
The rain was coming down in sheets. That’s Scotland for ya, weather-wise. My regulars from Table 12 showed up drenched. They come to our restaurant every Saturday morning for breakfast. As soon as they entered our establishment, they made quite an impression. Initially, everyone mistook them for a grandmother with her grandson. That assumption was no longer valid after Ashleigh saw them kiss for the first time. By the time they were promoted from visitors to regulars, customers and servers had already formed their opinions about this couple. The age difference between them was a popular topic of discussion, but most of the attention focused on their behaviour in the restaurant.
In the summer, the peak tourist season, you didn’t see them. Most locals typically opted out of dining at restaurants like ours during the summer, so it was hardly surprising. In winter, they always sought a spot in the back of the restaurant. Ann, the owner, had built six booth seatings on the left side to give guests some privacy. A low glass wall separated the booths from the rest of the tables. The lounge sofas in those booths were very popular with both older and younger guests. 
The young man was always super friendly and not bad-looking, by the way. They didn't bother the other guests and only had eyes for each other. I thought that was really sweet. If the last booth was free, they always chose that one. It offered maximum privacy because it was partly behind a wall.
When they came in, dripping wet, I took their coats. “The back booth is yours,” I said, pointing to the reserved sign on the table.
“But we don't have a reservation,” said the young man. “There must be a mistake.”
“No mistake, unless you'd rather sit somewhere else, then that's fine too, of course.”
“That's very thoughtful and kind of you, and we really appreciate you taking such good care of us,” said the young man.
She must have a vast wardrobe because every time she came to our restaurant, she wore a different long skirt. This time, a beautiful, bright, clean, vibrant yellow ankle-length skirt with camel heels. That skirt wasn't what most men, young or old, married or single, looked at. She wore a black lace blouse that was transparent. The shape of her feminine curves stood out clearly, and on colder days like today, her nipples were clearly visible through the thin black fabric. The woman's elegant yet sexy appearance contrasted with the nonchalant young man's outfit. He was wearing what all the young people here wore: a flashy T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers.
Ann insisted that we politely ask people who always order the same thing what they wanted today. And as always, the man answered for both of them. He didn't ask what his wife wanted to eat or drink; he ordered a full breakfast for himself and a strong coffee; for his companion, a glass of water. His wife, or whatever it was, never reacted when he placed this seemingly selfish order. She hadn't even said a word when Ashleigh insisted she place her own order. 
"You're welcome to order for yourself, ma'am. You don't have to let this young man boss you around," she'd told her. But the woman had simply stared at her in silence. Ashleigh certainly would have lost her job if the young man had filed a complaint against her. He hadn't. He simply ignored her. Ashleigh was an active feminist, and the young man's behaviour was a thorn in her side. It didn't bother me much, so I offered to take these customers on myself from then on.
Another thing that made this couple unpopular with the servers was that the man never gave a penny tip. He paid the exact amount in cash. Ever since I’d been serving them, the woman had taken a card with an envelope from her purse. The money disappeared into the envelope. 
The first card stated, ‘Thank you for your excellent service. You are such a sweetheart.’ Other cards had similarly uplifting content, such as, ‘We had another delicious meal today, thanks to the chef,’ or ‘We've been looking forward to your service all week.’ Such a personal, handwritten thank you note was equivalent to a small sum of money for me. So I didn’t mind doing little things to please them, like reserving their favourite table.
I have not yet addressed the most controversial issue. It’s unclear if I deliberately put it off, but people certainly had opinions on their eating habits. I grew up with the ‘live and let live’ mentality, but many customers and some staff members found their eating habits offensive. As I mentioned, he ordered one breakfast. The reason so many locals came to our place for breakfast was that Ann, the owner, served a very good and extensive breakfast. 
I set out the complete breakfast: a fried egg, a pancake with blueberries, hard rolls, soft rolls in white and brown, a selection of jams and marmalades, and a yoghurt in different flavours. I set that breakfast down for him, with only a glass of water for her. I'd done it the other way around before, but no sooner had I left than they'd moved the plates themselves. So now I took the path of least resistance. If it doesn't seem so scandalous so far, it's because it's coming now. 
He cut his bread and egg, speared a piece with his fork, and held it to the woman's mouth. She kept her mouth closed until he said "eat," at which point he fed the woman like a tourist feeding her toddler. If he didn't say "eat," she wouldn't open her mouth. Not even when the fork hovered invitingly in front of her mouth. They continued this until they divided the last piece of breakfast between themselves. Perhaps the most shocking thing about this was that, on the one hand, there seemed to be nothing wrong with the woman that prevented her from feeding herself — otherwise, we would have felt understanding and perhaps even sympathy for him — and, on the other hand, the age difference. If the older one had fed the younger one, it would have been somewhat normal; now, it was the complete opposite.
What those who had been watching the couple, mesmerised, couldn’t understand was the moment the man took a large sip of water, didn't seem to swallow it, but leaned forward toward the woman. She leaned toward him, and they kissed open-mouthed. It took a while for us all to grasp that this wasn't a French kiss at all, but his way of giving her a drink. She never took a sip from the glass. She drank from his mouth. 
It's not that the woman wasn't talking at all; she just didn't say a word to the staff. While they were eating, they weren't staring at their phones, like most of our customers. They always seemed to have a lot to talk about. During their relaxed conversation, we heard them both laughing. There seemed to be no sign of coercion or abuse.
As on many occasions before, the woman took a card from her purse. I could see her writing something on the card in the distance. The young man placed the correct amount of money on the table in front of me. This time, the woman didn’t neatly tuck the card into an envelope; it lay open, face up.
‘Thank you for today. I'd just like to talk to you after work. What time are you free?’
Surprised, I said to her, “What should we talk about? I have a little time now.” The woman looked straight at me, but didn't say a word. This couldn't get any crazier. 
The man said softly, "Feel free to meet her here. It's a busy place, and you can always ask your colleagues to keep an eye on things. I won't be here myself; we have a favour to ask, but she'd like to explain that to avoid any misunderstandings."
“My work shift ends at half past four.” I said against my better judgment.
Five minutes after my shift ended, the older woman came back in. Alone. We sat at the same table she had breakfast this morning in the last booth. She was wearing different clothes. A white lacy top, instead of a black one, this one even more revealing, and a black pleated long skirt. 
“Thank you so much for wanting to hear me out. I really appreciate it. My name is Ugly Girl or simply Ugly. I have a different name on my passport, but I prefer Ugly if you don’t mind. What is your name?”
“Cheape.” She spoke good English, but with a really thick accent. Dutch or Belgian, I think. We get a lot of those here in the restaurant. 
“Such a beautiful name. It suits you. I don’t blame you for looking at me like that, by the way. For many years I thought all these people in the lifestyle were lunatics myself.”
“Lifestyle?” I felt like an ignorant schoolgirl. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“Of course you don’t. The problem is, it’s complicated to explain.” She placed her hand over mine on the table. I think it was meant to be reassuring, but it didn't feel that way. It felt… controlling? The moment it was no longer impolite, I promptly removed my hand and rested it on my lap.
“Are you a member of a cult? I want nothing to do with cults.”
“No, it’s nothing like that, I can assure you. Allright, I will tell you everything. But this isn't what I want to share with the whole world. Promise me something precious to you that you won't tell anyone else.”
“I swear on my late dog’s memory.” I'd never owned a dog before, but it sounded like a credible vow.
“Ciaran is not my companion; he is my master and my lover. In that order. He takes care of me and really loves me. It’s hard for me to accept that he truly loves me, but he proved time and time again that he does. This is the first time in my whole life someone loved me with so much strength, compassion and lust. I feel like he puts a blanket of love around me for me to bask in.”
“But he’s so much younger!”
“He is 21. But he has been an adult since he claimed me when he was only 16. In the last five years he has grown so much. I have had the privilege of watching him mature into this self-confident, handsome young man who has every right to be proud of himself. He is the kindest and gently man any woman could wish for. And if he’s firm with me, that’s because he is ten times more harsh with himself. So he may not be the best partner for everyone, but he is the best Master for me. There is only one thing. He’s in the army. He’s the best mechanic in the British armed forces. And they need him to fix something overseas. He rarely needs to travel to the continent, but this time no one else can do whatever he needs to do over there.”
“I get it. You love him and he loves you. He likes you depending on him, and I think that is a sign of an unhealthy relationship, but hey… if you’re okay with that, that’s fine with me. Live and let live. But I still don’t know though what you want from me?”
She gave me a letter. It was from the army, addressed to a Ciaran Watson. He was informed in curt terms that he needed to go to a base in Germany to await further orders. They needed him over there in two days. From beyond the edge of the letter, I gazed at her with a questioning look.
“This letter should tell you three things. One: the address includes the name I mentioned from my Master and his address. That's also why you should take a photo of this letter from your phone right away. Just to be extra sure. Two: This is confirmation that he'll be gone for the next few days. And three: His career as a soldier is at risk should anything tarnish his reputation.” She nudged me, “Go on, make a picture and mail it to someone you trust. It’s always good to be careful.”
A little shy, I smoothed the letter down and took the picture. I whatapped the picture to my sister. ‘Explain later,’ I wrote beneath it. 
“Do you mind if we continue our discussion outside? I have something very personal to tell you, and that woman over there is looking at me as if I am an Al Quida terrorist.” 
I looked at the woman she was talking about and saw my friend Ashleigh eyeing the woman with suspicion.
“It’s nothing, she’s just a bit protective, that’s all.”
“It’s dry outside, and I could do with a nice walk,” the woman said again. She walked over to Ashleigh and I overheard her saying, “I’m going for a little walk with your friend Cheape. We won’t be long.” She handed her bag over to Ashleigh, containing her phone and probably her wallet. “Would you mind holding on to this for me? I think we'll be back in about half an hour.” 
So it happened that I was walking outside with an old lady on my arm and still did not know why. “Cheape?” I heard next to me. I deliberately didn't look at her when I confirmed I'd heard her.
“Are you disgusted by what happened this morning when my Master fed me? Please give me an honest answer.”
“No, disgusted is the wrong word. It’s strange, unusual even, but if that is your thing with you guys, my motto is live and let live.
I heard her take a deep breath. “My master and I are deep into a roleplaying thing. He wakes me up, washes me, feeds me, and sends me to bed in the evening. I know it sounds bizarre, but it even has a name within the BDSM community. It’s called Daddy Dom/little girl. It’s a roleplay where I’m treated like a little girl and my Master, who is so much younger than I am, plays the role of my Daddy. My friend Jutta from the Netherlands suggested we might try this type of relationship and it feels so good, Cheape. It feels so natural to the both of us. My Master doesn’t like to go away from home, and most of the time he will find an excuse not to travel.”
“When he received his 14-week Phase 1 training program for Army recruits in Pirbright, my friends Jutta and Sylvia came to keep me company.”
I looked at her, and she blushed. “No, I have to be honest. They took care of me and taught me to be a good girl. But they can’t come over at such short notice. So I was wondering…
If you don’t mind… I mean… Could you babysit me for three days, please? She spoke faster and faster, and her words tumbled out rapidly: “I’ll pay you your regular hourly wage at the restaurant, multiplied by 24 hours a day. It will be only the two of us, no other people involved. Anything you don’t want to do, I am open for negotiations about that.” 
“Calm down,” I said. It sounded rather rude to say an old lady, but she reacted well, all agitation gone from her posture. The iron grip on my arm loosened. “Now whose idea was it to ask me?”
“Mine and mine alone. I've been fantasising for a long time about a stranger coming to babysit me. Not friends like Jutta or Sylvia, but a stranger. My master agrees I asked you; he seems very fond of you.” We walked in silence. 
“Is there anything else I should know?” I asked her.
“As a matter of fact, there is. Our house is deep in the woods. Far away from the road between Pitlochry and Killiecrankie. Although we thankfully have phone reception these days after they installed those new masts, it's still very remote. My teacher suggested we book a few days in a hotel in Dundee. We wouldn't know anyone there, and it would be a safe environment with lots of people around.”
“Of all the things that happened in my life, this is by far the weirdest. You would pay me three times my day’s wages for three days. That is 72 hours times 14 is… 1000 pounds for three days?”
“Up front, yes. And we would pay the hotel and the cost of living. You have to pay for outings like cinema, museum, or shopping expenses yourself, of course.”
I have a lot to think about. I had some experience babysitting my nephews when I was young. But this was not babysitting. This was helping to make this woman’s dream come true. A kinky dream, agreed, but did she harm anyone in pursuing her dream? I'd worked a lot of double shifts over the summer to buy a new car. That thousand pounds was close to the amount I'd been aiming for. 
I halted, and we exchanged glances. I think I've developed a considerable understanding of human nature over the years. We saw all sorts of people come into our restaurant. What I saw in her eyes wasn't deceit or self-pity. I couldn't quite decide what I saw. Time to decide.
“I'll do it on two conditions. I have to get the owner, Ann, free from Monday through Wednesday, preferably Thursday as well, and I want to speak with your Master. Alone. Preferably today.”
She grabbed my hand and placed a little kiss on the palm of my hand. “Thank you,” she said simply. Once back at the restaurant, getting Ann's permission proved to be no problem. The restaurant was quiet in the winter, very quiet sometimes during the week. It was busier on weekends, but during the week, they could easily have missed me. I suspected Ann was even happy about the cost savings for the following week. But those were just my suspicious thoughts. Ann was a businesswoman above all else; her feelings toward the staff came last.
The woman who called herself ugly drove home with the promise that Ciaran would call me today. We exchanged numbers.
At six-thirty, my phone rang. She'd put her own number in my device. The message on my screen read, in large letters: Ugly Girl.
“Cheape O’Connor speaking.”
“Good evening. Ciaran Watson. I understand you wanted to speak to me?” sounded measured on the phone.
“Are you aware of the conversation I had with your wife? Three days of babysitting, £1,000 to be paid in advance, from Monday to Wednesday in a hotel in Dundee.”
“Yes.”
This certainly didn't make what I wanted to ask any easier. “I’m not pretending to understand any of this roleplay business you’re doing with your wife.”
“Submissive.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Submissive, not my wife.”
“Whatever. I just want to make clear, right here, right now, that there will be no sex involved in what shape or form whatsoever during those three days.”
“Agreed.”
“You know you have my permission to use multiple words.”
He laughed, and then for the next ten minutes there was a torrent of words that I could barely get through.

