the day I felt myself tearing up for the loss of the woman I had loved and respected. 

Whether she had been soiled by the bull-frog before now or not was immaterial. 

There could be no second-chance after her deceit and lies.

It’s just not how I’m made.

She was actually putting a nice dinner on the table when I came in and, as luck would have it, told me the girls were spending the night at a school-friends.

Good. That was one less thing to have to worry about. As was the kiss she tried to give me that I managed to avoid by turning on my heel and taking my briefcase to my study.

“You seem a bit out of sorts,” she observed when I returned, placing a glass of Rioja in my hand as I took a seat in the kitchen. “If it’s because I couldn’t meet for lunch I’m sorry. But I’d just eaten and...”

I held up a hand to stop her and she fell silent, her expression more puzzled than concerned.

It would soon change.

“So,” I began. “How shall we go about it?”

“Go about what? I’m not with you. What are you talking about?”

“Our divorce of course,” I told her.

“Divorce? Is this some practical joke or have you gone insane?”

I sipped at the Rioja without tasting it and we stared at each other in an  awkward silence for what seemed like an age before, finally looking a little worried, she served up our food and seated herself opposite me.

"So, tell me about your day and what you did for lunch,” I said in a flat but non-threatening voice.

“I told you on the phone,” she actually rebuked me. “I’d already eaten and spent most of the afternoon doing laundry and ironing.”

Then, by way of a subject change:

“I’m thinking I might take you up on your offer and get a service in to do it.”

“Can’t our neighbour help?” I asked, preparing to lower the boom and winning from her the first flicker of alarm; though it began as puzzlement.

“What neighbour? I barely know any of our neighbours.”

“Really? Not even the Frog-King you had lunch with in Henrietta Street today?”

Her mouth dropped open and the colour drained from her face as I went on, careful to keep my voice low and businesslike, knowing it would carry more weight than any ranting or raving.

“Because it looked like you knew him pretty well the way you were tickling his tonsils with your tongue in the bar where everybody could see you.”

“I... I...”

She gave up and quickly looked down at her plate, unable to meet my eyes.

“So,” I went on. “How shall we do this? Any ideas? Shall we tell the girls together or do you want to tell them we’re divorcing because mummy has the hots for Lizard-Man?”

“I... I...”

“You seem flustered,” I said with great sarcasm as I held up my phone with part of the recording I’d made through the window of the bar. 

“You looked much more confident when your new man was feeling you up in the booth you’d reserved.”

“It... It was a mistake,” she said, realising the enormity of what was coming down and knowing me and my views on fidelity too well to believe I wasn’t serious. 

She actually reached out to take my hand across the table and would have had I not moved it out of sight below the table.

“Please, Aaron... I... I don’t want a divorce.”

“Don’t be silly,” I told her with mock affability as I held up the phone for her to see her lunchtime exploits. “Of course you do. Look how happy your new man makes you. I mean, I’ve loved you for over twenty years and want nothing but the best for you. Even if it does mean the end of our marriage.”

“But...”

“No buts now. The heart wants what the heart wants and yours obviously belongs to the Frog-King now. I know when I’m outclassed.”

Her hands were fidgeting with her own glass now and she couldn’t meet my eyes for longer than a second or two and I could tell she was, understandably, unsure about what to say and trying to come up with a plausible explanation. 

When she looked up next it was to see me scrolling through my phone-record of her date with the neighbour.

“Wow, you really went the extra mile for him didn’t you – even had your hair styled for him. I can’t remember the last time you made such an effort for me.”

She put her head into her hands and I heard a sob.

It changed nothing.

Whether she came back from the bar and dropped her knickers for him here or in his own apartment – or not at all – it had shown me that not only did I not really know her but that I could never trust her again.

We were done.

“These new phones are fantastic you know? This one actually lets me zoom into whatever I’m trying to capture,” I said, zooming in to show her left hand wrapped around the toad’s neck as she lip-locked with him. “Look, for yourself.” 

Her head remained down.

“According to this shot of the two of you it seems you didn’t bother with your wedding rings at lunch today.”

I tutted.

“A day of firsts, wouldn’t you say? No matter how hard I try, I can't remember you ever removing them to go out during our entire time together. Got to give the new man in your life his due; he must really be something special to make you do that.”

“He... He’s not my man.”

“Now, now, Joy, there’s no need for this. Of course he’s your man. Why else would you lie to your husband on the eve of your nineteenth anniversary? Not to mention dress so sexily for a man other than me?”

She chewed her lip – a familiar giveaway whenever she was being less than truthful and felt nervous.

“Come on! You took off your wedding rings. Surely you wouldn’t do that for a man who isn’t special to you. Makes no sense.”

“Aaron, please. It was a mistake. I was just bored and...”

“Bored?” I interjected. “Well why didn’t you say? Can’t have that while I’m having fun-filled days in a job I can’t stand in order to pay for our life together. I just wish I’d known the rules. That way I could have had some fun with some of the women at the office. I mean, you’re not the only one in this soon to end marriage who was in need of a diversion.”

“I’m sorry, Aaron. It was stupid of me. But really, nothing happened. It was just...”

“Just you cheating on me with an ugly fucker who lives a few doors away?” I asked, feeling my anger rising and doing my best to not show it without being completely successful. 

“Nothing? Really? I mean, it’s not conclusive, but if my phone’s to be believed it looks like he had a bunch of his fingers up your twat at one point.”

A sob escaped her at this and I could tell the full enormity of what her boredom would result in was coming home to her.

And made me back-off not a bit:

“Would you describe it the same way if you saw my assistant – who, by the way, is anything but frog-featured – with her fingers curled around my throbbing hard-on?”

Her eyes lowered to inspect the table and I knew she was picturing the leggy and well put-together blonde twenty-something who was interning in my office doing just that.

“And,” I went on, “just so you know, she’s made it pretty clear she wouldn’t object if I wanted to: ‘get to know her better’.”

I hammered on, wanting to get a few more shots in before packing a bag and leaving – intending to ring my daughters the next day and break the news their parents would no longer be together.

And yes, when the stakes are high enough I am that decisive.

“Pretty tempting was the prospect too,” I told her. “There was just the one drawback though – at the time, anyway.”

I paused until her eyes met mine:

“You see, I had the mother of my girls waiting for me at home and – then at least – she was the most important thing in my life.”

I took a breath, before adding:

“As I say: then.”

Pain was etched into her expression and for the first time, so great was my own pain and the anger walking hand-in-hand with it, having her upset did not move me.

Not one bit

“Aaron, you have to believe me nothing other than what you saw happened. I know that’s bad enough and I can’t tell you how sorry I am. But...”

“Makes no difference whether you’re sorry or not,” I spoke over her. “I saw what I saw and I can’t unsee it. Whether you opened your legs for him today or were saving the pleasure for later makes no difference. I’ve only your word for it and, right now, you can only imagine how little in the way of faith I have in your trustworthiness.”

“But...”

“No!” I thundered before calming myself as she fell silent and her misery and foreboding grew. 

“You kicked me into touch for lunch today when I called and now you’ve lied straight to my face. And if I hadn’t seen you in the Piazza all made-up for your boyfriend for myself you’d have continued to lie to me. I’ll never know for sure if you fucked him today or not, but it doesn't matter. “Whatever you say will be a lie in my mind. You blew me off and went out of your way to look nice for another man. You were intimate with him and abandoned your marriage by removing your rings. And you did all that knowing how I felt about infidelity. Knowing also that if I found out it would end us. I can only imagine that was your end-game and was what you wanted all along.”

Suddenly, as it dawned on her how serious our conversation really was and that her actions were not something she could explain away easily, she did manage to catch my hand:

“Aaron,” she began, looking frantic for the first time, “you have to believe me, nothing happened! I was foolish, yes. But after lunch we went our separate ways. You have to believe me. I would never disrespect what we have like that. It was just some harmless flirting I allowed to go too far. Please trust me. It will never happen again. Can you please try and forgive my stupidity?”

I was shaking my head long before she finished.

“This goes beyond stupidity and you know it,” I told her, gently extracting my hand from hers. “This was premeditated. You got dressed up for another man and jettisoned your wedding rings. You held hands and hugged and kissed him.”

I took a sip of badly needed Rioja before going on:

“And, as if all that wasn’t enough, there’s the somewhat troubling matter of you allowing him to insert his fingers in your fanny.”

She looked mortified – and not just at my unheard of utterance of the description: “Fanny”.

“And after all that, you have the nerve to ask me to trust you,” I finished with a disgusted shake of the head.

“Aaron, I know it looks bad but as far as my rings go I took them off while I was varnishing my nails and forgot to put them back on when I met him for lunch.”

“Lunch and a good fingering,” I jeered. “Don’t forget that.”

“Our marriage is everything to me and you know it,” she rallied. “Ask yourself, why would I bother taking my rings off for a man who already knew I was married?”

I gave her a “Couldn’t give a fuck” shrug.

“Your reasoning doesn’t really matter. These things don’t just happen and you must have had this meeting planned for a while. Which means you’ve been getting to know the Frog-Prince more closely for some time now. You lied to me and fobbed me off to meet him. You kissed him. You hugged him. You allowed his fingers inside you. Then you have the nerve to tell me nothing happened between you after coming back here. Do you think I'm a complete idiot?”

“No, of course I do-...”

“It’s over, Joy. We lasted a day short of nineteen years because you found your new man so irresistible. I get it. The same old same old was too much for you and when a new prospect came along you couldn’t resist.”

I knew I was being unnecessarily harsh to a woman I knew even then I still loved.

But...

“Aaron, please, you can’t be serious. It was a stupid, stupid mistake and I’m sorry, but we can't lose each other over something like this. Nothing really happened, you have to believe me.” 

I fluttered my own fingers in front of her by way of an answer and a reminder of what had happened and told her I was going to pack a bag and ask some friends to stay with them for a couple of days until I could get something more permanent arranged. It was hard switching out her crying and pleading as I went about it, but I knew myself and was certain my feelings weren’t going to change. What I’d seen had ended my marriage and I didn’t give a flying fuck if the whole world thought I was overreacting.

Without trust – and apart from the twins - there was nothing worthwhile to be had from continuing in our relationship as it was now.

No matter how long it had lasted to this point. 

My only concern in regard of my marriage from now on would be how to end it as swiftly as possible while making it as easy as I could for my girls.
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I loved that first night in the club after Taylor had persuaded him to come to my table.

It was simply thrilling to, layer-by-layer, peel away the reticence and learn more of this handsome man I just knew on first sight had to become mine.

Totally.

By the time he was on his fourth glass of red while I still lingered over my first, he had confided  more and more about his relationship with his former wife and expressed great remorse for how it ended and was second-guessing himself over his inability to forgive what he was sure was her one-time and inexplicable lapse. This as he tried hard to prevent his soft blue eyes shedding tears - no matter how hard he fought them back. 

Of course, being the good listener I am – and especially when my own self-interest is piqued - I did not interrupt once as he purged himself of his anger, guilt and sorrow to another person for the first time.

Even smiling a little when I assured him that, far from the unbending and unforgiving block of ice his now ex-wife had accused him of being, he was wholly correct to take the affirmative action he had taken rather than cross his fingers after forgiving her and praying history would not repeat itself.

That I was doing so for an agenda of my own and my lovely Taylor did not make my words any the less sincere. 

If his wife had already been tempted to open the box with a man he said more resembled a Victorian fairground attraction than a suave lothario, what was going to prevent her when or if the real thing took an interest in her? 

For that line of reasoning alone, I wholly sympathised with his unbending stance.

Though you mustn’t think this detracted from the pleasure I was taking from leading this handsome Englishman by the nose.

Far from it.

It was actually making me hot to picture him with a ring through it attached to a chain held in my sweaty hand as I made him follow at my heels.

And if you think this makes me a monster then I suggest you save your weak and pious whining for those of a similarly timid and banal mindset.

Life was too short to not act on one’s desires.

And my desire right then – as it had always been – was to make an older man – and one who looked just like the Englishman opposite me pouring his heart out - nothing more than my willing servitor and chattel.

A desire that explained me having Taylor – who shared those desires with me and was as smitten upon first sight of him as me – take him across a drink and invite him to my table. Recognising instantly and unquestioningly that, like many men who portray themselves as self-sufficient and strong, this one was full of self-pity. Ripe, in fact, to come under the authority of a strong hand.

Not to mention his owner’s shapely and more often than not nylon-clad feet.

He was indeed handsome and, no doubt, financially secure, but everything about him beneath the surface veneer screamed to my senses as being weak.

Or, as my thoughts described him:

“A chattel in search of a Master’s collar.”

“You think about her a lot,” I said, not as a question, my sense of him as my victim becoming stronger the more I interacted with him and, as I suspected he would, he responded as the overwhelming majority of weak men responded to a sympathetic and feminine ear. 

That is, with gratitude and self-pity that made him perfect for manipulation.

“It is understandable,” I assured him. “But wrong-headed.”

He took another sip of his red as he waited for me to go on, soft-blue eyes making me feel proprietorial towards him and assuring me I had found the man I wanted in my life on a 24/7 basis; despite having only just met him.

“After all, what has changed?” I asked and swiftly supplied an answer. 

“Nothing.”

He gave a thoughtful nod, obviously feeling guilty about what he saw as his intransigence and inability to forgive and more than receptive to the person who assured him he had, instead, done exactly the right thing.

Me!

“Did you lie to her?” I went on. “Was it you kissing another woman during lunch after having told your wife you were unavailable? Was it the fingers of your lunch-date that were busy inside your trousers as she watched with horror from the window? 

“Was it you asking her to take it on trust that you and your date had not gone back to the home you shared to be able to connect more... fully?”

He winced as my words fetched back the memories but I could see my reminder was playing in to a more receptive area of his psyche as he nodded agreement at what he wanted to believe and which was – at least in part - true.

“I imagine you still cry for the loss of your years together and your day-to-day involvement with your daughters,” I said, “You must not be ashamed of this.”

“Why would I be?” he flashed back, instantly on the defensive as most men are when the more feminine reactions in their regard are touched upon. “Be pretty surprising if I didn’t shed some tears don’t you think?”

His burst of aggression did not faze me. In fact, I found it thrilling. After all, I had no wish to waste my time becoming the owner of some sheep-like automaton.

Part of the pleasure I would get from owning my own man, I had always told myself - and spent many happy nights dreaming of just that – would be the correcting of behaviour I found less than... pleasing.”

“It would.” I answered, “and I find it admirable to meet a man comfortable enough with his emotions to admit to them without worrying others












































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





