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Intro:

The night before last, I had this amazing dream. Now, I occasionally have sexy dreams – not often, but perhaps once a fortnight or something – but every single time I can remember, they’ve been about someone real. Oh, sure, sometimes it’s someone real and completely inappropriate, like my Mom’s ex boyfriend or LL Cool J or a totally platonic friend…but it’s never failed to be someone I knew.

I know nobody named John, at least not closely, and certainly nobody who fits the description of John in the story. I don’t know Sarah or Pam, either, although they do sound somewhat like the type of people my father liked me to associate with when I was a little younger.

But regardless of whether I know any of these people or not, I knew the instant I woke up that I had to write about it. And I have ME, so for me to have ANY coherent thoughts within an hour or so of waking…well, it has to be a pretty strong thing for that to happen. *grins*

So here goes. I know dreams are tricky things to write from, since things tend to seem a bit surreal and sometimes you jump from one thing to another…but I’ll do my best. As always, responses are more than welcome. =)

The Story:

When Peter, my Dad, said he was sending me away on a paid vacation, I was thrilled. Peter and I don’t get on terribly well; he dislikes accepting the fact that I have a chronic illness which affects my ability to work, which leads to plenty of arguments (I call them arguments, he calls them “discussions”) about why I haven’t gotten a proper job yet, whether art modeling and giving massages are acceptable careers for a girl with my apparently fantastic brain capacity, and in general about why I am not renting an apartment and driving a nice car and coming to Spain in the summer.

Of course, if he ever stopped and listened to me he’d know that when you have ME and relapse as often and as seriously as I do, having a well-paid job is out of the question. But like many parents who want their daughters to stay baby girls forever, always listening to and regarding their parents’ opinions, and conversely want them grown-up and taking charge of their own lives, he tends to hear what he wants to hear when we do get a chance to talk.

So naturally, the idea of him actually paying for me to take a holiday sounded pretty damn good to me.

I should have guessed that there were conditions. When you’re as successful a lawyer as Peter you naturally have legal stipulations built into any offer, whether it’s to an important client or your eldest daughter. But when we talked it through, it sounded fine to me. He didn’t think it was appropriate for me to leave the UK, in case I needed immediate medical care (funny how something previously ignored can suddenly make a successful excuse, huh?), so he’d booked a room for a week for me in a nice hotel on the coast of Scotland. There was beautiful scenery, he told me, and beach and cliff walks for days when I was feeling well, and a spa and pool and gym that were all free to use.

So I was getting pretty excited about this, despite my initial hopes for hot Mediterranean beaches, because, let’s face it, what girl is going to turn down a week in a fancy hotel with a pool and a Jacuzzi? And then he brought out the final condition: David’s wife Pam and daughter Sarah would be joining me.

That one surprised me a little. David Maxwell and Peter were friends at university, and after they both set up respective families they continued to get together once or twice a year. I remembered David and Pam well from when I was a little girl, and when Sarah was born two years after I was, we enjoyed playing around the Christmas tree and eating ice cream at summer barbecues. Mom and Peter divorced when I was twelve, and although the Maxwells and Peter still enjoyed their twice-yearly parties, Mom and I stayed at home and Peter attended with his new wife Charlotte, and after that marriage fell through, with his new girlfriend Jacqueline.

As a result, I’d seen neither Sarah nor Pam for more than eight years, but I remembered Pam as being elegant and glamorous, and Sarah as a cute ten-year-old. The family parties had always been splashy and opulent and a whole lot of fun, and I quickly warmed to the idea of having two other women along for a girlie vacation – my mother never cared for pampering and primping, and although I usually took after her in what Peter called her “inability to stop being sensible”, I wasn’t averse to the occasional pampering session – after all, this is how women are supposed to bond, isn’t it? I thanked Peter, agreed to meet the Maxwells at Waterloo for the 11.25 train to Edinburgh on Sunday, and spent the rest of the week daydreaming and thinking of all the good times we would have.

Meeting them on Sunday morning, then, was quite a different situation than I was expecting.

I knew things might be a little strange when I first glimpsed them. I was pulling my wheeled suitcase down to the platform we wanted when I heard a familiar voice. I looked around and saw Aunt Pam and Sarah, followed by a porter pushing a cart packed high with designer luggage. I looked curiously at Pam’s mink coat and pearls, and Sarah’s pink Chanel suit, and then quickly glanced down at my traveling outfit of jeans and a white gypsy top. Am I really underdressed? I wondered, Or did they always look like that? Not wanting to start off on a worried note, however, I pasted a smile on my face and hurried over to greet them.

“Sarah! Aunt Pam!” I held out my arms for a hug. Sarah, however, looked at me coolly, and Pam gave a nervous little laugh and clutched her arms to her sides.

“Darling, hearing you call me that makes me feel so terribly common, like one of those American women you see on television.” The tinkly laugh came out again, and she shook her head. “Call me Mrs. Maxwell, or, if you must, Pamela. I do so hate to sound American, they may have good shops in the city but most of them are so dreadful, with those atrocious accents.” Then, as she saw a shadow pass my face and she remembered my American mother, added, “No offense meant to you, of course, dear.”

Sarah had said nothing yet, so I turned to her and gave her a hug. “Sarah! Oh my Lord…I know it’s been a while, but I still keep thinking of you as ten years old!” I laughed, expecting her to laugh along. “How old are you now, eighteen?”

No luck. She stiffened in my embrace and gave me another look. “Nearly nineteen, although John says I can pass for twenty-two easily.” She sniffed. “I never felt much like a teenager, anyway – I’ve always been considered to be a lot more mature than my years.” She pulled away from me. “Of course, when you dress like a lady people do take you more seriously.” She eyed my jeans pointedly.

Despite everything I’d just thought about wanting to start off on a good note, I felt a surge of irritation and bit my lip to stop myself giving a sharp retort. “I like to be comfortable,” I said blandly. “And when you have hips and breasts like mine, people tend not to mistake you for a child.” I watched the distaste cross her face and, pushing away a flicker of guilt, felt instantly better.

It wasn’t until I noticed we were ready to board the train when I realized that we’d been walking all this time, and I hadn’t yet gone to buy my ticket. Damn it, I thought. I never forget stuff like that, and it serves me right for getting caught up in teasing her. I made a face, which caught Pam’s attention.

“What is it now, dear?” She sounded narky, and I think that was the moment that I knew this holiday was going to be a lot less fun than I’d hoped. Well, so much for trying. “I forgot to get my ticket,” I mumbled. “I’d better go buy one now; the train leaves in about ten minutes.”

“Your father ordered one for you, and I picked it up with ours. He warned me that you’re disorganized and forget a lot of things.” She pulled three pieces of paper out of her handbag. “And try not to mumble, darling, it doesn’t become a young lady. Perhaps your father might let you have some sort of class in deportment…I’ll mention it to Jacqueline when I see her next.” She paused and smiled brightly. “I always say, a young woman can never be too elegant or too beautiful, sweetie.”

I stifled a groan, but Pam’s attention had drifted from me to the harassed-looking porter who had been following us all this time. “Come along, young man!” she barked. “I would have thought that you’d have boarded our luggage by now.” When he made a move towards the nearest carriage, she sighed. “Not that one. The first-class one.” He picked up the largest of the top cases and carried them to the next carriage down the line. Pam followed, clucking her tongue under her breath, and Sarah hurried after her. I watched them for a moment, shaking my head and wondering if I was going to survive the week.

I relaxed in my seat and rested my head on the back, while listening to my DiscMan and watching the world go by. I’d enjoyed the trip in peace so far; after boarding the train and placing my humble suitcase with the small mountain of Louis Vuitton baggage belonging to the Maxwells, I’d smiled sweetly at Pam and explained that I fidgeted a lot and occasionally got motion sick before slipping off to an alcove halfway down the carriage. The idea of sickness had ensured that I’d be left alone for a while, at least, and it wasn’t until we were about a half hour from Edinburgh that a sweet flowery scent assailed my senses and I turned from the window to see Sarah sitting down across from me, crossing her legs and adjusting the collar of her white silk blouse as she did so. I smiled at her and pulled the headphones from my ears. Being left alone and relaxing with music had recharged my batteries, and I no longer felt like strangling her or her mother.

Yet.

“So who’s John?” I tried to strike up a conversation.

“He’s my boyfriend. Well…my fiancé.” She sounded slightly smug, and I tried hard not to grimace. Turning towards me, yet not quite meeting my eyes, she continued, “So, do you have a boyfriend?” whilst at the same time giving me that raised-eyebrow look that I knew only too well from any and all of Peter’s ex girlfriends.

“No, I don’t have a boyfriend. I finished with my last serious one about a year ago, and I’ve dated a little since then, but nothing major.”

“Uh huh. Well, that’s a shame. John’s really the most wonderful man. He’s handsome and intelligent and he dresses fantastically. He has a good job. My parents like him. We’re very happy together.” The words came out in a sort of brittle voice, and I couldn’t help wondering, So why do you sound anything but?
“In fact,” she continued, “he said he’d meet us at Edinburgh station rather than go to the hotel on his own, even though his train would have gotten in an hour ago. He’s very chivalrous like that. He treats women like actual women and doesn’t indulge in that dumb feminist way of thinking. I like a man who opens doors for me and pulls out chairs and things.”

“What does he look like?”

She shrugged. “Handsome.”

That surprised me. Not that he was handsome, that was a given…but that she hadn’t gone into detail. From what I could tell of this new Sarah, she was very driven by appearances. Although when I thought about it she always liked pretty things, even as a little girl. Mind you, so did I. I still appreciated beauty – that’s why I’d taken up drawing and painting. Strange how two similar kids could grow up so different, I thought, and sighed wistfully. Even though I disliked the person that she’d become, I couldn’t help but miss the little girl that she’d been, and the fun we’d had. Part of me wondered if she missed it too, but I didn’t dare ask.

We sat there for a few more minutes, neither of us seeming to know quite what to say. I admit, when Sarah stood up as if to leave, I breathed an inner sigh of relief. Regardless of any good intentions I might have, it seemed that we weren’t fated to be close at this time in our lives.

“Do you want me to come back and sit with you, in case you need help with your luggage?” It was guilt that made me offer, and I was relieved when she shook her head.

“No, it’s okay.” She frowned. “There’ll be a porter to help. That’s what they’re there for, right? Speaking of which, that one at Waterloo had a cute behind. If I weren’t with John…” her voice trailed off, and I wondered if she was being serious or if it was all just talk. Despite her claim of hating that “dumb feministic way of thinking”, she seemed to indulge in it herself at times. Between the talk about John and her references to the porter, she’d decided distinctly unladylike, and I wondered what her mother would have thought. 

“Well, I’ll be off.” My musings ended with the interruption, and as I watched her flounce down the carriage, my head was devoid of thoughts other than a few wonders about what John would be like, and whether the hotel would be as beautiful as Peter had said, and what the next week had in store for me.

When we got off at the station, I was surprised at the size of it. I’d known, of course, that Edinburgh was a big city, but somehow I’d never reconciled it in my mind as being anywhere near the size of London. I’d seen Paris, Barcelona, Madrid and Rome as well as Cardiff, Bristol, Birmingham, Dublin and a number of smaller cities in Europe, but none of them had ever seemed as big and bright as London did to me. Looking around and seeing an array of shops and restaurants was something of a shock, and I consciously kept my lips closed and a bland expression on my face so as not to look like a tourist and embarrass Pam. All my efforts were in vain, however, when I caught sight of the man heading towards us.

When I’d asked Sarah what John looked like, I was merely being polite. I’d already known what he would look like. I’d seen the type of guy that girls like Sarah dated more times than I could count, and I could have made a profile of him without even asking. He’d be quite tall and fairly handsome, although it would be a sort of feminine handsomeness, neat and manicured, rather than the tough maleness that attracted me to a man. His chin would be slightly weak. His hair would be expensively cut to an average length and probably be blonde, although that wasn’t certain, and his eyes would be light; blue or green or hazel, and pretty but unmemorable. He’d have a tan, although not enough of one that you could mistake him for someone who worked outdoors. His body would be toned and in good condition, while being clearly the body of a man who went to the gym three or four times a week, rather than the wiry musculature of someone with a physical job. He’d probably be dressed in a suit that was expensive but muted. The overall impression would be one of wholesomeness. Handsome but bland. Expensive but not screaming money. Normal, just a little better.

The man who stood in front of me was certainly handsome, and he was wearing a suit, but that was where the expectations ended. He was six foot four if he was an inch, and solidly built. His skin was the color of mahogany and gleamed like a new Porsche. My eyes traveled up his body, taking in the broad chest underneath a turquoise silk shirt and a navy blue suit jacket sans tie, the long elegant neck, unexpected on a man so large, and the perfectly shaped head without a bit of hair on it. Looking at his face, I was even more impressed; his cheekbones were high, his nose straight and long yet unmistakably African, his mouth full and ripe. For a moment all I could think of was what it would be like to kiss those lips, and I blushed. A small, well-trimmed moustache and goatee caused his lips to look even fuller than they were, and made him look a little like the late Tupac Shakur. And his eyes…he had such wonderful eyes. They weren’t expressive, like some men I’ve seen. I’ve heard many times that eyes are the windows to the soul, but this wasn’t true of John. These eyes gave little away about his soul. But they were rich brown and deep as the ocean and I could see something of his character in them, certainly – they were full of quiet strength and determination. This was a man who would do what he set out to do, I knew.

And then he was greeting Sarah and Pam, kissing Sarah on the cheek and shaking Mrs. Maxwell’s hand, and when he turned to me I found I couldn’t quite look away from his eyes.

“And who’s this?” He made it a question to everyone, but I knew he was talking to me.

“Oh, that’s just Rose. She’s along for the ride.” Sarah flicked her hair back and laughed. Thanks, Peter, I found myself thinking. Just “along for the ride”? Dammit, this is supposed to be my holiday. Flicking my hair back in an imitation of Sarah’s practiced move, I forced a smile. “Rosie Dallanstorm. Sarah and I knew each other when we were kids.”

For that I was rewarded with a brilliant smile. No mere curving of the lips, John’s smile lit up his whole face. “That should be interesting. I’m sure you have plenty of stories that you can share with me, then.” When amused, his voice was as smooth and rich as Columbian coffee. Then he gave a slight shake of his head, and his smile changed to a rueful one.

“Where are my manners? I’m John Turner.” He took my hand, and then, unexpectedly, he bent and kissed it. “It’s good to meet you, Rosie Dallanstorm. I can see this is going to be a most delightful holiday.”

Sarah shot dagger looks at me as we made our way out of the station, but I barely even noticed.

The next few days were fairly uneventful. Sarah and I met once or twice in the sauna, and ate dinner together on the first night there, but mostly stayed out of each other’s way. With Mrs. Maxwell, I wasn’t quite so lucky. The woman seemed determined to make me her project of the week, and not a day went by that I didn’t see her five or six times, each of them irritating and somewhat humiliating experiences where she criticized everything from my hair to my skin to my clothes, during which I found myself gritting my teeth and agreeing to manicures and shopping trips and a new hairstyle just to get her to leave me alone. The manicure was actually quite fun, and my nails looked good afterwards. Luckily I managed to avoid the shopping trip and haircut, although I did find myself being coerced into a fruit peel and mud bath, which apparently opened my pores and made me “look ten years younger.” (Well, I didn’t look ten years old, thank goodness, but I didn’t feel like pointing that out to Pam.)

Aside from those two beauty treatments and an hour or so a day that I spent in the sauna and whirlpool bath, most of my first few days were spent exploring the beaches and cliff walks. Peter had told me that it was a beautiful area, but beautiful didn’t do it justice. The weather had been dull and gray with quite a bit of rain, so even the main beaches were mostly deserted, and a half-mile from the hotel, all signs of human life were gone. Even in the dull weather the cliffs were full of heather and wildflowers, and I spent a lot of time sketching those, along with seagulls and land and seascapes, and the occasional dog walker. I even braved the water once, although it was cold enough to bring immediate goosebumps up on my all-too-pale flesh, and I only managed to stay in for ten or fifteen minutes.

I ran into John a few times, too, and although I started every conversation by getting tongue-tied and embarrassed and not quite knowing what to say, he quickly managed to put me at ease. As the days went by, I found myself respecting and even liking him quite a lot, despite us having very little in common. He seemed a different person when we weren’t around Sarah and Pam; happier and more relaxed, yet no less gracious and respectful than he’d been when we met at the train station. He was very pleasant to talk to, and while I felt a little uncomfortable spending time with the fiancé of a girl I disliked and who seemed like the jealous type, I still felt oddly glad when we ran into each other on the beach or at the pool, and had to keep telling myself to remember that I barely knew him, and after we left I’d most likely not see him again. I’m not sure if it worked, since the thrill of talking with him never left, and more than one night was filled with dreams in which he featured highly. They were nice dreams, though, and I woke in the mornings feeling rested and almost healthy – something that hadn’t happened for several years.

All in all, they were a fairly idyllic couple of days, and I hoped that the rest of the holiday could be just as peaceful.

I should have known better.

Wednesday afternoon was when things started to go wrong. Our whole party – Pam, Sarah, John and I – had been invited by the hotel manager into the “special tearoom” for a high tea at 4 pm. The tea itself was lovely, and I enjoyed the scones and little cakes a lot, although I fended off a few looks from Madam Junior, which I took to mean she thought I was being greedy, or not eating them in a ladylike manner, or something like that. I even liked drinking from the silly little teacups and being served by a maid in a black and white dress – that was something I hadn’t been expecting, for sure. And then John showed up, a half hour late and clearly harassed about something, and the whole mood changed.

“Ladies.” He tried to smile, and half-managed it. “I apologize profusely for my lateness. Occasionally business matters cut into my leisure time, no matter how well I try to organize things.” He seemed to be speaking to Pamela while ignoring Sarah and I, and I noticed that the two of them weren’t making any sort of eye contact. Nor did he kiss her on the cheek as he pulled out a chair and sat down, and my speculations about whether they might have had a falling-out were confirmed when she snapped, “Sometimes I could swear you care more about your stupid job than about anything else in this world, including me.”

I edged my chair out and tried to think of some way to subtly exit the room without offending anyone. John noticed what I was doing, though, and glared at me. “Don’t bother, Rose. I’m leaving. You can stay and have fun with the ladies.” His voice was thunderous and more than a little sarcastic, and I couldn’t tell who was angrier, he or Sarah.

“Typical,” she spat back at him. “Always finding some excuse to leave, whether we’re having dinner, or we’re at a function, or at afternoon tea – when you’re not canceling them completely, that is. You’re don’t care about my fun, only about yourself, you selfish jerk.”

John’s eyebrows shot up, and he laughed bitterly. “Excuse me? I’m selfish?” His voice increased incredulously. “I can recall one time I cancelled a formal engagement – one time, Sarah – which was when my father had a heart attack. Yes, sometimes I like to turn in early. I don’t like to party every night like you seem to think I can do. Because I have work in the mornings. I work twelve and fourteen-hour days, and I’m sorry if you think that I’m being unfair to you by not being ready for action 24-7, but I have a living to make.” He sat back and crossed his arms.

“Well, sure. Always the handy excuse, isn’t it, John? Answer me this: if you hate your job so much, why do you stay there? Why don’t you get a nice job, like my friends? Become a fashion photographer, or an artist. Do something fun for once, instead of acting like a sixty-year-old man who doesn’t know the meaning of pleasure.” Her tone was spiteful, and she shot dagger looks at him across the table. “Sometimes I think you were born an old man, and your body’s just trying to catch up.”

His face was darker than ever, and I could almost imagine lightning bolts shooting from his eyes. For the first time since meeting him, I was scared of him again. “I work hard so I can have nice things. An apartment, a car, holidays to places like this. Normal people work for a living, Sarah. They don’t sit on their pretty little butts and have people pampering them 24 hours a day, seven days a week. They go out and they earn their money.” He glared at her. “Your artist friends don’t earn the money they need for their lavish lifestyles, that all comes from Daddy and Granddaddy’s trust funds.” He stood up. “You wouldn’t even know the meaning of work. You’ve never worked a day in your life. You’re just a spoiled little girl who thinks she can play all day and someone else will provide everything her selfish little heart desires. Well, babe, I’m done. I’m not catering to you any longer. Find some other sucker to manipulate.”

Pamela was standing, clearly ready to say her bit, but John had already turned and stormed away. Sarah flew after him and caught his arm. “I hate you, John Turner! You’re a miserly, boring old man who wouldn’t know pleasure if it hit him in the face. I’m glad you’re leaving! You don’t care one bit about me, and I never want to see you again.” She sucked in air, about to continue, and then her jaw dropped as she noticed the amount of people who were watching, shell-shocked at hearing such a nasty argument between two people who seemed so genteel. She looked back at John again, and shrieked, “I hate you! Look what you’ve done now – everyone’s looking at us! It’s all your fault!” Bursting into angry tears, she ran out of the room. Pamela quickly stood and followed her bawling daughter, giving John an angry glance as she went past him.

John stood, looking after them for a minute, and then looked around at the faces watching. Everyone quickly looked away and made themselves busy with their tea and cakes, as though they hadn’t noticed anything was going on. He looked at the doorway again, and then looked at me, and slowly made his way back to the table.

Uh-oh, I thought.

The day was a pleasant one to spend outside, and when John had suggested we get out of the tearoom, I was only too happy to go along with that. The hotel manager was glaring at the two of us and more than a few of the other guests had their heads bent down, gossiping, shooting occasional glances at John with shocked expressions on their faces. Yes, leaving was a very good idea, I’d thought, so here we were on the rear terrace, watching the sea and trying to think of something to say to each other.

John broke the ice. “Blondie, I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Embarrassment and more than a little bit of awkwardness made my tone curt, and I sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just…”

“You come away to rest, and then all this crap happens.”

“Exactly. You read my mind.” I glanced sideways at him. Strange as it sounds, there was something in his face that helped me relax, and I laughed and poked him gently in the side. “Going psychic on me or something?”

He laughed, too. “Wouldn’t dare. Females are insane; getting inside a girl’s mind would probably cause immediate and incurable madness. I wouldn’t do it if you paid me.” That smile was back on his face again, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how easily he made the transition between looking like a scary thug and having the face of a demi-god. After a moment’s hesitation, I told him so, and he laughed even harder.

“I like you, Rosie Dallanstorm. You amuse me.”

“I’m honored.” I spoke the words lightly, hoping to hide how pleased I felt. It was probably my embarrassment and that cursed inability to accept a compliment without turning it around somehow that made me say what I said next.

“You know, you really should be nicer to Sarah.”

The smile dropped from his face quicker than lightning. “Great. Another one who’s going to lecture me.” He scowled. “God, I hate women. They’re nice to you and you think you really like them, and then they turn into a ball-busting bitch just like every other one you know.” Rolling his eyes, he turned away from me and glared out at the ocean.

That surprised me, and I blinked in shock for a few minutes, trying to consider how to reply. I hadn’t seen him in a mood like this, and had no idea what might make him angrier. “Firstly, I’m not trying to bust your balls, I’m just looking out for a friend. Secondly, we’re not all alike. That would be like me saying that men are all philandering bastards who think it’s their God-given right to beat their women.” My voice caught for a second, and I swallowed hard. “Yeah, some men are like that, just like some women are cruel and manipulative. But no way is it all of them.”

He looked at me. “Who beat you, Blondie?”

Damn, he was perceptive. “That’s not the point. The point is that we’re not all like that. And third…” Hell, what was third? I paused for a moment, trying hard not to look like a fool. “Third, if you really HATE women, perhaps they pick up on that. Maybe Sarah picks up on it, and that’s why she’s so insecure.”

He laughed bitterly. “That woman doesn’t have an ounce of insecurity in her.”

“And what would you know about the way women think and feel? She probably thinks you don’t love her. God knows her parents never showed her love. Oh, they gave her presents and spoiled her rotten and showered her with everything material she wanted, but anything real? She’s probably never had it in her life, and now her fiancé claims that he hates all women…no wonder she’s a manipulative bitch sometimes. She probably thinks it’s the only way she’ll keep you.”

“You know, you have a hell of a lot of self-righteousness about things you know absolutely nothing about,” he growled at me. “Okay, maybe I’m a little bit harsh when it comes to my views on women. It’s justified. You have no idea how justified it is.” He paused for a moment and caught his breath. “You may think you know the psychology of women, but you have no idea whatsoever about what’s inside Sarah Maxwell’s head or heart. Maybe you knew her as a kid, and maybe you didn’t know her at all, but I can guarantee you, princess, she’s not the nice girl you thought she was.”

Well, I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that, because I had a horrible feeling that he might be right.

“You’re right.”

That brought me out of my reverie quickly. “Huh?” Well, maybe not quite.

“You’re right. About one thing, anyway. I don’t love her.”

Any thoughts I’d had about letting it go and minding my own business were blown away by that blunt dismissal. “You don’t love her? You don’t love your own fiancée?” He opened his mouth to defend himself, but by that point I was enraged enough that not much short of a tidal wave would have shut me up. “You’re a grown man of what, thirty? And she’s a teenage girl, and you sleep with her and are planning to marry her and YOU DON’T EVEN LOVE HER??? What the hell kind of man are you, anyway?”

He started towards me, fists clenched, and for just a moment my ire was replaced by fear. “Shooting your mouth off about things you know nothing about gets you in trouble, little girl. Just a word of free advice from someone who knows.” He glared angrily. “And for your information, princess, I’m the kind of man who doesn’t lead girls on. Who tells them the score before anything gets started. Who—”

“How the hell can you stand there and say that to me? I know, John. If you think that you’re not leading her on, you’re greatly mistaken. On the train on the way here, and every single time I’ve seen her since we got here, she’s been full of stories about her “wonderful fiancé”. She couldn’t stop talking about you. Every time we talk, even if it’s about something totally unrelated, she finds a reason to bring you into it. She’s crazy about you, John, and you’re standing here as good as telling me that she means nothing to you, and…just…how can you do that?” I sniffled and wiped my nose on my sleeve.

Tears seemed to accomplish what anger couldn’t, and for a few minutes everything was quiet. Both of us stared at the ocean for a while, and then he turned to me again, something like kindness in his eyes. When he spoke again, he was gentle.

“You really don’t understand, do you?”

I sniffed again. “Understand what? You? Hell, I don’t know. I think I have things worked out, and then you go and change on me again.”

“Not me. Sarah. I know you don’t trust me, kiddo, but I’m telling you in all seriousness that she is not the person you think she is. Maybe she was different as a child, or maybe she was just always good at hiding her nasty side. I don’t know. What I do know is that she’s not a nice girl, and definitely not worth either anger or tears.”

“Fine, humor me.” I sounded every bit like the petulant child that everyone expects to see at places like this, and I had to bite my lip to contain a smile. “You seem to know her so well – what’s she really like then, cowboy?”

He sighed and shoved both his hands in his pockets, looking out at the ocean again. “Sometimes even I’m amazed at her behavior. When we first met each other, she seemed so nice, so sweet, I could hardly believe that she came from that mother.” He shook his head ruefully. “Man, I was fooled. I can’t even blame you for being defensive of her, because I was exactly the same way when my parents warned me against her. I wouldn’t hear a single bad thing against her, and in the end it turned me away from my family. God, I was stupid. It was all for nothing. Just…nothing.”

Still watching the water, he started pacing back and forth, and I kept my eyes on him as he walked. “You said that she loves me. That’s not true. She probably doesn’t even like me. No, scratch that – she doesn’t even know me. Everything in our relationship is an act that we put on for the benefit of our friends and family, so we look like the perfect couple. We’ve been officially “together” for the last two years, and we know next to nothing about how the other thinks or feels. And by itself, that would be fixable…but she doesn’t want to know. She doesn’t care what’s inside my head, only what’s outside where everyone can see.”

It took a few seconds for that one to sink in, but despite myself, I could hear the truth in his words. I couldn’t think of what to say, so he looked at me and then carried on.

“It’s not entirely her fault, I’ll give you that one. We become what our parents make us into, and hers taught her to care about things and appearances and never taught her to care about people. But it’s not as though she’s a child any more. You were yelling at me about taking advantage of her as though she’s young and naïve, but it’s not true. She hasn’t been an innocent kid for a long, long time.” I started to deny that, but he cut me off before I could speak. “It’s true. You haven’t seen her for what, ten years? At the last time you saw her, she was probably already starting to learn how to manipulate people to her will. I know she’s been using her body to get what she wants from guys for at least the last six years – and no, I wasn’t sleeping with her when she was twelve years old, but I know some of the guys she hangs out with were. She’s not innocent and virginal like you think, Rose, and not for one moment have I taken advantage of her in any way or tried to get something from her that she wasn’t willing to give freely to people who’d treat her much worse than I would. She gets exactly what she wants from me, as she does from everyone else she knows.” His voice had regained some of its former bitterness, and he heard it and winced slightly.

“Sorry. I don’t mean to sound angry, because it’s really not worth it. I’m just trying to explain myself. Where was I?” He paused for a moment, thinking. “I was telling you about her parents. Yeah, they brought her up badly, instilled a really lousy, screwed-up set of values into her. But she’s not a child, and she can’t blame her parents for the way she is. You can’t keep making excuses for her. If she wants to change, she has to take responsibility for herself…and that’s something she seems completely incapable of doing.” He sighed deeply. “Occasionally when we have a fight she realizes that she’s being mean or selfish or whatever, and she cries and tells me it’s her parents’ fault…but most of the time she doesn’t even recognize bad behavior. She just thinks I’m being totally unreasonable, and flatly refuses to accept that she’s anything but perfect.”

“So if she’s selfish and irresponsible and mean and all those things, why are you marrying her?”

He stared at me for a moment. “You’ve mentioned that a few times, and I assume you got that idea from Sarah or her mother, but where either of them got it from I have no clue. I’m not marrying her. I’m not ready for marriage at this point in my life, but even if I were, I’d never marry a woman like Sarah. We have totally different sets of values. Even assuming she loved me for me, which she doesn’t, and didn’t just care about impressing her friends, we’d be totally wrong for each other. She’s fine to hang around with, but I couldn’t have a serious relationship with someone who probably doesn’t even like me.”

I pondered that for a few minutes, and the two of us stood silently, watching the waves. Strangely enough, even though I barely knew this guy, I believed him. Everything he said had that ring of truth to it, and though we’d only been talking for a short while, I couldn’t even remember why I’d defended Sarah in the first place. Nostalgia, I guess. Loyalty to an old friend. And, painful as it was to admit, possibly a lingering sense of animosity towards men that I’d gained from the aforementioned abusive relationship and thought that I’d rid myself of.

I wasn’t on the defensive any longer, but I did still have one thing that I had to ask. I put my hand on his arm and turned him round to face me.

“So tell me, why are you with her?”

He looked surprised for a moment, as though he’d never considered it, and I carried on before he could speak. “You’re a great guy. You’re intelligent and very handsome, and you seem to have a good sense of humor although you don’t laugh enough. You have a good job. And more importantly, you seem nice. You’d be surprised how many guys are smart and funny and cute but girls don’t like them because they don’t make people feel good. In short, you could have just about anyone you want. So why Sarah?”

Scratching his head and glancing at the ocean, he then shrugged and turned back to me. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious. Strangely enough, I’m also mildly concerned – not about Sarah this time, but about you. You’re not happy. From what I can see, you don’t like your girlfriend, and you’re not getting a lot out of the relationship, unless you count regular sex and you can get that just about anywhere nowadays. So why stay in it? Why on earth would you want to be with someone who makes you miserable?”

He narrowed his eyes slightly, a baffled expression on his face. “Why do you care? You don’t like me a whole lot either. What difference does it make to you if I’m happy or not? Why on earth should a girl who doesn’t know me and doesn’t like me be bothered about what I’m getting out of a relationship?”

I sighed and tried to make my voice as gentle as I could. “You’re wrong about me not liking you. I care, John. I know you’re not used to people caring about you, but I happen to be one of those people who does. I can’t tell you why, because I don’t know. There’s just…something, I don’t know what it is. And it bothers me that you’re unhappy with your life.” I shrugged slightly. “Maybe it’s because I’m unhappy with my own, and nobody can or will help me with that. Maybe that makes me sensitive to other peoples’ miseries. I don’t know. What I do know is that doing things you hate is a waste of your time and energy, and I hate seeing people like that, whether they’re friends or casual acquaintances or total strangers. So why do you do it, John? Why do you stay if you hate it that much?”

He sighed again and turned away from me. “You don’t understand.”

That disappointed me, and I didn’t care if he knew it. “Damn right I don’t. You talk to me for ages, telling me your troubles, and then you say that there’s nothing you can do to get out of them? Bullshit. Nobody controls your life except you. You rage against Sarah for not taking responsibility for anything she says or does, and yet you’re doing exactly the same thing by refusing to leave a situation you don’t feel happy in. How can you do that to yourself? Do you not want a happy life? Do you like being miserable and stressed?” A whoosh of air came from my lungs as I exhaled angrily. “Christ, I really don’t understand you.”

He gazed upon me for what seemed like several minutes, and then rubbed his thumb and forefinger over the bridge of his nose, grimacing. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you mad, I just…I don’t know.” He suddenly looked very, very tired, and I felt a rush of sympathy mixed with what might have been guilt. I sighed.

“I’m sorry, too. I get a little overzealous sometimes. For some reason, you bring out a lot of protectiveness and latent anger in me. I don’t know why it is.” I turned away from him, once again examining the sea. The sun was setting on the other side of the hotel and the sky above the ocean was blue and clear, and the view made me relax a little. I closed my eyes and let the breeze wash away all the bad feelings.

“I’m gonna go. Madam said something about going out to dinner with some friends who live up here, and I’d like to shower beforehand.”

I nodded without turning around, and after a moment’s pause, I heard footsteps as he left the terrace.

I watched the sea for a long time.

Lying back, I enjoyed the sensation of almost scalding-hot water flowing over my naked body. The bath water was infused with a blend of neroli and bergamot oils that I’d brought with me, and the heady scent relaxed me and lifted me up out of my funk. Things aren’t so bad, I thought to myself. The hotel’s so beautiful, and so what if Sarah and I don’t get on anymore? There’s plenty for me to do here on my own, and when I go home I probably won’t have to ever see them again.
The combination of tiredness and heat and the sweet bath oils made me sleepy, and I slipped into a light doze as I thought about all the ways I could fill the rest of my days here. It’s not so bad to be pampered, I thought sleepily. Maybe I’ll get another mud bath tomorrow, or perhaps I’ll get my hair cut – that should please Madam Maxwell. And if it’s not raining, I’ll take a long walk along the beach, and maybe draw something. Like some cute guys in bathing suits, if there are any there. That made me think of John, and I wondered vaguely what kind of bathing trunks he wore in the pool and Jacuzzi. I imagined him naked, steam curling around him and hot wet droplets dripping down over his chest, and my breath caught in my throat. He really is handsome, I thought. Slightly scary, but definitely attractive.
I dunked my head under the water, and when I came up the picture was gone. Pouring a blob of shampoo into my hand, I began to massage it through my hair, and immediately imagined strong dark fingers kneading my scalp, entwined in my honey-colored curls. I could feel the pressure I knew a man like him would exert; strong enough to show that he was confident in what he did, yet not enough that it hurt me. His hands slowly massaged down my neck, circled over my shoulders and skimmed down over my breasts, lightly flicking my nipples, and I moaned slightly. That small sound brought me back to reality, and I sat up in the bath, flushed and aroused and just slightly embarrassed. 

After rinsing the shampoo out and quickly following with a conditioner, I pulled the plug out of the bath and stood up, reaching for the robe on the hook beside me. My hairdryer was next to my brush and cosmetic case on the shelf above the sink, and after getting out of the tub I turned it on and aimed it at the mirror. In seconds the condensation had cleared, and I pulled my comb through my hair, drying as I went. The familiar routine of combing and drying was soothing and my embarrassment soon faded, although the heat of the dryer ensured that my cheeks remained flushed. Within a few minutes, my hair had dried and fallen into gentle golden curls that fell past my shoulders, but I stayed there, trying to figure out what was different about the girl in the mirror.

The girl who stared back at me was pretty in a sort of wholesome, milkmaid-ish way. Her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled with an inner radiance, and her round cheeks were flushed softly, giving her a look of excitement and joy and perfect health. That’s it, I thought in wonder. I don’t look sick anymore. I’d never looked particularly ill, of course, at least not to an outsider. It was very few people who knew that my cheeks were rosy because I had a permanent fever, that my eyes sparkled with tears of pain, and my lips curved into a smile 24-7 because TMJD - Temporomandibular Joint Dysfunction syndrome - made it painful to frown. Out of myself and all four of my half and stepsisters, I was the only one who was sick and the only one who didn’t look it. But this…well, this girl looked different. She didn’t look tired. She looked…happy.

I look, I mused, the way I look when I’m in love.
And that was something that didn’t bear thinking about. So, replacing my dryer in its stand and my comb on the shelf, I turned around and exited the bathroom.

And stopped in my tracks.

I had left my bed made up, with the duvet turned down and the pillows stacked up, ready for reading in bed. The pillows were still stacked, but the lamp had been moved, and the object of my earlier thoughts was sitting against them, the duvet pulled halfway up his bare chest and his nose stuck in the book I’d brought with me. I gaped, unable to speak, while he calmly looked up at me, took in my damp dressing gown and bare face, and smiled appreciatively.

A jumble of thoughts flowed through my mind, and, unable to make sense out of any of them, I asked the first thing that I could think of. “How the hell did you get in?”

“Went by reception. Told them my wife – you – had passed out after taking your sleeping pills, and I couldn’t get back in our room since my keys were locked inside.” He grinned wolfishly. “They believed me, of course, since I didn’t exactly have anywhere to hide a key on me.” He gestured to the towel that he’d thrown across the armchair, and I blushed. “They knew that our party was using this room, just not who was sleeping with whom. So they came up with me and let me in.”

“Uh huh.” My thoughts were racing at a hundred miles an hour, but I was doing my best to provide a façade of calm. “And why exactly are you here? I told you I was going to bed, and I said all I have to say earlier. I don’t think that what you’re doing with Sarah is right. I think that if you’re with a person you should enjoy being with them, and if you don’t like them you should let them go. It’s not fair to anyone to be in a relationship and not be committed, if not to each other, at least to yourself. Being with someone you dislike demonstrates a lack of commitment to yourself; it shows that you don’t care about love or happiness or any sort of enjoyment in your future life, and that’s unhealthy. It would be one thing if you were truly happy with the way you’re living, but you’re not. Even I can tell that, after having known you for just a few days. Doing something that makes you unhappy and doesn’t at least work towards your future happiness is pointless.”

He rose from the bed, and once again I realized what a big man he really was. I’m not a small woman; I’m tall and voluptuous and built for baby making, but standing in his shadow I felt like the most elfin and ethereal of girls. Looking up at him, I shivered slightly. His face was angry; clearly I’d said too much.

“You have a lot of opinions for a little girl.” Slowly the thundercloud disappeared from his face, and he continued more gently, “But you’re absolutely right. I’m not happy, and there’s no point in carrying on with things if I’m not enjoying myself. Which is why Sarah and I aren’t together any more.”

“Does she know that?” The words slipped out before I could stop myself, and I quickly glanced at John to see if I’d angered him again. Surprisingly, I didn’t seem to have. Instead, a flicker of amusement crossed his face, and he smiled slightly.

“No, she doesn’t know, since she’s not talking to me right now. From experience, I think it may be some days before she does. She’s not actually around right now, anyway – she and that awful mother of hers have gone to some party that friends of theirs were having, maybe fifty miles north of here. They had a big car pick them up about two hours ago, and I imagine they’ll be there all night. It’s not the first time.”

‘Why didn’t you go with them?”

“I hate those fancy parties. I hate caviar and champagne. I hate wearing suits. I hate mingling with a crowd of people I don’t know and don’t care to know, 99% of whom have nothing to talk about but how wonderful they are.” He spat out the words angrily, and I wondered why he felt so strongly about this. “Most of all, I hate people sucking up to me because they want something. That’s the only fucking reason people talk to me these days, because they want something.” He exhaled sharply, and for a moment this enormous beautiful man looked so angry and sad and lost that I did the only thing I could possibly do. I crossed the distance between us and took him in my arms, hugging him tight.

And when he hugged me back, the strangest thing happened. I’m not going to tell you that I felt an electric shock, or a surge of lust, or anything like that. It wasn’t the fire and passion that you’re expecting. But there was something altogether pleasant about being in John’s arms. I felt safe and warm, and like nothing bad mattered that much anymore. Not Sarah or Pam, not his anger at the world, not my sickness. Nothing. Everything felt fine, and I was so comfortable I thought I’d be happy to stay there forever. Apparently he felt the same way, because together we sank down to the floor, never removing our arms from each other. I rested my head on his chest and we sat there, both half-dressed and damp from our respective baths, arms and legs entwined, occasionally running a hand over each others’ hair, every so often tightening or loosening our grip, but mostly not moving much at all.

I couldn’t have told you how long we sat there for.

Eventually I looked at the clock, and saw that it was ten minutes to midnight. Christ, I thought, we must’ve been sitting here for an hour or more. I untangled my arms from around John and sat up straight. “It’s late,” I told him, looking at the floor. “I gotta get some sleep, or I’ll be a real bitch tomorrow. I’m always cranky when I don’t sleep enough.”

He looked at me, and I could feel the heat of his gaze. “Don’t do that, Rose.”

It was the first time I could remember that he’d called me by my name without it sounding like a joke, and it just sounded so right. I shivered. “Do what?” I mumbled, still not looking at him. He put one large hand under my chin and pulled my face up to him. “Don’t pretend. Don’t push me away.” It was half an order, half a plea, and in his eyes I could see a torrent of emotions. Want, need, lust…and something lighter and less forbidding. Like, perhaps? Or…no, not love. Certainly not love.

No. I barely knew this guy, and he’d admitted freely that he had no romantic aspirations whatsoever. This was John, I told myself brutally. John the cool, distant businessman with a dollar sign where his heart belonged. John who slept with teenage girls he didn’t even like; not for love, not for comfort, but purely to satisfy his male urges. John who two hours ago thought I was a foolish little child with unrealistic dreams and scorn for those who didn’t share them. There was no way in hell this man could love anyone, let alone me.

I almost convinced myself. I broke free of his arms and turned away from him, heading for the bed. “I’m going to sleep. You can let yourself out,” I said lightly, and turned back the cover again. Without a thought for whether he was watching me – or perhaps, subconsciously, because I knew he was watching me – I stripped naked and threw the bathrobe on the armchair next to his. And I’d nearly made it into bed when a warm hand circled around my wrist, and I felt his breath on my ear.

“You can’t tell me you don’t want me.”

And at that, my heart stood still and my fingers began to shake. This man could read me like a book, and I had no way of knowing whether he was trustworthy, or whether he would use the knowledge he had against me.

And you know what?

Part of me didn’t care.

“Stop shaking. I’m not going to rape you,” he continued softly. “That’s not my style, not at all. So if you can look me in the eyes and tell me that you don’t want me, I’ll leave now, and I won’t bother you again.” He spun me round slowly, and I ran my eyes up his body, from his toes to his thighs, past the covered part of him, over his muscular chest and finally up to his eyes. My mind was racing at a thousand miles an hour, trying to come up with some way to convince him that I wasn’t interested in him, frantically looking for something to say to make him leave. But when I saw his face, I knew. I knew there was no possible way that I could fool him. I’d never felt this naked, this exposed, and it scared the hell out of me…but an instant later, a feeling of calm settled over me, and my fears – well, not disappeared, but they didn’t seem important any more. Looking at his beautiful face, at his rich smile, at the deep brown pools of his eyes…I felt the same way I’d felt in his arms. Everything is fine. This man won’t let me drown. And the next minute I heard myself replying throatily, “No, I can’t tell you that.”

Once those words were out, there was no turning back. I knew it, and he knew I knew it. When his arms circled my waist and he turned me around again, I didn’t object. When he nudged me towards the bed, I obediently followed his prompting. I was nervous, there was no denying that. My few previous lovers had all been good friends, men I trusted completely. It had been several years since I’d been to bed with anyone new. And I’d never slept with a man like John, never experienced that total vulnerability that a woman feels when she’s completely dominated. Experiences from when I was in my early teens had left their mark on me, and while most of the scars had faded, I still liked to be in control. Not just in my relationships, but in everything in life. And now I was not only physically exposed, but I could feel that I was in real danger of falling in lust or even in love with a man I barely knew, of baring my soul in a way that I never had before…and that scared me.

But I trusted him. I wasn’t sure that I trusted myself, dammit, and I was still slightly scared of him…but I trusted him. If you’d asked me to explain why, I couldn’t have. Even now, I probably couldn’t tell you the reasoning behind it. But I felt it. And honestly, if he’d asked me to jump off a cliff at that point, I think I’d have done it, and assumed that he’d be behind me with a tandem parachute.

He didn’t ask that, of course, although at the time it felt like what we were going to do was no less dangerous. Yet once the decision had been made, any worries or dangers were irrelevant.

“Get under the covers.” It was an order. Clearly he was telling me from the very beginning that he was in charge. And that was okay with me. As I clambered onto the bed and pulled the duvet up behind me, I almost missed him pulling his shorts down around his ankles and flinging them behind him. But I caught it just in time. For a moment, all I could do was look at him.

He was beautiful.

He caught my look of wonder, and as he stood there in all his glory, his ripe lips curved into a smile. I glimpsed a flash of white teeth before his lips closed once more. “Are you done watching me?”

“Nope, not quite. Give me another two minutes.”

He laughed at that, breaking the tension, and half lunged, half fell on top of me, throwing his arms out on either side of me to brace himself. From the position of support, they worked their way around me, and a minute later we were embracing. We looked at each other, and as my soft blue eyes met his deep brown, a spark seemed to pass between us. Something had changed in his eyes. They weren’t soft the way they had seemed at a few points in our various conversations, and there was no less drive or determination than I’d seen at our initial meeting. But there was something else there, too. Something like lust, like passion. All the fire that had been missing from our embrace on the floor was present in this one, and when he bent his head down and his perfect lips met mine, I couldn’t for the life of me remember why I’d ever had any objections. As he kissed me, his hands were roaming around between our bodies, and I realized he was maneuvering the covers out from between us. I don’t know how long we lay there kissing for, but when we came up for air the sheet and duvet were pulled over John, and the two of us lay underneath, naked body pressed against naked body.

We lay for a few minutes, kissing some more, touching a little, but mostly just enjoying the way our bodies felt against each other. Neither of us made a move as if to change position, as most of my previous lovers would have. Neither of us wanted to. I was almost painfully aroused, and there was no hiding the fact that he was too. At that stage there was no need for foreplay, and with silent, mutual consent, he slipped inside me.

From the very beginning of our relationship – for by now I had accepted that we had a relationship, rather than being transient acquaintances who would never see each other again at the end of this week – I had felt this sense of comfort with John. Although I’d found his size and his obvious determination to be slightly intimidating, I’d also felt at ease with him, secure in the knowledge that he was a good man and I was safe. That much hadn’t changed. Perhaps his physical strength had even become a positive thing for me; certainly I’d never felt so safe and protected in the arms of a man. Even my lack of control didn’t bother me.

As we lay there, gently moving against each other, my mind was very much on the issue of comfort. I’d never been able to consider comfort and passion to be simultaneously attainable; they seemed, in my mind, to be mutually exclusive things. Passion was all about being sticky and hot and aroused and uncomfortable, comfort about relaxation and mellowness. Certainly relaxation and arousal seemed to be opposites. The passion between John and I was undeniable, yet even as he slowly slid in and out of me, as my body registered the almost painful bliss of total stimulation, my mind was registering how relaxed and happy and good I really felt, and how much I liked this man – not just as a bedmate, but as a real person. Spontaneously I wrapped my arms tighter around him and kissed him on his cheek. Surprised, he stopped moving and we lay there, locked together, as he tilted his head back and looked at me once again.

“What was that for?”

I couldn’t help smiling at the expression on his face. He looked surprised, almost shocked, as though he weren’t used to getting affection.

“Just for being you. I’m really glad you decided to come back to see me.” Not words of love, perhaps, but good enough.

“Yeah. Me too. And…” He began moving again, but seemed as though he wanted to say something else. I brought a hand down and touched his face. “And…?”

“Nothing.” He sighed, and I wondered if he was thinking of the same thing that had just popped into my head, the thing that I’d been blocking out for the last two hours or so.

“I keep thinking about Sarah,” I admitted. “I don’t like her a whole lot, but I feel kind of crummy about sleeping with her boyfriend. It’s not the kind of thing I do, you know? At least I never have before.” That familiar old thundercloud was starting to spread across John’s face again, but I carried on, partly out of nervousness, partly from curiosity. “What was it like being in bed with her?”

I could feel his body tense as I mentioned the name. “I don’t want to talk about Sarah.” His movements got faster, harder. “Sarah is no longer a part of my life. That bitch is history, as far as I’m concerned.” He pummeled into me angrily, and I inhaled sharply as I felt the sudden dull pain of him hitting my cervix. He paid little or no attention to me, but kept on moving, in and out, faster and harder each time. After the initial pain, it didn’t seem to hurt anymore. Whether he was going slightly less deep or whether I’d simply grown accustomed to his size very quickly was unclear to me, but within a few seconds my gasps of pain had turned into gasps of pleasure, and I felt waves of electricity surging through my entire body.

John was gasping, too, although his were more caveman-type grunts than gasps. “I don’t want to…even hear…her…NAME!” he yelled, and violently pushed me upwards. I heard the loud thunk as my head hit the wall, and I cried out in pain as stars rushed through my head, probably as much a product of such a violent orgasm as from the impact. Immediately he stopped moving and looked down at me in horror.

“Oh baby…baby, don’t cry. Are you okay? Baby, I’m so sorry.” There was such pain in his eyes, I couldn’t help but reach out for him. “Honey, sweetheart.” He stroked my cheek. “I’m so so sorry…I don’t know what happened. Does it hurt? Are you alright?”

I nodded my head and pushed myself up to a sitting position. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just a little dazed.” Shaking my head gently to get rid of the ringing sound in my ears, I turned and put my feet on the floor. “I’m gonna go get a drink of water, okay? I’ll be back.”

Not bothering to put on my robe, I padded to the bathroom and closed the door. I glanced at myself in the mirror, taking in the flushed cheeks and film of sweat on my forehead. I didn’t really need a drink, but I cupped my hands beneath the faucet and drank a little anyway, before splashing my face and patting dry with a towel. Gingerly, I felt the back of my head. Ouch, I thought. Tender. But nothing serious, probably not even bruised. That wasn’t saying much, though – I didn’t bruise easily. That’s how I’d managed to hide all the violence and abuse that I’d suffered when I was 15.

Looking in the mirror, though, I realized something. I wasn’t the same girl I’d been before that, but I wasn’t who I’d been afterwards, either. The little mouse I’d turned into had been scared to get close to anyone, and she wouldn’t have ever considered a relationship with a man like John. Even if he’d gotten her into bed, after the accident she’d just had, that frightened little girl would have been running out the other door and as far as possible from the man who’d hurt her.

And I wasn’t. If anything, I was stopping myself from running back in to him, trying hard not to seem so eager it might drive him away.

Slowly, softly, I padded out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. John was sitting on the bed, looking so disconsolate my heart cried out and I wanted to run to him and take him in my arms again. I resisted the impulse and made carefully my way to the bed, sitting down beside him.

He looked up from his hands. “Sweetheart? Are you okay? Oh God…I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me.” He looked down at his hands again, and quickly back up at me. “Do you want me to leave?”

I shook my head and smiled, placing one finger to his lips. “Shush. It’s okay, it’s just a little bump. I’m not hurt.” Bending towards him, I gently kissed him, then pulled back for a moment. “There’s nothing to worry about. Everything’s fine. I’m fine. It’s all good.” He kissed me back, tentatively at first, then gaining in passion and fervor, but never for a moment showing any roughness or anger the way he had just a few minutes ago. Reluctantly, I broke away from him, needing to move up the bed and get under the covers again. I patted the mattress beside me and he lay down and took me in his arms again.

“Tell me what you were angry about.” I wasn’t even sure what I was going to say until the words came out, yet once they were out I knew that I needed to know. Yes, I still trusted him, but it was a scary sort of trust. Everything between us, right from the beginning, had been so instinctive, so natural, I had to wonder if I was thinking with my head at all or just getting caught up in the almost soulmate-like feeling in my heart.

He sighed and looked unhappy. “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize, it’s ok. But you do need to talk. Even if not for my sake, you need to stop bottling everything up. You’ve been doing it for years, maybe even for your whole life, and it’s not healthy. You can’t be happy like that, and you know it.”

A ghost of a smile crept across his face. “You know me so well, don’t you? How do you do that?” He held up his hands placatingly. “I’m not changing the subject, I just wanted to know.” The smile left, and he sighed again and looked pensive. “I don’t know why I got so angry there. It wasn’t anything to do with you, certainly. I could never be angry with someone I— …with someone like you. You don’t seem to have a spiteful bone in your body, and you’d never hurt someone on purpose.” His face grew colder as he spoke, and he continued bitterly, “Not like…her. Not like Sarah.”

He thought for a moment. “I guess there are a lot of things that I’m angry about. I’m angry that she’s not honest. She’s this sweet little girl to a lot of people, and it’s not who she really is. I suppose I shouldn’t be so mad about that bit, though, since I do the same thing a lot of the time…well, sort of. I don’t mean that I play up to people, but I do seem to have a mask that I put on because I don’t want everyone to see who I really am.” He paused for a long moment, as though he weren’t quite sure how to continue.

“Probably a lot of things that I think I’m mad at Sarah about, I’m not. I’m really mad at me, and I don’t know how to cope with that so I talk myself into being angry with her. Like the way she uses me. Sure, she does it, but I do it to her as well, and I let it happen to me. I’m just as responsible as she is for that stuff. More, since I’m the adult, as you keep reminding me.” A wry smile flickered across his face for a second, and then disappeared. “I just—” he broke off, hands gesticulating wildly and a look of desperation replacing the smile. I reached out and touched his shoulder, and realized how tense he really was. “I just don’t know what to do about it all.”

I patted his arm. “Come on. Up.” He gave me a curious look, but sat up, so I moved and slid behind him, wrapping my legs around him and rubbing his shoulders lightly. “Comfortable?” When he nodded in the affirmative, I continued to circle his shoulder blades with the pads of my fingers, gradually increasing the pressure as he got used to the sensations.

“Oh God, that feels so good.” He swiveled his head from side to side, and I winced a little at the crunching sounds it made. “You should make a living out of doing this.”

I laughed. “I do.”

“Come again?”

I grinned at that, even though I knew he couldn’t see me, and just managed to refrain from making a crude remark. It wasn’t the time, I knew, although it was oh so tempting.

“Sarah didn’t mention it? No, I guess she wouldn’t have. I’m a massage therapist. When I knew I wasn’t going to make it to uni at this point in my life, I decided to train to do something health-related that wouldn’t take too long. Holistic massage was one of the courses that my local college was offering, and it only took a year.” I kneaded my hands into his shoulders, more deeply than before, trying to iron out all the knots that I could feel there. “I don’t know what I’ll do with the qualification, though. Maybe train further. I might go into physiotherapy or sports massage, or more likely, something like aromatherapy. If I don’t get to medical school, that is.”

“So you’re giving me a professional massage, huh?” He smiled up at me. “How much is it going to set me back?”

I slapped him lightly on the head. “Silly. I’m not charging. And I’m not giving you the full treatment, either. If I were doing a proper full-body massage, or if I were working on the deep tissues, I’d have you lying on your front on my couch. Which I didn’t bring with me, not having the slightest clue that I’d end up in a compromising position with a handsome man, of course.” Both of us laughed at that. I bit my lip as I encountered another lump. “You have an awful lot of knots in your neck, you know. More than you’d normally get, even with all the stress you put on it with all the sitting at a desk that you do.” I thought for a moment. “Did you injure the area in the past?”

He turned around and grabbed me around the waist, pulling me down to the bed and laughing as he went. “You really want to know what it was?” I nodded. “I was with these two girls. Really pretty girls, skin like silk and hair that just flowed through your fingers. Not the most ladylike chicks, though.” He grinned, and I was struck anew by the whiteness of his teeth against that soft brown skin. “One of them was sitting on my shoulders, the other was knelt in front of me demanding that I pleasure her orally. Both of them grabbing my head, forcing it back and forth while they kissed each other and caressed each others’ breasts.” Just for a moment I was a little shocked – and more than a little amused – and then I looked at him and saw his eyes dancing merrily, and smacked his head again. He wiggled his tongue lewdly. “It was some night, I can tell you, and my neck’s never been the same since. Not my tongue, either.”

I bent over and kissed him playfully. “Your tongue seems just fine to me. Not that I’ve really experienced it.” I wrinkled my nose. “Which is good, actually, since if you were one of those guys who always insisted on kissing with tongues, I don’t think I could stand it. A little is fine, sure, but having someone else’s tongue in my mouth all night is a real turn-off, especially when they just waggle it around.” I stopped and swallowed. “Okay, I’m even grossing myself out now.”

He laughed again and gently pinched my nose. “It’s okay, I understand what you mean. I was never one for tongues, at least not in mouths. There are much better places for them to be.”

He was still grinning, but I had the disconcerting feeling that he was, for once, being totally serious.

“So how did you really hurt your neck?”

I didn’t expect him to answer, or at least to make up another wild story, but the serious mood seemed to have taken him over. “I used to dive. Semi-professionally, I mean. I dove for my school and for a few clubs. Hit the water wrong once, ended up in a neck collar for a while. I don’t do it anymore.”

“Don’t dive anymore or don’t hit the water wrong anymore?”

He smiled, but his eyes were far away. “Either. My Mum’s pretty disappointed; she always figured I would end up in the Olympics one day. She still has all my trophies and stuff. Brings them out almost as much as the baby pictures.” He looked wistful, and I gave him a quick hug.

“Can you still dive? Physically, I mean? Or is it just impossible?”

John shook his head, as if returning to earth. “Oh, I could probably do some, but nothing like I used to. Besides, I’m not that interested anymore.”

His eyes said otherwise, but I didn’t press the point. “Maybe we can swim together tomorrow, and you can teach me a little of what you do. Nothing fancy, but I’d like to learn to look graceful when I enter the water, and it’d be good to get over my fear of heights.” I smiled wryly.

That interested him. “You’re scared of heights? Really?”

I nodded.

“I’m surprised. You don’t seem like the type…well, to be honest, you don’t seem like the type who’s scared of much.”

I had to laugh at that. “Oh, sure. I’m a regular Wonder Woman. I even come with the bionic breasts.” I waggled my chest around and giggled. “I’m not scared of heights themselves. I can stand on top of a tower or a tall building or even a mountain just fine. It’s the falling part I don’t like. At least when I know it’s going to hurt. I could probably parachute jump okay, but I couldn’t bungee jump, even if I had stronger ankles.”

“What’s wrong with your ankles?”

“Just weak, I guess. I broke the right one six times and the left one twice when I was a kid. I was just always landing wrong when I ran or jumped. Athletics were the worst times. I hated sports at school, but I was good at the high jump and hurdles, even though the hurdles in particular spooked me. My PE teacher bribed me into doing them a lot. I think half of the breaks and sprains that I’ve had were due to those two events.” I paused and shook my head ruefully. “God knows why I carried on doing them. Vanity, I guess. I liked people cheering me on. And I was always kind of chubby, so there weren’t a whole lot of sports that I was good at – at least not at school. I ride and skate on both ice and roller skates, and I can do most watersports, and at school I could play netball and volleyball, and this guy Arron taught me the basics of basketball, but hockey and football and badminton and all those things were beyond me. And cross country was the worst. I hated cross country with a passion. Whenever we were in the season for it I’d come down with some sort of illness, and end up cleaning the PE teachers’ office.” I grinned. “I think they had a cleaner office when I was at school than ever before, and probably ever again.”

He smiled again and kissed me on the nose. The wistful look seemed to have gone from his eyes, and he looked pretty happy again, for which I was glad. I had the feeling that, despite his self-confident, satisfied exterior, John didn’t have a whole lot of happiness in his life.

Reaching up, he ran his fingers through my hair. “I love this. It’s an amazing color, and so silky.” He ran a tress of it over his face and inhaled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen hair like this.”

I laughed again; it seemed that it was becoming a habit for me. “Not even on the two you told me about?” I grinned evilly, and then shook my head. “It’s just regular old hair. Lots of girls have something like it. Although I have to admit, the color’s not entirely natural. It used to be around this color, and then I got bored and dyed in black a few years ago, and since then it’s grown out kinda blotchy so I use a lightening cream.”

“It looks good on you.” He played with it some more, occasionally breaking away and stroking my cheek instead. I just lay back and reveled in the sensations – I loved to be touched, and it had been a while since someone other than my Mom or my masseur had run their hands over any part of me.

“So what else are you scared of?”

I didn’t open my eyes, and when I spoke my voice sounded slightly dreamy, as though I were half asleep, which I probably was. “Throwing up, that’s the main thing. The dentist. I used to hate needles, but when I got sick I had to have blood tests every few weeks, and I sort of got used to them. I still don’t like them, but it’s pretty impossible to keep that level of fear up indefinitely when you’re constantly exposed. It’s just too draining.”

My eyes were still closed, but I could feel him smiling. “True. What else?”

“Bugs. Not beetles and flies and ants and stuff, but maggots and things. Larvae, that’s a better word. I have nightmares about them nesting under my skin. Too much reading medical books, I guess. In parts of Africa and South America and Asia, there are bugs that lay their eggs in your skin, and then when the maggot is born it bursts out.” I curled my lip in disgust. “Egh, talking about that stuff is making me not feel so relaxed. Hmm, what else? I don’t know, just people, I guess. People pitying me. People thinking I’m ugly. People in general.”

“Yet you seem to get on with everyone. I’ve watched you interacting with people throughout the week. Hotel staff, other patrons, even Sarah and Pam. You’re nice to everyone. You’re always friendly and smiling, probably even when you don’t feel so good.” He cleared his throat, and I wondered if maybe this was hard for him to say. Perhaps he’d gotten so used to reeling off standard “You look great”s and “Wow, you’re even thinner”s to Sarah and her girlfriends that he’d forgotten how to give a sincere compliment. “You were friendly to me when we first met, instead of being all cool and blatantly sexy like I was expecting. I think that’s why I liked you so much, even then.” He chuckled. “Of course, I also thought you were sexy as hell.”

I opened one eye and looked up at him disbelievingly. “Oh, you liar. I was all hot and sweaty from the journey, and my clothes were wrinkled, and I was gaping like an idiot at all the people. And then at you.” I paused, unsure of whether to continue.

“Your clothes were cute, and a nice change from those damn tweed suits that the others were wearing. Come on, I mean, who wears Chanel for a long train journey?”

I smiled again, too tired and relaxed by now to laugh. “That’s pretty much what I thought. Although at the beginning I wondered if I was sort of underdressed, and if fashions had suddenly changed while I was sleeping.” My eye fell shut again, and I wiggled around a little, adjusting my position so my head was flat on the bed.

“I did notice you gaping a little at me, though.”

“Mhm. It’s not every day you see a god in the middle of a crowd of mortals,” I teased him. He smiled, but didn’t laugh. It seemed he was in a serious mood again. I’d never met a man whose moods changed so quickly.

“Was it a big surprise to find that I was black?”

I thought about that for a moment, and then nodded slightly. “Yeah,” I admitted. “You weren’t what I was expecting.” I told him about the profile that I’d expected him to fit in nicely with, and this time he laughed a little. Good, I thought. I worry when he’s that serious.
His next question, though, caught me by surprise.

“And did it bother you?”

“Did what bother me?”

John was patient. “Finding out that I was black.”

That certainly woke me up out of my stupor. I blinked. “Now, there’s a silly question,” I said, surprised and a little confused.

He nodded. “I just wondered. Some people care about that.”

“Some people are weird.”

He nodded, not so much agreeing with me as silently confirming something to himself. We sat quietly for a few moments, neither of us speaking, and then he laughed and pulled at my hair gently.

“You, of course, are not weird at all. You’re just as normal as can be.”

“Mmm hmm.” I love people playing with my hair. It relaxes me like nothing else in the world.

“Little Miss Sensible.”

“Mhm.” Okay, so when I’m that relaxed, talking is not my forte.

John bent down and kissed me on the nose. “Some people would say that sleeping with a man you barely know isn’t sensible.”

I opened one eye lazily. “And your point is?”

“Nothing. No point at all. Just…making conversation.”

“Uh huh. Sure.”

“And a guy who you thought was dating your friend, too.”

That made me sit up. “John, are you going somewhere with this? Make a decision – am I too sensible, or not sensible enough?”

He grinned and wrestled me onto my back again, falling on top of me and kissing down the side of my neck. “You…” - he nuzzled at my earlobe - “…are an absolutely…” – and licked the spot behind my ear - “...delicious...” - bit my ear gently - “…combination of both.” He sat back, looking ridiculously pleased with himself, while I lay there, shivering and breathing deeply from the sensations. I don’t know how he always knew exactly where to touch me to get the maximum reaction from me every time. He still does it today, and it still surprises me every time.

I sat up again, and the action made me realize just how tired I was. I unsuccessfully tried to stifle a yawn behind my hand. John noticed immediately, of course, and pulled the covers out from under me.

“Come on, babes. It’s getting late. We need to get some sleep.”

I glanced at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand as John got up to turn off the light. Twenty to five. So far past late. The logical part of my brain knew that I’d be paying the price tomorrow for such a late night, but the foremost thought in my mind as I laid my head on my fluffy pillow – I love hotel pillows, they’re the most ridiculously luxurious thing in the world – was that if I could go back and do this night over, I wouldn’t change a thing.
I was already drifting into sleep by the time John came in from the bathroom and crawled into bed beside me and curled his body around my own. All was silent for a few minutes, and then he said sleepily, “I meant what I said, you know.”

“Mhm. Which part?”

“The bit…” He trailed off for a minute, and I thought he’d fallen asleep. “Oh, the bit about you being a delicious combination.” My back was to him, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “You’re a perfect mix of silly and serious. I think you’re just what I need in my life.” Silence, then, only broken by a single sigh from him, and my contented breathing. And just before we both dropped off the edge into sleep, he murmured, “Perfect…for me.”

And that’s the story of my evening with John. Or that’s the interesting bits, anyway. We crawled out of bed just after midday and John went back to his room to take a shower while I headed down to the pool to try and wake myself up with some exercise. He found me there an hour later, bearing the news that Sarah and Pam had checked out of the hotel and presumably returned to London. Pam, of course, was still holding onto my train ticket, so John rode with me to the station when I checked out, and saw me onto the train before returning to his business. I don’t remember much of the journey back; I probably spent most of it gazing out the window. It had been a very strange vacation, and it would take me a while to get over the surrealism of it all.

I never saw Sarah after that, although I ran into Pam once or twice. She was decidedly chilly towards me, and I assumed that by this time she’d put two and two together regarding John and Sarah’s “official” break-up a week after we returned home. Her attitude, I’m happy to say, didn’t bother me in the slightest. A week in her and her daughter’s presence had cured me of any wish I had to be acquainted with women like that – even if it DID please my father. Even Peter’s opinion had changed somewhat, though: he wasn’t overly happy with Pam for leaving me stranded in the wilds of Scotland, and he never again suggested that I spend time with them.
A couple of years later, I heard on the grapevine that Sarah had married a rich Italian playboy. He was technically a fashion photographer, but seemed to work very little, living off a generous allowance from his parents and spending most of his time on the other side of the camera lens. From what I hear, they spend a lot of time  - and money, I expect, not that his parents will ever notice that much - vacationing in the Greek Islands and on the Riviera, or partying at the villa they were given by his parents as a wedding present. I also see her in the society pages of the London newspapers from time to time. She seems happy, living the sybaritic lifestyle with a man whose first priority in life is fun. I wish her the best of luck, I really do.

I didn’t really expect to hear from John again. We’d had one perfect, surreal night together, and I’d assumed that was all it would ever be. But he did call, a few weeks later, just to see how I was doing. And then again a few weeks after that, and we arranged to meet up for coffee. Even dressed in jeans and a sweater, sitting on floor cushions in a coffeehouse in Camden, his appeal hadn’t lessened, nor had our mutual ability to talk for hours. After the vacation, he’d realized how much he hated upper-class London, and he’d moved from his Kensington flat to one in the Docklands. I didn’t prod him with a reminder that real estate in the Docklands area was probably as expensive as in Chelsea and Kensington, since he seemed so happy about the move.

Coffee led to dinner, of course, and that led to more coffee – at his apartment, this time. I could see why he was so pleased with the move; the view was amazing, and the community comfortably diverse. The apartment itself needed work, but it was a beautiful space to work in – high ceilings, wooden floors (they needed varnishing, but hey, wooden floors are wooden floors), and a giant jacuzzi tub in the bath off the master bedroom. I didn’t spend the night, but the next Saturday saw him hauling me off to B & Q for paint, and then to Ikea to get ideas for furniture. It was a great day.
So my one-night stand turned into something that I never thought possible: a close friend. Over the next six months, I think I spent more time at his apartment than I did at home. He still worked long hours, but only Monday to Friday. And on weekends, and quite a few evenings, we painted; sanded; varnished; picked out, paid for and put together furniture; got coffee; shopped; ordered in Chinese and Thai and Indian take-out. Sometimes we met up for movies, or dinner out, or concerts at Kenwood when the weather started getting nice again. And after a few months had passed, we started sleeping together as well. And it was even better than the first time.

John now has a beautiful luxury flat. It looks fantastic, and sometimes I want to give in and move in with him, because it’s such a wonderful place to live. It’s not just beautiful, it’s comfortable. It’s the place where we have occasional dinner parties (turns out it wasn’t the dinner parties that he hated – just the company), but frequently just relax in. He has a marvelous kitchen, and we love to cook together. We eat together. We make love. We relax on the sofa with a glass of wine. He still plays with my hair, and I still massage his shoulders. Most of all, we talk, and we laugh. Both of us laugh more than we ever did before.
I’m not ready to move in with John, and we’re certainly not ready to be talking about things like marriage – I am only twenty-two, and I don’t think he’s quite figured out what he wants from life – but I do see us being together for a long time to come. Maybe forever.
So I’ll keep you posted.
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