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Also by Catherine Townsend

Sleeping Around


This is a true story.

Some names, identifying characteristics and time sequences have been changed to protect anonymity.


ONE

They say that there are some landmark moments in life, and my wedding day was definitely one that I’ll never forget. But when I was a kid staging the mock-ceremony in white sheets, I never imagined that my first night as a married woman would end in a threesome with the best man.

Okay, so it wasn’t exactly a conventional wedding. My friend Mark and I only tied the knot so that I could stay in the UK. I was a twenty-eight-year-old American journalist based in London, and while I’d successfully landed a column in the Independent about my love life called ‘Sleeping Around’, my new gig didn’t come complete with a work visa.

Although I love Mark as a friend and was hugely grateful for the sacrifice he was making on my behalf, I was an emotional wreck. Before the ceremony I almost climbed out of the window, and though I kept trying to remind myself that this was only a formality I couldn’t help feeling sad as the registrar read us the vows. While I smiled and held my husband Mark’s hand, all I could think about was my new boyfriend Paul (or JP for short!), and the hot sex we’d had that morning. I’ve never read about that moment in any bridal magazine.

And yet the day appeared very traditional from the outside: I wore white, despite the fact that several of my ex-lovers were in attendance, and no one mocked the blushing bride.

I also looked (dare I say) lovely and innocent in my very cool, vintage eighties, white strapless prom dress that I’d recently snagged from a boutique in the King’s Road. However, glancing at my five-foot-ten frame in the mirror in the registrar’s office hallway, it hit me that I looked like a miniature ceramic bride from the top of the wedding cake, which perhaps wasn’t the look I’d been aiming for.

Somehow, Mark and I managed to get through our vows after a few glasses of champagne. Since the overriding theme of the day was terror rather than euphoria, we felt completely justified in getting totally pissed later. So after stepping out into the spring air and bidding farewell to some of our guests, the core crowd, including Mark, his hunky South African architect flatmate Russell, my two best friends Amy and Victoria, along with her fiancé Mike, all piled into a cab and headed towards Notting Hill.

Things started to go downhill at the pseudo-reception we’d organized at E&O restaurant. Underneath Mark’s straitlaced banker exterior lurks a serious party animal and sexual deviant, which is one of the many reasons why I adore him.

Somehow, Mark had got hold of an Ecstasy tablet, and since he’s not exactly a veteran drug user he was ‘petting’ Amy’s velvet dress by the time we got to the table.

‘Maybe we should just cut this short and head home,’ I whispered to Amy and Victoria, who were seated next to each other on my right. I was beginning to feel strangely panicked myself, and – even though I knew that this was totally psychological – trapped. I’m the girl who balks at giving a credit card number to secure a dinner reservation, and I had tied the knot. I was sure that Mark was feeling exactly the same way, wondering what the hell he had got himself into.

‘Darling, it’s your wedding day, we’re not going anywhere!’ Victoria announced. Then, lowering her voice an octave, ‘Besides, we have to have some convincing pics for immigration, right? So, you and Mark, squeeze together and big smiles please!’

I scrunched closer to Mark, and was already starting to sweat. I also felt uncomfortable because I’d broken my cardinal rule about drinking champagne while in tight-fitting clothing – the lining of the dress was practically cutting off my circulation.

‘I love you, honey pie,’ Mark whispered.

‘I know you do, sweetie,’ I told him.

‘No, really, I seriously adore you.’ He looked at me with wide eyes as he stroked my arm. ‘Your skin is so soft!’

Rolling my eyes, I gave him a hug. ‘I love you too,’ I said. ‘You are the best. Thank you. I mean that, from the bottom of my heart.’

In some ways, I was thrilled that Mark had volunteered to tie the knot with me, even if this wasn’t exactly the result I’d had in mind when I’d dreamed of how my future husband would also be my best friend. We’d been so close for so long that I knew nothing could upset our friendship. We were cool.

Everyone toasted the happy couple, and after the champagne ran out we moved on to pear martinis. I know this was only a fake wedding, but, still, everything felt rather anticlimactic. Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised at that, though. My ‘milestone’ birthdays have all been a bit of a let-down: I spent all night on my twenty-first in a bar in New York, knocking back tequila shots and chatting up a buff guy with a beard before my flatmate Erin and I realized that we were in a lesbian bar and ‘his’ name was Glenda. Then I threw up in the toilets.

New Year’s Eves are generally no picnic either; ever since my dad left on the one when I was thirteen I seem to have been cursed on that day.

‘Hey.’ Mark nudged me in the ribs and gestured to our petite and stunning blonde waitress. ‘She is seriously fit. And she keeps coming over. Do you think this whole “I’ve got married to someone else today” thing will put her off?’

‘Mark, she keeps coming back to bring our food. See the trays of canapés in her hand?’

‘So, man, how did it feel?’ Russell said to Mark. ‘Speech!’

‘God, I was so shit scared,’ he said, by now slurring his words. ‘Seriously, though, I’m just so happy to have got through this whole thing without killing Cat and without pissing or soiling myself!’

The cute waitress dropped his drink in front of him and backed away quickly, looking horrified.

‘How romantic,’ I said sarcastically, and then smiled despite myself. ‘I’ll bet a lot of people feel that way when walking down the aisle, we’re just the only ones brave enough to admit it!’

My phone vibrated in my lap, and I hastily pulled it from under the table to reveal the latest text from JP, who was completely unaware of the wedding fiasco. He still thought that I was having brunch with my girlfriends. When I had torn myself away from his bed that morning I had somehow managed to pull off the lie. ‘How about a sleepover tonight, gorgeous? Xxx, JP’, he’d written.

For a few seconds, I was utterly devastated as the reality of the circus act sank in. Some day I wanted to get married for the right reasons. How was I going to tell my new boyfriend that I’d just got hitched? And how would he ever understand even if I did explain my reasons?

To say that JP is as straight as an arrow is a bit of an understatement. This is the guy so thorough that he attended medical school to understand better the technology that his Internet company was selling. He visits his grandfather in the care home every Saturday and drives a Ford Escort, for Christ’s sake. I wasn’t sure that saying, ‘Chill, babe, I’m only committing immigration fraud, it’s not like I’m married for real,’ was going to cut it.

Any way I sliced it, I didn’t look like the most honest and straightforward individual. Would he still want to stay with me? I felt my stomach lurch, and this time it wasn’t the martinis.

‘Are you okay?’ Victoria refilled my drink, while retouching my hair. ‘You look upset.’

‘I’m just worried about what JP is going to say,’ I told her. ‘I’ve decided that I’m coming clean and telling him tonight.’

‘Honey, I know that you’re all about honesty, but, really, are you sure that’s a good idea today? You are very emotional.’

I knew that Victoria saw no problem with having secrets, because she essentially thinks of men and women as separate species, who have to play by different rules.

She’s utterly fearless, and believes with absolute conviction that she’s fabulous. My chemistry with her was instant and immediate, ever since the day we bonded at the hairdresser’s, after she’d overheard me crying about my ex-boyfriend Patrick and telling the hairdresser that I wanted to cut my hair short.

She’d approached my chair with a towel on her head. ‘You have gorgeous hair,’ she’d said, ‘and there really ought to be a seven-day waiting period before a woman is allowed to chop it off after a break-up, sort of like there is to buy a gun in the US.’

I still owed her for that reality check, since I have naturally wavy hair and the only thing worse than getting dumped would have been hitting the singles scene resembling Rod Stewart.

‘I’m from Georgia,’ I’d told her, smiling despite myself. ‘You can get a gun in ten minutes. It’s only abortions you have to wait seven days for.’

Victoria and I love and perfectly complement each other, because when I justify bad male behaviour she snaps me back into reality. And I like to think that I advise her to see the good in people.

Women, she’s always telling me, should maintain mystique – a lesson she has learned from her impossibly glamorous French mother. It has clearly worked for her, because she’s happily engaged to Mike, but I know that I have to be true to myself. Besides, I have verbal diarrhoea and would only blurt out the ugly truth at a later date.

‘I have to tell him the truth, no matter what, if we’re going to have a real relationship. Imagine how shitty he would feel if I wait months. I can’t handle the guilt!’

While Mark went in search of our waitress, Amy, who had overheard the turn in our conversation, sidled in closer. ‘Look, Cat, I don’t want to lecture you on your wedding day. But if you were going to tell him, you probably should have done it before today. Haven’t you ever heard the expression that it’s easier to ask for permission than forgiveness?’ This was typical Amy. Unlike Victoria she is scruples all the way. Her sweet, virtuous nature exactly suits her perfect, Barbie-blonde, doll-like proportions.

I laughed. ‘My mum used to tell me the same thing in high school when she caught me sneaking back in through my window at dawn.’

‘My point exactly.’

‘But if I had listened to her I would have missed all the best parties,’ I said. ‘Besides, I actually don’t think that I should have to ask permission for this.’ I hoped I sounded more convinced than I felt. ‘I love him, and I want to make him happy. I’m just in a crazy situation.’

Suddenly I had a desperate longing to see JP right away. I wanted him to hold me and tell me that everything was going to be okay. Somehow, I had to make him understand. I texted him and arranged to meet across town.

‘Well, good luck, sweetie,’ Amy said, giving me a hug.

I said my goodbyes to the rest of the table.

Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to see JP, so to save time I gave Victoria my share of the cash and asked if she could sort it out. She pushed a pink cocktail into my hands. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘One more for the road. Sounds like you might need it.’

Tears filled my eyes as I thought about the timelines that my girlfriends had drawn in school: great career by twenty-five, married by twenty-eight, kids by thirty . . . Logically, I know that not everyone’s life moves along in a perfect little linear pattern – more often, it’s a tangled matrix that takes years to unweave. Mine was definitely the latter, which I had always thought was more interesting. But after all the excitements I’d had since coming to London, I suddenly craved a little simplicity.

I needed to dab my eyes, since a quick glance at my profile in the spoon on the table showed that I was in danger of morphing into Courtney Love on a bender.

My head was spinning as I pushed past the bar and stumbled towards the loo, colliding headlong into a group of well-dressed men in suits. The drink in my hand spilled all over the nearest, who was wearing a cream-coloured tie that quickly turned crimson.

‘God, I’m so sorry,’ I said, dabbing at it with a cocktail napkin, which only made him look more like a stabbing victim. ‘Your tie is ruined.’

‘Don’t worry about it, it was no great loss,’ he said, laughing and looking down at my festive white dress. ‘Congratulations, by the way!’

‘Oh, um, thanks,’ I said awkwardly. Mr White Tie bought me a glass of champagne, which I attempted to accept graciously. As he started to make small talk, I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it was only a marriage of convenience and that I was technically about to commit adultery. Why ruin everyone else’s perfect illusion?

I downed the champagne as quickly as I could, and after a quick dash to the toilets to repair my make-up I was out of the door, and into the fresh air. I felt relieved to be getting outside, and to clear my head away from all the drama. Then I remembered that I was the cause of the spectacle, and my heart sank as I thought about what I was going to say to JP.

Now that I was married, it was time to ask my boyfriend if he wanted to get serious.


TWO

I met JP at Shoreditch House, where he’d already ordered me a Southern Comfort on the rocks, my favourite bevvie since high school. He looked amazing in his jeans and blazer combination that was more father figure than fashion forward. For some reason, I found his staid dress sense a real turn-on.

JP wasn’t a metrosexual. He was the kind of guy who kept a lone bar of soap and shampoo in the shower, not mango body wash. Everything in both his Chelsea flat and his north London house, which he was designing himself (he had a passion for architecture and the project had taken him two years so far, but he wasn’t stopping until it was perfect) was in its place. His surgical precision in organizing his life wasn’t that surprising: his company dealt with medical technology, and a lot of his best friends were doctors.

Also, I knew that he’d almost got married before, to a woman he’d lived with for more than a decade, so obviously the decision was something he took very seriously.

God, I adored him. I had butterflies in my stomach, and I knew that it wasn’t the liquid lunch causing my digestive angst.

‘You look gorgeous, babe,’ he said as he gave me a hug, looking rather perplexed. ‘But your choice of ensemble is a bit, um, unorthodox. Was this a fancy dress brunch?’

I took a deep breath. ‘I need to talk to you about something,’ I told him. ‘But it might be best if we don’t do it in here. Can we go outside?’

This proved to be a bad idea, since in my buzzed haze I had forgotten that the roof terrace was the destination of choice for all the club’s pissed-off smokers. If this had been the movies it would have been deserted, like the Manhattan skyline in When Harry Met Sally. As it was there were three City boys, including one screaming into an alien-like headpiece about interest rates.

‘So,’ he said, draping his blazer over my shoulders. ‘What’s going on?’

I fished in my handbag for my pack of Marlboro Lights, which I always keep on hand for tense situations. I keep my smoking in check, though, since it’s all about the detox and the re-tox. If I find I’m not getting a head rush every time I light up, it’s time to cut back.

‘Well,’ I said, taking a drag. ‘The thing is, I haven’t told you about something that’s really important to me. And you know that I’m all about total honesty – well, it’s what I aspire to at least. It’s nothing bad,’ I said, wincing as I uttered the words because that obviously means that whatever is coming is going to be horrific, ‘but, the thing is—’

Just then, one of the traders suddenly held up his palm in a ‘talk to the hand’ gesture, inserted his earpiece and made a shushing sound as he started yammering about the ‘studio greenlighting my next project’. ‘Tell them I won’t even think about taking anything under fifty mil,’ he barked, as his sheepish-looking girlfriend cowered beside him.

‘That’s probably his mum on the other end of the phone.’ I giggled nervously.

‘Maybe we’d better go back downstairs,’ JP said, taking my hand. ‘Are you hungry?’

I slid into the booth next to him. Being in close proximity to him, and after the adrenalin rush of the afternoon, I felt myself beginning to get turned on. I put my hand on his thigh and debated moving it higher, but the absence of a tablecloth meant this would have looked a bit obvious. For the next few minutes we chatted about random stuff in the pause before we ordered tomato and mozzarella salad, fried rice balls, sausages, and chips with mayonnaise.

‘So,’ he said, ‘what’s the big secret, Ms Townsend? Robbed any banks lately? Or are you secretly a man?’

I laughed, not so much because I found his rather lame joke funny but because I suspected that it might be the last light relief we had for a while. I was completely crazy about JP, but as it was we were hovering on the precipice of the early days, limbo period of our relationship, where things could go either way. I simply had no idea what to expect.

‘I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to tell you straight.’ I looked him directly in the eye and took his hand. ‘Honey, I didn’t have brunch with the girls today. I got married.’

He sat upright and widened his eyes as I spilled out the whole story, about getting stopped repeatedly at customs by the woman with so much hair on her chin that she resembled a mountain goat, about how I had to get a visa in order to work legally in the country, about the groom being my best male friend. He sat for several minutes in silence.

‘So you’re telling me that you’re married, and this is the first I’m hearing of it?’ he said. ‘How the fuck did this happen?’

I suspect that you can tell in the first few minutes of any argument how things are going to pan out according to body language, and his crossed arms and inability to meet my eyes weren’t good signs.

The tirade continued, and he wasn’t giving me any time to answer his questions. Which, I must admit, were all legitimate. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me that you were having visa problems? How do you expect me to react to this?’ He pulled his hand away, but I grabbed it again and held on tight.

‘Look, baby, I know this sounds bad but please just hear me out. If at the end of it you don’t want anything more to do with me, well, then I’ll accept that. But at least let me explain.’ My life was turning into an episode of the Jeremy Kyle Show – though with better dental work – and I desperately wanted to halt the train crash.

Over the next ten minutes, I explained the intricacies of visa law.

‘If I’d been a structural engineer or dentist, I would have been in clover,’ I told him. ‘But this country has way too many journalists already, so my chances of staying here as a freelancer were between slim and none.’ I drained the last of my Southern Comfort. ‘And slim just left town.’

He didn’t even crack a smile, but he did look calmer as he said, ‘Well, I think it’s obvious what we have to do.’

I allowed myself to exhale. He had a solution! Maybe everything was going to be all right.

‘I think it’s obvious that we have to break up,’ he said.

It’s safe to say that I was shocked. I knew that my situation was unusual, and maybe I’m an incurable romantic, but it’s not like I was married for real, or had leprosy, or seven illegitimate children at home that I’d neglected to mention.

I was also having a horrific case of déjà vu. This couldn’t be happening to me again, in another bar, with another man who’d once professed to love me now telling me that he had to bail out.

This time was supposed to be different! JP had already given me his house keys. He’d bought me an electric toothbrush, not just a regular one, damn it, and I had my own bathroom wall socket, for God’s sake. And I’d really begun to believe him when he told me that he loved me. He’d even taken to uttering those three magical words in moments not immediately following mind-blowing orgasms (which as everyone knows don’t really count).

‘You said that you loved me for who I am, and that I could say anything to you,’ I murmured, my eyes filling with tears.

‘Yeah, but Cat, there’s a limit,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to date someone who’s married. I want to settle down myself in the next couple of years!’

‘This wouldn’t affect us. It’s not like I live with him! This is only short term, and I promise you that if we wanted to take our relationship to the next level I would divorce him in a heartbeat so that we could.’

I tightened my grip on his hands. ‘I love you. I haven’t felt this way about anyone in ages. It just feels so comfortable and right between us.’

‘I felt that way too, Catherine.’ He raked his fingers through his thick black hair.

My heart sank. ‘Felt? As in . . . past tense?’

‘Well, I can’t be involved with someone whose life is so complicated. Don’t you get it?’

‘Well, no, not really. Because the truth is that Mark would have been my preferred choice for this marriage even if you and I were more serious. I made the decision months ago that I would never want to do this with a boyfriend because it would put too much strain on the relationship. I’ve had two friends of mine get married partly for visa reasons, and both times the marriages have fallen apart within a year. When I get married, I want it to be for the right reasons, because I absolutely want to be there with every fibre of my being. Er, I mean, next time, obviously.’ I was starting to sweat. This was a disaster.

‘And you didn’t think to include me in this decision?’

‘Honey, I promise I would have, if we had known each other a little bit longer. But I was down to the wire with the visa situation, and the wedding was already planned when I met you. How could I know that everything between us would happen so fast? Can’t we work something out?’

He looked as if he might bolt at any second, but fortunately I was saved by the arrival of the waiter, who presented our dishes with a flourish and made a point of explaining every morsel in intricate detail as I dug my thumbnail into the flesh of my palm. I didn’t give a shit about the composition of the organic sausages, I just wanted some privacy.

After the waiter left, I tried again to explain my logic. ‘I did think about telling you, every day, but I just didn’t think it was fair to put that kind of pressure on you this early in our relationship. I think you just have to chalk this one up to really bad timing.’

Suddenly the room went blurry, and the first of the tears that had been welling finally slid down my cheek. I dabbed at the corners with a cocktail napkin, blinked furiously and looked upwards.

Crying in restaurants is an art, and I should know because I’ve done it enough times. It’s horrible because everyone who sees a heterosexual couple speaking in whispered tones suspects that they are breaking up.

The key to scraping back public dignity is to make it seem that I’m crying for reasons unrelated to the guy sitting beside me – that way passers-by would think that I had a dead relative, or just got diagnosed with cancer and my boyfriend was being hugely supportive. They would not, under any circumstances, think that I was a loser who was getting my ass kicked to the kerb yet again. So I forced down a rice ball, using the muscles of my oesophagus to stifle a sob, and almost choked.

‘I love you, JP, and I’m so sorry for not telling you sooner, but I’m not going to apologize for who I am. I know I’m not perfect, but sometimes you get dealt some shit cards in life and have to make the best of what you have. Can’t you look for something positive in this situation? It’s not my dream scenario either, but I’m a believer in dealing with the rough stuff head-on, not hiding from it.’

‘I’m sorry, what exactly is the positive side? And why should I care about your position?’ He speared a sausage.

Men. I swear most of them could see a relative dismembered by a chainsaw and eat a four-course breakfast the next day. Meanwhile, I can’t digest so much as an Altoid when I’m upset. It’s so unfair.

I tried again. ‘I mean, it’s obviously not an ideal situation, but if I hadn’t planned what I did, I couldn’t have stayed in the country and I would never have met you!’ I smiled at him and tried to keep my tone light.

‘Maybe that would have been for the best,’ he said bitterly. ‘What would my friends and family think?’

‘Babe, who says we have to tell them?’ I pushed the mozzarella around on the plate, suddenly feeling hopeful. We were coming up with a game plan together!

‘I can’t have people knowing this about me,’ he said. ‘All I want is a normal life.’

‘I want that too! I love you, and I would always be completely faithful to you. In that sense, I’m totally conventional.’

‘I don’t doubt your loyalty, Cat, but I mean, your job, the column, and now this . . . it’s just all too much. It’s not worth the drama.’ He pushed his chair back. ‘I should get going.’

‘Honey, you don’t mean that,’ I said, stung. But then I started to feel a bit pissed off. Why did he have to drag my column into this, especially when he had previously raved about how proud he was of me? ‘Look, I know that you are upset now, and I totally understand,’ I sputtered. ‘But please, just for a second, try to put yourself in my shoes. Things happen in life. But if you’re saying you don’t care enough to make it worth at least trying to work through this problem together, then I guess that’s all I need to know.’

From the beginning, one of the things that I had found most attractive about JP was the fact that he brought structure to my life. But I wanted real stability, not the kind based entirely on appearances. He talked about loving me ‘no matter what’, but faced with an actual crisis his cool-as-a-cucumber façade was crumbling like a house of cards. And I couldn’t help noticing that his main concern seemed to be what other people would think.

‘I don’t know, Cat. I do love you, but . . .’

‘If you really love someone, there’s just “I love you”,’ I insisted. ‘There’s no “but” at the end.’

‘I can’t handle this situation,’ he said. ‘You have too much baggage.’

‘Please think about it,’ I said, hating myself for begging but unable to help it. It seemed so unfair: five minutes ago we’d had this idyllic relationship, until I told him the truth.

Looking around at other couples holding hands in the buttery lighting of the bar, I allowed myself to wonder bitterly what secrets they were holding back. Maybe the petite bottle blonde in the skinny jeans and turtleneck had had a secret abortion, and the curvy girl feeding bruschetta to the older Hugh Grant look-alike checked his mobile phone every time he turned his back. Yet they all looked as happy as pigs in shit. Maybe Victoria was right, and the fantasy world was best after all. Why couldn’t I have kept my goddamned mouth shut?

He threw money down on the table, said, ‘I’m sorry,’ and was gone.

I watched him walk away, letting the tears flow freely now, and then slumped forward to let my head rest in my hands.

Suddenly, the copious quantity of drink that had been sloshing around in my anxious gut all afternoon expanded outward, and when I stood up the lining of my delicate dress ripped very audibly.

I whipped around quickly. ‘That wasn’t what it sounded like,’ I said to the couple next to me, who looked at me in alarm. ‘My dress just tore.’ They probably saw my tear-streaked face and thought that I got left at the altar for being flatulent.

I staggered out of Shoreditch House and desperately checked my phone for a text from JP telling me that he’d changed his mind. No such luck. But I found a message from Mark: ‘Hi, we are back at my flat. Everyone asking where the old ball and chain is . . . you in or out?’

I went out into the alleyway and hailed a minicab. This night had to get better. Because it definitely couldn’t get any worse.


THREE

Once, when I was eight, my dad took me to an illegal cockfight. He worked in a hospital as an administrator, and one night a guy he knew got rushed into the emergency room with chest pains.

Two hours later, he died, but not before begging my dad to take custody of his fighting cock, which was aptly named Champ.

Despite the fact that the psychotic chicken woke everyone up at 5 a.m. with his crowing, Dad had a soft spot for him. So after taking custody, Dad had to explain to the guys running the fights that Champ was retiring.

But they were persuasive and insisted that the chicken have one last retirement fight. I’m not sure why my dad took me with him, but he had always loved boxing. So did I, but as my dad always pointed out, the men chose to pull on their gloves and climb into the ring. The poor animals had no choice.

I remember everything about that fight: going into the basement of a backstreet bar, where beer tabs crunched in the sawdust under my feet and the ring was spattered with blood. The cocks unleashed hell, and feathers flew until one of them stopped twitching. It was probably the most brutal thing I’ve ever seen.

But the bloodletting I saw that night wasn’t a million miles from the viciousness that my friends inflict on their loved ones’ exes after a break-up. After months of telling me how great JP was, they turned on him after realizing that he’d broken my heart.

I know that they are biased, but, God, I love them at times like these.

By the time I got to Mark’s flat near Earl’s Court, the party was in full swing, and JP had gone, in one fell swoop – after an update text I’d sent en route – from being a nice guy who everyone adored to ‘a boring, pretentious twat’.

Mark was wearing a toga, which appeared to be nothing more than a hastily draped bed-sheet, and blasting house music from his computer. Victoria, Russell and Amy were bumping and grinding in the living room, and the girls were so wasted that they were dropping ash on the already decimated carpet. Amy had draped some ivy that looked like it came from outside the house around her head.

‘Here. Drink it. Now.’ Victoria handed me a glass tumbler full of green liquid. Thinking it was a half-melted frozen margarita, I downed the whole thing in one gulp. Then I saw the bottle on the counter with the menacing-looking eye staring back at me. The green stuff had been absinthe. I knew then that I was totally screwed.

My head was spinning, but luckily the party was winding down. Before long only Mark, Russell, who had a notably sculpted chest, Amy and Victoria remained.

‘So, Cat, you must have done almost everything,’ Russell said. ‘Is there any fantasy that hasn’t come true?’

I pulled a sorry-for-myself face: ‘To be honest, my hottest sex ever was with JP, because we were in love and I felt really comfortable. At least, I thought we were.’

‘Look, you have all tomorrow to be depressed,’ Mark said, putting his hands on my shoulders and looking me straight in the eye. ‘But you have to be thankful for what you have. As of now, you’re a legal resident, baby!’

Victoria and Amy gave me a hug, because their cab was waiting outside. But I stayed, because I wasn’t in the mood to go home alone. Besides, after running on adrenalin all day, I was wired.

I couldn’t help smiling as the three of us sat down to play ‘I never’, the drinking game where you have to take a shot every time a player names something that you have done. There was obviously a conspiracy going on between Mark and Russell, because they kept targeting their phrases to ensure that I imbibed the maximum amount: i.e. ‘I never slept with my French teacher in high school’ or ‘I never took Viagra’.

‘This is SO not fair,’ I slurred.

‘You have to admit, Cat, you have done a lot in the name of research for the column,’ Russell said. ‘Come on, there must be something that you haven’t done!’

‘I’ll tell you what my hottest fantasy is, but it’s really dirty,’ I said, rubbing my knees together. The absinthe was making me seriously horny, and despite the day I’d had I could feel myself getting turned on. ‘I remember there were a few times when I saw you coming out of the shower, and I fantasized about you letting the towel drop to the floor, and what would happen if you came into the bedroom with Mark and me.’

Mark and I have had plenty of racy encounters in the past, and though we’re mainly platonic friends now, we know each other’s secrets and fantasies. I knew that my chances of luring Mark into what he affectionately called ‘the wrong kind of threesome’ were remote at best. But I’ll admit that my reply was hopefully suggestive. You never know . . .

So, I was heartbroken, but I figured maybe a bacchanal night would be just what the doctor ordered. After all, when was I going to get another golden opportunity like this one, with two people I trusted completely, when we were all single? It would be like winning the lottery.

It is one of the top life lessons I’ve learned from Beatles and Stones lyrics: right under ‘You can’t always get what you want’ is ‘If you can’t be with the one you love, love the one you’re with’.

‘Why not?’ Mark said, laughing. ‘It’s marital sex, so technically, morally, we’re in the clear.’

‘I’m not so sure about that.’ I laughed back.

I wondered if the Ecstasy was still having an effect, because even though I wasn’t looking directly at his crotch I could spot the bulge in his trousers from the corner of my eye. The more I tried not to look, the more my eyes were drawn – and the more flushed I got.

‘Well, it’s been a long day, boys. So I’ll tell you what, I’m going to go and take a hot shower. Come and join me if you feel like it. I’ll leave it up to you.’ I gave them my best pout over my naked shoulder and sauntered into Russell’s bathroom.

Unfortunately, it didn’t look like the movies, where triple-headed showers rain down on pristine marble surfaces – his showerhead had a cracked, yellowing hose and the only accessory for bathroom fun was a half-melted bar of green soap. Not very sexy. So I quickly scurried across the hall into Mark’s bathroom, which was scrubbed clean despite the fact that he’s very messy. I guess his cleaner must have come that day.

Dirty sex should be limited to the acts performed, never the surfaces. No matter how deviant my behaviour gets, doing anything near a pile of crumpled laundry can totally kill the mood for me.

I put the water on as hot as I could stand, opened the glass door and stepped inside the shower. It was definitely roomy enough for three, though it might be a bit of a tight squeeze.

I wet my hair and lathered up, starting to massage the body wash into my D-cup breasts before soaping further down by sliding my hand between my legs. As I closed my eyes and felt the water beating down on me, I could sense the stress of the day slipping away.

The door clicked and I was aware of Mark stepping in past me and kissing the back of my neck.

After a few moments I saw Russell appear in the bathroom doorway, naked to the waist. He still seemed a bit uncertain, and I knew that, much as I might love it, there was going to be no guy-on-guy action.

Social conventions really annoy me sometimes. I know that even if I didn’t have lesbian tendencies, which I do, I would have no problem being titillated in an FFM three-way, probably partially because it’s socially acceptable for women to swing both ways.

Meanwhile, men whose gazes linger a bit too long at the urinal get given a hard time (no pun intended). Bisexual men are viewed as gays who haven’t left the closet, which is a great shame given the range of sexual behaviour throughout history. Lots of straight men in ancient Greece and Rome took male lovers, and it was something of an upper-class phenomenon. But I didn’t want to debate ancient Roman sexual practices, I wanted to get fucked.

‘Do you want to come in?’ I asked Russell, feeling myself getting wetter in more ways than one. I was a bit shy about all this, but at that moment my horniness outweighed my embarrassment. I pressed my breasts against the glass, and as Mark’s hand reached between my legs I could see Russell unzip his trousers and pull his cock out. Without wanting to sound clichéd, it was a bit shorter but much thicker than Mark’s. I turned my head and kissed Mark, not sure what to do next. Somehow I knew that I had to take the lead, so I opened the door and told Russell to come inside.

I closed my eyes, stayed facing Russell and focused on kissing him. I sensed that he was less practised than Mark and since I’d never kissed him before I relished the feeling of his tongue exploring my mouth.

He kissed down my throat and started sucking my nipples as the water poured down on all three of us. I pulled his head into my chest as Mark continued to kiss the back of my neck in the spot that he knows drives me crazy, while reaching around to massage my engorged clit at the same time.

Russell was pushing my breasts together so that he could continue to suck my nipples, which felt heavenly, and I loved the sensation of his callused hands groping my breasts (though I fleetingly wondered how a white-collar architect got such rough hands, something told me that now wasn’t the time to ask).

I think the boys were trying to avoid being at eye level with each other, because the next thing I knew Mark was kneeling behind me, licking me out from behind with his thumb massaging my G-spot and his index finger on my clit. Not wanting Russell to feel left out, I kept kissing him and stroking his cock, and could feel from his urgent moans that he was getting very close to coming. So was I, but the cramped and slightly awkward conditions were going to make this a bit unrealistic. ‘It’s a little bit squished in here, isn’t it?’ I said and we all laughed.

I didn’t want the action to end there, so gently suggested that we move to the bedroom, and grabbed a bottle of baby oil that Mark kept in his medicine cabinet on the way out.

We all climbed on to the bed, and I cupped Russell’s face in my hands and kissed him, while Mark fished a condom out of the bedside dresser drawer. ‘Sweetie, I don’t think that I’m going to be able to have full sex with both of you guys,’ I said. ‘And I want to make sure that everyone is cool with that.’ Having two men at the same time was one of my ultimate fantasies, though I’ve always found the idea rather threatening. Luckily these guys were my friends so I felt totally comfortable taking things at my own pace.

‘Whatever you want,’ Russell said. ‘Let’s just play around and have a good time.’

I’m always shocked when my girlfriends tell me that they rate performing oral sex on their partners as a chore somewhere behind folding laundry, because I genuinely love giving blow jobs. I licked the tip of Russell’s cock, teasing him, while Mark continued to lick me out from behind. I could feel my orgasm building as Russell grunted and thrusted all the way into the back of my throat.

Suddenly I broke the embrace, and turned around to face Mark. ‘I want you to fuck me until I come,’ I said. Mark’s wall is lined with a full-length mirror, so when I returned to sucking Russell’s cock I could see Mark spread my legs from behind, and push into me. The naughty sight of two ripped men moaning and getting completely turned on by me was one of the most exciting feelings I had ever had.

Sex with JP had been amazing, but this was like starring in my own live porno. I could feel the inside walls of my pussy tightening as Mark slammed into me while still massaging my clit, and Russell’s rhythmic movements grew more insistent. Then, as my orgasm started to build again, I felt Russell spurt into my mouth. Mark pulled my hips to him as he came inside me, while my contractions seemed to go on for ever in an overwhelming orgasm.

Eventually, I came to, and lounged back
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