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  THE TIES THAT BIND
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  By Alcamia Payne writing as

  Constance Munday


  


  Penny’s your average voluptuous girl next door. Still a virgin, she’s settled for dull accountant Laurence. Saved from an accident by enigmatic stranger Nicholas, she yields to temptation and agrees to his daring proposal. Can he prove to her in the few short weeks before her wedding that she’s made a mistake? Penny’s preconceived notions of sex are challenged as she submits to desire and begins to fall in love with a man who loves her purely for herself. But can she sever the ties that bind her to Laurence, and is she strong enough to become bound by ties a million times more intriguing? Is Penny brave enough to be the woman she knows she is inside, as a game of hearts becomes self-fulfillment on a scale she never imagined possible
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    Chapter One


    The present


    Nicholas enjoys feeding our game with titbits and he knows I’ll wonder about their purposes.


    One day, he bought me a journal. When he handed it to me at the station, there was a gleam in his eye as he told me the journal was destined for something special and was going to be part of our journey.


    ‘Penny, listen to me carefully,’ he said, as I took the pretty, wrapped parcel and, like a kid, ripped off the paper and ribbons.


    ‘I don’t want to you to fill this with nonsense. Every time I give you one of my little surprises, I want you to write about it. I want you to explain to me what it means to you and what message you think I’m sending.’ Whenever he adopted that commanding tone, I knew I had to listen carefully.


    I’d run my fingers over the cover and Nicholas had grinned at me. The journal was flashy pink, not at all the colour I’d have chosen. I wondered why he’d gone for such a vibrant shade. But, you see, that’s how he likes to confuse me. One moment he can be tacky, the next sophisticated. What did the journal tell me? Well, it said to me, “Penny, you must embrace that girlie part of you you never embraced before; the frivolous, fun Penny.” How clever of you, Nicholas. You see how you make me go deeper and question the Penny I prefer to keep hidden. I have to face the fact you know me better than I know myself.


    ‘You can start with the Art Deco powder compact and follow it with the other stuff,’ he’d continued.


    How was I ever likely to forget the compact? ‘I’m going to have to write an awful lot of fantasies to fill the pages. It’s very thick.’ I’d quavered, knowing full well I’d have a ball exploring the kinkier side to my psyche.


    ‘I know, darling, but I’m sure with your attention to detail, you’ll make an admirable job of it. I want you to spend at least half an hour a day on it, without fail. Do I make myself clear?’


    ‘Yes, Nicholas.’


    His lips had skimmed mine, a delicious butterfly brush of temptation with just the briefest play of tongue to entice, and I leant into him eager for more.


    Nicholas is a complex man, but that’s what I love about him. His complexity allowed him to invent our saga of temptation, and in the beginning it didn’t matter a jot that I didn’t know his history, or who he really was. I was happy with that. It was enough to know Nicholas was snapping on my metaphorical manacles once again and preparing me for a new lesson with a hidden meaning.


    I gaze through the window of my boss Jethro’s office into the courtyard, experiencing the warm glow the thought of Nicholas brings. Despite our argument, I can’t believe he’d go through with his threat and leave me. You see, by now I’ve become confident he loves me enough not to carry it out, which further makes me wonder if I’ve become complacent. Silly Penny, he’ll come back, you know he will.


    It’s unusual for me not to be intent on my work, but my blond stranger is stealing me away, and every day one more of the strands which has held my mind and body in bondage is snapping. It’s almost three months since I met him. Three whole months. But I’m so comfortable and crazy about him, it feels like a lifetime.


    Not long ago, I was plain, simple Penny. A plump, ordinary girl with a not very high opinion of herself, planning her wedding. Now I belong to Nicholas. Curious how that notion still fills me with an intense, infantile surge of excitement. I am Nicholas’ slave. I belong to him in ways I couldn’t imagine– and it’s not simply about the sex, it’s subtler than that.


    I prop my hand on my fist and catch a glance of myself in the reflection from the window. My auburn hair glimmers in the soft sunlight. Liberated from pins and combs, it flows over my shoulders in a glistening curtain. I never noticed how beautiful it was until Nicholas began complimenting me. It had been the first thing he released and, in so doing, set a precedent of release– or should I say a series of releases– which has brought me to this place in my life. Nicholas had teased it around my shoulders and combed his hands through it, sparking delectable spinal shivers. Lifting it to his mouth, he kissed it. It was one small step after that to smoothing and teasing my skin in the same way. Yes, Nicholas is awakening me. He says it is his mission to explore me inside and out because only when he’s done that can he control me completely; control me enough I will commit the ultimate sacrifice.


    I’m still not sure exactly what he means by that. Nicholas calls this a game, but what we play at is not simple bondage; it’s much more. I’m not stupid. I’m a closet digester of rude fiction; I know what bondage novels are all about. I’ve read Fifty Shades of Grey, Delta of Venus and every erotic book in between. Hidden in my bottom drawer are catchy titles by the Marquis de Sade alongside The Story of O and the Kama Sutra.


    ‘I know a girl in love when I see one.’


    I shoot to attention, unaware my boss has been watching me covertly. Jethro peers at me over his half-moon glasses. There’s a quizzical look on his face as he puts a cup of coffee in front of me. I realise what he’s thinking. He’s known me all through my engagement, and Laurence didn’t cause this radiant flush.


    ‘OK.’ He yawns, cracking his knuckles. ‘I think it’s time for coffee.’ Patting my hand, he grins at me.


    Yes, it’s time for Jethro to take the short walk into the village to Anabella’s artisan bakery where he’ll pick up a treat for our morning break and another bun to add to Penny’s waistline. ‘Don’t look so serious, Penny, I’ll soon cheer you up with… let me see.’ He winks at me. ‘A mille-feuille today, I think. Since you look as if you’ve lost weight, you can indulge.


    Sweet Jethro; he’s so kind to me. He snatches his wallet off the desk and I jiggle around on my chair as temptation creeps closer. Hurry up and leave me alone, Jethro, so I can be a naughty girl.


    It’s risky to carry the journal in my bag, but I can’t help making observations. It’s what I’ve been taught to do. Automatically, my hand strays to the plaited ribbon around my wrist. The ribbon is another one of Nicholas’ naughty tricks– a prompt to remind me who controls the game; a cunning nudge making me think of flipping another page. Nicholas says it is a control mechanism and a psychological trigger. I only have to touch it to be reminded of who is boss, and the ultimate goal.


    ‘What’s that ribbon?’ Laurence had asked me, the first time I came home wearing the plaited bracelet.


    ‘It’s a silly thing; it’s a friendship bracelet. One of my friend’s little girls, Alicia, gave it to me and made me promise to never take it off.’ How easily the lies tripped off my tongue. I’d never lied to my fiancé before.


    He shrugged. That was that. He’d made his own simple observation, and because I was so meek and unadventurous he believed me. That’s what Laurence is like.


    My gaze wanders to the large canvas bag where I keep my journal and tendrils uncurl in my belly. Can I manage a line or two? I stretch my arms languidly. Again, I experience a frisson of doubt. Nicholas and I have never missed a Friday afternoon assignation. He left in such a hurry after the argument, but surely we’ll meet as planned? I’m going to go anyway. I’ll make the bus ride to Crowhurst, sit on the bench and wait, and he’ll turn up, I know he will. In the meantime, I’ll write the entry.


    The journal glues us together. That inconsequential book has quickly become a very dark and hazardous thing, containing as it does the minutiae of our sex life. Passages of romance that wouldn’t be out of place in a Jane Austen novel glide across the pages, liberally garnished with descriptions of sex– some of them hotter stuff than any erotic story. It’s like a nuclear warhead armed with catastrophic possibilities because in Nicholas’ words a little danger adds spice to any game. During our affair, Nicholas holds the end of a lit fuse and lays out the rules by which I’m to abide like a thin line of gunpowder. The journal’s not just the saga of my metamorphosis from chrysalis into butterfly. It’s an intrinsic component of our journey; an account with no disguising twists and turns to throw the reader off the scent, and no subterfuge. In its pages, we’re Penny and Nicholas, and any other secondary characters are also dangerously named. If someone ever picks it up, the journal has the power to blast apart lives.


    Clever Nicholas to create such an indelible thread. He knows when I’m not involved in the game my hand is holding a pen and flying over the pages. And the funny thing is, by the act of writing our journey down, I’m imprinting it on existence and making it more real.


    I have time, I think, sucking on the end of my paintbrush. Jethro’s propping open the door of the gallery at the front of the restorer’s, and making his way to the New Age shop opposite. Our art restorer business occupies the renovated barn at the end of the yard. Within the craft complex, there’s a pottery, the New Age shop, and a store selling African artefacts. It’s a peaceful place, and I love to watch the people coming into the gallery to peruse the work of the local artists Jethro features in his exhibitions.


    I’m alone. I feel a shaft of excitement. I can do it. My body softens and moistens. For 15 minutes, I can escape inside our private world and be alone with Nicholas; reform that face I haven’t seen for so long by the creation of my words. Pushing back my chair, I go and get my bag, swinging it onto the table as I reach inside greedily. Hold on. Where’s the journal? I move my phone and purse. Silly Penny, don’t panic. The book’s heavy and my bag’s so huge. It’ll have simply sunk to the bottom and been buried beneath my lunch wrappers and that library book I have to renew because I’m only halfway through reading it. Except it’s not there, is it? Where’s the journal?


    My heart pounds in panic. It has to be here. Frozen to the spot, I experience first disbelief and then a rising sense of panic. It was in my bag, I know it was, because I can distinctly remember stowing it away carefully inside. Could it have dropped out? Come on, Penny, you realise that’s impossible. My mouth’s dry and the room’s spinning as a fist grips my insides.


    Hang on a minute. I know who you are. I know you’ve been watching me. Every morning, when I walk down to the post office or Jethro walks down to Anabella’s, the restorer’s door is left propped open with the doorstop. Anyone can walk in and out. And the pretty woman with the blonde hair and the suede boots, the pretty woman called Meredith Frisk, has. There’s a spy in my house of dreams, and the lit fuse could be creeping closer to the stick of dynamite.
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