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Chapter One

‘I’m sorry, but you really mustn’t touch the rocking horse. I know it’s beautiful, but if everyone who wants to gets their hands on it, it will soon fall to pieces.’

A nine-year-old girl in a beret stepped back, disappointment written over her face.

I felt sorry for her, but what else could I do? The Victorian House Museum had to operate a strict no-touching policy or the curious little fingers of twenty-first-century children would ruin the legacy of their nineteenth-century counterparts.

I waited a few minutes until the group had had their fill of the dolls’ house and the lead-painted soldiers, then took my place at the doorway.

‘So that’s the nursery,’ I said. ‘And now I expect you’re wondering where the bathroom is? Well, I’ve got something a little bit shocking to tell you. Victorian houses didn’t have bathrooms.’

The predictable chorus of ‘No way!’, ‘Gross!’ and its traditional accompaniment of vomiting noises was like an old friend.

‘We take plumbing for granted nowadays.’ I spoke over the dying protestations. ‘But when a Victorian person wanted a bath, they had to boil up the water, just as we boil a kettle, and pour it into a tub – usually in the kitchen or, if you were posh, the bedroom.’

‘So they did wash then?’ The bereted girl’s tone was dubious.

‘Oh, yes. But a proper bath wasn’t as regular an occurrence as it probably is in your life. As for the toilet …’

I grinned. This was always every school party’s favourite subject. Discussion of Victorian waste disposal took us back down the stairs and out through the hall until we were in the backyard with the coal-hole and the privy.

I let them run amok out there for a few minutes, the more sensitive flowers screeching about spiders while the sturdier plants teased them, until their teacher decided it was time to put a lid on their exuberance and lead them to the picnic area for lunch.

They were lucky. The late October day had not brought the threatened rain, although a gusty wind was whipping up even as they ran to the clearing, scarves flying, football-themed lunchboxes swinging from their hands.

‘Thank you,’ the teacher said before hurrying along in their wake. ‘That was really interesting. It makes such a difference to their level of enthusiasm when they’ve seen the past brought to life like this.’

‘No problem,’ I said, smiling after her, partly from pleasure at the compliment but mainly because I wasn’t the one having to herd her charges into some semblance of order.

I went back inside the house where June, Rob and Lucy were changing out of their Victorian gear back into student fatigues. One of the great draws of the Victorian House Museum, setting it apart from its competitors, was its dramatic renditions of Victorian life – a supper for two, the maid dashing about in the kitchen, a discussion of the Queen’s Golden Jubilee in the drawing room.

Rob tore off his fancy-dress-shop mutton chops and passed a hand across his reddened skin.

‘Ouch, again,’ he said.

‘You should just grow a pair,’ I suggested.

‘Yeah, cos that wouldn’t make me the object of mockery, would it?’

‘Say you’re a big fan of Bradley Wiggins.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Sarah …’

His voice lowered and I began to regret entering into this conversation. I thought I could sense what was coming next.

‘Robert?’

‘I don’t suppose you’re free tonight, are you? There’s a film I fancied seeing, but I don’t want to go on my own, like a sad case.’

‘Sorry, mate,’ I said, biting the inside of my lip. ‘I’ve got other plans.’

‘There is a man, isn’t there?’ Lucy’s light, musical tones joined in. ‘Or a woman? Go on, Sarah, tell us. You’re such a dark horse. You’ve been here three weeks and none of us knows anything about you.’

‘Is it a woman?’ asked Rob, perking up as if this might be the perfect explanation for my serial rebuffing of him.

‘No, it’s … nothing. OK then. All right. I’ll come to the cinema with you. But it’s not a date.’

Rob clapped his hands and so did Lucy.

‘No, of course not, not a date,’ he said. ‘Pizza afterwards?’

‘Whatever. I’m easy.’

He winked a hope so kind of wink at Lucy, who giggled back at him.

‘I’ll meet you at the multiplex, then,’ I said, desperate to get away now for some reason. My heart was pounding and my throat had closed up.

‘Yeah – sevenish?’

I nodded, unable to say any more, and escaped up the stairs.

This is not a date. It’s not infidelity. It’s just called having a life. He wouldn’t object to that, would he?

In the Victorian master bedroom, I sat down – against the rules, but I was a bit beyond caring – in the frilly, flouncy pink armchair by the dressing table.

I shut my eyes and took a deep breath, the smell of old fabrics and mothballs calming my senses. I loved this room. I even loved its name. ‘Victorian master bedroom’. It reminded me of Jasper and the heady, intense summer we had shared.

Jasper Jay. My lover, my master, my addiction.

But he had stayed in France while I came back here to take up my new job at the museum.

He would be wrapping up filming any time now and there would be parties, perhaps on the beach in Nice where we had spent three glorious September weeks. What a different world that had been, waking up in the villa at whatever hour of the morning, wound up in sheets, Jasper already at the set hours before. I would mooch and eat fruit and drink sparkling water and swim in the pool and wait for him.

He was always worth waiting for.

I got up and toyed with some of the items on the dresser. I picked up the heavy silver-backed hairbrush and thought of Jasper brushing my hair with it. Or perhaps he would find another use … no, scratch that. He would definitely find another use for it. My bottom clenched at the mere thought.

I picked up the cut-glass perfume bottle and squeezed the tasselled bulb, spraying lily-of-the-valley scent on to my wrist. Not hundreds of years old – we refilled the bottle on a weekly basis. Jasper smelled of Russian leather and spices. To fill my nostrils with that again … oh, just the memory of it sent me back to the chair, my knees shaky with sensual longing.

When would I hear from him again?

After I left France, we had Skyped several times a day in the first week, then the frequency had declined, bit by bit, until now the last communication was some days ago. I’d made allowances for the mad dash to wrap up filming on schedule – after all, he’d already had to factor in one serious delay when his star broke his leg – but even so … four days.

I should be glad of the opportunity to experience life as a Victorian girl would; having to wait for the post to hear news of her sweetheart. How awful it must have been for them, especially with lovers and husbands at the front of some war. It was pathetic of me to pine over four days without a Skype call or text. Honestly, Sarah. Get a grip.

I could hear the others’ chat and laughter, muffled, from downstairs, then the doorbell jangled.

I opened my eyes. We didn’t have any other parties booked in, as far as I knew, until well after lunch. Had the office staff forgotten to add one?

Rob answered the door. I couldn’t quite make out what he said but it was something to do with the next performance being at three.

The responding male voice made me shoot to my feet. It sounded like …

I heard my name mentioned.

I had to grab hold of the chair arm.

‘She’s upstairs … hey, don’t I know you from somewhere?’

Footsteps, creaks on the stairs.

I ran to the pier glass and tried to ensure that I looked halfway presentable in this stupid Victorian ruffled dress with a bustle attached to my backside. Honestly, talk about an impractical uniform!

Breathe, Sarah, breathe. Don’t faint. I wasn’t wearing an actual corset, but I had a pretty tight Lycra girdle around my waist, to make the dress look properly period, and I was reminded of it now as I fought to swallow my gasps.

I wasn’t going to let him surprise me. I would go to him.

I strode over to the bedroom door and swung it open. He was there, right before me. It was him.

Now what?

‘Oh,’ I said, and my crushed ribcage and wobbly legs and panicking breath and fizzing head closed in on me, a wall of blackness rising up and taking me over, away, away …

‘You can take role-playing too far, you know.’

I opened my eyes and saw, through a blur of coloured spots, Jasper’s face close to mine while he dabbed a cool, scented handkerchief across my brow.

‘Mm hmm?’

I wasn’t sure where I was but I thought it was the sofa in the best drawing room. If Colin caught us on it … The idea was too irrelevant to take root. I had far more pressing ones swirling round and about.

‘Just because you’re dressed like a Victorian lady, you don’t have to go getting fits of the vapours,’ he said.

‘I …’ I tried to sit up. Jasper’s arm was tight around me and I couldn’t. ‘Why?’

‘I’m sorry?’

I tried again, but my mouth was dry and my lips too quivery to work effectively. ‘Why? Are you? What? Here? Why?’

He fumbled in a bag and took out a bottle of water.

‘Here,’ he said, uncapping it and putting it to my lips. ‘You need to drink.’

I swallowed a few gulps and felt the stirrings of revival. Better than sal volatile.

‘Why didn’t you email? Or text? Or anything?’ I demanded, able now to struggle to an upright position against the tension of Jasper’s arm.

‘Sorry, work’s been absolutely manic. Besides, I wanted to surprise you.’

‘Surprises are overrated.’

‘Oh, no, no, no,’ he tutted. ‘You don’t mean that.’

I could see where I was now. It was the best drawing room and Rob and Lucy were lurking in a corner as if ready to dash for first-aid assistance.

‘She’s fine,’ Jasper said to them. ‘You don’t need to hang around. But thank you.’

Rob hesitated, but Lucy dragged him away by the elbow.

I groaned and hid my face in Jasper’s shoulder.

‘I’m going to get fired,’ I wailed. ‘My dream first job and I lasted three weeks.’

‘Don’t be daft. They can’t fire you for fainting, especially when they make you wear … are you wearing a corset?’

He prodded my stomach. I could tell by the way his breathing deepened that he was starting to feel turned on.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Sorry to disappoint but, as you said, you can take role-playing too far. Damaging my ribcage and crushing my lungs on a daily basis didn’t appeal.’

‘I’ll get you into a corset,’ he said. ‘Just you see if I don’t.’

I removed my face from his jacket lapel and tilted it to meet his eyes.

‘Is that a threat or a promise?’

‘Both.’

Looking into his eyes was a bad mistake. How on earth was I supposed to …?

There were things I ought to do. Think? Was that one of them? Or … breathe?

Kiss. Yes, of course, it was obvious. I was supposed to kiss. There wasn’t anything else I could do.

And there it was again, Russian leather, spice, some kind of vintage aftershave, coiling into me and binding my senses to it. I had lain awake night after night trying to capture this feeling, but when it came it was so much bigger and denser and more all-consuming than any memory.

And something had been missing from my memory, something that came right back to the forefront of my mind within seconds of our lips locking. I had tried to remember the feel of it, the smell of it, the all-enveloping nature of it, and had some success, especially in my dreams. But I had forgotten the pulse of uncertainty that beat through the sensation. What’s going to happen next?

Because that was the one thing you could never know, not when you were with Jasper Jay.

In the sensual rapture of it all, I lost my grip on where we were and who I was and what I was supposed to be doing until the sound of a footfall on the gravel outside the window reminded me.

I pinched his cheek, and the surprise of it ended our kiss and made him frown rather thrillingly down at me. He’d get me for that later. Not now, though, because now was in working hours.

‘I think the boss is outside,’ I whispered.

‘No, the boss is inside,’ he answered without missing a beat. I flapped a hand at his shoulder.

‘You know what I mean. He won’t be happy to catch me with a personal visitor.’

‘So?’

‘So let me up.’ I tried to wrench myself out of Jasper’s grasp but he wasn’t having it.

To my considerable horror, he laid me flat on the sofa and hovered over me, a menacing leer on his face, so close to mine that it blurred.

‘Jasper,’ I squeaked, and the door opened.

‘I do beg your pardon.’ Colin Cutts’ voice was frosty to say the least. ‘I seem to be interrupting something.’

‘Oh, don’t apologise.’ Jasper’s tone was airy. He straightened himself and stood, holding out a hand for Colin to shake.

I remained in my supine position, unable to think of anything to say or do that might improve this situation.

‘Sarah?’ Colin looked between me and Jasper, apparently at a loss.

‘Yes, you did interrupt something, but it doesn’t matter,’ said Jasper. ‘I was working on blocking a scene, you see. Trying to establish where I need my actors to be and how they should move.’

‘Blocking a scene?’ echoed Colin.

‘Yes. I’m so sorry. I haven’t introduced myself, have I? Sometimes I get a little above myself and expect to be recognised, which is terribly arrogant, I know.’ He produced a card from his inner jacket pocket and handed it over. ‘Jasper Jay.’

‘The director?’ said Colin, turning the card over in his fingers.

‘That’s right. Sarah and I are … good friends … and when she told me she was working here, I decided to come and visit, for location scouting purposes.’

Colin’s ears pricked up at this.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. I’m working on a Victorian-set project and I need authentic period locations. This would be absolutely perfect … of course, you’d have to put it to your trustees …’

‘Why don’t you step into my office, Mr Jay? I’d be very interested in discussing this further with you.’

‘Of course.’

I watched, barely able to comprehend how the hell Jasper pulled this one off, as the two men left me to my own devices on the chaise longue and disappeared to the reception area.

I was grateful of the opportunity to catch my breath, for all sorts of reasons, but one really stood out from the crowd.

Jasper was back.

Jasper was back and he still wanted me.

Did I still want him?

My body thought it knew the answer to that one.

I paced about the room, unable to keep still until I saw Jasper emerge from the reception building and run over to the Victorian house. I went outside to intercept him. He was wreathed in scintillating smiles.

‘What have you made poor Colin agree to?’ I asked, once he was within earshot.

‘He’s going to lend me the Victorian house every evening until Christmas,’ he said.

‘So you really are making a costume drama? That wasn’t a fib?’

‘Are you calling me a liar, Ms Wells?’ His voice was low in his throat and he took hold of my fingers and squeezed them before returning to dazzling-beam mode. ‘Actually, I haven’t decided. I might well do. There’s a script that interests me.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. And it’s quite a racy one, although I haven’t told your man that. I thought that you and I could spend a few evenings … going through it …’

My jaw dropped.

‘You mean you’ve talked Mr Cutts into letting you turn the museum into your private depraved Victorian sex den?’

He laughed.

‘Exactly. We start tonight. Just me and you – and perhaps I might bring along my box of tricks. What do you think?’

‘I think you’ve got the nerve of the devil,’ I said.

‘That’s not all,’ he whispered into my ear.

* * *

Rob was not best pleased at losing his cinema companion but I think he accepted that he stood slightly less than no chance against Jasper Jay. I had to spend a wearying afternoon fielding endless questions about Jasper and our relationship, not quite knowing whether I should present us as a couple or keep it to myself.

In the end, I opted for the latter, explaining the official version of the story, which was that I’d spent the summer cataloguing his collection of antiques and we had become friends, bonding over our love of a finely turned rosewood table leg.

I don’t think anybody believed me, but it didn’t really matter what they believed.

What mattered was that it was eight o’clock and I was here, alone with Jasper; Cutts having entrusted me with the museum keys after cautioning me to keep an eye on our film director friend and make sure nothing got broken.

‘So, where do you want to start?’ I asked. I was wearing jeans and a fleece, having been home in the interim, and he was similarly dressed.

‘Where’s the dressing-up box?’ he asked.

‘What?’

‘You and your mates were all in role when I turned up earlier. I liked those costumes.’

I sat down on the hall chair.

‘Jasper, I’m not at all sure what we’re doing here. You turn up out of the blue and take the place over with some cock-and-bull story about a film and I don’t know what it’s all about or why we’re here tonight or …’

He took hold of my wrists, his grip tight.

‘Calm down,’ he said, with absolute authority. I recognised the tone immediately and, more importantly, so did my body. It was like rewinding my life back to that summer. I stopped gibbering and held myself still, waiting for his next command.

‘We’re here because we want to be,’ he said, with the same steady, slow modulation. ‘Because I want you, and you want me. And this could be a lot of fun. Don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know what to think …’

‘Then stop thinking. Just do as you’re told. Do you think you can manage that?’

I nodded, relieved to have the pressure taken off. I was tired of analysing the situation every which way from Thursday. I wanted to fling myself backwards off the side of my life and into Jasper’s keeping. I wanted my summer back.

‘Good. Now show me your dressing-up box.’

I stood and led him, still joined at the wrist, to the back parlour, a pretty little Morris-wallpapered room where things were stored, including, in a Turkish-carved ottoman, our costumes.

‘Do you think any of these will fit me?’ asked Jasper, pulling out my favourite of the waistcoats, a silk-embroidered affair with a peacock-feather pattern that Rob always wore rather well. ‘It’s flamboyant. I like it.’

‘I think you and Rob are a similar size,’ I ventured.

‘Are we, by Jove? And how would you know that?’ He cocked a devilish eyebrow.

‘I don’t mean that.’

‘You’d better not.’

‘Is that what you think of me?’

‘No, Sarah, it isn’t. Him, on the other hand …’

‘You have nothing to worry about.’

‘I just don’t want another lovelorn rival on my hands. Not after the last time.’

I saw his point. That hideous tangle with his former groundsman was best forgotten.

‘I think you’re safe,’ I said. ‘Rob’s harmless. Oh, this shirt … I love the sleeves.’ I held up a capacious lawn cotton number and Jasper took off his hoody and slipped it on.

‘I feel like Lord Byron,’ he remarked, lacing it tight.

I handed him a cravat, a plain blue one with little gold trefoils, not wanting to overegg things since the waistcoat was so gaudy.

‘It seems pointless to dress up like this when what I’m planning involves getting it all off again,’ he commented. ‘Still, every scene needs a bit of build-up.’

‘I don’t think we should …’ I opened, a little tentative.

‘Should what?’

‘I mean, the furniture is all authentic. Including the beds. I’d rather not …’

‘You’re afraid I’ll damage them?’

‘I have to work here,’ I said, biting my lip.

‘Nothing is going to get broken,’ he said. The waistcoat was on now and he looked good. Wicked good. The jeans didn’t really go so well, but from the waist up he was the perfect Victorian gent. All he needed was extravagant facial hair.

He dug into the ottoman and drew out a pair of tight riding breeches. He noticed my salacious eyeing of them and said, ‘You’re still dressed. Why is that?’

‘Oh. I …’

‘Is there a corset in there?’ He peered into the depths.

‘I told you. We don’t wear real corsets.’

‘Well, that must be remedied. I’ll take you up to town on your day off. I know a woman who makes the most amazing pieces. Expensive, but you’re worth it. In the meantime, a chemise and some drawers will do.’

I unbuttoned my jeans, glad to have an occupation for my restless fingers.

‘What’s this film all about then?’ I asked. Surely it couldn’t be a porn flick? Perhaps it was.

‘Sex,’ he said, grinning and strutting around in his riding breeches. ‘My God, I should wear these more often,’ he said, slapping his thighs. ‘I feel like a panto principal boy. Where are the matching boots? And, most importantly, the riding crop?’

‘Is there a riding crop in the film?’ I asked, my mouth now dry and the words sounding small and fearful.

‘Whatever I want to be in the film will be in the film,’ he said, posing in front of the chimney-piece mirror. ‘So, yes, I’d say a riding crop was a given.’

He turned to smirk at me.

I was wearing my bra and a pair of linen knee-length drawers, the type with a flap at the rear that could be opened to reveal the buttocks.

‘But what’s the script about?’ I persisted, wishing Jasper would, for once, give a simple answer to a simple question.

‘I’m sorry. You’re getting anxious again, aren’t you? You finish getting dressed and I’ll tell you.’

He sat down in a plush armchair, watching me release my breasts then cover them again with a short, light chemise.

‘The script’s about social inequalities in the nineteenth century,’ he said. ‘It’s supposed to shine a light on present-day conditions. The Poor Law translating to benefit cuts and so forth. The central relationship is between a cruel upper-class bastard and his hapless maid.’

‘It sounds rather grim.’

‘It has a happy ending. She makes him see the error of his ways. At least, it’s happy for her, because she inherits his wealth when he commits suicide.’

‘God, we aren’t re-enacting that bit, are we?’

He laughed. ‘No. We aren’t re-enacting anything. We’re just role-playing around the theme, I think. Nothing is set in stone quite yet. I want to see how these scenes will work.’

‘What scenes?’

‘Our cruel upper-class bastard feels threatened by the maid’s serene acceptance of every humiliating burden he casts upon her. He senses her resilience and her fortitude and it makes him mad. He wants to break her spirit. He is the Victorian patriarchy, do you see, getting increasingly wound up about the growing demands for female emancipation. He knows he isn’t going to get away with crushing them for ever, but he’ll have a good go in the short term.’

‘I see. Very deep. And this metaphorical spirit-crushing gives you the chance to film loads of kinky whipping scenes, am I right?’

‘Of course! And why not?’

‘It won’t do much to quell those rumours about you,’ I cautioned.

‘Oh, I think I’m coming to terms with that,’ he said, rising from his chair. ‘In every life there comes a time when we have to own to what we are. Don’t you think?’

‘It’s a dangerous philosophy.’

‘I like danger.’

‘I know.’

‘And so do you. Or you wouldn’t be here.’ He reached out and brushed my hair – which was loose in a non-Victorian style – back from my temples.

‘Addictions are dangerous,’ I said.

‘And you’re addicted?’

I nodded.

He cupped one breast in its flimsy chemise, taking back ownership of my body, as if he’d ever lost it. The kiss, when it came, was intense and devouring.

‘I think I know the feeling,’ he whispered, breaking off, his brow leaning against mine. ‘Now. Let’s play.’


Chapter Two

There was a scene, or so he said, in which the relationship between Cruel Bastard and Stoic Maid was established, and this was the one he wanted to try out first. It was to take place in the drawing room.

‘I don’t have the script,’ I objected.

‘It doesn’t matter. I know roughly how it goes. All you have to do is be obedient and do as you’re told, without being sulky or bratty about it. That’s the maid’s character. She takes everything, but there’s an unspoken strength in her that makes her obedience a form of defiance. “Do your worst,” she’s saying. “You can’t ever break me.” Do you think you can play that?’

‘I can try.’

‘OK. I’ll be by the fire – we’ll have to imagine it’s lit – drinking the ruby port I happened to bring with me. You come in and stand in front of me and I give you my opening spiel. Clear?’

‘Why don’t I get to wear the black and whites?’

I was still in no more than drawers and chemise and, to be honest, the October night being what October nights are, I was rather wishing we didn’t have to just imagine the lighting of the fire.

‘I prefer you like that. Artistic license. Now, no more quibbling, Miss, or you’ll be quibbling with my riding crop.’ Which he had also brought with him.

He went into the drawing room, leaving me in the hall.

I waited a minute or two for him to pour the port, hoping he’d be careful with the crystal. But I don’t know why I thought he wouldn’t – he was, after all, one of the world’s foremost collectors of Victoriana. He was the last man to be careless with it.

What should I do to get in role? I wondered if Jasper could give me any tips – he used to be an actor. But it was an easy enough part to play. It was the part I always played with him.

So I straightened my back and knocked on the door.

‘Come.’

I almost laughed, wondering if it was a command. We’d tried that one, but my orgasmic timing was, more often than not, a bit off. Bad Sarah. Maybe I’d perfect it sometime soon …

I opened the door and couldn’t help a blatantly lustful checking-out of Jasper, who lolled in the armchair in his waistcoat and riding boots, looking like the hottest combination imaginable of Darcy, Rochester and Heathcliff.

His eyes flashed a warning and I bent mine to the ground. It was the only way I’d be able to get through this without jumping on him.

‘So you’re the new maid,’ he said. ‘Walters.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘They tell me at the agency that you’re a hard worker who isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Is that true?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And that you are dutiful and obedient to a fault.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well, if this is true, you will suit me admirably. But you must excuse me – I am by nature a suspicious man and I have great difficulty in accepting what I am told without a demonstration. It occurs to me that the agency may have exaggerated your virtues.’

‘No, indeed, sir, I hope not.’ I lifted my eyes to his and the expression of intent, rapturous cruelty on his face took my breath away.

‘Very well, then. You will show me your obedience and your capacity for hard work. Remove your dress.’

I blinked uncertainly at him, and he waved a hand as if to say, ‘This is how we get round the difficulty of your attire.’ I did as he said, stood and waited for the next command.

‘Good heavens.’ He chuckled and took a sip of his port. ‘You have impressed me, Walters. Most maids would have fled the room in confusion. Well, well. Now step forwards and let me inspect you at closer quarters.’

God, I wished he’d light the fire. We were allowed to, on cold days, and a scuttle full of coal stood nearby. But I supposed Colin wouldn’t like it, especially if we left ashes to sweep up the next morning. Perhaps next time we could bring one of those portable heaters.

My nipples were stiff and sore with the cold and they dented the light material of my chemise very noticeably.

‘What are these?’ he asked, waving his hand close to where they stood to attention.

‘Sir?’ I couldn’t quite believe he was asking this – at least, in my role I couldn’t. What would a maid say? This maid had to be obedient, though, and I clung to that.

‘These? What are they?’

‘Nipples, sir.’

‘Yes, nipples. Why are they in such a shameful state, Walters?’

‘It’s cold, sir.’

‘Cold, is it? Well, in that case, you need to warm up. Run on the spot, Walters.’

‘Sir?’

‘Yes – you know. Running, but on the spot. Well, come on then.’

It was a bit weird, but I knew Jasper had this kink for semi-clothed exercise sessions, so I picked up my feet and did as I was told.

‘Get those knees right up, Walters.’

If I lifted them any higher they’d bang my breasts, which were bouncing rather painfully, the chemise offering no support whatsoever. But it did warm me up, at least. He was right about that.

He didn’t let me stop until I was puffing and hot-faced, having resorted to crossing my arms over my breasts to keep them under control.

‘That will do now, Walters. There. Warmer?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Take your arms away from your chest and prove it. Oh. They are still in quite the same condition they were before. But you can’t attribute it to cold now, surely. So what is your explanation?’

‘I … have no explanation, sir,’ I muttered.

‘Put your arms by your sides,’ he ordered, ‘and kneel in front of me. I must examine this phenomenon properly.’

I knelt between his knees, which he obligingly spread for me, and kept my back straight and my chin up as he indicated I should.

His palms passed gently over the tips of my nipples, rubbing the fabric of my chemise against them. They were so sensitive I felt the gush between my thighs at once.

‘Your predecessor, Larkin,’ he said softly, ‘used to exhibit the same tendency. In her case, the explanation was that she was an unconscionable slut. Is that true of you?’

‘I hope not, sir.’

‘Ah.’ He pinched and tweaked them so that I gasped. ‘You hope not. There we have your answer. You hope not, but you are. Just as much a slut as she ever was. Well, Walters, that is good, for we can now be on an honest footing with one another. But I’m afraid I must show you now how sluttish tendencies are dealt with in this house.’

‘Oh.’ It wasn’t the most stoical of little whimpers, but I had an idea of what was coming, and it wasn’t the good, solid, bent-over-the-chair-arm shagging I was hoping for.

‘My riding crop is on the corner table. Kindly bring it to me.’

I wanted to hesitate, to make pleading puppy-dog eyes, but I remembered that I was Walters, and Walters did as she was told at all times with serene grace.

I picked it up by the handle and a shudder went through me. Jasper’s fist would be wrapped around it soon and the devilish plaited length of it would be brought to bear upon my defenceless bottom. What else was a riding crop good for? Did anyone use them for actual horse riding?

It felt alien in my hand and I was thankful to get rid of it and hand it over to Jasper, who laid it in his lap for a moment and looked me over.

‘Turn around,’ he said.

I obeyed.

‘Do you know what I’m going to do with this riding crop?’ he asked. I heard him raise the glass to his lips again then set it down.

‘I, uh, I’m not sure, sir.’

I really wanted to hear him tell me.

‘I’m going to punish you with it,’ he said. ‘I’m going to lay as many strokes as your tempting little posterior can take, until you are perfectly soundly thrashed and sore. Then you might think twice before showing me your saucy swollen nipples, like any whore in an alleyway. You are going to learn modesty, Walters. Kindly arrange yourself over the arm of that chair, bottom uppermost.’

It seemed mad not to protest, but Walters would look him calmly in the eye and acquiesce, so that was what I did.

I strained and stretched my calves and thighs, pushing my bottom out so the cotton of the drawers was tight and thin over my curves.

‘I suppose you’ve been thrashed before?’ he said, coming to stand beside me. He placed the flat tip of the crop on the broadest part of my bum and brushed it, almost soothingly, up and down the crease. To tell the truth, it stopped being soothing and started being extremely arousing pretty quickly.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You girls need it, don’t you? You need to be kept in check and taught your place.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Tell me about your last whipping, Walters. Who administered it?’

Damn, he was going to make me use my imagination, just at the point where I was ready to sink into mindless sensation.

‘The housekeeper, sir, at my last place.’

‘Oh, the housekeeper. A lady. An older lady, I trust, of strict moral probity.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What was your transgression?’

‘There was no transgression, sir. She whipped all us maids before church every Sunday, just to keep us decent, as she said.’

‘What a marvellous woman. To keep you decent. Yes, that’s a very fine routine. I may well adopt it myself. If this woman is ever in want of a place, you must recommend me to her.’

‘I will, sir.’

‘Tell me how she organised these Sunday-morning affairs. What did she use and how did she go about her disciplinary business?’

‘For these, she used a stiff leather strap that hung in the scullery at all times. For serious misdemeanours, she inclined to the birch rod, but for regular whippings it was always the strap.’

‘Ah, yes, I am myself a keen aficionado of the birch rod.’

I knew that. I knew it very well.

‘She would line us up, sir, after the master’s breakfast things were washed up, in the kitchen. All the male staff were allowed to stay and watch, too, which was the worst of it. Much worse than the pain.’

‘Oh? I will bear that in mind.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t, sir.’

He tapped my bottom sharply.

‘Your preferences are irrelevant. If I decide that you need witnesses to your shame, then witnesses there shall be.’

I hoped that this was Cruel Film Bastard and not Jasper talking. I didn’t think I would ever be ready for that – bad enough during the summer when Will stumbled upon me, bound and thrashed, in Jasper’s grounds. I squirmed in protest, helping the little bloom of heat from the crop to fade.

‘Come on, then. You and your fellows lined up in the kitchen, with the male staff looking on. What happened then?’

‘We were called forward in reverse order of seniority. The scullery maid got it first. In turn, we bent over the big deal table and the housekeeper lifted our skirts and petticoats. The more senior you were, the more strokes you got. The scullery maid got ten, on the seat of her drawers.’

‘Drawers were kept up?’

‘Oh, yes. The men were there! But if it was a proper punishment, it was given in the housekeeper’s office and the drawers came down then.’

‘A private whipping on the bare?’

‘Not private, sir. The other maids were called in to watch, for purposes of instruction.’

‘Ah, very good. So – where were you in terms of seniority?’

‘I was the senior parlourmaid, sir. I came last.’

‘And how many strokes did you get?’

‘Between twenty and thirty, sir, depending on how much time we had left before getting ready for church.’

‘You must have hoped for the ritual to go on longer than the housekeeper intended, every week.’

‘I did indeed, sir. She had a very strong arm and she laid a firm stroke. It was no easy thing to sit on those hard church benches and listen to the sermon afterwards.’

‘I am sure of that. Well, Walters, you will not find it easy to sit on your hard chair in the kitchen tonight either. Keep that bottom high. How long is it since you were whipped?’

‘But a fortnight, sir.’

‘Then your skin will be tender and ready for the crop.’

It was longer than a fortnight in truth. It had been six weeks since my fond farewell spanking in the bedroom of our Riviera villa. ‘Something to remember him by’. It had certainly made the plane journey memorable, shifting constantly in my seat to try and ease my bruised sit-spot.

‘May I ask how many strokes you intend to give, sir?’

‘You may not.’

It was a test of my character’s stoicism, I knew, but I always hated it when a whipping was open-ended. I needed to know from the start how to stretch out my endurance, how to school my body to release its endorphins at the right rate.

There was always my safeword – not that poor old Walters had one of those. I wondered for a moment if such a thing had existed in the sketchily researched Victorian BDSM underworld. Or had it been assumed that women, as property, could be taken beyond their endurance with impunity? It wasn’t a comfortable thought.

Even less comfortable was the first shocking stroke, making me jolt to the side in an effort to protect my bum from another of the same.

‘No,’ he said. ‘You will not break position, Walters. You will learn. This lesson will not end until you are taking each stroke in silence and without moving.’

This was something we had worked on over the summer. I had never quite achieved it. I was vocal when it came to pain and that was just the way it was. Sometimes Jasper wanted to hear me yell and sometimes he wanted to test me. Cruel Bastard insisted on the latter technique – typical, I supposed, of a cruel bastard.

Jasper wasn’t Cruel Bastard, though, and he deliberately lightened his stroke so that the pain was of that manageable kind that soon turns into a glow of pleasure. I gave silent thanks as each fall of the crop stoked the sensual fire on my eagerly proffered bottom.

‘Yes, this is good, this is true obedience,’ he said. He had worked out that he could make his stroke harder now without reducing my enjoyment. ‘You are not a sniveller like Larkin before you. She would have been bawling by now. It’s part of the reason I gave her to one of the fellows at my Club. She was far too easy to bring to tears. You will be different.’

He had covered both cheeks now with scalding welts. The tight cotton chafed my swollen, punished skin. It felt almost too tender to be borne.

He turned his attention to my upper thighs with strokes that were laconic but cruel. Earlier, they would have made me squeal, but now they made me sigh, very quietly, the tiniest of exhalations, for I did not want to reveal my shameful responses to him. In due course, however, the sighing turned to panting and I knew myself to be well roasted – if not overdone.

He stopped and laid the crop gently on the curve of my bottom, rubbing at its tight, sore surface.

‘I thought to break you,’ he said. ‘But you are stronger than you look, Walters. I may have to rethink my strategy.’

After a short silence, he said sharply, ‘Well?’

‘Well, sir?’

‘You have not thanked me for correcting you.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Tell me that you deserved it.’

‘I deserved it all, and more, sir.’

‘Eh? “And more”? What’s this?’

He came around in front of me and rubbed the end of the crop along my mouth and over my face.

‘Have I mistaken you? Are you one of those unnatural girls who enjoy this kind of treatment? Eh? Can I give you away as a whore to one of my flagellant friends?’

‘No, sir, no. I thought only to please you.’

‘To please me?’ His smile was a slow one, curving into wickedness. ‘Larkin liked to please me, Walters. Are you another such?’

‘I … do not know Larkin, sir.’

‘No, you do not know her. Do you know what she would allow me to do after a whipping?’

‘No, sir.’

‘She would part her legs still further, so that the split at the crotch revealed what lay within. It was an invitation, Walters. Do you know what she was inviting?’

‘Sir?’

‘Are you an innocent, Walters? I don’t think so.’

‘She invited you to sin with her? Sins of the flesh?’

‘Exactly so. Sins of the flesh. Have you ever done anything like that?’

God, more bloody storytelling practice when all I wanted was for him to put his hand between the layers of cotton and touch me, rub me, fondle me, feel me, make me come, oh, yes …

But I had to get my head together instead and fabricate some scullery fumble or other.

‘I … I’d rather not say, sir.’

‘Oh, you have! Well, you will tell me all about it, Walters, or I shall fetch my cane from the study and then we will see how long your eyes remain dry.’

He laid on a smart stroke of the crop, making me jolt with surprise and suck in a breath.

‘Ow!’

‘I’m waiting.’

‘The master’s eldest son, sir,’ I said.

‘He took your maidenhead?’

‘No, sir, it never went that far.’ I tried to cast my memory back to what I had read of My Secret Life and the stories of liberties taken with maidservants. Jasper had a first edition, but I had not been allowed to touch it. Probably the pages were gummed together with nineteenth-century jizz.

‘How far did it go?’

‘He would try to catch me alone, sir, at all times of the day. He would tell me at first how pretty he thought me and how lucky the men below stairs were to have a chance of courting me. Flattering me, as it were, sir. Buttering me up.’

‘Buttering up a buttered bun,’ said Jasper.

‘Sir!’ I exclaimed, knowing a little too much rude Victorian slang. ‘At first I thought him harmless enough, just a young fellow with an eye for the girls.’

‘How old was he?’

‘He was at that time eighteen years old, sir, and just back from boarding school. I was bent over the grate polishing the coal scuttle in his bedroom, sir, when he came in and put his arms around my waist and began to kiss the back of my neck.’

‘Did you fight him off?’

‘In truth, sir … no, I did not. I liked the lad and I had thought of him a lot since he had started paying these compliments to me.’

‘You allowed him licence with you? How much licence?’

‘I would let him touch my breast, sir. I would let him lift my skirts and touch me there too.’

‘Touch you there? Until you spent?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I whispered.

‘But you saved your maidenhead?’

‘Yes, sir, for after a week of private assignations had passed, he began to court a young lady from a neighbouring town and I was heartbroken.’

‘The assignations ended?’

‘Not quite. I still let him … when he came upon me, alone, sometimes … I could not give him up. But I held out when it came to my virtue.’

Jasper snorted. ‘Virtue. What virtue is there in a thin sliver of flesh? You had given him very much more than you should have done already.’

‘I know, sir. I am ashamed.’

‘Ashamed, are you?’

‘But I have learned my lesson. I shall not give my heart again.’

‘But your body?’

I wondered what the best answer would be to that. I didn’t know how Jasper’s film was going to develop. Would Walters allow her master to touch her intimately? I decided, in a flash, that Walters was a sensual woman who wished to be bedded, but who did not wish to give anything of herself to any man. She would want Cruel Bastard to think he was forcing her. She would make him think that he was taking something she did not want to give. But he would be quite deceived.

‘My body does not belong to me,’ I said. ‘I am in your service.’

Jasper gave a little gasp, of admiration, I think.

‘That is an excellent answer,’ he said, and I think he addressed me rather than Walters. ‘Excellent. Perfect.’ He swallowed.

The tension in the air was affecting us both. Sweat beaded on my upper lip and I was grateful that Jasper had moved back behind me and was not watching my face.

I wondered if he had any inkling of my reading of the character, or if he thought I was being sullenly defiant. Either way, the scene would work.

‘In that case,’ he said, recovering his tone of authority, which had wavered a little, ‘I will use my property as I see fit. Part your legs, Walters.’

I spread them and, as he had described in his talk of Larkin, the split cloth revealed my most private parts to him.

‘I can see how red you are,’ he said. ‘Although, that much was clear through that thin cotton. But to see it uncovered …’

His fingertips brushed my skin, settling themselves around my lower lips, which were lightly downed with pubic hair, since I hadn’t been expecting him. It was more Victorian that way anyway.

‘This is what your young master got to toy with?’ he said, running one finger up and down each lip in turn.

My clitoris was straining for his touch, throbbing with need. It had been making its presence insistently felt since about the third stroke of the crop.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You let him put his fingers inside and get them good and wet and sticky, did you?’

He suited his actions to words, treating my clit to a judicious fingering.

‘Many times, sir,’ I whimpered. ‘Many times a day.’

‘Did you ever suck his prick?’

‘Yes, I did, sir, I did. I drank him down, sir.’

The rubbing grew firmer and he planted a thumb between my bottom cheeks, the better to hold me in position.

‘Even though you knew he cared nothing for you?’

‘Even so, sir. If he asked it of me, I did it. I could not refuse.’

‘You can’t refuse?’

I was strung as tight as I could be now, gritting my teeth against the enormity of sensation.

‘Whatever you ask … sir … anything … you … want … ohhh.’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he whispered, stroking me through it, bending low over me so that his cheek touched mine. ‘She belongs to me.’

I did, body and soul, but I didn’t want him to know it. I was too mixed up in my own heat and stickiness to disentangle the threads of what happened to me and what happened to Walters. We had, for that moment of undoing, become one.

Cruel Bastard had left the building, though, because Jasper lifted me gently to my feet and held me close, kissing my hair, caressing my still-hot bottom through the slit in my drawers, making me feel his heartbeat pound against my own.

‘It’s so good to be back,’ he said.

‘What, back in the Victorian museum?’ I said, with a yawn and a slight giggle.

‘You know what I mean.’

I thought I did, and it was a monumental admission. He was glad to be back home, but he wasn’t home – he was with me.

Did that make me his home?


Chapter Three

A few days later, my day off arrived and Jasper took me on a trip to London.

He had promised me treats and gifts and general spoiling, but I wasn’t sure what he had in mind when we turned into a narrow cobbled street in Spitalfields and he led me up it.

‘Are you taking me to the Dennis Severs House?’ I asked, excited at the prospect. I’d visited this museum many times – indeed, it was the inspiration behind our own Victorian house – but another visit was always a prospect to be treasured.

‘Not quite,’ he said.

I looked around me. The shops were all small fashion boutiques. It was Hallowe’en and a few of them had made a concession to the season, with cobwebs and rubber bats in the windows, but most were too cool for that kind of thing.

Our final destination was a shop that sold vintage clothing and accessories – lovely stuff with swirling 50s petticoats or flapper gowns glimmering with tiny seed pearls.

‘Gorgeous,’ I said, fingering a silk kimono-style wrap that came complete with a long, lacquered cigarette-holder, but Jasper whisked me away, tilting his head at the woman behind the counter.

‘We’re not here for this. We have an appointment upstairs.’

‘Go on up. She’s waiting for you,’ said the woman, whose multi-coloured bob fascinated me so much that Jasper had to drag me to the narrow stairs at the back of the room.

‘Who’s waiting for us? What’s happening?’

‘I told you I’d get you into a corset,’ said Jasper.

‘Oh, my God, really?’

‘Yes, really. Don’t you want one? Don’t worry – it won’t be the type to crush your ribs. No whalebone.’

We had stopped on the top stair. A door stood in front of us, bland and unassuming enough, but somehow it made me shudder as if it were a portal to the underworld.

Jasper knocked and was bade enter by a low female voice. I imagined the possessor of it in a spangled housecoat and turban, smoking a cigarette and drinking a pink gin.

In fact she wore a sharp black suit – vintage, from the shop downstairs, I supposed – and her hair was scraped back into a bun. She looked severe, almost mannish, but also magnetically attractive. Behind her was a large bright skylit room, its walls entirely hidden by shelf after shelf and rack after rack of ravishing undergarments.

‘Miss Frost,’ said Jasper, and he took her hand and kissed the fingertips, which seemed to be the done thing.

‘Mr Jay,’ she said. ‘And your charming companion. Do come in.’

It was all thrillingly old-school and I was captivated from the start, despite feeling a little intimidated.

‘This is Miss Wells,’ Jasper introduced me.

‘How do you do, Miss Wells?’

‘Very well, thank you,’ I replied, out of my depth, swimming in a sea of luxury ribboned knickers and social anxiety.

‘You must take a seat. Can I offer you anything? I have all the teas you can think of, or coffee, or perhaps a glass of something?’

‘Actually, I’d love a glass of water,’ I said, while Jasper ordered a strong black coffee.

Miss Frost disappeared into a back kitchen, giving me an opportunity to gawp at my surroundings.

The corsets took up an entire wall. Every colour, every pattern, every fabric was represented. Some covered the bust, some didn’t. Some had chains and straps hanging from them, and were made of PVC or leather.

Oh, God. Was that what Jasper had in mind?

‘Which one were you thinking of?’ I whispered. Not sure why I whispered, but it was a bit like being in church for some reason.

‘Oh, you won’t get it today,’ he said. ‘This will be bespoke, my love. Made to your … to my, actually … personal specification.’

I took in a quick breath.

‘You’re going to tell her what you want?’

‘Yes. And then she’ll make it.’

‘And I don’t get a say?’

He shook his head and patted my hand.

‘Don’t you trust me?’

As I tried to formulate a reply, Miss Frost interrupted me by returning to the room with a tea tray. Once drinks were dispensed, she came to business.

‘When you made the appointment, you mentioned having Miss Wells fitted for a corset,’ she said to Jasper.

‘Yes,’ he said, turning to me. ‘Miss Wells is very interested in the Victorians and I thought it might be a nice surprise for her.’

‘Ah, the Victorians. Tight lacing. Much tighter than a modern young lady might wish to tolerate.’ She was speaking to me now, and I appreciated her warning.

‘Yes, I know they were frowned upon by the medical establishment, even at the time. I’ve no desire for a twelve-inch waist, though. I don’t want an instrument of torture.’

‘Very sensible. Some do, of course …’ she said, trailing off and opening a desk drawer. ‘The first thing we must do is obtain measurements. If you wouldn’t mind stepping behind that screen and removing your clothes …’

‘Oh, there’s no need for the screen, is there?’ said Jasper.

Damn him. I knew he would do this. Turn the whole thing into some kind of elaborate humiliation-kink foreplay. But my nipples perked up the minute he spoke and a delicious fizz of erotic anticipation frothed up inside me.

‘What does Miss Wells think?’ asked Miss Frost dryly, taking out a tape measure and a notepad and pencil.

‘Oh … well … it’s OK, I …’

But Jasper spoke over me.

‘Miss Wells will do as she’s told.’

He put a hand in the small of my back and shoved me gently, helping me to my feet. I needed the help. My legs had gone quite wrong. The way he had said that … it was shocking and it was exquisite. But what on earth must Miss Frost think of us? My face was so hot it must have matched some of the bright scarlet basques and teddies on their hangers behind me.

When I slunk my gaze in her direction, I was surprised at what I saw, though. She was smiling broad approval, looking me up and down with a frankness bordering on the lascivious.

Oh, I get it.

‘We miss you, Mr Jay, at our little gatherings,’ she said. ‘We were wondering if your tastes had changed. But I think we needn’t have worried.’

‘Oh, no, my tastes haven’t changed. I’ve been busy, that’s all.’

‘So might we hope to see you again one fine evening?’

‘I can’t make any promises, I’m afraid. Perhaps.’

During this exchange I stood like a lemon, trying to decipher it.

Miss Frost snapped her fingers and I nearly jumped.

‘I can’t measure you clothed, you know,’ she said. ‘Do you need help undressing?’

‘No, of course not.’

My fingers were clumsy with the fastenings and I shook my hair well over my face, attempting to hide away from this assault on my modesty.

It was absurd that I should care about being seen naked. Miss Frost was a professional and Jasper was my lover. But something about the pair of them together had thrown me completely off course and made the situation pregnant with mortifying possibilities.

‘I’m surprised you can’t tell a woman’s vital statistics straight off, with your wealth of experience,’ said Jasper. ‘Do you even need the tape measure any more?’

‘You flatter me. I can make a good estimate, but with a corset one must never use guesswork. The intimacy of the garment demands perfect accuracy. You want it to clasp the female frame like a possessive lover.’

Actually, corsets were starting to sound more interesting now. I pulled my shirt over my head and tried to think nothing of standing there in just my bra and knickers, being spoken of as if I were a mannequin.

‘But if you had a gun to your head and you had to make a guess?’ Jasper obviously wanted to make me feel objectified, and it was working. I wondered why I didn’t mind it more.

‘If I had a gun to my head, I imagine somebody’s bust size would be the last thing on my mind,’ said Miss Frost, sealing her lips in a tight line.

‘Fair enough,’ said Jasper. ‘Our mannequin doesn’t seem to want to peel off the final layer.’

Rolling my eyes, I unclipped my bra and tried to look oblivious to the erect state of my nipples.

‘That’s marvellous, dear,’ said Miss Frost, stepping up with the tape measure. It was so cold against my bare skin, winding around my back and then underneath my breasts. She resumed her conversation with Jasper, pulling the tape taut. ‘If I had to guess, well, it would be easy enough, of course. She’s a C cup, probably 34 inches, perhaps a little more, perhaps a little less.’

She was right. Without consulting her figures yet, she had told Jasper my bra size. This was impressive, considering we British women are always being scolded for wearing ill-fitting foundation garments.

She moved the measure up to encompass the full swell of my breasts, pressing the cold length of tape against my pebble-hard nipples. I shut my eyes, unnerved by Jasper’s unbroken stare. If I couldn’t see my surroundings, I could pretend I wasn’t there.

‘What do you think?’ asked Jasper.

Of what? Who are you asking?

Of course it wouldn’t be me. I didn’t open my eyes but waited instead for Miss Frost’s reply.

‘What do I think, Mr Jay? About the fitting?’

‘No. About her figure. What’s your expert opinion?’

Evil man!

‘I suppose you want a ringing endorsement of your taste, Mr Jay, or you wouldn’t be asking. Well, who am I to deny you? The customer, after all, is always right.’

Eviller woman!

‘That’s a very ambivalent reply,’ said Jasper. ‘I might think you had criticisms to make.’

‘No, I have none whatsoever.’ She pressed the tape into my nipples with her thumb, giving them a tiny rub. An electrical pulse of lust travelled down into my belly. ‘She will fill one of my corsets admirably.’ She bent forward and I could smell her breath as she spoke into my ear. Coffee. ‘Is it a little cold for you in here, my dear?’

‘No, no,’ I stammered. ‘No.’ I knew why she was saying it and it was nothing to do with polite solicitude. My nipples seemed to throb under the glare of her scrutiny.

‘There must be another explanation, then,’ she said. ‘What do you think, Mr Jay?’

‘Another explanation for what?’ He played along, smirking at my discomfort.

She tightened the tape again in reply.

‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘Yes. What do you think, Sarah?’

‘I think you must have the measurement by now,’ I said desperately, and they both chuckled, Miss Frost winding the tape back in and scribbling some figures on her notepad.

I tried to work out exactly what it was about this situation that made it so embarrassing and horribly arousing. It wasn’t the sheer fact of nakedness, nor the measuring, nor the witnessing of it.

No, it was the sense of Miss Frost knowing exactly what went on between Jasper and me. It was just clear, a given, that she was somehow party to every dirty thing we had ever done. I couldn’t have told you how. But she was.

She turned her attention to my waist then, and talked to Jasper about some mutual friend or other, as if I weren’t there. This was almost as exquisitely humiliating as her chatting about the state of my nipples. I was a mere shop doll, Jasper’s toy, as far as she was concerned.

Lowering the tape to my hips, she frowned and tweaked my knicker elastic.

‘We must have these off,’ she said.

‘Oh,’ I said, unconsciously moving my hands to my crotch. ‘Can’t I just lower them a little?’

‘Do as Miss Frost tells you,’ said Jasper.

I paused for a delicious moment of squirminess and then obeyed. When Jasper told me I had to do it, it was easy. It had to be done.

I bent my knees a little and shut my eyes as the underwear fell to my ankles. I put my hands back over my shaved triangle, knowing that she would ask me to move them.

‘I can’t measure with your arms in the way like that,’ she said.

I covered my breasts instead, the nipples still betraying me as merrily as before.

There – now Miss Frost could see everything. Too late I remembered the healing yellow bruises from the crop on my bottom. I had completely forgotten about them, until she prodded at one and inhaled sympathetically.

‘How did you get these bruises?’ she asked, but from her sly tone it was obvious that she knew.

‘Oh, you know …’ I said vaguely, looking all around the room for escape but finding none, especially when my glance rested on Jasper.

‘Tell her,’ he said, steepling his fingers.

‘It was … a riding crop,’ I admitted in the tiniest of voices.

‘A riding crop, eh?’ Miss Frost sounded thrilled to bits. ‘Somebody’s been a bad girl, is that it?’

I nodded swiftly, wanting the conversation to be over with, everything over with, out of here.

‘You’ll have to learn to behave yourself, won’t you, dear?’ she said, measuring my hips now. ‘I’m sure Mr Jay is helping you with that, is he?’

‘Yes,’ I whispered.

‘Show some respect,’ said Jasper reproachfully. ‘Say, “Yes, Miss Frost” please.’

‘Yes, Miss Frost.’

What had started as a corset fitting was turning into a double-topping scene. We had never discussed introducing third parties into our play – indeed, Jasper gave me to believe that he would never share – and yet this was happening so smoothly, so organically, that it seemed natural to accept Miss Frost as my Domme.

‘There,’ she said. ‘I have all the measurements I require for our standard corset. But I wonder if you might have any of my special accessories in mind?’

Special accessories? I was relieved, in a way, when Jasper shook his head.

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘I may bring her back in a few weeks, though. Get the thing customised.’

‘Very well.’ She put the measuring tape away.

I bent to pull up my knickers but Jasper stopped me with a raised palm, clicking his tongue.

‘Stay there,’ he said.

Miss Frost had pulled out several big catalogues of fabric samples and she went through all of them with Jasper, a process that seemed to take for ever while I stood there, perfectly naked, with my hands at my sides. As they browsed, they periodically looked up at me as if to picture the different designs on my body.

Once the fabric was chosen, the whole rigmarole was repeated with the design and the trimmings. In all, this took nearly half an hour. I was desperate to move from my spot, get my clothes back on, get away by the time the final decisions were made. This was partly due to the physical discomfort of my position, but I was also beginning to burn up with arousal. The more they looked at me, the more I wanted them to go further. In my idle mind, fantasies grew and wove around each other, of the pair of them treating me like their submissive sex slave, putting me in depraved outfits, tying me up, spanking me, using my body in every way they desired.

I imagined Miss Frost bending me over her desk and having me with a strap-on while Jasper sat in the chair opposite, making me maintain eye contact with him all the way through.

By the time they gave me permission to dress again, I was glazed and dreamy with lust and the order came as a disappointment.

‘Get dressed?’ I repeated idiotically.

‘Yes,’ said Jasper, with some impatience. ‘Miss Frost can’t make the corset while we wait, you know. It takes time and skill. She’ll have it delivered in a week or so.’

‘I know that,’ I grouched, pulling up my knickers. I was just as fumbly getting dressed as I had been getting undressed and the pair of them watched me like hawks, which made it even worse.

‘She lacks polish but I imagine you will train her well,’ said Miss Frost, which made me trip over my leggings and stare at Jasper. I felt like bloodstock.

‘I’m working on it,’ he said, returning my gaze with a cool appraisal of his own.

‘You’d both be more than welcome at our gatherings, you know. Do consider bringing her.’

‘I’ll consider it. You’d like a deposit now, as usual?’

‘Yes, if you don’t mind.’

That rather incendiary topic of conversation diverted – what exactly were these ‘gatherings’? – Jasper and Miss Frost left me to finish dressing while they dealt with business.

* * *

‘Well, that was weird,’ I said, once we were outside on the street again.

‘Weird, was it?’ He took my arm and steered me sharply around a corner into one of the many little alleys and courtyards that were still a feature of this unreconstructed part of east London.

‘Jasper!’

He pinned me to the wall, my wrists above my head, his eyes alight with mischief.

‘What was weird about it?’ he asked. He bent and kissed me, scouring my mouth with his tongue, while the noises of the street carried on mere yards from us. ‘Hmm?’ He came up for air, the question still on the tip of that scouring tongue.

‘It wasn’t so much a fitting as … foreplay,’ I said. God, my knees felt weak. I needed him to press me against the wall before I slid down it.

‘Mm hmm,’ he said, pushing his face into my neck, tugging aside my coat collar so he could suck at it.

‘You knew it would be like that,’ I said, struggling now to get the words out, wanting to retreat into groans of need.

‘I knew dear Miss Frost would want to get her hands on you,’ he said, loosening my coat buttons and thrusting his hand inside and up my top. ‘She was dying for me to let her at you. Poor Miss Frost.’

Another kiss, a vampiric, voracious beast of a thing. At the head of the alley, perhaps people caught sight of us as they passed by. I hoped they did. Hipster voyeurs, watching us make out and grope each other in a dark, seedy alleyway. The more depraved the better. Mind you, we were largely concealed by a big dumpster used by one of the shops, so in theory we could do anything …

‘I thought you might …’ I panted, struggling against his pinion grasp, wanting to grab him round the neck and pull him on to me.

He squeezed my breasts then moved his hand up under the skirt of my jersey skirt, looking for the waistband of my leggings.

‘What, let Miss Frost have her wicked way?’ he said, his voice overloaded with pained lust. ‘I didn’t think you’d want that. Would you want it?’

‘I don’t think so. Not without some warning. But it kept me on edge, just to imagine that you might … that she might …’

‘Turned you on?’

His hand slipped down the front of my leggings, his fingers curling inside my pussy lips.

‘Mm, yeah.’

‘You’re soaked. Fucking soaked. You need it, don’t you?’

We kissed, more like maniacs than lovers now, biting lips and clashing teeth.

I should say no, let’s get a hotel room, let’s wait …

But I couldn’t wait.

I let him lift my skirt and wrench down my leggings and knickers. I clung to his neck with my arms and wrapped my legs around his hips, holding tight while he unbuttoned himself.

His belt buckle clinked as his trousers slipped from his hips. He put one hand underneath my bare bottom and held on to the wall with the other. I was open, I was ready, I was wet.

He slid in as if I were made of butter, stopping up my moan of delight with another fierce kiss.

He kept his mouth on mine, our hot breath mingling, while he thrust into me. They were good, strong pulses of sensation, crushing my spine into the brickwork. I didn’t care about my bones or my flesh or my blood, though. I cared only about the good and glorious feeling of his thick length inside me, giving me what I craved, making me take it in the street in broad daylight like the dirty little tramp I was.

His tongue filled my mouth as his cock filled my pussy, mimicking its rhythm and tempo. With each thrust I tried to wriggle even closer, wanting every hot inch of it up inside. I kicked my legs and jiggled my hips and mashed my fingers into the back of his neck until the sweat was pouring from me. Pure animal need had taken over every sense and nothing else could happen now until this fuck was done. A lightning bolt could fall from the sky and into the alleyway and it wouldn’t stop us.

He pushed his fingers between my buttocks, such a rude gesture even in the privacy of the bedroom, but out here in the alley it drove me wild. My sex sparked into wilder life and I could feel what was coming now, feel it rolling down from the pit of my stomach, growing and building on the way.

I tried to swear, to gabble into his mouth while he carried on kissing. He knew I was close and he made the kiss harder than ever, speeding up his thrusts at the same time.

I was gone, lost, so wrapped in my climax that I couldn’t have told you where I was or what I was doing there. Nothing was real but the spasms racking my body and Jasper, who had made them happen. I was still writhing and panting, the kiss broken now, when he emptied his load into me with a possessive growl, keeping my thighs wide as he hammered me into the wall.

We stayed in position for a little while afterwards, coming down slowly. I was trembling like one of the autumn leaves we’d left behind – there weren’t many trees in Spitalfields – and I needed to catch my breath.

Jasper held me close until I was less of a respiratory wreck. Even though I could breathe again, I was still an unholy mess, my clothes crumpled, my hair lank with sweat. Not to mention what would happen when he finally pulled out of me. One really should prepare for spontaneous sex, I thought, clenching my muscles around his softening cock.

Somewhere high above us, I heard the sound of a sash window being lowered. I looked up sharply and saw a flicker, the merest fleeting glimpse, of a face turning away. It was Miss Frost, I was sure of it. That window had to be her atelier.

‘She watched us,’ I said.

‘Who?’

‘You know who. Did you set this up?’

‘Of course not. But she knows me, so …’

I steadied my feet on the uneven ground while he slid out of me. He had a tissue ready and I did my best to clean myself up, but when I pulled up my knickers and leggings I knew I hadn’t caught it all.

‘You’ve got form for shagging in alleyways, then?’

‘I’ve got form for finding those corset fittings quite … stimulating.’

I pouted at him and he cupped my face in his hands, bending to look deep into my eyes.

‘Passion, love,’ he said. ‘I have a passion for you. I can’t keep my hands off you. Sometimes I try it, but I just can’t.’

‘I’m the same,’ I said, barely able to speak for the wild thumping of my heart. ‘I want you all the time. More than my body can even take. It frightens me sometimes.’

‘Don’t be frightened. I’m falling, Sarah. Fall with me.’

‘Sink or swim,’ I whispered.

He nodded, his expression sombre. ‘Sink or swim,’ he echoed. He kissed me on the lips, a quick but hungry smacker, and stepped back to straighten himself out.

‘Now then,’ he said, ‘if all that’s dealt with, let’s go and get something to eat. I have a proposition for you.’


Chapter Four

‘Does this proposition have anything to do with Miss Frost and her exclusive gatherings?’ I asked, fiddling with a napkin.

We were in the Upstairs at the Ten Bells restaurant in Whitechapel, Jasper thinking – quite rightly – that I would appreciate the whole Jack the Ripper vibe it had going on. Not that I didn’t find it odd that this area’s most celebrated son was a hideous serial killer. But I was too preoccupied with my crumpled, rumpled, post-coital appearance to give it too much thought, as I squirmed squishily on my wooden chair and browsed the menu.

Surely I looked every inch a woman who had just been roughly fucked in an alleyway. And Jasper looked every inch the perpetrator. It was strange, in fact, to see him looking less than impeccable for once. I couldn’t take my eyes off his grubby cuffs and sweat-damp hair. The evidence, the guilty traces, gave me butterflies.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Not at all.’

‘But what are they? You’ve been to them before, I gather.’

‘Private parties, kinky sex parties,’ he said.

I gave the room a nervous scan to make sure nobody had heard, but Jasper seemed unconcerned. Perhaps he really had decided to out himself.

‘I haven’t been to one in years. You heard what she said,’ he continued. ‘Not because I didn’t want to, mind you. Just that our schedules never synchronised, once my directing career took off.’

‘Too busy for bondage,’ I said.

‘Well, quite. You’re curious, aren’t you?’ he said, with a smile.

‘Anyone would be. What happened at these events, then?’

‘I’ve told you. Kinky sex. You know the kind of thing. Or do you need reminding?’

His smile was filthy now and he reached out to stroke my wrists, causing me to drop my menu just as the waiter approached.

We ordered starters – veal tongue for him, duck egg with morels for me – and I returned to the theme.

‘Who did you go with? Ava Rose?’

His smile vanished and impatience set into his brow.

‘No. I’ve told you, that was all top secret. Nobody knew about it. Well, until your charming boyfriend decided to steal my property.’

‘He was never my boyfriend.’ I regretted mentioning it now.

‘Your whatever, then, your friend with benefits. Your fuckbuddy.’

‘Shh.’ I looked around the room again.

‘He’ll always know about it now. The cat’s out of the bag. He says he won’t tell, but guys like that like the leverage, don’t they? I’d count on us hearing from him again sometime.’

‘Oh, don’t. He won’t say anything. Besides, who would believe him?’

Jasper chewed on his lip.

‘If this film comes out … perhaps plenty of people.’

‘You definitely want to make it?’

‘I definitely do.’

I poured myself some more water.

‘I still don’t think Will will talk. He doesn’t have the tape any more anyway.’

‘Don’t talk about him. I hate to hear you say his name. It makes me picture you together.’

‘You aren’t jealous, are you?’ I couldn’t fathom why on earth he would be jealous of Will. I was the one who should be insecure in this relationship. I was the nobody. He was the one who’d been to star-studded awards ceremonies with glamazons on his arm, not me. It didn’t make sense.

‘Obviously I’m jealous. I’m jealous of everyone who spent time with you when I didn’t know you existed. I resent every day I had to spend not knowing about you.’

‘Oh, Jasper.’ What could I say to that?

‘I’ve wasted years,’ he said. ‘I’ve wasted years on guilt and furtive goings-on and meaningless relationships, when what I want is this.’

‘This?’

He pointed his fork at me.

‘Sitting in a restaurant with a girl I’ve just fucked and want to fuck again immediately and repeatedly.’

‘Oh.’ That lost-for-words thing again.

‘A girl I can … God, sorry for coming over all Mills and Boon but … a girl I can share things with. Talk to. Feel myself with. As well as do terrible and wicked things to. Does that make any sense?’

The starters arrived and Jasper looked as caught out and distracted as I’d ever seen him. I felt a swell of love for him at that moment, a big sweeping wave, but I didn’t like being knocked over and I tried not to drown in it.

‘You said you wanted a girl,’ I said, prodding my duck egg.

‘Oh, yes, sorry, a woman, I’m a sexist pig,’ he said, irritable, stabbing at the veal tongue.

‘Because nobody could call you a boy,’ I said. ‘You’re thirty-eight. You’ve had quite a lot longer than me to figure out what you want.’

‘You’re telling me to back off. Fine.’

‘I’m not saying that at all. I’m just saying, let’s enjoy this. We had that freakishly intense summer together but now we’re in the real world and it’s different and we have to get used to it.’

‘The spell is broken,’ he muttered. ‘I’m not the prince. I’m the frog.’

‘Jasper, don’t.’ I couldn’t help giggling at his self-identification, regardless. ‘You are the prince. You’re my prince. You’re my king. I want you and I don’t want anybody else, but I need to know you inside and out before I can –’

‘Love me?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know. God, this is all coming out all wrong.’

‘I just wanted to make you feel cared for, Sarah. I’m laying my cards on the table. Just in case, after what we did in the alley, you were thinking I only saw you as a … ugh. Forget it.’ He sighed and stuffed a forkful of veal in his mouth.

‘Don’t be pissy with me,’ I entreated. ‘I’m so happy with you. I’m worried that I’m infatuated or obsessed or addicted, though. I’m trying to be sensible.’

‘Well, then, there’s your problem,’ he said with the air of Einstein proving a theorem. ‘You should never be sensible. Take off the safety catch, love. Surrender to me.’

He said the last in a fruity, over-dramatic way that made it sound like a joke, but I didn’t think he was really joking. The word ‘surrender’ stuck in my mind and looped around it for the rest of the meal. What would it mean to really surrender to him?

‘My heart says yes,’ I told him, determined to be honest and frank. ‘But my heart doesn’t always make the best decisions.’

‘On the contrary, your heart is a sage,’ said Jasper. ‘You should show it more respect.’

‘Do you respect me?’ I asked, really needing to know.

‘I only brutally subjugate women I have the utmost respect for,’ he said.

‘Please don’t … it’s a serious question.’

He pushed his plate away and held my eyes for a heart-stopping minute.

‘That was a serious answer,’ he replied. ‘Now, are we on or off?’

‘On, of course. God. We are, aren’t we?’

‘Entirely up to you, my love,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to force you. Like I said at the very start, if you want it, you’ll get it. If you don’t, you won’t.’

‘I want it,’ I said, reaching for his hands.

He gave them, linking his fingers with mine.

‘Good. Let’s stop talking in circles, then, and get on with things.’

Our main courses arrived – Cornish cod for me, roasted quail for him – and the mood lightened with them.

‘What’s this proposition then, if it’s not going to one of Miss Frost’s parties?’

‘Ah,’ he said, chewing, then swallowing. ‘Yes. My proposition.’ He laid down his knife and fork and leant forwards. ‘How would you like to be in the movies?’

A strand of samphire clogged in my throat and I succumbed to a coughing fit.

‘You what?’ I struggled to say, picking up my glass and drinking its contents down.

‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘I want you to be in my film.’

‘I’m not an actor! I can’t act. I failed the audition for the university DramSoc’s production of Lady Windermere’s Fan. I’m hardly Hollywood material.’

‘You can act. You’re very good, in fact. That’s why I’m asking. But perhaps you’re one of those people who thinks acting is saying lines in a stagey voice.’

‘You’ve lost me.’

‘The other night, when you were being Walters … darling, you were Walters. You gave your all to that part. I could almost see your mind ticking away, working out what would be the most Walters-like thing to say or do. And you found the answers, unerringly.’

‘But … well, that was role-play.’

‘So what’s acting then?’ he said, his tone millimetres away from ‘duh’.

‘It’s not the same. Nobody was standing around filming me, for one thing. And it was foreplay too. Unless this film is going to be flat-out porn, I don’t really see that it’s the same thing at all.’

He shook his head. ‘No, it won’t be porn. But there will be sex scenes. Not real ones, obviously. Keeping your bra on for the American censors and all that. Not your bra, mind you, because they hadn’t been invented yet. Your shimmy or whatever.’

‘I just … you don’t mean this. You can’t mean it.’

‘I do mean it. You were perfect the other night. I can’t imagine anybody else doing it better. You are my Walters.’

‘I’m not,’ I said decisively. ‘But, just out of interest, who would be my Cruel Bastard? Do you have any actors in mind?’

‘You can forget it if you think I’m going to get you into bed with Daniel Craig.’

‘No!’ But my face was hot. ‘The opposite, actually. I can’t imagine how I’d cope with doing sex scenes with some big-time heartthrob actor who was a complete stranger to me.’

‘He wouldn’t be a stranger,’ said Jasper with a wicked grin, enjoying his teasing. ‘I’d have introduced you by then. Perhaps in the hotel jacuzzi.’

‘Shut up! No way.’

‘Anyway, do you seriously think I’d let some famous handsome bastard anywhere near you? I’m going to cast the ugliest man on Equity’s books. Name me an actor who makes your flesh crawl and I’ll call his agent.’

‘Stop it. This is crazy anyway. I’m not going to be in your film.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Joking aside now. I was thinking of playing the part myself. Actor-director. It’s tricky but it’s been done, so it’s not impossible.’

‘You don’t mind baring all on screen then?’

‘Love, it’s an art-house movie, not a porn flick. There won’t be any money shots or close-ups of the mechanics of it all. What do you take me for?’

‘A raging perv.’

His grin made me shiver.

‘Fair point,’ he said softly. ‘I guess it takes one to know one, then.’

‘I’m not ashamed of my sexuality,’ I said, after a pause to drink in the delicious tension. ‘But I couldn’t put it on general release for all to see. I just couldn’t.’

‘Why not, if you’re not ashamed of it? And besides, the audience wouldn’t necessarily equate your role with your private life. Acting is a thing, you know. Most people have heard of it. Nobody thinks Anthony Hopkins is really a cannibal. I hope.’

‘No, of course not, but …’ I paused as the waiter refilled my water glass, then lowered my voice again, ‘I think the problem is that I would know how close to the truth it was. It’d be different if I was playing a lesbian or a swinger or something that I’m not.’

Jasper put down his fork and looked at me for a long time, so long that the cod in my mouth became extremely hard to swallow.

‘You think people would see that you were enjoying it?’

‘I think I’d die of embarrassment. I wouldn’t be able to watch it.’

‘You’ve watched that film I made of you tied to that tree in my garden. You didn’t die of embarrassment. You got pretty turned on, if I remember correctly.’

‘That was between us. It was private.’

‘But you fantasise about public humiliation all the time, Sarah. We’ve played scenes that revolve around it. When we watched that film, you were imagining it playing on a big screen in a cinema, remember? It made you so hot I had to pause it twice.’

‘Stop it.’ I was sure the people at the next table could hear us. Their conversation seemed to stall at the most awkward times. I looked down at the napkin on my lap and gripped my knees.

‘Are you sure you want to take that tone with me?’ he said, deliberately audible to the nearest tables. ‘Admit it, Sarah. You liked parading yourself in front of Miss Frost. You’ll think about it, when I’m not around to keep you busy. You’ll think about it when you’re on your own in bed.’

‘Jasper, don’t!’ But I was so hot and bothered I could barely see straight. I pushed my plate away.

His foot nudged mine under the table, then smooth leather ran up my calf.

‘You’re my muse, Sarah,’ he said. ‘Do this for me.’

‘I can’t.’

‘OK, let me change my offer.’ His foot was stroking its way up and down my leg, maintaining a close and inescapable connection. ‘We continue working through the scenes, blocking them and acting them out. But I film them – just using a static camera on a tripod, no third parties. That gives you a little more time to make your decision. If you still aren’t comfortable with it, I’ll hire an actress. Nobody will see these scenes – they’ll stay in our private library. But if you change your mind, we’ll have them re-shot properly by the crew. What do you say?’

‘So we just carry on doing what we were doing at the museum? Except you’ll be filming?’

‘Yes. I have to see it on film, Sarah, or I don’t know if it’s working. Please?’

‘As long as nobody sees it. You absolutely promise?’

‘Absolutely. The decision is yours.’

‘Well, all right. But I’m pretty sure I won’t want to play the part in the actual film.’

‘I hope you change your mind. You’re perfect for it. If our on-screen chemistry is anywhere near our off-screen … well …’

He put the last forkful of food into his mouth and fixed me with his eyes, their expression both playful and serious; a Jasper speciality. I’d never known a man who could do that before.

‘I’m just trying to imagine my parents’ faces,’ I said, with a sudden horrified laugh. ‘God. My Dad would kill you with fire.’

‘Would he now? What if they knew about us … do they know about us?’

I shook my head.

‘Why not?’

‘Well … it’s a bit soon, isn’t it? Do your parents know?’

How did we get here? This seemed ridiculously like reality, like the kind of concerns people in normal relationships had. I’d never considered that Jasper and I had a normal relationship, more a kind of very intense, concentrated connection.

‘I might have mentioned something to my mother,’ he said, sounding as if he challenged me to tell him that he shouldn’t. ‘She’s always on at me about when I’ll settle down with a nice girl, produce grandchildren, blah blah.’

More laughter burst from my lips. It seemed crazy that Jasper – mysterious and glamorous and gloriously sexy Jasper – had a mother who bent his ear about all the usual motherly things. If I could imagine his mother at all, it was a very jaded Norma Desmond type in a turban, lounging by a pool holding a small white dog. Famous auteurs who have had secret affairs with European royalty surely didn’t come from suburban semis with a swing set in the back garden.

Perhaps they did.

‘Am I a nice girl then?’ I asked, reciprocating in the footsie game, slipping off my shoe and sliding my toes inside his trouser leg.

‘You’re a very bad girl,’ he said, lowering his voice beyond the earshot of our neighbours, thank goodness. ‘But I think that’s nice. Like the old cream cake campaign. Naughty but nice.’

‘I’m only bad because you make me,’ I whispered. ‘You’re an evil influence on me. You make me do things I’d never have dreamed of.’

‘Oh, really? I’ve mesmerised you, have I?’

‘Yes, you have. You’re like a kinky Svengali.’

‘Oh, I like that. I’m that bloke off the telly talent shows with a riding crop.’

‘Please don’t!’ My half-horrified laugh drew attention to us once more. ‘I’m eating.’

‘Some people would find that image erotically arousing.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m not one of them.’

‘Good. I’m a hundred times sexier than him anyway.’

‘A thousand,’ I confirmed, prodding the delightful springy flesh of his calf.

‘But seriously,’ he said, locking my ankle around his so I couldn’t move it. ‘I have mentioned you to my mother. You think it’s too soon. Why?’

‘Oh, well.’ I had to think about this. ‘I suppose … I can’t get my head around this being a thing. Us. Being real. Like … a relationship. It’s just been so strange and so … Well. Just so strange.’

It didn’t sound much of an explanation, I realised. It was hard to put into words. In a funny way, what I had with Jasper felt too precious to share with the mundane everyday world of family and friends. It was mine, a bubble that I had to hold in my palm and protect from the slightest breath of air.

‘You don’t think this is a relationship?’ Jasper’s face contorted with confusion. He looked a little offended. ‘What the hell is it then?’

‘Something more special,’ I said, trying to appease but feeling like a clumsy foot-in-mouth oaf. ‘Something so amazing that I’m scared of tarnishing it – like an incredible piece of plate or crystal or something you find in an antiques mart that you’re terrified of dropping or breaking.’

It was an analogy that appealed to both of us.

‘Oh, I see,’ he said, reaching for my fingers. He stroked them with something like reverence. ‘I see. You think of this as a fragile thing?’

‘I only know I’m scared of ruining it, because it’s like magic. It’s so close to fantasy. It just doesn’t seem real. I know I keep saying that …’

‘Sarah, it’s real. I’m real, you’re real. What we have has substance. Can you believe it?’

‘I want to believe it.’

‘What we do requires a closer and stronger level of intimacy than most of those oh-so-real and solid relationships you’re comparing us to. We have to trust each other absolutely. You don’t trust some fly-by-night, do you?’

I shook my head. He was right – on a profound level, I had trusted him from day one. How had I done that? Why had I done it? At that point, there must have been a strong likelihood that he was seducing me for the sake of a bit of kinky fun and nothing more. I should also have considered the possibility that he would turn out to be a nasty and abusive piece of work.

I must have known that he wasn’t. But I couldn’t make sense of how I had known. Was it instinct? Any agony aunt worth her salt would have warned me against getting too involved with him. Yet here I was. That old familiar voice in my head said that old familiar thing. You can’t analyse it. Just go with it.

‘No.’ He spoke for me. ‘And I’m not some fly-by-night. I had plans for you from before we even met. I’ve told you that.’

‘That’s absurd, though. You couldn’t have known we’d be … like this …’

‘No, a real spark is hard to find. I suppose I just got lucky.’

‘What have you told her? Your mother, I mean.’

‘Nothing too specific. Met a nice girl … hoping it all works out … that kind of thing.’

‘You’re hoping it all works out?’ I didn’t dare hope again. I was always trying to stop myself hoping, it occurred to me. Perhaps I should just let go of my fears and allow hope in. But when things ‘worked out’, didn’t that have a sort of ‘for ever’ connotation? Happily ever after.

No. He couldn’t mean that.

I kicked hope back out and girded my sorry excuse for a tough exterior.

‘Yes. Is there anything wrong with that?’ He sipped his drink.

‘Of course not. I mean, I feel the same.’

‘Good. Because she wants to meet you.’

‘Fuck, no!’

‘Sarah!’ He dropped his voice to the minimum. ‘Six strokes,’ he whispered, tightening the ankle lock to near-painful proportions.

‘Why? What? I can’t!’

‘Of course you can, you silly mare. There’s no rush. She mentioned Christmas.’

I waited for my heart to stop galloping and tried to take a measured view.

‘Christmas? I’ll be at home. Mum and Dad’s, I mean.’

‘I don’t mean Christmas Day. Just some time over the holidays. You have a car, I have a car. I’m sure something can be arranged. Christ, this is like pulling teeth. I had no idea you were so commitment-phobic.’

‘I’m not commitment-phobic,’ I said. ‘I’m not. I’m just … scared.’

‘That’s what a phobia is,’ he said with exaggerated patience. ‘Listen, love, I know it’s easier for you if I just lay down the law, so that’s what I’m going to do. You’re coming with me to visit my mother at some point during late December. It’s settled. It’s an order. Right?’

‘Oh … right,’ I said, flooded with curious relief. Jasper said it was so. It was so. I squished my thighs together, still damp from our earlier activities, and got another little burst of adoring submission from it.

‘I’m serious about the six strokes, too,’ he said. ‘As soon as we get back to my place you’re going straight into the study and bending over the desk while I fetch the cane. Do you understand?’

I did a quick side-of-the-eye check on the neighbours before murmuring, ‘Yes, sir.’

‘I won’t have you swearing like a sailor in public and showing me up. In fact, I think I might pick up a nice bit of ginger on the way home. What do you say to that?’

‘Oh,’ I moaned, wringing my hands. Ginger was Jasper’s new favourite thing. My bottom didn’t share his enthusiasm for it.

But if he wanted to fig me, then he would fig me.

There was absolutely nothing I could do about it.


Chapter Five

‘Popcorn?’

We were at Jasper’s house, in his home cinema room. The evening before, we had filmed a few minutes of footage at the museum, inspired by the caning and figging scene we played on our return from London, and now Jasper wanted to watch it.

It was dark, a little blustery outside, but every now and again a faint pop or fizz travelled over on the wind from the village firework display. Bonfire Night had passed a couple of days ago, but many had saved their celebrations for the weekend.

‘No, thanks,’ I said, already too nervous to think of eating. I always got this way when I watched myself on screen. I couldn’t think why – it wasn’t as if I didn’t know what was coming. I had this vague fear that I might have forgotten or missed something while I was off in my endorphin haze.

Jasper sat down beside me with his laptop and cued up the start of the film.

‘OK, ready?’

He turned to me and I nodded.

‘Action.’

He pressed Play and put the laptop on the floor. I wanted him to put an arm around me, to scoop me into his side, but instead he sat forwards, fixated on the screen, tense-faced and fidgety.

The lighting wasn’t great and I looked somewhat wraith-like, entering the room in my Victorian underwear. I had the corset by now and I was pinched-in tight. I held my breath in sympathy, watching myself cross the room. Our voices were faint or loud, sometimes muffled, depending how close to the mike we stood, but the dialogue was at least audible.

Jasper sat in the chair by the hearth, his booted ankles crossed on a footstool, looking every inch the lounging lord at leisure.

‘Walters, do you know why I have summoned you?’ he asked.

I stood before him, head bowed. Ugh, that gave me a double chin. The camera didn’t love me in the way it did him. Damn its favouritism.

‘I look awful,’ I commented.

‘Sh, you don’t,’ he said, not looking at me. But he did take my hand and squeeze it while I spoke my line.

‘I don’t, sir,’ said Walters.

‘Because you seek to defy me,’ said Cruel Bastard.

Walters’s head shot up.

‘It is not so, sir. Are you unhappy with my work?’

‘No, Walters, your work is perfect. More than perfect.’

‘Then I do not understand, sir.’

‘Look me in the eye, Walters. Yes – yes, there it is. There is my difficulty with you. You don’t flinch. You don’t cower.’

‘Do you want me to fear you, sir?’

‘Damn it, I want you to understand what I can do to you.’

I forgot my next line and stood there for a moment, shuffling my feet on the floor.

Jasper turned to me and clicked his tongue.

‘You are …’ prompted Cruel Bastard gently.

‘Oh! Yes. You are my master. I understand that you can do anything to me.’

‘Good. Then you’ll understand that I can punish you on a whim, for no other reason than that I don’t like the way you look at me. Kneel down, Walters, and kiss my boots.’

Walters knelt and did as she was told. I remembered the leather-and-polish smell and how grateful I was that these were costume boots that had never trodden a muddy path.

‘Fantastic expressionlessness,’ murmured Jasper. ‘You nailed that look precisely.’

Actually, now he mentioned it, I was starting to be convinced by my performance. Walters seemed a separate entity to me, not least because I would have pouted and huffed and complained about the unfairness of it all, while she did everything with that serene grace I hadn’t realised I possessed.

And the capricious sadism of Cruel Bastard (whose character name was actually Lord Dunraven) took my breath away. It was a few steps beyond Jasper’s natural inclinations, but he captured it with terrifying ease.

Dunraven removed his kiss-anointed boots from the footstool and ordered me to bend over with my palms flat upon the buttoned velvet.

I grimaced in sympathy with my character, remembering how awkward it had been to bend in that corset. The bones had dug into the underside of my breasts, squashing them upwards into even ruder display.

I was filmed in profile, but Jasper said afterwards that, when he filmed the scene properly, I (or the other actress) would be facing the camera. Obviously, in that case, the caning would not be real. For the purposes of rehearsal – and our private enjoyment of the film – he wanted to see the stripes laid on my bottom though.

This being only a few days after our trip to London, there were six fading streaks across both cheeks already. I was dreading the additions, especially as the old ones still throbbed when I sat down.

‘I suppose you think you know what I’m going to do to you?’ said Dunraven, picking up a supple length of rattan from beside the chair. He placed its tip beneath my chin, forcing my face upwards.

‘You are going to thrash me, sir,’ I said. I liked the neutrality of my tone – it worked well for the character, I thought.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said, lowering his face until it was an inch or two from mine and smiling his wide, bright smile. ‘That goes without saying. I’m going to give you six hard strokes and I’m going to see that you feel them for a long time afterwards. Perhaps the sting will remind you to subdue this spirit of yours when you are in my presence.’

He spoke the words softly, caressingly – not all hissy and mean like a melodrama baronet. It made them twice as frightening and I clenched my thighs. I gasped, unable to rein in my growing arousal, when Dunraven ran the tip of one long finger from Walters’s brow to her chin, stroking her cheek with his thumb. The look on his face was the clear prelude to a kiss.

But the kiss never came.

Instead he whispered – and it was obvious he had theatrical training, because he could make a whisper carry further than most people’s yells – into Walters’s face.

‘But that’s not all. Did your esteemed housekeeper ever show you the disciplinary properties of ginger root?’

‘Ginger root, sir?’

‘Let me demonstrate.’

Jasper paused the video.

‘I’m not going to keep the ginger bit,’ he said. ‘Not in the final script. Think it’s too fetishy for the middlebrow.’

‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ I said.

‘But it was good, though,’ he said with a grin.

‘Depends on your interpretation of good.’ My waspish tone widened his grin still further and he dropped a swift kiss on my lips.

‘You love it,’ he said, and I didn’t deny it.

He resumed the film. Dunraven removed a plug-shaped piece of ginger from a glass of water on the table and brandished it in Walters’s face.

‘Can you imagine where I might place this?’ he asked.

I had presumed Walters to be innocently unaware of this peculiar function of the spice, so I had played dumb.

‘N-no, sir.’

‘Actions will speak louder than words, in this case,’ he said, moving around to Walters’s rear.

I cringed at the screen, but my excitement mounted as I watched Dunraven part my linen drawers behind with fussy, exacting fingers, until my bottom was bare and framed by their white folds. I could see the faint marks from the recent punishment but for the purposes of the film we had to pretend they weren’t there. It was difficult not to wince when he ran his fingertips over the curves, stroking my skin into enhanced sensitivity.

I thought about how hard I had had to work not to look or sound turned on. Then I had to act surprised, shocked even, when he parted my cheeks and introduced the rounded nub of the ginger root to my bottom.

I think I did this quite well.

‘Sir, what are you doing? Sir, please, no.’

But he pushed the yellowish plug slowly and firmly onward. I watched it disappear by degrees, swallowed until only the flange at the end remained. It had felt cold and slippery but it had entered with ease.

When I glanced at Jasper I saw that he was biting his cheeks and his eyes had that drugged, faraway look of avid lust in them.

‘How does that feel?’ he whispered, although Dunraven didn’t speak the words until quite a bit later in the scene.

‘Are you asking me?’

He still had my hand in his and I twisted it a little to get his attention.

‘Yeah,’ he said, looking my way. ‘Tell me how it felt.’

He paused the film again for my reply.

‘Freezing cold at first,’ I said. ‘So I was maybe a bit numb to start off with. Then it started to warm up, quite slowly. It felt really nice for a while, tingly. Then it got uncomfortable. Then it got really uncomfortable. You could see what it was doing to me.’

‘Yes, I could.’ He looked down at his lap and I couldn’t help noticing the bulge in his trousers. ‘The way you squirmed and gibbered, dear God. I have to watch it again.’

After he pressed Play, he pulled me on to his lap and held me there, moving a hand underneath my skirt and up the smooth expanse of my thigh. I nestled there, enjoying the closeness and his bold use of me, watching the screen.

‘Have you had your behind used in this manner before?’ asked Dunraven of poor bemused Walters.

‘Never, sir.’

‘Be warned. It is one of my favoured modes of punishment. You may expect to have your bottom filled whenever you transgress. It gives me the most exquisite pleasure to witness your humiliation and discomfort.’

I could see it was starting to burn. I was swaying my hips from side to side and my eyes were squeezed shut.

Now he asked how it felt.

‘It burns, sir,’ I whimpered. ‘Oh, it burns.’

My face was as hot as my bottom. I looked wildly aroused, which probably wasn’t quite right for the film. I could see why Jasper wanted to remove the figging element for the final cut.

‘Then it is time for your caning,’ he said, swishing the lithe brown demon through the air.

Jasper’s hand slipped inside my knicker elastic, his fingers pressing and rubbing between my wet lips as we watched.

‘This your favourite bit?’ he murmured, kissing my ear as he watched himself tap the cane against my wriggling bum.

‘Mmm.’

‘The sound of it,’ he breathed in ecstasy, when Dunraven laid the first stroke. ‘Oh, poor little Walters.’

He liked the way I gritted my teeth and curled my toes and tried so hard to take it.

I liked the look on his face, fiendishly self-possessed, a mixture of every deadly sin in the book. Oh, do it again, sir, don’t spare her …

He held me tight against him, bundled up firmly while he fingered my pussy and my clit with inescapable strokes. I could feel him quiver every time he watched the rod fall, and the lump at his crotch threatened to burst through his trousers.

What an odd couple we were, I thought, in the last parts of my brain to admit coherence. How unlikely but how wonderful it was that we had found each other.

I knew that the third fall of the cane saw Walters make the elementary mistake of trying to clench her rectal muscles. The keen of shocked, aroused pain that ensued made me clench my own in sympathy.

‘Bad move,’ chuckled Jasper, working his fingers harder. ‘That must have stung.’

‘Big time … ohhh …’

I could see long red lines forming on Walters’s unfortunate bum. They were still there, throbbing inside my tight knickers, chafing against the material as Jasper’s hand stretched it.

The buzz of them augmented the effects of Jasper’s rubbing fingers, my sex seeming to grow and bloom in greedy response. I squirmed in his grasp, elbowing him, but he didn’t seem to notice, just clung on all the tighter and pushed his fingers deep inside me while his thumb pad kept up the good work on my clit.

‘This does it for you, doesn’t it?’ he whispered, as if the question needed asking. ‘Watching your own arse getting striped. Seeing yourself bent over and figged and caned. God, your face … I can’t wait to get the full face shot when that fig burns into you … though you’d be imagining it … but you’d remember how it felt, I’ll bet.’

My mouth was sticky, my throat dry. I couldn’t answer. My answer was in the arch of my spine and the flex of my thighs.

‘Tell me how it feels.’

But that was Dunraven speaking, not Jasper, so I was not forced to unglue my tongue from the roof of my mouth to answer.

Poor Walters had that honour.

‘It hurts … oh, it hurts …’ she panted.

He whipped five and six across her buttocks, quick and smart, and she wailed and rocked to and fro.

‘I know that,’ said Dunraven. ‘Tell me something I don’t know.’

‘It is almost more than I can stand,’ said Walters.

‘Almost? Then the sentence is too light.’

Unexpectedly – both to Walters and to me, because he had not told me he would do this when we talked through the scene beforehand – he laid one last, brutal cut, harder than the rest, right across the very lowest point of my bottom.

Walters leaped upright and clutched at it, hissing out the pain.

‘Sorry. Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.’ It was Jasper now, the sadistic Dunraven slipping away inside him. ‘Damn. I’ve broken the flow of the scene now. Are you OK?’

‘I’ll live,’ I said, turning to face him with an accusatory frown. ‘You could have warned me.’

‘I need to make this with another actress,’ he said, putting his palm to his brow, looking every inch the neurotic high-maintenance film director. ‘One with a less magnetic arse.’

I laughed, on screen and off it.

Jasper turned off the tape.

‘Fuck it,’ he said. ‘I could have got you off by now if I hadn’t gone and overstepped the mark there.’

‘It’s OK,’ I murmured, my mind back on his intent fingering of me. ‘It was hot … really hot … especially since I can feel it now.’

‘Still? It was lovely to watch you trying to sit down afterwards. Gorgeous. Your poor suffering behind.’

‘I wish I had that fig now,’ I said, a tad delirious now, bucking on him. ‘It made me madly horny. Madly.’

‘You didn’t say.’

‘Madly,’ I repeated, my brain stuck in a loop of memory. The ginger juices had burned my back passage, yes, but they had also had a startling effect on my level of arousal. It wasn’t captured on film, but after he’d taken the ginger out of my bottom, I’d had to practically force him to have me, right there, over the arm of the chair.

I wanted to know how it would feel elsewhere, perhaps a little of the juice on his fingers while he felt me up. There were lubes that did this, I knew, but something about ginger was pleasingly organic and historically authentic, and I preferred things so.

Was I turning out kinkier than Jasper himself?

‘Yes,’ I whispered, my orgasm on the way at the remembrance of how that ginger had made me so sweaty, so needy, so soaked in sex. Jasper thrust his fingers deep, his thumb firm on my slippery clit, and pushed his lips against mine at the moment of release, opening my mouth with his tongue. It felt so primal, so dirty, so exactly right. I was his and he could take me any way he liked.

He did just that, turning me on to my stomach and ordering me sharply to stay there while he fled from the room, returning a few minutes later with some bondage ties and a bottle of lubricant.

‘In due course, I need to review that scene,’ he said, wrapping cord around my wrists and securing them together behind my back. ‘But I’m a little distracted just now … so …’

He tied my ankles too, giving me a clue that he was not intending the more usual means of penetration.

Once I was lying helpless on the sofa, my breasts crushed into the cold leather upholstery, my face pressed into the arm, breathing in its scent, he took off his jeans and straddled my hips.

I couldn’t see him but I could feel the rough hair of his thighs chafe mine, then his hands were on my bottom, squeezing and pinching it, making me gasp at the residual pain of the cane marks.

‘This turns me on,’ he said, pinching the low one, the one that had not been in the script. ‘Oh, look at you trying to squirm. Look at you, all tethered and tied and waiting to get your arse filled. You know it’s going to happen. You know there’s nothing you can do about it.’

Apart from safeword.

But why on earth would I want to do that?

He seemed to read my mind, because he said, ‘Even if you didn’t want it just as badly as I do. You know how much you love it. I know it, you know it … perhaps one day everyone will know it.’

I stiffened slightly, knowing that he was referring to his film and the possible fallout. I didn’t want to think about that now. All the same, it helped my libido to imagine a huge banner headline: SARAH WELLS TAKES IT UP THE ARSE.

He prised open my cheeks and dripped lube slowly and coldly between them. When he rubbed it in, moving ever closer to my tight pucker, I mewled in mock protest, but I was heating up between my legs again and he surely knew it.

His finger circled the spot with agonising sweetness while various inner spasms set each other off like butterfly skittles. I couldn’t escape him. This private part of me, along with every other, was his.

One finger tested my resistance then slid inside despite it. I worked on holding myself open, on breathing through the initial stirrings of violation. He violated me with my full consent. I invited every outrage he perpetrated upon me.

The first finger was joined by another and I felt myself gently stretched, taken towards my boundaries. He dipped them slowly in and out, twisting them, scissoring them a little wider to see if I would give. I concentrated on receiving his attentions with absolute submission, increasingly aware of the flaring desire a little further forward. I wanted to touch myself but all I could do was curl my helpless fingers tight.

‘You can stretch,’ he said in a low, mesmeric voice. ‘You can take more than this. You can take something good and thick up here. Can’t you?’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said in an ecstasy of humiliation.

‘Luckily I’ve got something that fits that bill. Do you know what it is?’

Fingers, spearing down lower then retracting, throwing my muscles into quivering confusion.

‘Is it you, sir?’

‘Mmm, I want to hear you say it. Say the word.’

‘Oh …’ I didn’t like to. I still found dirty talk embarrassing. It seemed crazy to be self-conscious when I had a man’s fingers up my bottom, but there it was.

‘You won’t get it if you don’t say it,’ he goaded. ‘Say it. Say what it is that’s going right up inside here.’

‘Oh …’ I stalled, jiggling in protest, but I knew from experience that he had enough self-mastery to keep this up indefinitely. He had kept me on edge and unsatisfied for a day and a half back in France once – using his fingers and tongue to take me there, then withdrawing and masturbating over my tied body instead, three or four times, until I was brought to heel.

His fingers stilled. I didn’t want that.

‘Your cock,’ I spluttered, trying to mask the word with a fake cough.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You can’t mask it with flowery language. You can’t disguise what you want. You want it dirty and low and filthy. You want to be used. Hmm?’

He smacked my bum cheek with his free hand and I yelped out the affirmative.

It was true. I wanted his cock. Wanted it badly, in the worst and most perverted place.

He slid an arm beneath my hips and raised me up to my knees, positioning my bottom high and vulnerable to whatever he chose to do to it.

His fingers popped out and then something wider and harder and hotter pressed forwards, opening me for that first moment of disbelief, of ‘this can’t work’, of ‘this will kill me’, before subverting all those impulses by seating itself inside me without injury.

But not without pain – the pain I had learned to embrace and to push myself into, the pain that was necessary for the pleasure. I let myself wail through the sting, knowing it was temporary and needing the release of tension.

‘It hurts, does it?’ he said, bending low with his lips against my ear. ‘So it should. You won’t forget this in a hurry.’

No, I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t forget the primitive joy of his abs grinding against my bottom and his long, thick shaft owning me, my cheeks spread open, my wrists and ankles tied, my hips in his firm grip. He knew now how forceful he could safely be and he slammed into me, over and over, grunting with the effort of it.

I was desperate to touch myself, the need driving me mad and making the sex even more powerful.

‘Get ready, get ready,’ he said, and at the perfect moment he reached down to finger me, the sensation exploding first from the front and then the back, a star-invoking double-whammy.

Whenever I came with him inside me, that was enough to bring him to his climax too. I think the idea of me getting off on what he was doing to me was his ultimate kinky turn-on and he was never more than a few seconds behind me.

He lay down on top of me, his softening cock still inside me, and kissed the back of my neck like a man possessed. His hands on my shoulders, he moved my face to meet his and catch me in a long, tongue-heavy kiss.

I was dazed, still somewhere up the air, when he broke off and said, ‘This is you, isn’t it?’

‘Hmm?’

‘You are who you are – most purely, most completely – when you’re with me, like this.’

Oh, God, it sounded like something I was going to have to think about rather than give the catch-all post-coital ‘mm hmm’.

‘Whayya mean?’

‘You’re like me. Keeping it all in. When it all comes out – the freedom is almost too much.’

He was right, yes. He was right about that. But the thought of being like him was strange and made me wonder.

* * *

In the car on the way to my bedsit, he took up the theme again.

‘It’s about letting ourselves out, don’t you think?’

I watched the streets of once grand houses, now reduced to multiple occupancy and weedy front drives, glide past behind the rain-spotted window.

‘We keep so much under control,’ I agreed. ‘But you exercise freedom by being even more in control. That’s weird.’

‘Not really. I think you’re the weird one. Why would you let me do all that stuff to you?’ He laughed; then settled his tone into something more serious again. ‘I let myself out when I’m with you, because you accept who I am. You like who I am.’

‘Doesn’t everyone?’

‘I don’t think so. I don’t always like who I am.’

‘Everyone feels like that sometimes.’

‘You stop me feeling like it. You’re not a sticking plaster, either. You make it OK.’

‘Jasper.’ I put my hand over his on the steering wheel.

He cocked his head to one side and smiled at me through misty eyes, then swore at the tightness of the parking space in front of my place.

‘You’re used to fitting into tight spaces, aren’t you?’ I teased and he gave me a crooked smile.

‘Very. Though I could always use a bit more practice.’

‘Maybe not today, eh?’ I said, clenching my sphincter muscles, which still felt sore and well-used.

He manoeuvred the car into position and sat there for a moment with the engine on, looking out at the rain.

‘Are you sure I can’t take you somewhere and buy you brunch?’ he said.

‘I really do have to get this article written,’ I said. ‘The deadline’s hanging over me.’

‘The Modern Victorianist,’ said Jasper. ‘It’s a good journal.’

‘I know. Which is exactly why I want to get my foot in the door.’

‘Yeah,’ he said, but it sounded so melancholy that I couldn’t help but turn and give him a sympathetic look.

‘What’s up?’

‘You. You’re such a well-balanced individual, aren’t you? There are parts of your life that don’t include me at all and I get … jealous … I suppose.’

‘You’re jealous of a history geek periodical? But Jasper, you’re a history geek too. That’s another thing we share, surely. It’s what brought us together.’

‘You’re right. I’m being pathetic. I suppose I sometimes wish you were an obsessive fuck-up like me. Why don’t you text me eighteen times an hour like other girls do? Why can’t you be needy?’

‘Needy isn’t good. Not for you, not for me.’

‘Damn you and your sanity.’ He leant over and kissed me hard. ‘Ignore me. I’m a twat, that’s all. Enjoy your writing. I hope you’ve got a good cushion for your chair.’

‘Git,’ I said, opening the car door.

‘But you love me,’ he parried.

‘Yes.’ It probably wasn’t the best moment for a declaration, with rain lashing down on the one foot I’d put on the kerb, but I tried to make it count. ‘Yes, I do.’

I shut the door and hurried along the pavement. A few yards in front of me, another car door opened and a woman in a hooded anorak leaped out and waved her arms at me, SOS-style.

‘Mum!’ I stopped short, looking at her, then back at Jasper, who had not yet put the car in gear. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘We tried calling, love, but your phone was switched off.’

‘Oh.’ I fished out my mobile. I’d turned it off last night, before Jasper and I had watched the film, and had forgotten to turn it back on again. ‘Sorry. Have you been there long?’

‘Nearly an hour! We went to visit Aunty Jean and we were just passing on the way back. Where’ve you been?’

‘Oh … just had a bit of … needed to go to the cashpoint … Look, do you want to come in for a cup of tea before we drown? Hi, Dad.’

My father emerged from the other side, shielding himself from the rain with the Sunday Telegraph.

As we headed for the steps, I wondered why Jasper hadn’t gone yet.

His door opened.

Oh, my God, don’t do this to me …

‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’


Chapter Six

Even in the rain his smile was enough to stop traffic. Lucky all the traffic had stopped already.

Mum and Dad turned round on the steps and looked down at him, then at each other, then at me.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘This is my friend Jasper. He gave me a lift to the –’

‘Home,’ interrupted Jasper, speaking clearly and firmly. ‘I gave Sarah a lift home.’

‘Let’s get inside and get the kettle on,’ I said. Family drama was bad enough, but family drama in the lashing rain – no, thanks.

In my first-floor studio flat, wet coats were taken off and wet heads shaken while I scooted over to the little kitchen corner and put on the kettle. Hopefully I still had enough left on my electricity key to put the heating on for a bit. The room was arctic after a night spent out of it. My parents would pick up on that.

‘Am I right in thinking that you’re Sarah’s parents?’ Jasper’s voice.

I didn’t want to look at them, and concentrated fiercely on getting the teabags into the pot, opening the wonky fridge door without making it tip over, getting the milk out, sniffing it. Fine.

‘That’s right.’ Dad’s voice was guarded.

‘Have we met before?’ Mum sounded as if she was dredging her memory.

‘I don’t think so. Jasper Jay.’ I glanced around and saw him shaking hands with Dad, who was none the wiser, by the looks of things.

‘I’m sure I know you from somewhere … you look so familiar,’ Mum persisted.

‘Jasper used to be an actor,’ I said, over the gusty rattle of the kettle.

‘Oh!’ she cried, experiencing a revelation. ‘Of course. You were in Open Heart Surgery.’

‘That’s right. For my sins.’

They wandered over to my sofa and took places on its worn chintz.

‘Do you remember, Geoff?’ said Mum eagerly to Dad. ‘Years ago, mind you. It’s all different people now.’

‘I didn’t pay a lot of attention, I’m afraid,’ said Dad, a little brusquely. ‘You don’t act any more then?’

‘I direct,’ he said.

‘Brilliantly,’ I contributed, pouring the boiling water into the pot. ‘He’s won major international prizes.’

‘I’ve had a lot of luck and made some good contacts,’ he said, all self-effacing charm. I knew he intended to seduce my parents into approving of him, and if anyone could do it Jasper could, but I was still rather cross at how he’d inveigled his way into my parent-and-child reunion. I had not wanted to make our relationship public in this way and I felt railroaded.

‘Who was your character again?’ Mum was still a few conversational points behind. ‘The young maverick feller who was always coming a cropper with that moody consultant, what was his name?’

‘Reilly.’

‘Reilly, that’s right. And you were … Dr Stanwyck,’ she proclaimed triumphantly. ‘I used to like your character. He always stood up for his principles, didn’t he?’

‘Yes. Right up until I got stabbed in the ward by my jealous stalker ex-girlfriend. In the heart, too. Tragic irony.’

‘I was sorry they wrote you out like that. I prefer it when they leave the door open for a character to come back.’

‘I asked them to kill me off. I thought it’d motivate me to fight harder for success in my new career. I didn’t want an easy fallback.’

‘Brave of you,’ said Dad. ‘Giving up a sure-fire earner like that.’

‘Brave or stupid,’ said Jasper and they chuckled together.

Damn him! He was winning them over so easily. He was the Usain Bolt of charming birds out of trees.

‘And how long have you known our Sarah?’ asked Dad. Ah, the tone had changed. Not such a pushover after all.

I brought the tea tray over and put it on the table, pulled up the only remaining chair – an uncomfortable wooden one, unhappily for my bottom – and got to work on pouring the tea into the mismatching antique-fair cups.

‘Jasper’s who I was working for over the summer,’ I said. ‘The cataloguing job.’

‘Oh, Mr Jay,’ said Mum. ‘Oh. I see. I thought you said he was working overseas and you had the house to yourself? Didn’t you?’

‘Had to come back,’ explained Jasper. ‘Lead actor broke his leg and we had to postpone filming. So I got to know Sarah.’

‘She never said.’ Mum frowned. ‘You never said anything about him coming back, love.’

‘Didn’t I? Sorry, I didn’t think to,’ I said, feeling hot-cheeked and under suspicion.

‘You make friends with a famous film director and it’s not news?’ Dad sipped at his tea.

‘I’d have taken out an advert in the paper,’ said Mum.

‘We’re not all as easily star struck as you,’ I said tetchily.

‘Sarah,’ rumbled Dad.

‘Sorry. Just … I didn’t really know who he was. It didn’t seem that big a deal to me.’

Dear Lord, I was digging myself in deeper and deeper. Now it was Jasper’s turn to look affronted. He looked at me for an uncomfortably long time, then said, ‘But you know now. Don’t you?’

I put down my cup. My hand was too shaky and I was close to spilling its contents.

‘Of course I do,’ I said, not knowing where to look.

‘So you’re … friends?’ said Mum uncertainly.

It must have been bleeding obvious what the situation was.

‘We both love history,’ I said. ‘He has the most beautiful collection – you should see it.’

‘Yes,’ said Jasper, ‘you should. In fact, why don’t you come over? I’ll do brunch for us all and you can take a good look around.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, we need to get back, our neighbour’s looking after the dogs.’ said Dad doubtfully, but Mum nearly snapped his hand off.

‘How lovely!’ she trilled.

Dad was outvoted, somehow, even though I was on his side.

‘But my article,’ I said to Jasper.

‘How long is it?’

‘Two thousand words.’

‘That’s nothing. You can do that in an evening. Come on. Let’s go. I’m freezing my bloody boll– Pardon my French. Spent too long in France this year. My house is warm and the cupboards are full of food. Mr and Mrs Wells, you are more than welcome.’

The teacups were replaced, still half-full, on the tray and everyone made a dash for the coat pegs.

‘You’d better come with us, Sarah,’ said Dad. ‘We’ll need directions.’

‘You can follow Jasper, can’t you?’ I said, wanting a private conversation with that gentleman before the situation grew much older.

But Jasper foiled me. ‘He could lose sight of me on the dual carriageway. If you get stuck behind a lorry, you could miss the turn-off. Better go with your Mum and Dad, love.’

Argh! He called me ‘love’. How many more signposts did my parents need?

I followed them to their car and got into the back seat – an act that made me feel small and childish once more, not the confident adult I was aiming to project.

‘Is it far?’ asked Dad, easing out of the space and following Jasper to the end of the road.

‘No. Ten minutes or so. I took the summer job there because it was so handy for the museum. Thought I could go up and visit at weekends, get myself fully prepared.’

‘And you’re still in touch?’ said Dad, turning the corner. ‘He’s quite a bit older than you, isn’t he?’

‘About twelve, thirteen years, I think,’ I said vaguely.

‘Pushing forty,’ said Dad. ‘And you’re fresh out of college.’

Mum tutted. ‘Oh, Geoff. I think he seems lovely.’

‘Obviously loaded,’ continued Dad. ‘I expect he can pay for anything he wants. I expect he’s used to getting everything he wants.’

He gave me a look in the rear-view mirror. I avoided it and glared through the window.

‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ I said stiffly.

‘Come on, love, do you think we were born yesterday? He certainly wasn’t.’

Mum intervened, pouring her rose-scented oil on to the troubled waters.

‘Give them a break,’ she said. ‘Goodness, it’s not as if he’s some low-life character. He seems very nice, he’s got a good job and earns good money and he’s got a bit of life experience. What on earth’s wrong with that?’

Dad was silent, but his eyes were narrow, focusing intently on getting into the right lane of the dual carriageway.

‘I don’t really care what my friends earn,’ I said. ‘Or how old they are. If you get on, you get on.’

‘Quite,’ said Mum.

‘And then, when you’ve had enough, you get off,’ said Dad.

‘Dad!’ I wasn’t sure what he meant, but it sounded rude. He probably didn’t intend it to, but all the same …

‘What I mean to say,’ he qualified, ‘is that … oh … Sarah, just keep your head on your shoulders, eh? I don’t want to see you taken for a ride.’

I inherited my cautious nature from him and I understood what he was saying. I half agreed with it myself. I didn’t want Jasper to become an indispensable part of my life. I was too afraid of the consequences of losing him.

‘I’m not an idiot, Dad,’ I said.

‘I know you aren’t,’ he replied, and his tone of quiet pride settled me and made me feel that everything was going to be all right.

The rain was still going strong as we followed Jasper up the driveway. The first glimpse of the house through the avenue of poplars made Mum gasp – actually gasp.

‘You didn’t tell me he lived in Downton bloody Abbey,’ said Dad.

‘Don’t be silly. It’s a tenth the size of that. A twentieth, even.’

‘Still, you wouldn’t get much change out of five million for it. Is it too late for me to retrain as an international film director, d’you think?’

‘I think most of his money came from wise investing by his accountant, actually,’ I said, recalling a conversation he’d had on the phone in my hearing. ‘The film earnings aren’t the half of it.’

‘I hope he’s not one of these Amazon types who don’t pay their taxes,’ said Mum, a little tight-lipped.

‘He definitely pays his taxes. He’s a huge supporter of the British film industry and gets really upset when he thinks the government are going to cut grants.’

‘Good.’

We were out of the car now and I was walking a little ahead with Mum while Dad followed more slowly, taking note of the plants and trees in the garden. No doubt he was fixing it all in his memory for next week’s Allotment Club.

Mum nudged me and whispered into my ear.

‘Anyway, I think he’s absolutely gorgeous.’

‘He’s not bad,’ I said, still keeping my cards close.

‘Rich, good-looking, well-mannered.’ She ticked them off on her fingers. ‘But, like Dad says, be careful.’

Careful, eh? I had to admit, the way I’d played our relationship had been many things, but careful wasn’t one of them. I wished I could get rid of this feeling of being in over my head with no idea how to breach the surface again. Perhaps that was what love was. Perhaps I just had to learn to live with it.

Jasper sheltered under the porch roof, waiting for us with a smile.

‘What a beautiful house,’ exclaimed Mum. ‘I don’t suppose you grew up here?’

‘Actually, I did,’ said Jasper, and now it was my turn to gasp.

I hadn’t known that about him. Why hadn’t I known it about him? The knowledge of how little I knew of his background, after all, crept over me, casting me in shadow for the rest of the visit.

Dad brought up the rear and commenced a barrage of gardening-related questions that took us through the hall to the kitchen.

‘I have a gardener,’ said Jasper, when he could get a word in. ‘He’s the man to talk to about it.’

He must have replaced Will, I thought. We had spent the whole summer here minus a groundsman and things had started to grow a bit wild. Everything was perfectly tended again now, though. He had never mentioned a new gardener. We hadn’t talked about it. What on earth did we talk about? I racked my brain. Sex and the Victorians. That was about it. Shouldn’t we be having a few different conversations by now?

‘So, do you want to eat first and have a look round afterwards? Or vice versa?’ asked Jasper, getting pans and utensils out of the big wooden cupboards.

‘We should eat first,’ I said rapidly, remembering something. ‘Pancakes, go on. You do great pancakes. I just need to, uh, powder my nose.’

My familiarity with Jasper’s pancakes might be incriminating evidence of a sexual relationship, but it had just occurred to me that there was evidence even more incriminating to be found if the grand tour was going to include the study.

I hastened up the back stairs and across the hall to the room in question. Yes, they were all out on display in Jasper’s customised umbrella rack in the corner of the room. I picked up the collection of rattan canes, so many canes of varying weights and lengths, and shoved them down the back of his writing desk. There. Now the empty umbrella stand looked weird, but unless you knew, you probably wouldn’t think anything of it.

That bit of damage limitation sorted, I flew upstairs to Jasper’s bedroom. The bed was unmade, but that didn’t matter. What did matter was the set of Velcro cuffs attached to the headboard. I hid them away under the pillows and pulled the covers up over them. Was there anything else? Lube on the nightstand. Into the top drawer it fell.

Satisfied with my work, I flitted back down to the kitchen, where the batter was made and coffee was brewing.

Jasper was giving my parents the full after-dinner speech routine and they were laughing uproariously at his anecdotes of hospital-soap life. It was nice, I thought, sliding on to the bench beside them with a faint wince. It was a bit like normality. Could this be all right after all?

He ladled batter into the pan and got plates from the dresser. Under the grill, rashers of bacon gave the air that blissful Sunday-morning scent.

‘You’re very efficient,’ said Mum. ‘Are you sure I can’t give you a hand?’

‘No, no. Sarah, you know where everything is. Can you squeeze some juice for us?’

He was definitely intent on making it understood that we were lovers, I thought. Well, we were, after all. The parents hadn’t objected yet, so perhaps we were home and dry.

The anecdotes flew on, thick and fast, while a stack of pancakes built up on the warming plate.

He served them up, with bacon, and then handed a squirty bottle of maple syrup to my Mum.

She frowned.

‘Ooh, I don’t know. It doesn’t quite sit right with me – bacon and syrup.’

‘You have to try it,’ said Jasper, still leaning over her. ‘I promise you, you won’t regret it.’

‘It’s very American, isn’t it?’ she said, still doubtful.

‘Yes, and that’s where I got the taste for it. You aren’t going to disappoint me now, by being one of those people who never tries anything new, are you? That’s not you, is it, Jean?’

She went all giggly and blushful at that.

‘Oh, go on, then. You’ve twisted my arm.’

I knew that wild horses wouldn’t drag my Dad to a squirty bottle of maple syrup, so I discreetly shoved the HP Sauce down the table to him before Jasper could even try.

‘So are you filming anything now?’ asked Mum.

Red alert. I stopped chewing my pancake and tried to give Jasper a look that said don’t talk about the new movie.

‘I’ve a film in post-production,’ he said. ‘I’m in London a lot of the time, at the editing suite. It should be out next year – it’s about a rich playboy who pisses off a lot of people and gets murdered. Sorry. He, uh, upsets a lot of people.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Mum, with a wave. Jasper had lightened her up by about fifteen shades. She usually hated swearing. ‘It sounds like a thriller, then. Is it a thriller?’

‘It’s not so much a thriller as a dissection of the thriller genre,’ said Jasper.

Oh, dear. Rocky ground here. As soon as a person started to sound pretentious my Dad started to get an allergic reaction.

‘So it’s a thriller, then?’ said Dad.

‘Geoff!’

But Jasper laughed. ‘Yeah, pretty much.’

Dad paused to masticate his pancake, then spoke again.

‘So, you and Sarah, then,’ he said.

More nervous twitching from me, a genial smile from Jasper.

‘Is it serious?’

‘Dad.’ Oh, the agony. I knew this would happen.

‘Serious?’ Jasper maintained his gleaming grin. ‘We’re in a relationship, yes,’ he said. ‘And I would describe it as serious, but perhaps she’s the one you should be asking.’

‘It’s early days,’ I muttered. ‘Playing it by ear.’

‘Very sensible,’ said Dad. ‘Thanks for a lovely meal. Now I think Jean’s champing at the bit to look around this house of yours.’

The tour took some of the pressure off. Jasper and I both enjoyed talking about the furnishings and artworks, slipping into our comfort zones with gratitude.

In the hallway, Mum and Dad made their apologies and said they really had to get back for the dogs now, and could they drop me off? But Jasper said he’d take me home, and I was glad, because I had things to say to him.

* * *

‘There, that wasn’t too painful, was it?’ he said briskly, pointing the key at his car and bleeping the locks.

‘I think you could have waited,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t fair to spring it on me – or them – like that.’

‘Love, you’d have put it off for ever.’

Perhaps he was right. Perhaps I had a reason for that, though. Did I have a reason for it?

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ I said, getting into the car. ‘But I might have waited until I knew a bit more about you.’

He looked up from the ignition, his eyebrows aloft.

‘You know everything about me,’ he said. ‘Everything important. Nobody knows me like you do.’

‘I didn’t even know the house was inherited,’ I said. ‘You never talk about your parents, except to say that your Mum wants to meet me. You never talk about your past.’

‘It’s not very interesting, that’s all,’ he said, reversing on to the driveway. ‘The present’s much more so. The future’s even better.’

‘Why don’t you talk to me?’

‘Sarah, what the fuck? I talk to you all the time.’

‘Only to give orders.’

‘No.’ He looked at me, exasperated. ‘What is this? A tiff?’

‘At least it’s normal. Couples do argue. It’s part and parcel of a relationship.’

‘I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but I wish you’d say it.’

‘I’m saying … I don’t know what I’m saying. I feel rushed and unsettled and uncertain about things.’

‘Uncertain?’ The look in his eyes would haunt me, before he turned them back to the road.

‘I don’t mean about you. I mean … I don’t know what I mean. It’s all happened so fast and so weirdly. My friends meet guys who text them and flirt with them and ask them out and maybe stand them up so the whole thing starts again and then there’s the “who will call first” stand-off and then maybe, after weeks, months, it starts to look viable … you know …’

‘You want that?’

‘No,’ I admitted. ‘Actually, I hate all that game-playing crap. But it’s just, oh, Jasper, sometimes it just seems too good to be true. And I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. Do you know what I mean? It isn’t you. It’s me.’

He laughed, but there was not much mirth in it.

‘Isn’t that the classic brush-off line?’

‘I don’t mean it that way.’

‘You’d better not.’

‘I suppose,’ I said, trying to get my thoughts straight. ‘I’d like to know where I’m going before I get there. With us, it’s like a magic-carpet ride and it’s fantastic, a rush, but we get to places before I realise what or where they are. Does that make sense?’

‘You’re overwhelmed?’

‘It’s not that surprising, is it?’

‘No.’ He pulled into the parking space outside my building. ‘You didn’t want your parents to know about me.’

‘I wanted it to be a mutual decision, Jasper. I don’t want our life outside the bedroom to be the same as it is inside. I don’t want you taking charge of me.’

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Things aren’t the way I thought they were. Right.’

‘Don’t be like this. Come inside. Let’s talk.’

‘You’ve got an article to write. And I’ve got calls to make. Go on. I don’t want you accusing me of ruining your career.’

‘Jasper …’

‘I’ll see you later.’


Chapter Seven

Of course, I stood no chance of writing this article after all that.

I sat at the computer, staring into the blank white space, wrote a heading, deleted it, wrote another, deleted it … Opened my web browser. Typed ‘Jasper Jay’.

I’d read the Wikipedia entry before, a ton of times, while we were apart. It didn’t say anything about his early life apart from his date of birth. The entry started with his acceptance into RADA and did little more than list the things he’d worked on. Under ‘Personal Life’ it said: ‘Jay has been linked with a number of high-profile actresses but he is currently single.’

I’d read the first couple of pages of results – reviews and interviews – but I could never find anything in which Jasper talked about anything other than his work. One article described him as ‘obsessively private’ while another speculated about whether his charm was native or calculated. ‘Jasper Jay is a hard man to pin down,’ said another.

‘You got that right,’ I muttered to myself, clicking to the previously unexplored terrain of page three.

There was an ancient interview, scanned in from a TV magazine of the time, from his days in Open Heart Surgery. The attached photograph made me coo; he was adorably bright-eyed and boyish and he looked, I don’t know, innocent – almost a different person.

I cast my eye down the column, squinting at the tiny text. He was talking about his character’s challenges in the latest episodes, but there was a bit near the end that made me open my narrowed eyes wide.

When asked if he’d ever consider working in the medical profession for real, he said: ‘Oh, I did, when I was at school. I wanted to discover the cure for cancer after it took someone very close to me. But acting was another way of dealing with that – and one I turned out to be better at. It’s an opportunity to leave your worries and problems behind sometimes.’

Gazing at the boy-Jasper, I wondered if his father had died of cancer while he was still at school. And if so, why hadn’t he told me? Such a tragedy was bound to have affected him deeply.

This wouldn’t do. I wasn’t going to get a word of this article written until I’d spoken to Jasper.

I switched off the computer, raced downstairs and, too het up to think of even putting on a coat, ran through the rain to where my battered old Corsa was parked.

I ran through the rain again to Jasper’s door, hoping against hope that he hadn’t gone out. I should have called him first, really, but I didn’t want a row on the phone. I had to see him, in the flesh, so I could watch his expressions and his body language.

When he answered the door he was barefoot and he looked half-asleep, his eyes heavy-lidded and a little red-rimmed.

‘Oh, did I wake you?’ I said, a tad discombobulated by his appearance. He looked as if he’d been crying or something.

‘You’ve got an article to write,’ he said dully.

‘I can’t concentrate. Please, can we talk?’

He rubbed at his eyes for a few seconds then gestured me in.

‘I just wanted –’ I began eagerly, but he held up a finger and shushed me.

‘Sarah, you have to write that piece,’ he said. ‘It could make your career. You said so yourself. And the deadline is tomorrow.’

‘I can do it afterwards.’

‘No, you can’t. I’m not saying a word about anything to you until that thing is written.’

‘But Jasper –’

‘Go into my study,’ he said, pointing towards the door. ‘You can use my computer.’

‘My notes …’

‘I know you. Everything’s in here.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘Isn’t it?’

He was right. I’d written the damn thing a dozen times over in my mind already. The facts were all at my fingertips.

‘Pretty much,’ I admitted.

‘So go on, then. Two thousand words. I’m giving you three hours. If it’s not done in that time, well …’ He sucked in a breath between his teeth and shook his head. The wicked glint, absent until now, re-established itself. I felt a surge of optimism, along with the Pavlovian surge of lust. He didn’t hate me. Things would be all right.

‘But we’ll talk afterwards?’ I said. ‘Please. I have questions that need answering.’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk. But just now, you have work to do.’

He took me by the shoulders, turned me in the direction of the study and sent me on my way with a pat on my bottom.

I sat at the desk and switched on his computer, but as I didn’t know the passwords, I had to call him in to help.

He set up a blank word-processor page for me, then opened one of his drawers and rummaged inside. I heard a clinking sound and looked up at him in consternation.

‘You’ve heard the expression “chained to the desk”, I suppose?’ he said, drawing out a length of slim silver chain.

‘Jasper!’

‘I just need to make sure your focus is … optimised,’ he said, wrapping the chain around one of my wrists, then the other, before securing its end in an eyebolt inside the bottom drawer and padlocking it. Once the drawer was shut and locked, I had no way of stepping more than a few inches away from the desk. My hands were free to type but they could do very little else.

‘What if I need the loo? Or some other emergency?’

‘You’ve got your phone, haven’t you? Call me. Besides, I’ll be coming in every half-hour to check on you. I expect at least four hundred words per half-hour.’

‘What if I can’t do that?’ I wailed, knowing my propensity to stare out of the window for one hour and then put on a tremendous burst of last-minute speed.

‘You can,’ he said firmly, and with that he left.

I tugged at the chain, enjoying the way it dug slightly into my wrist. I tried to unloop it from my other wrist but I nearly broke my fingernails in the attempt. The drawer, when I rattled it, was well and truly locked. I could stand up, I could take half a step back, an even smaller step to either side. I was locked into position.

This, coupled with the promise of a real talk with Jasper later, worked better than any amount of stimulants to kick-start my writing. It seemed I’d been wasting my time with caffeine and omega oils. What I needed was bondage and mild optimism.

Half an hour flew by and I was surprised to hear the door click and Jasper enter the room. I did a double-take when he did – he had changed out of his rumpled lounge wear and now wore a rather sharp suit with very shiny shoes.

‘You’ve got changed,’ I blurted.

He ignored my outburst and bent over my shoulder, peering at my document, before taking the mouse from me and clicking on the word count tool.

‘Well done,’ he said. ‘A little reward for you.’ He kissed and nipped at my neck, long and luxuriously, breaking off now and then to breathe into my ear. His hands cupped my breasts and massaged them so that the lace of my bra chafed at my nipples. Just at the point where I had to catch my breath and try not to beg for a kiss, he drew back.

‘Carry on then,’ he said.

It took me five minutes to get back into gear and stop my nipples throbbing, so I was a little worried, on his next visit, that I might not have hit my target. I’d scraped through, though, and he rewarded me this time by making me stand up so he could take off my jeans and kiss and caress my bottom. It was still a mite sore from the caning, so this turned me on in a nanosecond, lighting me up like a Roman candle, so that I had to support myself on the desktop and moan.

He kissed and stroked me into a state of quivering helplessness. I couldn’t go back to writing about the antiques marts of the south coast after this … there was only one place I could go and that was the destination marked ‘orgasm’.

But he took away his tongue and his lips and gave my bereft bottom a hearty smack before growling at me to get back to work.

He took my jeans with him.

I collapsed hard on the chair, forgetting that this was an unwise move until the cane welts reminded me. I was soaking wet. If I looked down between my thighs, I could see a kind of mist on the racing-green buttoned leather.

It was crazy. Earlier on that morning, I’d been ready to hand in my temporary resignation from the world of sex. Jasper had incapacitated me with the intensity and extremity of his demands upon my body. Yet here I was, gagging for more. He was a witch. Or should that be a warlock? A wizard?

My brain was as tired as my body.

I stared at my article, which was almost half-done, and wondered what language it was written in. All I could think of was sex, sex, sex.

If only my hands were free, I could …

I tried to wrench them downwards but they could go no further than the edge of the desk. Jasper had seen to that.

Was there no other way? I tried to grind myself against the leather. It hurt my sore bottom, but I didn’t care. My knickers tightened and bunched up a bit between my pussy lips, which seemed to help matters at first, but it soon became clear that the best I was going to manage was a slow, frustrating journey to the lower slopes of pleasure. It would wreck my already over-strained thigh muscles too.

I wanted to sob with need, but it was clear that there was nothing for it but to try and dismiss my arousal and get on with my article.

I’d wasted time, though, and when Jasper came back in, I was under my target.

‘Oh, dear,’ he said. ‘You’ve been frittering your time away. What have you been doing? Daydreaming?’

‘If you didn’t keep coming in and –’

‘Oh, so it’s my fault, is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘I see. No more rewards, then. Up on your feet.’

I was rather dreading what might follow. Another spanking on top of what I’d already had from him might just kill me.

But nothing happened – no smart and salutary smack on the backside was forthcoming.

‘You can sit down when you’re at fifteen hundred words,’ he said, and then he left.

Typing standing up is no joke, something I’d never realised before. It was hard on the legs and thighs and tough on the spine too. I dashed off the next five hundred words as if I was being chased by a legion of editors with spears and arrows.

They were probably rubbish, of course, but at this rate I’d have a bit of time left over at the end to improve the sense.

Jasper let me sit down again but there was no reward for my productivity – rather the opposite. He lifted my top up over my breasts, pulled down my bra cups, then fixed a pair of nipple clamps to my poor sensitive nubs. Not the worst kind – the pressure was gentle at first – but it was made clear that they would not be removed until the article was two thousand words long.

I had never typed an article so quickly in my life. The clamps weren’t terribly painful but the tightening was inescapable and my nipples throbbed, then numbed. When you added the itch between my thighs and the way my bottom stuck to the chair, I was a hot-faced mess and I knew it.

Jasper’s final visit was a triumphant one.

‘Twenty minutes to spare,’ he said, impressed, removing the clamps. My nipples flooded with sensation and I gasped.

‘I’m not sure it’s my finest work,’ I panted.

He massaged my shoulders, reading the words on the screen.

‘Looks all right to me,’ he said.

His hands crept down to my breasts, setting my senses alight.

‘Can’t see any spelling mistakes.’

‘No, I mean, it’s a garbled disaster,’ I said.

‘You can look it over tonight. Change it if you need to.’

He was growing a bit of a beard and the bristles prickled at the soft skin of my neck. I loved it. There were better uses for his razor strop than sharpening a razor anyway.

‘You aren’t going to make me do it now then?’ I whispered.

‘That’d mean taking my hands off you,’ he whispered back. ‘Which is not on the cards.’

He caught my mouth in a long luscious kiss. One of his hands slid down over the bump of my stomach and into my knicker elastic.

I moaned and arched, lifting my pussy lips to meet his fingertips.

‘Soaking wet,’ he said into my ear, rubbing in lazy circles. ‘Those antique shops must really turn you on.’

‘Mmm, they do,’ I agreed, not really knowing what I was saying. I just wanted more, harder, faster. My clit was sore from all the attention it had had the night before but I just didn’t care. I gave it up to him, I made it his, whenever he wanted to use it.

‘Are you going to be a good girl?’ he murmured, working away at me.

‘Mmm, yes,’ I whimpered. I’d do anything, there was nothing I wouldn’t do.

‘Are you going to tell me who you belong to?’

‘You, to you, God, yes.’

‘I want to make you come, and when you do, I want you to say that you’re mine.’

‘I’m yours, I’m yours.’

I wasn’t even coming yet. Call it a rehearsal.

It wasn’t long, though, before I began to push myself on his fingers, my thighs shaking while he wrenched my orgasm from me. He held me by my shoulder and made me keep still, made me feel every second to its fullest extent.

‘Yoooours,’ I said, and he laughed and kissed me.

‘The more you deny it, the truer it is,’ he said. ‘What do you say?’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I complied meekly.

‘Good girl,’ he said, removing his fingers from me and putting them to my lips for me to lick clean. ‘Best girl.’

I laid my head against his chest for a moment, coming to, then I looked up at him.

‘I’m still chained to this desk,’ I mentioned. ‘Is that … OK?’

‘I’ll let you go in a moment. First I want to show you what I’ve been doing while you’ve been slaving away.’

He took the mouse and clicked away until a web page came up that made me crinkle my nose.

‘Facebook? Really?’

‘I thought I should. I mean, all my films and their production companies have their own pages, but I’ve never taken the plunge personally. I’m going to keep it semi-private, though. Friends only. In fact, I’ve only invited one person so far.’

‘Is it me?’

He grinned and rubbed his nose against mine.

‘Clever girl. And look at this.’

He showed me his profile and made the cursor hover over ‘Relationship Status’.

‘In a relationship,’ I read. ‘Oh. Wow. That’s …’

‘A commitment?’ he said. ‘Yes. And I want a word with you, Missy.’

‘Do you?’ I said, my stomach lurching. I thought I knew what was coming.

‘Yes. What the fuck does “It’s complicated” mean? Hmm?’

‘I didn’t think you’d want my friends asking questions about us. If I put “in a relationship” they’d all be hassling me to know who it was with. I didn’t feel like opening that particular can of worms yet.’

‘You’re digging yourself in deeper by the second, my girl. Are you calling me a can of worms?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It just seemed a bit … presumptuous. That’s all. I mean, who knows what the future will bring?’

‘Nobody,’ said Jasper. ‘Not a soul on this earth. But you have to take a leap of faith sometimes, Sarah. If nobody did that, the species would die out.’

‘I know …’

‘What do you want for the future?’

‘I want to get these cuffs off.’

He sighed and took the key out of the desk.

‘Same question,’ he said, ‘but a little longer term. Tell me.’

‘I want this,’ I said. ‘You. What we have now. I want it to go on.’

‘Right, well, so do I.’

‘But our lives are so different, Jasper. We come from completely different places. I mean, all this …’ I gestured with a newly freed hand at the opulent surroundings. ‘And I’m just normal. You’ve seen my parents. Mr and Mrs Normal, from Normal Town, Normalshire.’

‘So we have to come from identical backgrounds for a relationship to work? Bollocks, love. Not buying it. Why are you trying to look for ways out of this?’

‘I’m not! I’m just scared I’ll get in too deep … oh, why am I kidding myself? I am in too deep. Way over my head. I’m ridiculously, stupidly, horribly in love with you and I don’t know what to do.’

Tears were in my eyes and I put my pins-and-needling hands up to them, crushing them back.

Jasper wrapped his arms around me from behind and squeezed me tight.

‘Oh, my silly, much too serious, over-thinking girl,’ he said. ‘Come on. Let’s have that talk you wanted.’

He led me to his cinema screening room and I wondered if he was going to put on more films of our kinky adventures, but no. Once he’d fixed us drinks and nibbles, he got his laptop out and began clicking away until the cinema screen synced with it.

‘What’s this?’ I asked, watching over his shoulder as a list of dates came up.

‘I had a lot of old films transferred on to my hard drive a while back,’ he said. ‘Really old films. Not directed by me – well, some of them were. Most of them … see for yourself.’

He clicked and a very faded beach background came into shot.

‘I’m afraid the quality’s not great,’ he said. ‘Video being what it was. I can get it cleaned up – I’m having it done now, actually. This is what I’ve got at the moment, though.’

On the beach, a boy was making sandcastles.

‘God, is that you?’

I giggled at his scrawny little chest and mop of hair.

‘Yep. Summer of ’82. I was nine years old.’

‘I wasn’t born.’

He sighed.

‘No.’

Another boy wandered into shot, waving a spade, and I leant forwards, gaping. It was another Jasper, for all the world. Jasper the first leaped up and the two began sparring with their buckets and spades.

‘There are two of you!’ I exclaimed.

‘There were two,’ he corrected flatly.

‘Oh! Isn’t he … I’m sorry.’

‘Joseph was my twin,’ he said. ‘When we were twelve, he got leukaemia. He lived another eighteen months.’

There were no adequate words. All I could do was stare at him, horrified, and take his hand. Looking back at the laughing children, I teared up.

‘Oh, Jasper.’

‘’S all right,’ he said, with a little hand wave, but his lower lip jutted more than it usually did. ‘Long time ago.’ He pulled me closer, though, and I could feel his chest move up and down. He didn’t want me to see his face but I heard him swallow.

‘You’ve never mentioned it,’ I whispered.

‘No, well, not the most cheerful topic of conversation,’ he said.

‘I don’t care about that,’ I said, absolutely consumed with the need to hold him and make his world whole again. ‘I care about you.’

We held on to each other while the ghost boys flickered, splashing in the waves. The film went blank and all I could hear was the heaviness of Jasper’s breath as he fought to master it.

‘It must have changed you,’ I said, once he was able to loosen his grip on me and let me look at his face.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘God, I hated the world and everything in it. To have my life, as I knew it, taken right out of my hands like that … well … It wasn’t easy. Joe and I … our bond was special.’

‘Of course it was.’

‘I went looking for it, for versions of it, all the time. Ava Rose – I thought she … but no. And perhaps you can understand, a little, why I like control.’

‘Yes. It makes sense to me now.’

‘When I direct, the world is the way I make it. It’s the way I want it. If I don’t want the person to die, they don’t die. It’s therapy.’ He smiled crookedly.

I took his face in my hands and kissed his forehead, then his lips, where the smile still quivered.

‘Do you think you’ve let him go?’ I whispered.

‘It’s getting better,’ he said. ‘Growing up is tough at the best of times, and it wasn’t the best of times. I had kind of a wild youth. I was lost. Directing – when I got into it – really started to change that. I’m not the raging child I was any more.’

‘Are you still looking for Joseph?’

He shook his head, smiling through a glimmer of tears.

‘I stopped that after the Ava Rose thing … stopped having relationships. No more disappointment for me. It was fuckbuddies all the way. Until you.’

‘Until me.’

I understood now what was at stake. If Jasper took a lover, he wanted them, body and soul. Nothing less was going to do.

‘Sarah,’ he said, ‘you say, “It’s complicated,” and I suppose a lot of people would agree with you, but is it? Really? I want to love you for who you are, and I want to be loved for who I am. Not because I’m famous, or I’m pretty bloody good at the Dom thing, or … do you know what I mean? All of me. Good and bad. I need somebody who accepts it all.’

‘Do I know the worst?’ I asked gently, hoping against hope that there weren’t any corpses in his closet.

‘Absolutely. I’m a controlling bastard, I admit it. I like everything just so. I have high standards and I get pissed off with people who don’t. I like whipping willing women. I’m ambitious and I’m driven, perhaps a bit too much sometimes. But if you’ll stay with me … if our life can be like that summer was … God, I’d change anything about myself for that.’

‘So would I. It was perfect. It was like a dream. But we have to live in the real world now.’

‘We can make our world.’

‘The way we want it?’

‘The way I want it.’ He flashed a rueful smile. ‘Sorry. Joke. Bit of a rubbish one. Yes, love. The way we want it.’

‘I’d do anything for you,’ I said, the words spilling out with yet more tears.

‘So would I,’ he said. He picked up the laptop again and started clicking. Within a few seconds my Facebook page was on the screen.

‘So …’ he said, handing the machine to me. ‘Why don’t you log yourself in and …’

I took it and typed in my password, then accepted his friend request.

‘And?’ he prompted.

I moved the cursor over ‘Relationship Status’ and clicked on the menu.

In A Relationship.

Yes, we were.


Chapter Eight

‘That guy, the film director?’

As Monday-morning ‘have a good weekend?’ greetings went, Rob’s opening gambit was unusual.

‘Sorry?’

I buttoned up my spencer and raised an eyebrow at him as he threw off his overcoat and rummaged in the costumes wardrobe.

‘Your Facebook. You changed your status. It’s him, I suppose?’

‘Oh. Yes. It is.’

Rob made no further comment for a while, absorbed in picking his duds for the day. At the door to the dressing room he paused and said, ‘So we’ll be seeing you in the pages of Glamour magazine, will we?’

I laughed. Honestly, nothing seemed further from the realms of probability. In my mind, it was still Jasper and I, shielded from the world, safe in each other’s arms.

I did a double-take, then, when I got a text later in the day, from Jasper.

‘Swish do in London this wknd, fancy a turn on the red carpet?’

‘What is it?’

Rob tried to peer over my shoulder as we sat in the staff room, drinking cup-a-soups for lunch.

‘An invitation,’ I said, jabbing out a swift reply. ‘WTF shall I wear?’

‘What to?’ Rob was still peering. I held the phone away from his gaze.

‘Some event. Probably boring as hell.’

‘Leave that to me.’

I grinned. ‘Not a stretch lace bodystocking!’

‘Oh, it’s lover boy, is it?’ said Rob, turning away in disgust and picking up the newspaper from the coffee table. ‘What was that film of his? Weird, it was. Pretentious twaddle.’

‘I don’t suppose anybody forced you to watch it. Stick with Disney in future, eh?’

‘Oooh.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Touchy.’

My phone bleeped. ‘You’ll wear what you’re told, madam.’

I giggled.

Rob had had enough and left the room.

‘Srsly, though, what sort of do is it?’

‘Schmoozy magazine thing in a Mayfair marquee. 100 Influential Brits in the Arts or something. Free fizz etc.’

Suddenly I was terrified. This was real. ‘Must we?’

‘I’m afraid I must – somebody I want to talk to there re. backing for new film. Come with me. Hold my hand.’

He wasn’t the one who was going to need hand-holding.

‘I’m rubbish at parties, J. Can I sit in a corner and read?’

‘Don’t be silly. I order you to come with me and enjoy yourself. Or face the consequences.’

‘Mmm, depends what the consequences are …’

‘No spanking for a month.’

‘Damn. All right then. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Magazine-quality arm-candy I ain’t.’

‘That’s why I’m with you.’

‘Sweet talker.’

I tried to be calm. I tried to convince myself that I’d be all right, because I’d be with Jasper, but all week I recoiled from every magazine stand I saw.

All those teeny-tiny, spray-painted-to-perfection images of women everywhere made me feel sick with inadequacy. Not that anybody would be looking at me, of course, but if they did, surely they would be asking what the hell a man like Jasper was doing with a country mouse like me. I’d wear a posh frock, I supposed.

But the posh frock wouldn’t solve the other problems, like my imperfect skin and my unstyled hair and my untoned body.

I was a low-maintenance girl, propelled into a high-maintenance world. What on earth was I going to do?

Jasper had meetings and post-production business in London for most of the week, so I didn’t get to see him again until the Friday night. The party was on Saturday.

‘Are you ready for your close-up, Miss Wells?’ he asked as he let me into the house.

I didn’t get the chance to reply, caught in his arms and waltzed into the drawing room and on to a chaise for a long, heavy snog before I could open my mouth.

Eventually, after a battle of fingers and tongues and grinding crotches, I escaped his clutches and said, ‘No.’

‘What? What’s “no”?’

He had forgotten the original question. He looked adorably dazed and confused, not to mention rumpled and dark and hot.

‘I’m not ready for my close-up,’ I said.

‘You look all right from here,’ he growled, lowering his face to mine again and nipping at my lip.

‘I mean tomorrow,’ I persisted. ‘I’m scared.’

‘I’ll give you something to be scared of.’ His teeth reached my neck, nipping and sucking.

‘Do you really think love bites will be a good look?’ I said, trying to push him off.

‘Fair point.’ He sat up, straddling my waist, and ran a hand through his disordered hair. ‘OK. Let’s deal with this, then I can deal with you.’

‘Can we pull a sickie?’ I whispered.

‘No, we can’t,’ he said firmly. ‘I’ve booked you into a spa for the day. I’ve bought you a dress and some bits and bobs to go with it. You’ll get your hair done at the hotel. None of this means that I don’t think you’re perfect as you are, because I do. In fact I prefer you the way you are. But I know you’re anxious about being photographed and compared with the fake-tannerati, so …’

I didn’t know what to say. It was all so thoughtful of him, yet it made me more nervous than ever.

He seemed to see this, because he rested his knuckles against my cheek and said, ‘Think of it as an act of submission to me, love. I’m going to make you do it, whether you like it or not. Yes? Does that make it easier?’

It did.

He was easy on me that night because, as he said, he wanted to ‘go to town’ on me tomorrow. So we stuck to kissing and fondling and sucking and licking in the big four-poster bed. No wrist or ankle marks where I might have been tied, no welts across my bottom and thighs; no sore, used pussy or stinging back passage.

Not today, Jasper Jay.

* * *

We slept well and set off early for London the next day. The spa resort was off the motorway on the way up. I had never been to such a place. In some ways it was like a very luxurious hospital, all the staff in their stiff-starched white uniforms. In others, it reminded me of a church – the hush, the semi-religious emphasis on purity.

I didn’t find it soothing, but I lay back and let them do what they wanted to me with their Dead Sea mud and their warmed-up pebbles because, in doing so, I submitted to Jasper.

We met for lunch, both of us in massive white fluffy bathrobes, and picked at crayfish salad and sipped mineral water.

‘Am I done now then?’ I asked him. He looked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Pretty sure he’d had a facial.

‘I think they’re going to do your hands and feet, that’s all. Oh, and they might pluck your eyebrows.’

I inspected the sleeve of my robe to make sure the spray-tan wasn’t rubbing off on it. It seemed not.

‘What if I don’t want to be plucked?’ I said.

‘Trust me, girl, you’re getting plucked.’ He smouldered at me over the rim of his glass of San Pellegrino. ‘If I have to pluck you myself.’

The way he was looking at me made me want to fling open my robe and invite him to have me right now. We were in a private little alcove overlooking the terrace and the grounds beyond. If we really wanted to …

But I knew he wanted to wait until the evening – I think he wanted me to have something to look forward to, an insurance policy against my backing out at the last minute.

‘Even if I do get plucked,’ I said, ‘it won’t help with conversation. What shall I say? Nobody’s going to be interested in me or my geeky little job, are they?’

‘Just be yourself,’ said Jasper wearily. ‘Half of them will only talk about themselves anyway. If they remember to ask your name, you’re on to a winner.’

‘You like people like that?’

‘Like them? I am one. I’m completely selfish. Haven’t you noticed?’

‘I think that’s just a protective shell. I don’t think you’re completely selfish at all.’

‘You’re very sweet,’ he said after a short pause. ‘You can’t deny that I’m a total egotist, though.’

‘You’re a driven, successful man driving himself to further success,’ I said.

‘Who’s your optician? Can they rose-tint my spectacles for me too?’

‘Stop it, Jasper. You are who you are and I love you.’

He took my hand and stroked it.

‘I love you too,’ he said. ‘Christ, those nails need a trim. Go and get them seen to.’

He tapped my knuckles and sent me on my way.

An hour later, with matching coppery finger- and toenails and eyebrows that made me looked startled, I joined Jasper in the car.

‘Sleek,’ he said admiringly. ‘Streamlined.’

‘I feel like a doll.’

‘You are. You’re my doll. I’m going to pull your strings and make you dance to my tune.’

‘You know, sometimes, Jasper, you sound a little bit more sinister than I think you realise.’

‘No, I don’t,’ he said, with a smile of relish, leaning over to kiss me. ‘I really am the creepy bastard you take me for. Now, London is waiting for us. Better not hang around.’

* * *

London didn’t look that bothered to see us, going about its traffic-heavy business as usual. Once the valet had taken the car down to be parked and we were in the lobby, though, things were different. It was ‘Sir’ this and ‘Madame’ that. I wanted to laugh and tell the porter not to be so daft – it was only me!

But Jasper was in his element, completely unruffled by the opulent surroundings. Well, he did live in a beautiful manor house and jet all over the place making movies, so why would he be ruffled? It was another indicator of the stark divide between our life experiences.

We went straight to the hair salon. I could hear his voice, loud and confident, chatting to the other stylist while I had my hair twisted and pinned into something approaching glamorous elegance. At least this high-end coiffeur seemed to understand that not every customer wanted to chat about holidays, and she let me sit quietly while she worked her magic.

The make-up artist was the same, transforming me with eyelash curlers and primer while Jasper watched over my shoulder and made suggestions.

‘I don’t know about glitter,’ he said, vetoing an eyeshadow. ‘I don’t think she’s a glitter girl. More a sort of subtle sheen, yes, like that one.’

I wondered what the hell the make-up person thought of this. Did they draw any inferences about our relationship? Or did they assume that Jasper, as a film director, was used to dictating the look of his ‘characters’ and extended it to his partners?

I brought up this point as I accompanied him into the lift, styled and painted to within an inch of my life, feeling how tightly my hair was scraped into its fashionable style.

‘What did she make of all that, I wonder?’

‘What did who make of all what?’ Jasper had clearly moved on, adjusting his collar in the lift’s mirrored walls, smoothing his fingertips over his trimmed beard.

‘The make-up woman; of you, telling her what colours to paint me.’

He wrapped his arms around me from behind, resting his chin on my shoulder and looking at us in the mirror.

‘She knows it all,’ he said teasingly, briefly covering one of my breasts with a hand. ‘She knows you’re my creature and that you do my bidding.’ With his other hand he performed a swift upwards flick of my skirt hem, showing my knickers for a second or two just at the very moment the bell pinged to indicate that we had reached our floor.

‘Jasper!’

I think it had fallen back by the time the door opened, but I couldn’t be sure. At any rate, I avoided the eyes of the guests who stepped in after we stepped out and made it my business to get out of that vestibule in double-quick time.

We had only been in the room two minutes when there was a knock on the door and our outfits were delivered.

‘Is this actually a dress?’ I held up the strappy gold affair, frowning. In its scantiness, it reminded me of that rude lace bodystocking he’d made me wear for dinner at his place once.

‘Of course,’ he said, taking it from me. ‘Get naked and I’ll put it on you.’

‘That’s a bit dangerous, isn’t it?’ I said, with a quickening pulse. ‘Getting naked around you? Shouldn’t I keep my undies on?’

‘You don’t wear undies with this dress, my dear. But don’t fret. I brought some tit tape.’

‘Tit tape!’

‘Yes, don’t you know about it? All the red-carpet stalwarts swear by it.’

‘But I get to keep my knickers on?’

‘No.’

‘Jasper!’

‘There’s no functional reason for that. It’s just my preference.’

‘Pervert.’

‘Guilty. Come on, get those clothes off.’

I started to wriggle out of my day outfit of cord skirt and sweater, eyeing the dress with suspicion.

‘I don’t think I can go knickerless, Jasper. Not to a big event like this, with photographers and everything.’

He put the dress on the bed and held my arms by my sides, looking down at me with the twinkle doused from his eyes.

‘One, from this moment onwards, I am “Sir”, not “Jasper”. Two, from now on, you are doing as you are told. If you want to safeword, of course that’s an option.’

Of course it was. As was walking out and refusing to take part in this whole glittery charade. But Jasper’s tone had got me right in the pit of my stomach, and somewhere between my legs lights were flashing and bells were going ‘ding’.

I nodded.

He let go of my arms and made a gesture indicating that I should carry on with my undressing.

I pulled my sweater over my head, trying my best not to muss my perfect hairdo, then shimmied out of my skirt and thick tights. I always felt muddled and graceless when I took off my clothes in front of him and today was no different.

‘I’m going to teach you how to strip one day,’ he said. ‘I can do it. I’ll show you.’

‘Did you learn that at RADA?’ I asked cheekily, remembering at the last minute to add, ‘Sir’.

‘Never mind where I learned it. Well? You still seem to be wearing a bra.’

I reached behind and took an age to unclip it, trying not to give unattractive vent to my frustration. I didn’t want to get all cross and sweaty, but I just wasn’t made to be a serene swan.

Jasper frowned and pulled me towards him, fingering the marks where the elastic had dug in under my arms.

‘You need to get some better-fitting bras,’ he scolded. ‘Look at this red line. That’ll show up on the photographs. You’ll be in all the trash mags with a big circle over your armpit.’

‘Perhaps I should wear something else, then, sir.’

‘No. It’s too late for that.’ He sighed, then tweaked my nipples between cruel fingertips. ‘Go and bend over that dressing-table chair.’

‘Sir?’ I held my breath. Why the hell would he want me to bend over, unless …?

‘No questions. Do it.’

I did it. I was still wearing ditsy-patterned cotton briefs, but not for long, because they were soon pulled down and left to fall to my ankles, leaving my bottom bare.

I could see him in the dressing-table mirror, rummaging in his holdall. He scrabbled about until he pulled out his square-backed wooden hairbrush. Oh God, I hated that thing, and I had the most nauseating feeling that he wasn’t about to use it for the purpose for which it was intended.

I wanted to protest, but there was no point unless I invoked the safeword, and I wasn’t at that stage. Not yet.

‘Now, listen to me, Sarah,’ he said, coming up behind me and laying the cold, smooth back of the brush against my upthrust bum. ‘Even if you weren’t being a little bit pettish and a little bit skittish, I would still want to use this on you now. Do you know why?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Because it’ll make me feel better. It’ll make me feel better because what I really want is to take you to that party with your thighs dripping wet and your pussy so raw you have to swagger up the red carpet like John Wayne after a hard week in the saddle. But I can’t do that. It wouldn’t be fair to you. Though perhaps next time … Anyway. I can’t do that, but I still need to know, every time I see all the other men looking at you in that tiny, sexy dress, that my mark is on you. That you belong to me. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Heads are going to turn when you walk into the room, Sarah. Eyes are going to be upon you – hot, lecherous, lustful eyes.’ His face in the mirror was intense, his gaze boring into my reflected face. ‘What those eyes won’t see – but what you and I will know – is that underneath that saucy little dress, your arse is bright red and sore, because of what I did to it. Because you are mine. I think that’s fair, don’t you?’

‘Whatever you say, sir,’ I said faintly, meaning it. He could do anything to me, when he spoke into my ear in that rich, sinful voice.

‘That’s good, love. You see how the prospect of a spanking settles you down? It’s so good for you. I should call your GP, tell her to put it in your medical notes, hmm?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘When in doubt, prescribe a sound spanking.’ He smiled, tapping the brush against my proffered cheeks.

‘You should have done that in Open Heart Surgery. Best episode ever.’

‘Oh, dear, the smart mouth is still there,’ he said, tutting. ‘I think I’d better add a few strokes to the number I had in mind.’

‘I’m sorry, it’s nerves,’ I gabbled.

‘I hope that mascara you’re wearing’s waterproof,’ he said, his grin ghoulish now.

I could barely breathe. I dreaded the first stroke, dreaded all the strokes, and I knew he wouldn’t hold back just because of some showbiz party.

‘Oh dear, oh dear, so tense, so clenched,’ he said, rubbing my spine and digging his fingers into my shoulder blades. ‘Better relax, love. That’s it.’

He waited until I had forced myself into optimum looseness, then he brought the brush down with an almighty smacking sound on my defenceless right cheek.

Jesus, God, I hated that thing. Hated it more than a thousand leather straps and riding crops all bunched together. No matter how many times he made me take it, the first stroke was always a shock to the system. I didn’t think I would ever get used to it – only the cane could fill me full of dread at a quicker rate.

I yowled then whimpered the required words.

‘Thank you, sir.’

My left cheek got the next. He alternated between the two, at a magisterial pace but putting considerable strength into each stroke, until, by the tenth, I was burning all over. Much as I detested a paddling, I had to admit that I was enjoying watching him in the mirror, almost enough to make it worthwhile. He looked so focused, so intent on his work. After each stroke, he leant forwards to assess the extent of the damage, examining it with all the gravity of a scientist looking through a microscope.

All the same, I wasn’t sure my bottom could take many more of these hard, deep-impacting smacks and I wondered how quickly I would become numb.

Jasper seemed to have had the same thought, for he changed his technique abruptly, peppering both cheeks with smart, fast strokes. This, I knew, would become unbearable very quickly unless he made them a little lighter, and I was squirming and yelping in seconds.

I was in the thick of a stream of plaintive ‘ow’s when there was a knock at the door.

Jasper stopped, brush tight in fist, face frozen, eyes meeting mine in the mirror.

‘Who is it?’ he called.

‘Your cab’s outside, Mr Jay.’

‘It’s a little early.’

‘Shall I ask him to wait?’

‘Well, I would think so, wouldn’t you? We’ll be ten minutes.’

‘Very good, sir.’

We waited thirty seconds or so to be sure he was gone before speaking.

‘He must have heard,’ I moaned.

‘And?’

‘Oh, God.’

‘It’s none of his business, is it?’

‘He’ll know.’

‘You don’t even know who that was.’

‘Every male member of staff I see in this place …’

Jasper smiled.

‘They’ll know what’s happened to you, won’t they? Never mind, it can’t be helped. Come on, bum up. I haven’t finished with you yet.’

‘But the cab …’

‘The cab,’ he said firmly, ‘can wait.’

I think he carried on spanking me longer than he would have done, just to prove that he was in charge and no waiting cab was going to come between him and my bottom.

A minute or two, and countless rapid-fire strokes, later, he put down the brush.

‘Turn around,’ he said softly. ‘Look at yourself in the mirror.’

My bottom was deep, dark red all over, with blotchy areas that would become bruises in due course. It was swollen and the skin felt as if it would crack if stretched.

‘There,’ he said, sighing happily. ‘What do you say?’

‘Thank you for correcting me, sir.’

‘It was a pleasure.’ He bit his lip. ‘Fuck, I don’t want to go out now. I want to stay here and have you every which way till Tuesday.’

I looked at him from underneath my heavily mascaraed eyelashes. ‘Well …’ I said.

‘No, don’t tempt me, you minx. We’ve got to go. Come on, I’ll help you with that dress.’

I needed the help. It was like a geometry puzzle, trying to work out which bits were meant to cover which body parts. Eventually, I was dressed enough to avoid certain arrest for indecent exposure, but only just.

My breasts were on display almost down to the nipple. Jasper applied his tit tape with expert care and assured me that nothing could slip and cause a wardrobe malfunction. The cleavage was so low it crested my navel, and there was copious side-boob on display as well. It was backless too, skimming my coccyx. If it was a fraction looser, people would be able to peer down and see my bum cheeks. That’s if they hadn’t already been treated to a flash by the swish of my severely abbreviated skirt. It wasn’t tight, but flowed in a skater style. A breath of wind would be enough to give everyone an eyeful of my upper thighs. Jasper had been careful not to apply the paddle lower than the curve of my cheeks, though, so I should just about be safe. All the same, I was going to have to exercise constant vigilance. My bright-red bottom would be at the forefront of my mind all evening – which I guess was Jasper’s intention.

‘It’ll help you behave, won’t it?’ he said, putting his hands up my skirt and patting my hot bottom. ‘Keep you nice and sweet all night. Give you something to think about.’ He kissed me hard, with tongues, then tutted at himself for smudging my lipstick. ‘Better sort that out in the taxi,’ he said. ‘Something else to think about, love, is what I’m going to do to you when I get you back here. See if you can guess. I’ll take your answers in the cab home.’

He put his thumbs over my nipples and rubbed them slowly until they swelled into hard buttons inside their thin golden covering.

‘Oh, don’t,’ I begged.

‘They’ll go down by the time we get there,’ he said, eyes gleaming. ‘Perhaps. God, we’d better go before I –’

He took my arm and yanked me to the door. The thin strappy heels I wore made me stagger like Bambi, but he held me straight.

By the time we were in the lobby, I had worked out how to walk in them. Every eye followed us, one of them perhaps belonging to the employee who had heard me being spanked, but I didn’t care about that any more. I was proud. As long as I was by Jasper’s side, I didn’t give a damn who knew what.


Chapter Nine

The dress didn’t feel like a dress. I could very easily forget that I was wearing anything at all, except when the hem brushed my thighs, tickling the sensitive skin there.

‘I’ve no idea how I’m going to get out of this cab without flashing the world,’ I said, trying to smooth it down over the tops of my legs.

Jasper crooked a finger underneath and raised it higher. If he wasn’t careful, the taxi driver would get an eyeful of my nude pussy.

‘You need lessons in deportment,’ he said, stroking my thigh. ‘How to stay classy while wearing next to nothing. If you’re going to be in my movie …’

‘Oh, but I’m not. Am I? You aren’t serious about that?’

‘Sarah, just because I haven’t mentioned it for a few hours doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten. You’re still my number-one choice for the role. But I need to discuss it with some of these industry boys I’m meeting tonight. They might well nix it. But I could always self-finance … hmm. I don’t know. It’s still on the table, though. Which is where I’d like you to be right now.’

He leant into me, puckering for a kiss, but then remembered that I’d only just reapplied my ruined lipstick and put a finger to my mouth instead.

I sucked on it, wishing it was elsewhere. Sending me out with a freshly spanked bottom and no prospect of immediate relief was cruel. I was hot and sticky, oozing on to the seat.

Yes, I’d like to be on his table, a place I had been many times. Horizontal, looking up at the light fitting, legs spread and hooked over his shoulders while he thrust, hard, hard, harder …

I had to stop. I didn’t want to smell of sexual desire on the red carpet. Thank heavens for the strong masking aroma of my perfume.

Jasper made no effort to help me with this, though, keeping one finger in my mouth while the other hand crept ever higher up my thigh.

I tried to clamp my legs together, looking meaningfully at the driver.

He conceded the point, backed off and turned to peer out at the rain-washed London streets.

‘Looks like you’ll be running up that red carpet,’ he said. ‘It’s bucketing down.’

At the venue, security guards stood at the kerb with a pot of umbrellas. Jasper opened one over us and we paraded up in true British style, watching the rain light up in the glare of the flashbulbs. Actually, flashbulb, singular. It wasn’t a big starry affair – most of the ‘celebs’ were proper artists, musicians and other creatives, with just a smattering of magazine regulars.

All the same, we had to pose under the canopy for a press shot. It was too strange and I wasn’t sure how to do it, so I just stood there while people shouted and milled around us, clinging to Jasper’s arm and trying not to look terrified.

‘Would you mind telling us the lady’s name, Mr Jay, for our write-up?’

‘Certainly. This is my partner, Sarah Wells. And I don’t mean business partner.’ His voice dropped and he pulled me closer, proudly proprietorial. ‘I mean bed partner,’ he said with a devilish baring of teeth.

I was too shocked to say anything until we were inside the marquee, surrounded by clinking glasses and popping corks and acres of well-groomed flesh.

‘Why did you say that?’ I hissed, accepting a glass of champagne and knocking it back, my fingers trembling. Dutch courage.

‘Why not? Isn’t it true?’

‘It’s just …’ I shook my head. Jasper was already nodding at some suited men in a corner.

‘We need to talk to these guys,’ he said, squiring me across the room. ‘And after that, I need to get you somewhere private and do unspeakable things to you. I wish to Christ I’d picked a different dress now. Something that covers you from neck to toe.’

My thoughts were running along similar lines. I felt naked, especially when casual glances turned to me and then became less casual, more curious. I had the uneasy feeling that I was a talking point.

The three suited men were ostensibly looking at Jasper, but I knew they had me in the corner of their sights and were intrigued.

‘Jasper,’ cried the first and biggest, rising from one of many round white leather sofas dotted around the place. ‘We were just talking about you.’

‘I thought my ears were burning,’ he said, and he put a hand on my bottom, just for a second, as if the word ‘burning’ had made him think of it. ‘This is Sarah. Sarah, meet Vijay Seth, Ralph Linwood, James Gretsch.’

The two last-named remained in their seats and waved lazily, but the first big guy put out a hand and shook mine until I thought my arm would drop off.

‘Friend of Jasper’s?’ he said. ‘Friend of mine. He’s a great talent. Are you an actor?’

‘No,’ I said, but Jasper spoke over me, quickly and smoothly.

‘I’m thinking of casting Sarah in my new project,’ he said.

‘Great, that’s great,’ said Vijay, looking me up and down. ‘What have I seen you in before, Sarah?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ I said, thinking that he wasn’t seeing me in much now.

‘Sarah’s a new, fresh talent,’ said Jasper. ‘She brings a truthfulness to the part, a realism.’

‘All very well,’ drawled Gretsch, ‘but it’s not bankable.’

The look Jasper fixed him with made me clench my bottom. I’d seen that look so many times.

‘Bankable, Jim? This isn’t Hollywood. I don’t care about casting whoever’s on the front cover of Glamour. I care about the film, about who’s right for the film.’

‘The thing about you, Jasper, is that you never listen,’ grumbled Gretsch. ‘Your movies could be box office if you’d just take a tip or two along the way.’

‘And compromise my vision in the name of getting corporate sponsorship from Coca-Cola? Fuck that, not to put too fine a point on it.’

I was a little alarmed. I wasn’t sure this was the way to go about getting the funding he wanted. On the other hand, if it meant I was out of the running for lead actress, I wasn’t going to argue.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘It’s fine. If casting Keira Knightley means you get the backing, then cast Keira Knightley. I’m happy with that.’

‘If you saw the scenes I’ve blocked out …’

‘No.’ I tightened my hand around his forearm. ‘Nobody sees those.’

I must have been blushing beetroot, because this interested the suit guys, all of whom leaned forward.

‘What kind of scenes are they?’ asked the one who hadn’t spoken yet, Ralph.

‘This is a period piece, right?’ said Gretsch.

‘Right,’ said Jasper. ‘Victorian. A man and a maid.’

‘Oh?’ Vijay all but winked at me.

‘I’m going to get myself another drink,’ I announced, finding myself unable to stay and listen to Jasper describing the film’s dynamic. I couldn’t just stand there while they all heard about me being whipped and dominated by the man whose arm I held. It was both too embarrassing and too exciting, all at once.

Jasper didn’t seem to want to let me go, but he could hardly force me to stay, in front of a room full of people.

I found the nearest circulating tray, took another glass of champagne and tried to hide myself behind a plant arrangement until the conversation was over. I was spotted by an enfant terrible of the art scene, apparently three sheets to the wind already. She pitched up next to me and told me she was dying for a smoke.

‘You got any? I gave up. Got one of them electric doodahs but it’s not the same. Come outside for a puff?’

‘Sorry, I don’t have any.’

She made a face. ‘Prob’ly for the best,’ she said. ‘Are you here with that Jasper Jay?’

‘Yes. Do you know him?’

‘Sort of. He shagged my mate.’

‘Oh.’

‘Few years ago. She reckons he’s a bit, y’know, between the sheets. Is he?’

I smiled.

‘Very.’

‘Ooh, all right for some. Dry spell here. No talent, ’cept your bloke. Where’s all the talent?’

She wandered off again, only to be replaced by a man wearing shades indoors and a retro lounge suit with pink frilly shirt.

‘Don’t mind Shazzer,’ he said. ‘She’s had a few too many.’

‘It’s fine. She’s not bothering me.’

He looked down at my legs; then let his gaze rove in a leisurely way to my breasts. He was still addressing them when he spoke.

‘Amazing dress. Did they have to stitch you into it?’

‘No.’ I smiled tightly and took another sip of my drink, looking over to Jasper in the hope that my unwelcome conversationalist would get the message and move on.

‘Is that who you’re here with? Jasper Jay?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you his latest beard, then?’

‘I beg your pardon!’

‘Sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. But he’s never been seen with the same woman twice. Surely he’s gay?’

‘Or just promiscuous.’

‘You think? Just a serial shagger?’ The man sounded wistful. ‘Damn shame. Are you sure?’

This at least raised a smile.

‘I’m positive, actually.’

‘Oh?’ His eyes widened and he sidled up closer. ‘Really? So you and he …?’

God, it was mad. Completely mad. Standing here in next-to-nothing at a celebrity party; being questioned about my sex life with a mouth-watering film director.

Yeah, right. I could hear my school friends laughing, see them rolling their eyes, when I tried to tell them about this at Christmas.

‘My lips are sealed,’ I said.

‘Except when he’s around,’ said my interrogator, jogging my elbow so my champagne spilled and roaring with laughter.

Jasper looked over, squinting then frowning, and seemed to make polite excuses to the suit guys.

‘Oh, here he is now,’ I said, my heart jumping.

‘I’ll be off,’ said the other man. ‘He looks as if he might challenge me to a duel. Pistols at dawn, darling.’

He scurried off just as Jasper strode up.

‘Who’s your friend?’ he asked abruptly.

‘He’s not my friend. I’ve no idea who he is.’

‘He was after you.’

‘I doubt it! More likely that he was after you.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah. Sorry. I have a little problem with possessiveness. It’s one of the reasons I never get involved with people. Until you.’

‘I’m not about to run off with anyone, Jasper. I’m here with you. You’re the one I want.’

‘Just as well,’ he said, his tone darkening. He slid an arm around my hip and rubbed my bottom, taking advantage of my back being to the wall where nobody could see it. ‘Because I want you. Right. Now. Have you finished that drink?’

I put it down by the plant pot.

‘I have now.’

‘Good. Because I’ve done what I came here for. We’re leaving.’

‘All ready?’

‘I’ve had the photograph and the conversation. Too much champagne gives me a headache and I’m not interested in talking to anyone else.’

I let my stomach press against his pelvis, feeling the semi-hardness inside his black dress trousers.

‘Then let’s go,’ I whispered.

‘Oh,’ he said, looking at the room behind him, then pulling me out into the centre of it, laughing and holding me around the waist as if we were dancing. ‘There was one other thing I wanted to do while we’re here. This.’

My lipstick was doomed. He snogged it right off, kissing for dear life, right there in the middle of the crowd, tongues and teeth all mixed up in the sticky-sweet mess.

Vaguely I was aware of flashes around us, photographs being taken perhaps. I thought nothing of it at the time – film directors weren’t usually on the front page of the scandal rags, though his acting past might rack up the red-top points. As for me, I was nobody. Sarah Wells. His.

‘I suppose nobody’s in any doubt about our relationship now,’ I said, looking down to see my scarcely-covered breasts rise and fall in quick beats.

‘No,’ said Jasper, pulling me through the crowd, but not to the exit. ‘And they might not be in much doubt about what I’m going to do to you now.’

We reached the rear of the marquee, where a flap opened out into the Mayfair square that surrounded it. A group of smokers stood in the rain, but we passed them by and moved towards the railed fringe of the square, hidden behind a variety of shrubs and trees.

I heard the smokers behind us comparing theories about where we were going. They seemed to have the right idea. The word ‘shag’ floated through the persistent drizzle and I tugged at Jasper’s arm and said, ‘Won’t it be a bit wet?’

‘You will be,’ he said, determination in his voice. ‘Here.’

He stopped in front of a low-hanging tree branch.

‘Bend over that,’ he said.

‘I’ll get soaked,’ I objected.

‘I don’t care.’

The funny thing was, neither did I; not really. Jasper did this to me. He made me care about nothing but his designs upon me.

I leaned forward. The branch was not so low that I could pivot at the waist, so I had to rest my breasts upon its rain-softened bark and push my bottom out.

‘Legs,’ he said, and I spread them obediently.

He stood between them, his hands gripping my thighs, and kissed me all over my neck and shoulders. In the course of this, he lifted my tiny skirt and ran his hands over my recently paddled bottom.

‘How’s that, hmm?’ he asked into my ear. ‘Still painful?’

‘A little, sir.’

‘It serves as a reminder,’ he said. ‘Teach you to behave. You were a good girl tonight. A very good girl. I’m going to show you how good.’

Through the rain and the leafy surroundings, I could see chinks of light from the houses bordering the square. I didn’t suppose we were visible from the windows, but all the same …

The voices of the smokers were still audible, though distant. A loud jazz band struck up, drowning them.

‘What if we’re caught?’ I whispered.

‘Nobody will give a fuck,’ said Jasper. ‘They’re artists. They don’t care about that kind of thing.’

‘I was thinking more of the press …’

‘There’s an unspoken rule. What goes on at a party stays at the party. Nobody would ever let them in otherwise.’

‘OK.’

I was reassured, which was just as well, with my bottom and pussy bare and Jasper undoing his button fly and nudging up against them.

He took hold of my hips and the next thing I knew was his thick cock pushing inside me. The angle was slightly awkward, but his hold on me set it to rights and he was fully sheathed before I could squeak at the suddenness of it.

‘There now,’ he said, with greedy relish. ‘Look at you, you little hussy, bent over a tree in the rain getting fucked from behind. That’s about your style, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Sore bum and all,’ he said, releasing one of my hips to smack it hard.

Thank goodness for blaring jazz.

‘Tell me you’re mine,’ he said.

‘I’m yours.’

‘That’s right.’

He had to hold my thighs at the front, bringing me up to my tiptoes, for the angle to work, but he made it right, made me hang on to the branch while he established a hard, punishing rhythm. I was his thing, his sex toy, with no other function than to lay myself open to him, and I fell gratefully into subspace, helped along by the way his pelvis slapped against my sore bottom.

He was able to move his fingers so that they pulled at the skin near my labia, stretching it wide open. My clit felt the wet breeze. I longed to rub it on something, even though the way Jasper massaged the skin around it sent powerful messages of pleasure through it. I needed a touch.

Jasper’s cock was rubbing against the sensitive spot inside me, though, in a way that almost made me forget my neglected clit. His angle shifted slightly and he took a deeper stroke, taking me firmly and assertively, never letting up the pace.

The branch creaked and my hair was sodden but none of that mattered.

Jasper, inside me, waking up the sleeping beast of my G-spot, was the only thing on my mind.

‘Getting it,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘hard.’

I pushed myself back on him, heedless of the bending bough. He was getting me there. I was nearly there. A low-seated wash of sensation was climbing higher and higher, creeping up into my belly. Soon it would take me over.

‘You’re going to come for me,’ he panted. ‘You are.’

I could imagine that this position was hard on him and the sooner I came, the better for his aching muscles. Really, how could I deny him?

‘Yes, sir,’ I affirmed. It was almost there. It was licking its way fast along all the pathways to pleasure.

‘Do it,’ he said. The tip of one finger brushed my clit.

I don’t think it was that that tipped me over, but the building pressure blew all at once, making me keen like a steam whistle. It was astonishingly strong, ripping through me and changing all the colours of the world for a moment.

Jasper chose that moment to lift my feet from the ground and hammer into me, making sounds of animal pain as his orgasm took hold of him.

Those sounds melded with my own whimpering, the steady hiss of the rain and the creaking, then the cracking of the branch.

I screamed as we both fell, pell-mell, into the undergrowth, Jasper landing on my back and winding me.

‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Are you OK?’

I nodded, my breath still too far from my control to speak.

‘I’m sorry,’ he gasped. ‘I think I … miscalculated … there.’

He sat up, peeled me up from my flattened position and took me on his lap. I was filthy, covered in wet leaves, and his semen leaked out of me and on to his fancy-pants trousers. Getting home was going to be interesting.

‘Jasper,’ I said, when I could.

‘Darling?’

‘I’m f-f-freezing.’

‘God. Of course. Of course you are.’ He helped me to my feet. ‘We’ll get out of here.’

It was an interesting task, involving much creeping about and ducking under guy ropes, but we somehow managed to sidle around the edge of the marquee and escape through a service exit. The quickest of runs through the rain ensued until a lit taxi sign emerged from the murk and we were able to pile inside.

I felt like apologising to the driver for the state I was in, but he appeared unconcerned, striking up a conversation about the filthy weather without turning a hair.

Jasper agreed that it was indeed filthy, looking at me as he used the word, and smirking. As if things could be more obvious. He held me tight in his arms while I shivered the trip away, then as we crossed the interested territory of the hotel lobby.

I was never gladder to be out of the public eye than I was when I threw myself down on the bed and exclaimed, ‘Oh, my God.’

‘That was an adventure,’ said Jasper, shrugging off his soaked jacket and getting to work on his cufflinks. ‘You look shagged out. I’ll run a bath.’

The water was bliss, hot and steaming and scented with a thousand expensive ingredients. I lay back in Jasper’s arms and shut my eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, clasping his hands underneath my breasts. ‘You can’t take me anywhere. I’m like a dog on heat around you. Can’t seem to help myself.’

‘That dress wasn’t exactly calculated to dampen ardour,’ I said.

‘No. No, it wasn’t. Still, I think we got away with it. I feel bad about that tree, though.’

‘So do I.’

‘I’ll make a contribution to their gardening fund.’

I laughed and put a blob of foam on his nose.

‘That’s the solution. Throw some money.’

‘Don’t make me out to be some kind of fat cat.’

‘Why not?’

‘I wish I was. Those bastards aren’t going to fund the film.’

I sat up, sloshing bubbly water around my hips and turned to face him.

‘No? Why not?’

‘They won’t wear you as lead actress. But I don’t want anybody else. You’re my Walters. I’m your Dunraven. That’s the only way it can be.’

‘Oh, but Jasper, it isn’t. Not really. And besides, I still don’t think I want to be an actor. It’s not my thing.’

‘But I want you to,’ he said.

‘There isn’t a lot I won’t do for you. You know that. You can make me do so many things I never imagined I would. But you can’t make me be another person.’

‘I don’t want you to be another person.’

‘Well, that’s good. Because I’m not, and never will be, a performer. It’s just not me. You can look at my bare bottom as much as you like, but it’s not for general consumption.’

He laughed, and I relaxed. I’d been worried he might try the hard sell and I wasn’t sure how much of that I could take before I gave in.

‘Well, yeah,’ he said. ‘That’s a very good point. I’m not sure I want the whole world perving on your gorgeous bum.’

‘Right then. Get back to those guys and tell them you’ll cast a big name.’

‘Are you ordering me about?’

‘No, of course not.’

He pinched my ear.

‘I should hope not. Come on. Scrub up. If I call them now, they might not be too drunk yet. Or, hopefully, just drunk enough to sign on the dotted line.’

* * *

I lolled on the bed in my fluffy hotel bathrobe with a glass of wine from the minibar, while Jasper got his phone out.

‘What’s this?’ he said, frowning at the display. ‘Message from Ludo, at the office. He’s working late.’

I examined my fingernails. How lovely they had looked before the party and now they were all ragged from clinging to that branch. Good manicures were wasted on the likes of me. I was definitely a low-maintenance kind of girl.

‘“Hi, Jasper, I thought you ought to see this before it’s everywhere,”’ read Jasper. ‘And there’s a link. It’s like one of those spam messages, isn’t it? But I’m pretty sure it’s legit. OK, I’ll click. Here goes.’

Something about the way his body stiffened drew my eye straight to him. He was pale and, when he raised his eyes to mine, they were glassy with shock.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘What is it?’ I scrambled off the bed and reached for the phone.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he said, handing it to me. ‘This is my fault.’

Beneath the banner of a well-known celeb gossip website was a series of fuzzy photographs. But, while they might be indistinct, Jasper’s profile was clearly visible. And so was my bottom, sticking right out, and with unmistakable bruising where the hairbrush had exacted its vengeance earlier on.

‘They can’t do that, can they?’ I said in a panic. ‘Privacy and all that. They can’t.’

‘I think they already have, love.’


Chapter Ten

‘Is it much further?’

We were two hours out of London, speeding across flat land interspersed with windmills and bulb fields. It was unfamiliar country to me and I’d never seen so many dikes. In fact, I don’t think I’d even seen one dike. East Anglia seemed to be dike central, though. To make up for the lack of hills, presumably.

‘Not far now,’ he said.

‘Does she live in a windmill?’

He turned to me with a curl of his lip.

‘Ha-ha, no, she doesn’t.’

I was nervous for a million reasons. We were meeting Jasper’s mother, a full month before the proposed Christmas date, because she could provide a haven away from curious eyes.

We’d both had to turn our phones off. They’d gone crazy.

I’d left a message with Mum and Dad not to worry. Of course, they’d see the pictures – not of their own accord, because they rarely went online, but no doubt they’d be alerted to them by well-meaning friends. Or ill-meaning enemies.

The only saving grace was that the pictures were deemed ‘unsuitable for a family paper’ – but that wouldn’t stop the gossip mags printing them, of course. Jasper had tried for an injunction but it seemed to be too late. The fact that we had been in a public place, at a public event, meant that we could hardly claim invasion of privacy.

We were just going to have to suck it up. But not today. Today we were in hiding.

‘What if we get arrested?’ I asked for the dozenth time.

‘We won’t get arrested,’ said Jasper, but he didn’t sound as confident as he usually did.

‘We might. Outraging public decency.’

‘Darling, whatever happens, we’ll be fine. Slap on the wrist at most.’

‘I could lose my job.’

‘Not if you work for me.’

‘Oh, Jasper.’

‘Seriously. Even if you don’t want to act, I’m going to need a historical researcher for the film. I’ll pay the going rate.’

‘I like working at the museum.’

‘You’ll like working for me even more. Think of the staff incentive scheme we could dream up.’

‘That’s what’s got us into this pickle in the first place. Honestly, Jasper, you can’t do what you like when you like. There are laws.’

He sighed. ‘You’re such a good citizen. You respect authority.’

‘You know I do.’

‘All authority,’ he clarified. ‘Not just mine.’

‘Not true. I don’t respect authoritarian dickheads.’

‘Don’t you?’

‘No. I hope I wouldn’t have been all over Hitler, for instance.’

‘So stand up for what you believe in. Don’t apologise for your sexuality, Sarah. Own it. Don’t let anyone put you down for it.’

‘I’m not going to. I’m just saying that there’s a law against having sex in public places and, if we break it, there are consequences.’

‘A fine, a caution.’ Jasper shrugged. ‘It’s hardly life-ruining stuff. Don’t agonise.’

‘Do you seriously not care that all this is out in public? People might be labelling you an abuser right now. You might never get backing for another film.’

‘Yeah, like Roman Polanski didn’t.’

Good point. And Jasper’s actions were a million miles from that.

‘That’s wrong,’ I said. ‘The Polanski thing, I mean. You’re just a guy enjoying a consensual sex life with an adult … in a slightly illegal setting.’

‘Exactly. It’s nothing, Sarah. People with any sense will realise that.’

‘It’s just the bruises on my bum that people might want accounted for.’

He shrugged.

‘You can tell them what you want about that. You fell off a horse. Whatever.’

‘Is that what you want me to say?’

He threw up his hands for a moment. Lucky those East Anglian roads were so damn straight.

‘Sarah, for God’s sake, do you want it in triplicate? I don’t care what people think of us. If you want to tell them how you got the bruises, fine. I’m beyond wanting to keep this a silly giggly secret any more. BDSM is a perfectly legitimate sexual style enjoyed by consenting adults. It’s time everyone stopped being so immature about it.’

‘I know. I agree. But do you think society’s ready for that kind of honesty?’

‘I don’t give a fuck about society.’

I really think he meant it, too. I sat back and enjoyed the view. Well, I didn’t really. There wasn’t much of one. But eventually we turned off the straight road on to a track through brown field after brown field until a poplar-lined driveway rose from the flatness and swallowed us up.

His mother’s house was no less impressive than his own – a big rambling red-brick place with a clock tower.

She came out to the door for us and I was surprised by her. For some reason I’d been expecting Miss Havisham, but she looked far younger than she had any right to and was dressed casually in skinny jeans and a slinky jumper with animal print scarf. In fact, she dressed more youthfully than I did, and got away with it better than I could too. Perhaps she was some sort of stepsister or cousin or something? But no.

‘Mum,’ said Jasper, bounding up and squashing her into a hug.

‘Idiot boy,’ she said dryly, releasing herself. ‘What were you thinking of?’

Uh oh. Perhaps I should stay in the car.

But she turned to me and smiled in the most welcoming way imaginable.

‘Do accept my apologies for bringing this one into the world, won’t you?’ she said. ‘I’m afraid the common-sense gene passed him by.’

The reference to genes made me think of his twin, and my answering smile was probably a bit wobbly and weirdly over-sympathetic.

‘Oh, I think he has plenty to compensate for that,’ I said. ‘Hello. Thanks for inviting me.’

‘A pleasure. I’m Lavinia.’

‘Sarah.’

We shook hands and came out of the dreary November chill into the sumptuous warmth of the front sitting room. She and Jasper had near-identical taste, I thought, approving of the woodwork and soft furnishings.

‘What a lovely room,’ I said.

‘Thank you. Jasper has a lovely house too, as I’m sure you know. Full of bedrooms. If only he could stay inside them.’

‘Yes, yes, I know,’ said Jasper irritably. ‘It was stupid. But it’ll blow over.’

‘Well,’ said Lavinia, putting another log on the fire. ‘I’m sure you’re right. I’ll fetch tea. You must be gasping.’

She left the room and Jasper came to perch beside me on the sofa. He took my hand.

‘See, I told you she wouldn’t bite. She likes you.’

‘Do you think?’

‘Love, if I brought Lady Macbeth home she’d like that too. She’s desperate for me to settle down.’

‘What happened to your father?’ I asked, seeing a giant portrait of an even younger-looking Lavinia on the arm of a handsome man with Jasper’s smile.

‘He killed himself,’ said Jasper, matter-of-factly.

‘Oh, God. I’m sorry. God, you never said … you never tell me anything.’

‘I’m telling you now. I thought you’d ask, actually.’

‘I’ve always meant to. Just …’

Why hadn’t I asked before? We were always in the heat of the moment, Jasper and I. Always entangled in the now. We’d spoken only glancingly of our pasts. I could see why he was like that, but why was I? It was because I was scared, I realised in a rush. Scared of knowing him so well that I couldn’t un-know him, couldn’t ever step back from him. Jasper was like an abyss that swallowed one whole. You either stayed out or fell in.

‘Just what?’

I lowered my voice to a whisper, without quite knowing why.

‘I’ve been waiting, I think.’

‘Waiting?’

‘To be sure of you.’

‘You aren’t sure of me?’

‘I daren’t presume …’

‘Oh, you … come here.’ He pulled me closer and kissed me. ‘Presume,’ he said. ‘OK? Presume away, anything you like.’

‘Don’t say that,’ I said. ‘Tell me. Tell me what I can rely on.’

‘You can rely on me. I’m not going anywhere. You’re what I want. You give me everything I need and you’re good for me. You make me want to care. I mean, I’ve spent years trying to avoid caring about anything and now you …’

‘It’s real?’

‘Totally real. I know I’m being an idiot and I’ll probably scare you off, but …’

His eyes couldn’t lie. He believed what he was saying.

‘I’m not scared,’ I said. ‘Not any more. I was, but not now.’

He put my hands up to his heart. I felt it bump against my fingertips.

‘You’re going to stay with me, aren’t you?’ he said.

‘As long as you want me.’

‘What if I said for ever?’

‘Jasper …’

But his mother came back into the room with the tea tray at that crucial and rather heart-stopping moment, so the conversation had to be deferred.

‘So,’ she said brightly. ‘How did you two meet?’

We spent the afternoon chatting and wandering through the house and grounds. It was a reassuringly normal way to pass time, and yet it all seemed rather other-worldly. It wasn’t my world, anyway. Jasper had been brought up to believe he could do anything, to be absolutely confident in his choices, and yet he, like his mother, was a reclusive type who only brought out his natural charm when he wanted something.

I liked their life and their way of opting into the world when it suited them. It was a privilege, yes, but one I wished I had.

‘You realise now,’ said Lavinia to Jasper, after pointing out the carp lying mysteriously in the depths of an ornamental pond, ‘that you’ll have to get married.’

‘What?’ I said, looking between Lavinia and Jasper, laughing with horrified embarrassment. ‘Why?’

‘I’ll sound old-fashioned, but it’s the honourable thing. In my day, it meant a chap marrying the girl he got pregnant, but in our new-media age I think this situation translates.’

‘I’ve got her into trouble, you mean,’ said Jasper.

‘Exactly. If you split, she’s the one who’ll get all the whispering and bitching. Nobody’ll say a thing to you, Jas. Double standards – not a sexist thing. A fame-and-influence thing. You have it. Sarah, although I’m sure you’re a wonderful historian, you have to admit that you’re not a power broker.’

‘Well, quite,’ I said, still laughing. Was she joking? It all seemed a bit heartless if so.

‘He’ll get away with it. You won’t. Actually, perhaps it still is a sexist thing. But I don’t know. If it was a famous woman and an obscure chap, it’d probably still be the same. Jasper, I wonder at you. I brought you up to respect women.’

‘I do respect Sarah,’ he protested. ‘Of course I bloody do. We’re just a little bit different in the way we pursue our relationship.’

‘Ah,’ said Lavinia with a beatific smile. ‘The words I have dreamed of hearing from your lips. “Our relationship”. So it is one?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve had so many flings, Jasper.’

‘It’s not a fling.’ Jasper unwrapped the scarf he was wearing and looped it around my neck. ‘See. She can’t get away from me if she tries. She’s stuck with me.’

I put my arm around his waist. I felt a bit faint, so it was as much to prop me up as anything.

‘And are you happy with that, Sarah?’ asked Lavinia. ‘To be stuck with him?’

‘More than happy,’ I said.

The light was failing and a wind was gusting up, shaking the trees overhead.

‘We should be getting in,’ said Alison. ‘Supper’s in a couple of hours. Perhaps you two should go upstairs for a bit of a rest.’

We didn’t need telling twice.

In the bedroom I went straight to the window and knelt, looking out of the leaded panes at the grounds beyond.

Jasper came and crouched beside me, putting a hand on my shoulder and rubbing it.

‘I think we have her blessing,’ he said.

‘She wasn’t serious, was she? About … what she said?’

Jasper laughed. ‘Love, she’s my mother. She doesn’t have the last word in what we choose to do with our lives. She might have been serious or she might not – what matters is whether we are.’

‘We’re together in the eyes of the world now,’ I said, watching the clouds darken while leaves picked themselves up and whirled over the lawns. ‘In the telephoto lens of the world, anyway.’

‘We were together already, never mind what the world knew.’

He clasped his hands around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulder, seeing what I saw through the window.

‘We are leaves tossed on the breeze,’ he said. ‘Except we aren’t. We choose our future, Sarah. We don’t let the weather choose it for us.’

I smiled at his apt metaphor. ‘The weather?’

‘Yes. The prevailing climate. Everything having to be done a certain way. Fuck that. We’ll do it our way, right?’

‘It’s hard to walk into a gale-force wind,’ I said.

‘Yes, but if you get to where you want to be …’

I turned and smiled at him.

‘Perhaps we should stop with the meteorology now.’

‘Suits me. What I want to know is; will you marry me?’

‘What?’ I grabbed hold of the windowsill, feeling as if the floor had tipped me sideways. ‘Are you serious?’

‘You always have to know if people are serious, Sarah. Why is that? Do people often joke about wanting to marry you? Or what?’

‘I don’t think anyone has ever mentioned marriage to me before, and now you and your mother have both done it on the same day.’

‘There you go. It’s in the air.’ He put his lips in my hair, whispering through it while he clutched me breathlessly tight. ‘It’s meant to be.’

‘How can you be sure after, what, four months?’

‘Four and a half.’

‘The half makes all the difference.’

‘Yes, it does. OK. You can think about the marriage thing. But before we go any further, I need some sort of commitment. I need you to acknowledge yourself as mine and only mine.’

‘You know I am.’

‘Yes, I know you are, but I want to see that you are.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I want to collar you.’

‘What, like a dog?’

‘No, Jesus, Sarah, have you not even Googled BDSM? Or are you being wilfully obtuse so I’ll thrash you?’

I giggled. ‘Perhaps. All right. I know about collaring. I just don’t really want some dog collar on me.’

‘Don’t be so literal. It doesn’t have to be a dog collar. I’ll show you.’

He went to his bag, still unpacked on the bed, and reached in until he found a leather jewellery box.

My chest was tight with a strange mix of excitement and dread. What were we doing?

He handed me the box and I opened it to find an exquisite silver chain with a key pendant. The clasp had a miniature padlock on it, and another silver key, a tiny one, lay on the velvet cushion beside it.

‘Wow,’ I said. It was much prettier than a dog collar.

‘Look at the hallmarks,’ said Jasper excitably, picking up the tag beside the clasp.

‘I’d need a microscope,’ I objected, but I screwed up my eyes and tried my best.

‘Is it Mappin and Webb?’ I asked, looking up with vivid interest. ‘It’s Victorian, isn’t it?’

‘Bingo. Mappin and Webb, or rather, Mappin, as it was then called. Webb didn’t get into bed with Mappin until the early twentieth century, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

‘Sorry, yes, I knew that. Heat of the moment. But it’s beautiful, and highly unusual for a Victorian piece.’ I lifted the pendant into my palm, examining it closely.

‘Yes, well, you see, it was commissioned by an ancestor of mine. I get the feeling kink might run in the family.’

‘Yes.’ I smiled up at him. ‘So do I. How fascinating.’

‘I want you to wear it. Always. You can’t take it off, unless I unlock you.’

‘Really?’

‘Will you?’ He took the necklace away from me, holding it at arm’s length.

‘It means we are committed?’ I said, not because I really needed to ask but because I was thinking my decision through out loud.

‘Yes, it does. Until you decide you want to take it off, or I decide I want to remove it. But the idea is, that never happens.’

‘I know, I know. Who did it belong to?’

‘Can we talk family history later on, please?’

‘Sorry. Yes. Yes, put it on me. I want to wear it.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure. I, um …’

‘Yes?’

He stopped, the necklace at my throat, its chain brushing my skin.

‘I love you,’ I said.

He smiled and told me to turn around so he could sort out the clasp and the padlock.

‘And I love you,’ he said, putting the key back in the box. It felt ceremonial, however informally it had been done. We had spoken vows.

The silver burned against my skin and I put my fingers to the little key pendant. I felt changed and ridiculously tearful. Was this what getting married felt like?

Jasper hooked a finger inside the chain and tugged at it, tightening it around my neck.

‘You are mine now,’ he said. ‘I’ve made an honest submissive of you.’

My little laugh was more like a sob. I turned to him.

‘Can we seal the deal?’ I whispered.

‘Absolutely.’

He made me strip for him in a different way, slowly, looking him in the eye with each new baring of skin. I had to cup my breasts for him when my bra came off and rub my thumbs over my nipples to make them stand straight.

I had also to keep my knickers around my ankles and turn my back to him, bending down low so that my pussy lips spread wide of their own accord, revealing everything to his view. Or not quite everything, because I was also expected to part my bottom cheeks with my hands and show him the little tight pucker inside.

‘Mm,’ he said, sitting on the bed still fully clothed, eyes fixed on me. ‘Still marked.’

‘Yes, sir.’ I could feel the bruises under my fingertips.

‘I want your arse,’ he said, contemplatively, ‘but I want to see your face while I’m having it. This makes for a challenge, but I think you’re equal to it. Get on the bed, on your back, arms up above your head.’

I lay down as instructed and he took a pair of cuffs from his luggage and secured my wrists to the wrought-iron headboard. He seemed to have packed nothing but sex aids, because the next thing he took out was a bottle of lube and a vibrator. Whether he had any clothes in there remained unknown.

He slid a pillow, then another one, underneath my coccyx, raising my bottom and pussy to an angle he approved, then he took off his clothes, every now and then asking me to perform some task such as raising my legs in the air or spreading them wider.

‘Are you wet?’ he asked, once he was naked.

I nodded.

‘Why are you wet?’

‘I’m thinking of what you’re going to do to me.’

‘Right. And that makes you wet.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What am I going to do to you?’

‘What you said …’

‘That won’t do,’ he reminded me sharply, smacking the inside of one of my thighs. ‘Be specific.’

‘You’re going to have my arse, sir.’

‘Yes, I am. And that’s not all. Get those legs as wide as you can now.’

I lay with them splayed so far apart my muscles ached while he turned on the vibrator and ran it over and around my clit.

‘Nice?’ he asked, upping the vibrations.

I nodded between hectic breaths.

‘Want it harder? Want to come?’

I nodded again and he withdrew it.

‘Tough,’ he said with a blinding smile. ‘Not yet. You know who’s in charge here, don’t you?’

‘Yes, sir. It’s you, sir.’

‘Now and for as long as you wear that necklace, your sex is mine.’

The vibrator buzzed back into life and he flicked it over my greedy pussy again, teasing me until I was gasping and on the point of begging for mercy.

‘Your face is bright red,’ he said casually, taking it away again. ‘Are you close?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Poor Sarah. I’m making her wait. I might go and make myself a cup of tea, actually. Would you like one?’

I shook my head, miserably desperate for him to fuck me.

‘Please, sir,’ I wailed.

He laughed. ‘I’m a meanie, aren’t I? Sorry. I’ll tell you what. I’m going to put this inside you now.’

He pushed the vibrator, which was one of his longer and thicker versions, up into my stretching passage, filling me with its smooth silicone firmness until it was all the way there. A little attachment at its base covered my clit, meaning that I would be double-stimulated by the buzzing when he switched it on.

‘There, that’s part one,’ he said. ‘But we haven’t got to the main event yet. Push your bum right up, love, that’s it.’

I dug my heels into the mattress, bent my knees and presented my bottom to him, feeling the vibrator shift inside me as I did so.

He wetted his fingers with lube and massaged me between my cheeks, pushing gently but firmly ever further into his target, taking it slowly and thoroughly until I was expertly greased and ready to accept his cock up there.

He reassured me with low crooning words as he digitally penetrated my tightest hole, speaking to me as if I were a treasured pet he had to stroke and fuss through a nasty injection. In a way, that was quite apt.

‘Now then,’ he whispered. ‘Put your legs over my shoulders, love.’

He held my hips as I obeyed, straining my stomach muscles to get myself into the required position. Once I was up, vibrator even deeper inside me than before, my lubricated bottom hole lined up perfectly with the tip of his cock, which rested between my cheeks, ready for the big push forwards.

I tried to relax and persuade myself that it wouldn’t hurt. Even if it did I wouldn’t care. I wanted him inside me, taking everything, making me his in the dirtiest way possible.

‘Tell me you want it,’ he said, looking into my eyes with a kind of pity.

‘I want it,’ I said.

He reached between my legs to start the vibrations, then he edged his cock tip forwards, starting the slow and steady process of stretching me wide. The vibrator was both distracting and intensifying, making me focus on what I was feeling in my pussy as well as the first stinging sensation behind.

He watched me, forbidding me to close my eyes, as he slid inside by slow degrees.

‘Let me watch you while I’m getting inside your arse,’ he said. ‘Let me see your face. Oh, does it hurt? You look a little bit scared, love.’ He pushed again. ‘That hurts, doesn’t it?’

I nodded, screwing up my face.

‘But you’ll take it. Fuck. This feels … I could … live here.’

He pushed further. I felt the peak of the discomfort, cried out briefly, then clenched my cuffed fists as the burn began to fade.

Once he was all the way in, I felt his tip nudge against the end of the vibrator, sending its waves in a slightly different pattern.

‘Oh, I felt that,’ he said, wonderingly. ‘Quite nice, actually. You must be loving it. Are you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Right. Now. To work.’

All conversation was suspended as he moved into earnest buggery, taking no pity on me but establishing a firm thrusting rhythm that worked in harmony with the vibrations. It was what I needed. The invader in my pussy was driving me mad and Jasper’s hard use of my bottom took the worst of the edge off it. All the same, I came quickly and noisily within a minute of penetration, which made him grin like a demon and grip my hips tighter, riding me through it.

I lost my head after that and was only barely capable of following his occasional orders to open my eyes, look at him, keep my thighs wide.

He fucked me until I had come three times and was a melting mess of primal confusion, far away in the inky, sticky depths of subspace. Every time I came he turned the vibrations up and thrust even faster. His own orgasm was a little frightening, something torn from the heart of him. He flopped his head on to my stomach and kept it there for a few moments until he was sentient enough to turn off the vibrator.

He raised his eyes, foggy and blurred, to mine.

‘Nobody else,’ he panted. ‘For you. Or me.’

‘No,’ I agreed. ‘Nobody else.’

‘I want a picture,’ he said.

His mobile phone was within reach and he snapped a shot of me lying there in my position of total subjection before he removed his cock and then the vibrator from my body.

‘One hundred and three missed calls,’ he said ruefully, still looking at his telephone screen. ‘Seventy-eight texts. Ah, fuck ’em.’

He lay down beside me and held me close. We were so damp and hot we seemed to melt into each other, infusing each other with our essences. I couldn’t have loved a man more. It wasn’t possible. My necklace was stuck to my skin, and it felt right.

‘I wish I’d made that tea now,’ he said, yawning, after we’d lain listening to each other’s heartbeats for a good ten minutes. ‘I’m parched. Are you all right, love?’

I nodded, still too bleary to make sense.

‘Oh, love,’ he laughed, kissing me all over my face. ‘Look at the state of you. I’ve broken you, haven’t I?’

‘I’ll survive,’ I slurred. ‘I think.’

‘Better get used to it,’ he said. ‘You are going to move in with me, aren’t you?’

I made an effort to unglue my eyelids.

‘Oh. I suppose. Yeah.’

‘Good.’ He kissed me again. ‘Better forget about being able to walk straight for the foreseeable future then. I’ll get that tea.’
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