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She burst from a doorway and spat on the footpath, a string of spittle trailing from her lips.

It took me an instant to register how beautiful she was; to notice that the jacket hanging over her shoulders covered a short, pink petticoat; and that all she had on her feet was a pair of Smurf slippers. The day was freezing. The shoppers on Kilburn High Road were all in scarves and woolly hats. My overcoat offered scant protection against the mid-December cold.

The door swung shut behind her and locked itself with a click, shutting her out on the pavement.

A piece of green cardboard, cut into a star shape, with a name scrawled on it in marker pen, was stuck to the intercom. She didn’t buzz to be let back in. She stood gagging and glaring at me. I was no more than ten feet away from her, at the other end of a narrow aisle between the wire bins of two footpath displays, on one side heaped with shoes and trainers and on the other filled with bottles of detergent and toilet brushes, standing stock still gawking at her.

Her broad lips were moist at the corners where some pimples had been smothered with powder. When she scowled, a dimple, like a surgical incision, stood far out in either cheek. Her body was full and willowy. She was tall for an Asian woman.

I didn’t move. It was a struggle to remember where I was going or that I had a meeting to attend.

I was blocking her way, so she pushed leftwards between the pound shop’s bins of household merchandise. The wire baskets tilted and scraped as she barged them aside. Bottles of bleach jumped. A pack of washing-up pads fell onto the footpath. She didn’t stop to pick it up. As she forced her way across the rows, squeezing between the browsing shoppers, her petticoat snagged on one of the bins.

She moved with a supple intensity and angry purposefulness that enthralled me. I found it impossible to move till I knew where she was going, what she wanted.

She grabbed a bottle of Listerine from a display bin. She twisted the cap off, thrust it to her lips, tipped her head back, and filled her mouth with the antiseptic. A blue trickle ran down her chin.

I felt giddy. A stinging heat was threading up my back from the base of my spine, twisting me off-balance.

A man hurried out of the shop. The manager. He’d caught her stealing. He yelled, “Hey! Natalie!”

She ignored him. She jerked her cheeks from side to side, swilling the Listerine round her mouth, and then spat the mouthful under the bin.

I was freezing. The stinging sensation coming up my back was sucking all my body heat from my chest and hands into my spine.

She screwed the lid back on the bottle and, taking the Listerine with her, headed back between the bins towards the door from which she’d emerged.

It opened.

A man stepped out, zipping up his parka. He was heavily built. A white scar on his scalp was visible through his crew cut.

Her voice was shocking. 

“Fuck you mother!” She went for the man. People turned and looked. A bin tipped over. J-cloths spilled across the pavement as she rushed at the man. I thought she was going to hit him. “Cut you fuck cock!”

The guy fixed his eyes on the footpath and strode up the aisle between the bins. He pushed past me. His breath smelled of spirits and cigarette smoke. His parka reeked of air freshener. He hurried away up the footpath.

Natalie pressed the intercom buzzer. The speaker clicked and echoed.

I was desperate for her not to go in. 

The door unlocked itself. She thrust it open. I glimpsed a hallway. A flight of stairs. She went in, and the door clicked shut behind her.

The stinging in my spine got stronger. I knew that I mustn’t think about it. It was just shock, a trapped nerve, a disturbance in my inner ear. It was the cold. I’d come to too abrupt a halt rushing to my meeting. The stinging sensation had nothing to do with what I’d just witnessed. If I didn’t ignore it it would overwhelm me. I had a meeting to attend. After the meeting, I was taking my staff and family out to a restaurant. I mustn’t let my mind focus on the heat rising up my backbone.

It was no use. As my consciousness entered the burning thread, it grew bright. The stinging turned from heat to light. It became a shining hinge on which the whole of my being was turning towards something I couldn’t comprehend. I was frightened I was going to lose my balance. I reached up to grab hold of the awning. Everything to my right—the bins, the bottles of detergent, the pound shop boss staring at me—was heavy and dense. Everything to my left—the shoes, the crowds of shoppers, the awning flapping in the wind—was light and insubstantial. 

The stinging brightness was everywhere. The shining hinge was in everything. It was there, still turning, in the detergent bottles. In the heaped shoes. In the glass of the shop window. In the squeal of a bus braking. In the beating of the awning. In the greasy smell off the asphalt. 

It became beautiful. The brightness was beautiful because it was a woman. How, or why, it was a woman, I couldn’t tell. What woman, I’d no idea. She shone and stung. She was unapproachable. She wasn’t the woman in the pink petticoat. It had nothing to do with Natalie. 

I felt a deep joy, more powerful than any happiness I’d ever known. I gazed at transcendence. I stood at the source of things. It was imperative I walk off, up the footpath to my car, get to my meeting, clinch the deal I was in the middle of making, and take my colleagues and family out for a celebratory meal. If I did, transcendence would stay with me. I’d remain in contact with the source. The unapproachable woman would always be there, here, inside me and outside me. If I walked down the aisle of bins, pressed the buzzer, went in the door, looked at Natalie’s face again, I’d lose her. If I fucked Natalie, I’d lose everything.

The green star said: ORIENTAL BABE.

I pressed the buzzer. The speaker clicked and echoed.

“Yeah?!”

A woman’s voice drowned the squeal of brakes and the hubbub of milling shoppers.

“I...”

“Second floor.”

The door unlocked itself. I pushed it open and went in.

The stairs were steep. The carpet had come loose in places.

There were three doors on the second-floor landing. One of the doors stood open, access barred by a security grille. 

A big blonde woman looked me up and down through the bars. 

I was in my business suit. I’d polished my shoes that morning.

She unlocked the grille.


“This way.”



She led me down a corridor past the open door of a living room. A cigarette smouldered in an ashtray balanced on the arm of a chair. A TV was turned up loud.

“She’s just getting ready.” 

The woman sounded pissed off. 

She showed me into a bedroom and then went out, shutting the door behind her.

The room was in deep shadow. A pink lampshade stood on a dressing table. A fan heater roared in the gap between the bed and the wall. 

I wondered if I should take my clothes off or wait till Natalie came. I went and stood in front of the fan heater.

The room smelled of air freshener, the same fragrance I’d sniffed on the man’s parka as he bolted past me, a sweet heady jasmine. It didn’t smother a sour nylon stench from the zebra-striped bedspread with the fresh white towel spread out on it.

I was shivering. It felt chillier here in the bedroom than out on the footpath.

I looked at my watch. My meeting was in Notting Hill Gate. I had ten minutes to get there. A quarter of a million pounds worth of work depended on the presentation I was supposed to be giving. 

I heard the springy echo of high heels on laminated floorboards.

The minute she entered the room, everything became simple. I wanted her more than I’d wanted anything in my life.

She looked me up and down, gauging whether I was another psycho. There was a red mark on her chin where the guy in the parka's fingers had forced her mouth open. 

She nodded at her cleavage, her petticoat, her legs.

“Okay?” She swayed on her high heels. I smelled beer. She hadn’t looked drunk down on the footpath, rampaging between the bins, but she was half cut. “Alright?” I could hear that she didn’t speak much English. The ups and downs of an inflected language broke up her syllables, as if there were eggshells cracking in her throat. “Okay?” I realised she wanted me to express approval of her body. She pulled the petticoat over her head. She was breath-taking. Her breasts were taut and full. Her skin was the colour of light honey. Her legs were long and shapely. There were stretch marks above her hips, like water marks on brown satin. The V of her thong cut into her abdomen below a thick, red welt, about four inches long. “Alright?” she asked again, this time with a trace of menace. She was gorgeous, but there were customers for whom a Caesarean scar was unacceptable.

“Yes.”

No wonder she was angry. She was stunningly beautiful. She was special. She was meant for a consort for kings and movie stars, but something had gone terribly wrong.

“What you want do?” My mind went blank. “Oral, forty. Sex, fifty. Don do anal. Half hour, eighty. One hour, hundred twenty.”

I just wanted to be in the same place where she was.

“An hour.” I opened my wallet. I’d brought a thousand pounds with me. After the meeting I was taking my staff and family out for a celebratory meal. I only had fifties. I gave her a hundred and fifty. “Keep the change.”

She didn’t say thank you.

She pointed at my coat and scarf.

“Take off!” 

She rushed out of the room with the money.

I remembered to switch my phone off. I removed my clothes and heaped them on a chair. I pulled off my singlet and stepped out of my underpants.

I looked at the pile of clothes.

They were over-and-done-with. They were already ended—dead. My underpants were real enough, but by the time they reached my eyes they were finished, long gone, in the past. 

I told myself it was just the cold, a nerve pinching at the base of my spine, the ringing in my inner ear.

It was the same with the room. The light that brought the pink lampshade and the zebra-striped bedspread to my eyes was the fastest thing there is, but the lampshade and bedspread themselves were so far back in the past, I could see where they’d ended. I heard the fan heater roaring, but it was roaring an eternity ago—in my past, and no one else’s. That was the terrible thing. This visible fact— that objects, smells, sounds, even the things I touched, were done with, were physically over— was my fact and mine alone. The room freshener fizzed in my nostrils, a sickening jasmine, but all I could smell was the fact that even the fizzy fragrance was long gone, done-with, odourless. By the time I registered it, even my own body, the thump of blood in my chest, the hammering in my skull, were so in the past, they felt as dead as my heap of clothes. Only the thread of light was alive. The stinging brightness alone was real. And it wasn’t just a pinched nerve. It was something far more powerful than a ringing in my inner ear.

I reached down and tried to figure out how to switch the fan heater off.

She was back.

“Okay?”

She undid her bra, stepped out of her thong.

She saw me fussing with the fan heater.

She smiled.

“Cold! Fleezing!”

She stooped supplely, and turned the fan heater up.

She pointed at my socks.

“Okay!”

I took off my watch and placed it on top of the heap of clothes. I was four minutes into my hour.

“What you wan do?”

Having sex was out of the question.

I shrugged. 

“Erm. Just talk.”

Then I realised I had no clothes on. She thought I was a weirdo.

She shrugged.  

“Lie down. Do massage. Can talk same same.”

I lay on the towel and stared up at the ceiling. A length of disconnected electric cord hung from the plaster above me.

She took a bottle of baby oil from the cupboard beside the bed.

“Over.”

I rolled over onto my face.

“What you wan talk about?”

We’d covered the weather. We’d agreed that her body was alright.

Her caesarean scar! She had a child. The welt was still red and raw. Her baby must be very young. How come she was working like this so soon after her operation... perhaps I could ask her... no. The scar embarrassed her. She saw it as a disfigurement. She hated the beautiful water marks on her perfect flanks. Her baby was the last thing on earth she wanted to talk about with a customer.

The bed sank. She climbed above me, placed one knee on either side of me, and landed on my backside.

Her pussy jammed against my coccyx. Her labia were squashed under the weight. She gave off a sharp, dry heat.

She had HIV. That was why she was drunk at three o'clock in the afternoon. She was dying of AIDs. If I had a pimple or an open sore, I’d die as well.

She tipped oil on my back and began to massage. She was sitting on the trapped nerve in my bum.

Her thumbs gouged and slipped. They probed and battered my backbone. It was some sort of osteopathic, 'deep' technique she was too drunk to do properly.

Her pussy jerked backwards and forwards against my coccyx as she worked on me. Her labia spread and moistened. She’d smelled my fear. She knew the reason I was afraid. It turned her on. It made her even angrier. She was slipping around all over my backside.

She forced the heel of her hand into the nape of my neck, overbalanced, and caught me in the ear.

“Sorry.”

She rubbed her pussy where the stinging brightness rose from the base of my spine. 

“Relax.”

Her voice had broken edges and harsh corners.

“Over!”

I did as she ordered. 

She glanced at my erection. 

“Wan do without?”

“What?”

Our eyes met. 

“Fifty pound extra. Do without.”

“Without what?”

Her glance shone and stung. She was unapproachable.

“Condom. Fifty extra. Okay?”

“Okay.”

She reached backwards and pulled my trousers out of the heap of clothes on the chair. She found my wallet, took out a fifty, opened the drawer of the bedside cupboard, threw the banknote into the drawer, and took out a tube of KY. 

She knelt above me and rubbed jelly onto her pussy. The KY glistened in the shaved bristles of her bush.

She grabbed my cock, and brushed lubricant onto the tip with her labia.

“Uh!”

The bristles were prickly.

She dropped onto me like a window with a broken sash cord.

I was separated from my body. Instead of exploding into her, my arousal was flowing backwards, up my spine, away from her.

She jerked around on my cock. She threw her head back and slit her eyes at the ceiling. Her hairclip came loose and knocked against her ear.

“... Yes... yes...”

I wondered if she’d felt the same thing I did—that the room was long gone before it ever reached her eyes. Lying under her, I was miles back in the past, completely dead. Even her own heartbeat and the thoughts in her head came too late to be alive. Only the stinging brightness was real.

Her hair clip fell off as she jerked her body backwards and forwards.

“... Yes... yes...”

She wanted to get it over and done with. So did I. I felt as if my cock had been sprayed with pipe freeze and disconnected.

“... Oh... oh...”

She faked an orgasm. Anger glinted in the caked slits of her eyes. She was dying, and she was taking me with her.

I took the hint. I lifted her with my hips and pretended to climax.

A tremendous pressure gripped my neck and the back of my head.

She jumped off me and rushed to the bedside table. She tore a handful of tissues from a box and grinned at me. She stuffed the tissues into her pussy, as if lavish cum were running down her legs.

She dragged the towel from under me and wrapped it around her.

“Go washing, okay?”

Her eyes were wild. Getting to the bathroom was a matter of life and death. I hadn’t ejaculated but she was still scared. She was in the same life-and-death rush as when she’d barged through the bins to the Listerine. I was no different from the man in the parka.

It had lasted seven or eight minutes, and cost me two hundred pounds. I hadn’t even climaxed. The pressure gripping my neck and the back of my head was only getting stronger. The stinging sensation at the base of my spine burned its way up my back, vertebra by vertebra. The impulse that had made me walk between the bins and press the buzzer was over. My wanting her more than I'd ever wanted anything in my life was gone. I was back in the here and now, but the here and now was over too. The here and now was an eternity ago. My scalp prickled.  I’d had sex with her without a condom. My sexual relationship with my wife was over. I needed to get out the door and get to my meeting. Except my spine was a hinge on which everything was turning towards something incomprehensible. Only the shining thread was real.

She hesitated at the door.

“Come see I again?”

She’d seen a lot of money in my wallet. My clothes were expensive.

I looked around for my trousers. I was as anxious to get out of the room as she was. ‘Just talking’ hadn’t worked. I knew I mustn’t answer. I had to say no, I’m not coming to see you again.

I pointed at her belly.

“You’ve got a child?”

Her hand flew to where the scar was, under the towel.

“Chai. Little girl.”

My trousers had fallen on the floor when she took the money. I picked them up.

“Here?”

“Thailand. I Thai.”

Her fingers slipped under the towel. The towelling rucked and bobbled. She was rubbing at the welt! Kneading it with her fingernails!

“How old?”

“Four.”

It was impossible. It couldn’t be true. The scar looked as though it had been stitched up yesterday. She wouldn’t stop picking at it under the towel.

“Four?”

She smiled.

“Chai.”

The pressure in my head exploded. Pinpoints of light filtered backwards through my skull. Natalie was immaterial. Her pink lipstick vanished into her smile. Her eyeshadow couldn’t keep up with the tapering lift of her eyes. The pinpoints of light came from her face and caught in my brain as they went through me, like diamonds in a sieve.

“Who looks after her?”

“I mum.”

The doorbell rang. I heard the blonde woman speak through the intercom to someone down on the street. There was a brief interrogation, then a buzz as she released the door catch. Two floors down, the street door closed. The guy was early.

“She name Nok.”

“Nok?”

“Nok, same ‘bird’.”

'Nok, same ‘bird’ welled up inside me. It flooded my throat, as if I’d spoken the words myself.  Eggshell cracked and spilled in my larynx. It broke my heart. I’d done something irrevocably wrong. I might even pay for it with my life. But as ‘Nok, same ‘bird’ rose up inside me, I knew that it came from the source of all joy.

I buttoned my shirt.

She refastened the towel.

“You wan see photo?”

“Okay.”

She opened the door, checked the corridor, and slipped out, shutting the door behind her.

Footsteps reached the top of the stairs. 

I hurried into my shoes.

She came back with a wallet of photos. She sat on the edge of the bed and flicked through the plastic sleeves. She hadn’t washed yet. She hadn’t had time to go to the bathroom. She was showing me her photographs first.

She held the wallet up at the photo she wanted.

“Nok!”

A small Asian girl in a blue and white school uniform. Her hair cut short, pudding-basin style.

“She goes to school?”

“Room One.”

I heard the blonde woman greet the next customer at the grille. There was a jangle of keys. Footsteps passed our bedroom. A door opened further down the corridor. The maid deposited the man in the neighbouring bedroom. The door closed.

“Nok very smart girl.”

She bent her head over the snapshot. She smoothed the plastic sleeve with her fingers.

“Nok like eat seven.”

“Seven?”

“Eleven.”

“Oh. I see.”

She smiled. She was the shining hinge on which everything turned. She released the room from its ugliness. She set me free from the horror of what I’d just done. I could get on with my life — go to my meeting, then home to Islington, the restaurant — as much as the pink lampshade went on with its life, and the day outside went on with its life, and the woman wrapped in the towel, desperate to get to the bathroom, went on with her life, except I was in love with her.

There was a rap on the door. The blonde woman peeked in.

“Oops! Sorry!”

Natalie snapped the wallet shut.

I got the rest of my clothes on.

“Well...”

She stood up. She tucked the towel more tightly around her breasts. She gestured at the neighbouring bedroom.

“One customer. I finish. You wait?”

I put on my watch. My meeting had started twenty minutes ago. There was still time for me to get to the office and make up an excuse for being late. 

“Come see man with I?”

For a second, I thought she was talking about the guy waiting in the other bedroom.

“Man?”

We’d booked an early table for our celebratory dinner. The meeting would finish around five thirty or six. Then I was supposed to get back to Islington, pick up my wife and children, and take them on to the restaurant.

Her eyes were grave.

“See man. Is importing.”

Her pimp. He’d beat me up and take the money she’d seen in my wallet.

“Now?”

“Mm.” 

It was as if we’d been together for years.

“Where?”

“Earls Court.”

I looked at my watch. It was twenty to four. The traffic would be getting heavy. It would take at least an hour to get to Earls Court. An hour to drive back to Islington. I’d promised to be home by six. If I skipped the meeting, I might just make it.

“How long will it take?”

She shrugged.

“Don know.”

She had a right to as much of my time as she liked.

“Maybe he there. Maybe he not. Must wait.” 

“Okay. What about...?”

I nodded at the next bedroom. 

She grinned.

“No be long.”

Natalie took me into the living room, introduced me to the blonde woman—Sandra— and rushed off to the bathroom.

“Just a minute, Jim.” 

Sandra, too, hurried out.

I heard room freshener being sprayed in the bedroom, a door opening—“She’s just getting ready”— a glimpse of a grey overcoat going in.

“Oops!”

Sandra pulled the living room door shut.

I heard her deposit the guy in the first bedroom and close the door.

By the time she got back to the living room, she was out of breath.

“Alright, Jim?”

Sandra dropped into an armchair and picked up a mug of tea balanced on the arm next to an ashtray with a fag smouldering in it. A mobile phone and a magazine were balanced on the other arm.

Natalie’s heels clicked from the bathroom to the bedroom.

“I’d make you a cuppa, Jim,” said Sandra, sipping from her mug, “but she’ll only be five minutes.”

“Thanks. I’m fine.”

Sandra was a handsome woman, fleshy faced, with dark bags under her eyes. She looked to be in her mid-forties. Her yellow beehive ballooned precariously up out of grey roots.

The door opened, Natalie hurried in, handed Sandra a wad of twenties, and rushed back to the bedroom. Sandra put the money in a bum bag strapped around her waist.

The stupidity of what I was doing hit me. I had a good marriage. Melissa and I had always been faithful to one another. She and the children trusted me. Ralph and Meredith would be appalled. That was before I even thought about the possibility of my having HIV.

The TV was switched up loud. Sandra was watching Teletubbies. Tinky Winky, Dipsy, and Noo-noo weren’t quite so cute at high volume.

I looked out the window. It was getting dark.

Teletubbies rounded off the afternoon programmes for pre-schoolers. It must be nearly four.

“Natalie’s a beautiful girl.”

Sandra had a strong northern accent.

“Yes.”

“She’s new.”

She made ‘new’ sound like ‘panting virgin.’

“Just come in. She’s Japanese.”

Natalie mustn't have had time to tell Sandra that she’d already told me that she was Thai. Maybe ‘Japanese’ was what the customers preferred to hear, but Natalie had forgotten in her rush.

Four o’clock was too late for me to turn up at the meeting. I had to go straight home. Melissa had taken the afternoon off to get ready for our night out. If I went home now, I could speak to her before the pressure to lie became too great.

The phone on the arm of Sandra’s chair rang.

She picked up.

“Hello?” her Newcastle accent turned into a wobbly Oxford plum. “Can I help you?”

She smiled at me as she spoke to the man on the other end of the line.

“Oh, hello, Martin. Look. I’m terribly sorry, Martin,” her smile grew conspiratorial, “but I’m afraid Natalie’s not here right now. Yes. I know you booked. I’m ever so sorry,” she winked at me. “But something’s come up.”

I was going to be rolled. I was going to get beaten up. Sandra was in on it, too. Natalie was going to take me down to a room in Earls Court, where her pimp was waiting. He’d bash me and steal the rest of my money. They couldn’t do it here. It’d upset the punters.

“Yes. I know you booked. Look. I’m really sorry, Martin. She’ll be here next Wednesday, alright?”

I wondered how many other men had sat here being winked at, while they waited to go down to Earls Court to see a man. Natalie hadn’t mentioned our trip to Earls Court when she’d introduced me to Sandra, yet Sandra was putting Martin off even though he'd booked. Sandra knew that the man in the bedroom was Natalie’s last customer. Natalie must have told her about our trip to Earls Court when Natalie left the room to get the photos. It was time to stand up and leave, get out of here quick, while Natalie was still busy.

“That was Martin,” said Sandra, putting the phone down.

Teletubbies had finished. A toothy CBBC presenter was introducing the after-school programs. Natalie had been with the customer for nearly twenty minutes.

Missing the meeting was a disaster. I’d only had to turn up, give the presentation, and a quarter of a million pounds’ worth of consultancy work was in the bag. Bernard and Pippa would be furious. We were an up and coming company with a growing reputation for cutting edge engineering solutions. We’d been so certain of winning the contract we’d already booked the restaurant.

“The other girls are all jealous of Natalie,” said Sandra. “She steals their regulars.”

“I bet.”

“The customers all want to give Natalie their number.”

At least I hadn’t made that mistake.

“The boss don’t like it when the customers give Natalie their number.” I almost heard the ‘Oops!’ “Natalie thinks it’s a hoot, but. The minute they’re out the door, she deletes.”

I wondered why it was necessary for them to lie—about Natalie deleting customers’ numbers, about Natalie’s being from Japan. Was Japan somehow more desirable than Thailand? Safer? I wasn’t the first man she’d taken down to Earls Court.

Outside the window, the sky was black. The murmur of slow-moving traffic filtered star-wards through a penumbra of streetlamps.

Sandra glanced at her watch.

“Do you want that cup of tea, Jim?”

‘Neighbours’ had started. There wasn’t even time to get to Earls Court and back.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

I decided to leave. I had to get out of here. Natalie was taking ages in the bedroom. Half past six was the cut off time for my getting home. Melissa knew I’d had a meeting. She knew that the presentation had been scheduled for three thirty and would have been over by five thirty, six at the very latest. If I got back to Islington by six thirty, I wouldn’t have to lie to her. I’d be able to walk in, apologise for running late, and whisk them off to the restaurant without going into any explanations, except... then I’d have to make up some story about why I hadn’t been at the meeting.

Sitting here was crazy. They were setting me up. They were going to roll me. Natalie’s pimp would beat me up and steal my money. There’d be no hiding it from Melissa and the children, if I ended up in hospital. If I made it home at all, that was.

I wanted Natalie so much, it hurt. I’d never wanted anything so much in my life as I wanted her right now. That didn’t mean I shouldn’t stand up, walk out the door, and never come back.

I got to my feet. If the grille was locked, I’d insist Sandra open it for me.

The stinging brightness was out of control. It had been out of control for almost two full hours. The base of my spine ached. There was a feverish crick where my spine met my neck. The shining thread was growing finer and sharper—and  somehow less physical—as it went upwards into my head, as if it were a mind beyond my mind that knew things I didn’t know, things that it insisted I see. Those things were everywhere, not just here in this shabby flat. They’d still be there for me to know, out in the darkness and the traffic, in my car, driving back to Islington— a woman shining and stinging, unapproachable— even if I never saw Natalie again.

I heard the bedroom door open. There was a murmur of voices in the hallway. A farewell. Natalie’s clashing monosyllables. The man, effusive. A clang as she shut the grille behind him.

The bathroom door opened and closed. I heard the jet of a shower.

I sat down again.

“Perhaps I will have that cuppa.”

Natalie came in half an hour later. She’d sensed, in the bedroom, that I was in a hurry, and deliberately taken her time showering.

She was wearing jeans, a white golf shirt, and trainers. She’d washed her hair. Her long black hair hung round her face in a wet tangle. She’d taken her make-up off. Her cheekbones shone. The mark of the man’s fingers on her jaw had turned to a child’s strawberry. Without powder, the pimples at the corner of her mouth drew her smile back into swampy depths.

“Sorry long time. Must making clean.” 

She disappeared into the kitchen and came back with two cans of beer.

We drank beer while she brushed her hair. She only brushed it; she didn’t dry it. Wind rattled the window. It was freezing outside. She’d catch a chill.

She glanced at Sandra.

“Ring Lee?”

Sandra gave her a worried look.

“Yeah. Better.”

Sandra picked up the phone and dialled a number. I realised that Lee must be Natalie’s pimp. They were alerting him, telling Lee to get ready.

“Hello? Lee? Yeah. Sorry. Lee, look...”

There were no winks or conspiratorial smiles this time. Lee was not a disappointed customer. Sandra was scared stiff of Lee.

“Look, Lee. Natalie’s not feeling well.” She held Natalie’s eye. “Yeah, Natalie’s real sick, Lee.” It was the signal that we were on our way. “She can’t see the customers looking like this, Lee. I’ve told her to go home.”

Natalie had stopped brushing. She looked as nervous as Sandra. She tried to smile at me but didn’t quite manage it.

There’d been a moment’s tenderness in the bedroom. She liked me. Perhaps she’d even felt the stinging brightness and knew that nothing else was real, and felt bad about setting me up for her pimp to roll.

I mustn’t go with her. I’d make my excuses and leave.

“Will ya send Carla? Or do you want me to close?”

Sandra’s bitten fingernails drummed the arm of the chair.

“Okay, Lee. I’ll wait.” Natalie’s eyes were tense. “Yeah. An hour. If Carla’s not here in an hour, Lee, I’ll close.”

It was a signal. The drive to Earls Court would take about an hour.

“Look, Natalie,” I said, “I think I’ll...”

Natalie wasn’t there. There was a noise in the kitchen. The fridge door closing. She came back with four more beers.

“Okay. We go?”

She settled into the seat beside me and opened another can. She had a drink problem.

“BMW!” She noted the Dakota leather upholstery, glanced up at the glass sunroof taking the frozen weight of the night. “Sport Coupe!” She knew upmarket cars. She touched the new leather. “Nice.”

I could feel her backpedalling, wondering perhaps if there wasn’t more than the eight hundred pounds she’d seen in my wallet to be had if she stuck with me for a while. Her need for money was urgent. A gambling debt? Crack? HIV medication? Lee? She had to get some cash right now, tonight. But she liked my BMW. She knew about cars. She felt at home in this one. Perhaps she liked me, too. We’d talked about Nok. I could feel her wondering if she wouldn’t be better off hooking me long-term, getting it together. Except... now it was too late. They’d already rung Earls Court. Lee was expecting us. 

We got caught in the rush-hour traffic. There was a jam on Edgware Road, a tailback at the turn onto the Westway. We inched under the overpass and came to a standstill at the junction of Praed Street.

Natalie looked at her watch. I wondered if she was having a struggle with her conscience. She’d felt it, too—diamonds streaming from her face, ‘Nok, same ‘bird’ welling up inside her, her spine a shining hinge on which everything turned.

She opened another beer. She offered it to me.

“Want?”

“Not when I’m driving.”

Neon signs climbed the darkness, gaudy clowns on unfooted ladders. Above the stacked chairs in the roped-off pavement restaurants, exploding pineapples and brimming flutes braved the cold in fizzing blues, whites, and golds.

The traffic didn’t move.

I was going to be very late getting back to Islington, if I got back at all. Melissa, Meredith, and Ralph were sitting there now, waiting for me. I wouldn’t be able to make up some white lie about the meeting running overtime and whisk them off, because Bernard and Pippa would be at the restaurant by now. They’d be furious. They’d tell Melissa that I hadn’t turned up at the presentation. The meeting had gone pear shaped. We’d lost a quarter of a million pounds’ worth of work. The staff would be there to celebrate, and there’d be nothing to celebrate. I couldn’t turn up knocked about, with no money. If I had HIV, there wasn’t a lie in the world that would stand up.

Snap!

Another can opening. 

“Who’s this guy we’re going to see?”

“Just man, honey. Is importing.” 

Her eyes narrowed, cruising the restaurants and locked-up office foyers. She looked tough, with her naked face and wet hair soaking the shoulders of her T-shirt. She was tough, but she still had to steel herself for the coming rendezvous.

“Lee?”

“Vic.”

“Not Lee?”

“No. Lee boss. Man is Vic.”

“Vic?”

“How you say? ‘Vics’?”

She was fidgeting with the hem of her golf shirt. Pulling it up, and tucking it back into the waist of her jeans.

“You want?” 

She held out the can.

Her other hand was down inside her jeans, where the caesarean scar was, picking at the welt. 

“Want?”

Two policemen were walking up the opposite footpath.

I held the can low. Beer fizzed onto the floor. I took a sip and gave it back to her. Our eyes met, skidded apart.

One of the signs, a neon flower— the casino? a florist?— opened a golden calyx in the darkness.

Natalie knew a place to park on a back street off Earls Court Road. Apparently she’d only been in England a fortnight, but she was already familiar with the area. She led me through dead ends and passageways to a restaurant on the corner of the main drag.

It was a Thai restaurant, the Sawaddee Bee Mai. A life-size Buddha stood in the shoe-box porch, a bouncer refusing the cold admittance with a gilded palm.

I looked at my watch. It was ten past six.

The restaurant was empty. Natalie spoke with a waiter. He nodded, took us to a table, and brought us each a beer.

We drank in silence.

A man was setting up a karaoke player on a tiny stage. The kitchen door swung open and the smell of barbecued chili wafted out.

Some prawn crackers arrived with the next round of beer.

I stood.

“Where you go?”

Her voice was sharp, proprietorial.

“I need to make a call.”

Outside, it seemed to have got colder. In the gutter, the wind dismantled a Chinese newspaper.

I rang Melissa. The instant she picked up, before she could speak, I blurted:

“I’m on my way. I’m running late. I...”

“Jim. Where are you?”

I heard the anxiety in her voice. A gust of warmth, a living brilliance, our kitchen, came down the line along with her anxiety.

“I’m on my way.”

“Bernard’s here. He said you didn’t turn up for the meeting.”

“Bernard?”

“Jim. What’s happened? Bernard says the meeting went badly. Arkwright walked out.”

“Look. It’s Okay. I’ll be with you. Half hour, I’ll...”

I pressed disconnect. I hadn’t invented a story. Being late wasn’t a lie. I hadn’t committed myself to deception. When I got home, I could still speak with her. Tell her the truth.

I hurried inside to get my coat.

A man sat at the table with Natalie. He wore a white shirt and black trousers, the same as the waiters wore. He sat listening to what Natalie was telling him. His occasional curt nod to her torrent of Thai wasn’t the nod of a man taking an order.

“Jim, this Soom Bon.”

He was Asian, about fifty years old, with thinning hair, and a long, hollowed-out face. His face looked as if it hadn’t seen the sun in a long while. He glanced up at me, haughty, vacant. Vic, Lee, Soom Bon, he had his choice of names.

He wasn’t big enough to give me a shoeing. His thin arms and pigeon chest weren’t going to knock me around. He was a blade man. I could see it in his eyes. He was carrying. 

“Soom Bon. This Jim...?”

Natalie paused.

I said:

“...Bright.”

As soon as I told her, I knew it was a mistake.

“This Jim Bright.”

My mobile rang. Melissa. I switched off.

I shook hands with Soom Bon. His fingers were clammy. The sleeves of his shirt were buttoned at the wrist. The whites of his eyes were hepatitis yellow. The guy was a junkie. His sunless complexion said that maybe he’d even done a bit of time recently.

He led us through the kitchen and up some stairs at the back to the second floor.

“Natalie. What’s going on?”

She was too tense to answer.

She had a habit. She’d caught HIV from the needle, not a customer. The beer was keeping her going—only just—till her next fix. She shared the spike with Soom Bon. A few minutes more, and she’d be high.

For a clip and roll artist, Soom Bon wasn’t doing too well. All the money he took must have gone on drugs.

His tiny room had been turned into a bedsit, with a cooker and a sink in the corner, and a table and one armchair crowded next to his single bed. His eighteen inch TV sat on the table, presumably to save floor space. A row of unframed family photos stood on top of the wall-mounted gas fire, curled up from the heat. Through grubby glass, that shook every time a bus changed gear, a carton of milk kept cool out on the crusty windowsill.

I eased into the armchair, my knees up against his bed. Natalie and Soom Bon sat facing each other on the strip of floor. I wondered if they were going to shoot up. 

I was appalled by what I’d just done. Melissa would be out of her mind with worry. Disconnecting on her was unforgivable. Melissa would be trying to ring me right now, as I sat here with my phone turned off.

It was only two paces to the door. Soom Bon was down on the floor, sitting cross-legged. He didn’t look too fit. Even if he pulled a knife on me, I might be able to make it out of the room.

Soom Bon reached under the bed. The sleeves of his waiter’s shirt tugged at his wrists.

He pulled out a long, flat piece of wood, like an offcut of fence paling, its splintery grain silver with age. The plank had a grid of lines inked on it, with faded drawings in the squares of the grid.

Natalie squeezed my knee.

“Must give two hundred.”

She knew there was much more than two hundred in my wallet. She wanted Soom Bon to get a look at my money first.

“Who is this guy?”

“He Vic.”

“I thought his name was Soom Bon.”

“No. He Vics.”

“Vics?”

“How you say...,” she frowned, “... a... ‘Vics’?”

“A witch?”

She nodded.

The guy was a sorcerer.

I laughed out loud.

She shook her head. She was deadly serious. She was more scared now than she’d been in the flat, while Sandra was talking to Lee. Lee was just her boss. He beat girls up for sloping off with customers, but Soom Bon was even scarier than Lee.

“He can see life before.”

“Before what?”

“Re...in... re...in...”

“Reincarnation?”

“Chai.”

The two hundred pounds was so that the sorcerer could uncover the secrets of her past lifetimes. She wasn’t going to have me beaten up after all. She was just using me to get a free reincarnation reading.

I couldn’t make fun of her. Her face was tight with fear. She had ‘sex without’ for an extra fifty quid. She could handle the man in the parka. Nothing in this life scared her, but her past reincarnations were petrifying.

I took out my wallet and gave Soom Bon four fifties. He tucked them in the pocket of his waiter’s shirt.

He blew some dust off his piece of wood. Business had been slow.

It was nearly seven. I wondered how long her former reincarnations were going to take, how many of them there were, the number of different people shed been stretching back into the past. It had nothing to do with me. Everything is past, even the here and now. Soom Bon’s milk carton trembling out on the windowsill was so far back in the past I could see where it had already ended. The light that carried his curling photographs and his greasy TV screen to my eyes was the fastest thing there is, yet his photos and TV screen were already as over and done with as Natalie’s former reincarnations. It was ridiculous. Only the thread of light was alive. The stinging brightness alone was real. Buses roared past outside, but the roaring was an eternity ago—in my past, and no one else’s. That was the terrible thing. This visible fact—that objects, smells, sounds, even the things I touched, were done with, were physically over—was my fact and mine alone. Even Natalie, sitting cross-legged on the floor, even my own body, the thump of blood in my chest, the hammering in my skull, were over and done with, so far back in the past no reincarnation-reading witch could ever find them.

Soom Bon took a barber’s razor from the washstand.

Natalie bent forward. Her hair fell around her face. It had dried dense and crackly in the car. 

Soom Bon cut off a length, tied it in a knot, and put it in one of the squares on his board. The knot of hair looked very black and alive against the faded ink.

“Honey!”

I felt an acute reluctance.

She snapped her fingers.

“HONEY!”

“I thought he was doing your lives. Not mine.”

“Must do together!”

The razor didn’t look too clean. I stared at Soom Bon’s jaundiced eyes and hollow cheeks. 

I bent forward. The razor touched my scalp somewhere behind my ear. My hair’s short and wiry. The blade didn’t feel too sharp. He had to scrape to get some hair. He cut me.

“Sorry, sir.”

There was a roll of toilet paper on the table. Soom Bon tore off a length and handed it to me.

He ran his finger along the blade, collecting my grey locks on a red fingertip, kneaded my hair into a scut, and placed it on the grid. Sitting on its inked symbol, it looked like a fur ball the dog’s sicked up.

I dabbed at my scalp with the toilet tissue. Natalie rubbed my knee.

“Can see you I live before. Two gether!”

We were getting a him-n-her reading.

The witch stared at the board and began to move his lips.

Downstairs, the karaoke started up.

Soom Bon and Natalie spoke Thai. The reading took over an hour. 

When we finally made it back to the restaurant, the clock behind the bar said ten past eight.

Beer and food—spring rolls, king prawns, pork sticks in coconut sauce— sat waiting on our table. Natalie had ordered food before we went upstairs.

Green curry and spareribs arrived before we even sat down. The kitchen was in sync with the witch’s bedsit.

Boiled eggs in tamarind sauce. Grilled fish, spitting in oil. Tom yum soup on a spirit lamp. Raw beef diced in blood—‘laarp’— which Natalie tucked into, but warned me not to try.

Her eyes shone.

“Soom Bon say life before, you I love two gether!”

I’d had a feeling he’d say that.

“Life before you I love big big!”

Her eyes sparkled. I didn’t have the heart to tell her Soom Bon was a con man.

The restaurant had filled up. The smell of beer and wine locked horns with the melted-plastic-pong of singed chili. The karaoke was too loud.

A party of Thai men in business suits had shoved three tables together and were taking it in turns to go up on the tiny stage and belt out Thai pop songs.

A group of Australian tourists—the men in rugby jerseys, the women in ski knits—were crowded in near Natalie and me.

The Aussies were getting into the swing of the karaoke, nodding along and applauding the songs loudly. It was only Earls Court, but they’d stumbled across a native village on their package tour.

A big bloke with peroxide blonde hair and a sunburned face was giving Natalie the eye, as helplessly attracted as I’d been standing on the footpath outside the door with the green star on it. He was young and well built. He was close enough for me to be able to see the confidence of youth sparkle in his blue, troubled eyes.

The boss of the Thai businessmen was up on the stage, the microphone in his hand.

“This song called...” He looked like one of those Asian executives made in the Triads-in-suits mould. “... ‘Summer Holiday’!”

The Aussies cheered.

“Cliff Richard!”

“Go for it, sport!” 

I’d only ever seen karaokes hunkered in the corner of draughty bars, competing unsuccessfully with the sports screen. This karaoke was rocking.

The little hard nut Thai business guy was going on a summer holiday... His colleagues clapped along to the beat, tough, no-nonsense execs letting their hair down. The hard nut had no more work for a week or two... His staff sang along with their boss.

Natalie smiled at the Aussie guy. He turned crimson.

Sir Cliff wobbled to a razor-eyed crescendo, he was making his dreams come true...

“He sing good,” said Natalie. “Sing English very good!”

For she and you... For... she... and... you...

There was a tumult of applause as the singer sat down.  

One of the Thais, in a tan suit, drunker than his colleagues, was grinning at the girlfriend of the Aussie guy who was ogling Natalie. She looked like a good-natured Aussie girl. She smiled. She was trying hard not to be pissed-off.

Natalie was drinking heavily. She squeezed my knee.

“Life before, you I love two gether, honey!”

I felt desperately lonely.

She took my hand.

“You prince.”

“Eh?”

I’d been a prince in Old Siam. 

“I plincess!”

I wanted to go back upstairs and give Soom Bon a smack.

“You I love two gether. Daddy Mummy say No!”

The guy was inventive. Natalie and I had been head-over-heels, but unfortunately our families were deadly enemies. They’d kept us apart. Maybe Soom Bon had read ‘Romeo and Juliet’ while he was inside.

“You I drown us self.”

“What?”

Her eyes filled with tears. 

“Drown. Two gether.”

Natalie and I had made a suicide pact. Holding hands, our clothes weighted with stones, we’d jumped into the Chao Phraya River, Bangkok. For two hundred quid, you got the details.

Her tears turned bleak.

“Make this life you I go bad.”

We were being punished in this life for taking our lives in our former life. She was a prostitute. I was...fucked. 

“Now you I love again. Be happy.”

Bad things were happening. The way the Aussie guy kept looking at Natalie was getting embarrassing. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He’d zoned out of his friends’ conversation completely, and they’d noticed it. You could see that his girlfriend was getting upset. The drunk Thai guy had noticed that the Aussie’s girlfriend was upset, and he was homing in on her, convinced that his tan suit and inscrutable leer were making an impact. He lurched onto the stage and grabbed the microphone. He gave the Aussie guy’s girlfriend a big smile.

“This one Thai song... traditional song... is called...” The smile was for her, and her alone. “...‘You Are More Beautiful Than The One At Home’...” 

Her boyfriend was so busy glancing at Natalie he didn’t even notice. He was giving me little glances of helpless envy. 

I wanted to shout at him—Mate! KY jelly and a faked orgasm! 

Natalie squeezed my hand.

“This life you and I love big big. Be very, very happy.”

Soom Bon emerged from the kitchen with a tray of desserts on his shoulder. He was waiting on some tables at the far side of the restaurant. They required his full attention. 

It would have been easier if she’d rolled me. Getting beaten up by her pimp would have felt better than this. At least, regaining consciousness in an alley, my wallet gone, my car stolen, I could have crawled home to Melissa. Apologized to my family. Been forgiven. 

Something bad had happened, back on the footpath, when I first saw her, and the stinging brightness began. Five hours had passed, and it still hadn’t stopped. The base of my spine was on fire. The back of my neck hurt. The shining thread cut through my brain like a wire through rotten cheese. The stinging brightness was a physical force in my body, but it was outside me, too. It was sucking my mind out of me as powerfully as it was sucking the reality out of the crowded restaurant and the din of the karaoke. It was punishing me for not accepting the glimpse of transcendence it had gifted me on the footpath. All I’d had to do was turn, and walk off up the pavement—one step, two, three would have been enough—and get on with my real life. If I’d made it to the meeting, been home in time to take my family out, the glimpse of transcendence would have stayed with me. I would have stood at the source of things forever. The unapproachable woman would have been mine. Instead, I’d walked between the bins to the door, pressed the buzzer, gone in. And here I was, in a place I didn’t want to be, with someone I didn’t know, everything outside The Swaddee Bee Mai in pieces. 

The Aussie guy was getting so hypnotized I thought he was going to come over and sit with us. Natalie glanced at him, nervously this time. A blush deepened his sunburn. 

His girlfriend was up on stage giving ‘Hotel California’ what for, her Thai admirer singing backing vocals from the floor, doing the twist, jammed between his table and chair. 

“This life you I love Number One. Be happy happy.”

I called for the bill.

The car was parked in a cul-de-sac of trendy, semidetached cottages, tucked away behind the hotels and towering windows of bed-sitter land.

“Where do you live?”

“Caledonian Road.”

I opened the door for her, and she got in. I went around to the driver’s side and slid into my seat.

She climbed on top of me and kissed me. Her mouth was cavernous. Her lips covered mine. Her tongue tasted of beer and the blood pudding I’d not been allowed to eat.

Her backside hit the steering wheel as she lifted herself so I could get my hand down the front of her jeans.

She was wearing panties, not the thong. It took me a moment to work my fingertips under the elastic.

My fingers went crazy. They clawed and jabbed. KY, mate! And a faked orgasm!  Her pussy jerked backwards and forwards, brushing jelly onto my fingertips with brisk, bristly swipes. 

Her legs parted. There was no KY. No bristly give. There was no smear of jelly. A sopping wetness clutched my fingers up to my knuckles.

Her jeans were tight. With her hand inside my Y-fronts, I had trouble pushing the denim down below her bum. She wouldn’t close her legs so I could get her jeans off. 

Taking my fingers out was like dipping them in cold acid. The catch was slippery as I dropped the seat and slid it backwards.

She’d got my Y-fronts around my knees and was hanging onto my cock. I could feel myself beginning to come. So could she. Her pussy rocked above me.

Her knees slid round my kneecaps as she kicked at her jeans.

One of her fingernails dug into the root of my cock, searching. There was no pipe freeze. No disconnection valve.

As her labia found the tip of my cock, her mouth closed over mine. The witch was right. ‘Life before you I love big big.’ ‘You prince. I plincess.’ Not that it was true. None of it was real. ‘You I drown two gether.’ They were just words, but as my tongue tasted them, slithered on their muscular wetness, and raked them from the roof of her mouth, they were all that stood between her and me.

The traffic had thinned. Marylebone Road sped and stalled with the shining ebb and flow of a computer game. The traffic lights versus the taillights. The St Pancras Station clock said ten to midnight.

She stared out at the closed pubs and tower blocks of Caledonian Road.

“Here. Left.”

She nodded at a large house that stood on the main road between an alleyway and a supermarket.

There was a sign above the alleyway. Steep steps led from the footpath up to the front door of the house. A piece of wood was nailed across the entrance. One or two of the upstairs windows were lit.

“Up. More.”

I pulled further up the road, and parked outside the supermarket. Shelves stacked with fruit and vegetable stood on the footpath. Apples and oranges glimmered under a neon advertisement.

She didn't get out.

“Need money.”

I had a couple of hundred left in my wallet. I gave it to her.

She took her phone out of her handbag and made a call.

She spoke rapidly in Thai for a few seconds then rang off. We sat for a while longer, waiting.

It was after midnight but a couple of cars stopped, and the drivers ducked into the shop.

She looked at her watch.

“Must buy some thing.”

She got out of the car. I got out too. We went into the superette.

There was a friendly greeting, a man’s voice filled with warmth and enthusiasm:

“Hey! Natalie!”

She had a way with shopkeepers.

The guy behind the counter looked about fifty. He had silver hair and a silver moustache. His complexion was olive, but ashen olive, Turkish or possibly Greek.

“Early tonight!”

He liked her.

She ignored him, just like she’d ignored the pound shop boss in Kilburn. I sensed that she liked the guy. She’d liked the pound shop boss too. She had an affectionate way of ignoring people.

She picked up a basket and started throwing things in. I stood waiting by the counter. I felt awkward. Following her up and down the aisles would have been embarrassing, but standing waiting was uncomfortable too. The boss smiled. His smile was condescending.

A young guy appeared through a strip curtain from an open door at the back of the shop.

“Yo! Natalie.”

Olive complexion, aquiline features, clean shaven, obviously the older man’s son. He looked at me, and said to Natalie:

“You’re early!”

A little girl thrust her face out from between his legs. Her dark eyes shone, her gaze following Natalie everywhere.

I sensed that the son didn’t like me, but the father was sympathetic.

Natalie’s phone rang again. She dumped the basket of shopping on the counter and took out her phone and answered.

“Chai. Mii. Wii natee.”

She paid for the shopping with one of my fifty pound notes. Biscuits, a jar of olives, tinned meat, a six pack of Budweisser. The boss packed the items into carrier bags.

She thanked him:

“Korp jai kha, Hassan.”

Yes. He was Turkish.

Outside, she kissed me and hurried off down the footpath. There was no ‘come see I again?’ She was too nervous to discuss hooking up. I felt relieved. It was over.

She passed the steps up to the front door of the house and turned into the alleyway and that was the last I saw of her.

I climbed in my car and drove home.
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CHAPTER TWO
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There was a free space outside my house, behind Melissa’s Audi. It was ten past midnight.

I turned the engine off and sat looking out at my home. There was a light on upstairs, on the third floor, in Ralph’s bedroom.

In the tall first floor windows, the curtains were drawn and unlit. There was no one in the living room.

On the ground floor the kitchen shutters were closed, but cracks of light shone between the white, freshly painted panels. Melissa was in the kitchen, on her own, or perhaps with Meredith. Meredith’s bedroom was at the back.

We lived in a private street. At this time of night our road was so quiet Melissa must surely have heard my car. It was dark, too, out on the footpath, under the heavy boughs of the plane tree, a long way from the nearest streetlamp. It was hard to say whether the radiance that tinged the darkness was the moon, unseen somewhere, or the glow of the city down the hill towards Kings Cross. It couldn’t be this stinging in my spine. The silver thread wasn’t real. The brightness most certainly wasn’t a woman. It had been going on for over eight hours now. It seemed to be getting even stronger.

I had to tell Melissa the truth. Honesty was imperative. We’d always been truthful with each other. If Natalie had HIV and I’d caught it from her there was no hope. I couldn’t even lie and say that I’d taken the risk impulsively, in a moment’s madness. I hadn’t. If Natalie was HIV positive, her ‘fifty pounds extra, do without’ was either a callous desperation for money, or a challenge, her crazy ‘life before, you I love two gether’ daring me to risk everything. And I had. Perhaps the silver thread stinging in my spine, tingeing everything with a radiance that wasn’t just the moon or city glow, its soundless ringing in my ears, was merely the first symptom of the disease.

The cracks between the shutters and the window frame were an electric gold colour, stronger than the diaphanous radiance out here on the street. A lamp in a kitchen asserting that everything, even the fastest phenomenon there is, is finished before it even reaches your eyes, is already so far back in the past that all you're seeing is its ending, the fact that it’s over with, even my own body, the thump of blood in my chest, the hammering in my skull, are so far back in the past they’re as dead as the freshly painted brilliant white of the shutters.

I sat in the car. I didn’t want to get out. I smelled the red Dakota leather that Natalie had approved of so highly, and looked at my house.

It had been Melissa’s idea to have the kitchen on the ground floor, taking up the whole of the ground floor of the house, from the front windows looking out onto the street through to the French windows at the back and the steps down into the garden. It had seemed like an odd choice at the time. Our friends all had their kitchens in the basement of their homes, in homage to the original ‘upstairs-downstairs’ layout of their Victorian houses. Basement kitchens feel snug and olde worlde-y. They’re the family part of the house, tucked away below stairs. Greeting visitors, the minute they walk through the front door, with Poggenphol units and stainless steel work surfaces, didn’t seem right when Melissa first suggested it, but her choice had turned out to be an inspired one. Kitchens are more welcoming than living rooms, even state-of-the-art modernist kitchens like ours. Friends and neighbours dropping in for a chat liked sitting around our big Nokido kitchen table. It was more relaxed and informal than trooping downstairs to the basement or upstairs to the living room, even though the living room’s Berber rungs and Moroccan leather settee were more comfortable. In summer the kitchen opened out onto the garden. On a weekend you could drink your coffee and read your newspaper of a Sunday morning looking out over spiraea and climbing jasmine and not just a retaining wall. Making the kitchen the first thing a visitor saw coming through the front door had the added benefit of requiring that it be kept neat and tidy. It was a special kitchen. On summer mornings you could listen to the birds in the garden while your coffee brewed whilst simultaneously watching the world go by in the street through the open shutters.

The shutters were closed now, against the cold, strips of light shining through the cracks. Melissa was still up.

Nothing like this had ever happened to me before. Failing to turn up at an important family event, and without even getting in touch, was something that Melissa and I just didn’t do. If plans changed or unforeseen events forced a cancellation, we let each other know. The fact that the evening was meant to have been a celebration with my business colleagues made my failure to show up even worse. Melissa was good friends with my partners, Bernard and Pippa. She knew the half dozen people who worked for us. My garbled call from outside the Sawaddee Bee Mai would have made her horribly anxious. My staff and colleagues would have seen her anxiety as she told them I was on my way—only for me not to show up at all! She’d heard, over the phone, how freaked I was. As the evening went on her embarrassment must have turned to torture. If I lied to her now it would only make the torture worse. She'd know at once that I was lying and that something bad had happened during my nine hours’ absence. Telling her the truth was going to shock and hurt her, but I had no alternative.

I sat in the car with the lights off and looked up at my house. We’d recently had the front re-painted. The stucco was crisp and bright against the mellow old brickwork. The beads in the fanlight above the front door were delicate as a brilliant white spider’s web. The outside light was on. We’d replaced the treads of the front steps with new Portland stone that seemed to absorb the electric glare in a porous pallor of its own.

For an instant I wondered if the midnight’s multi-hued light was coming out of me, whether it wasn’t my eyes that were imbuing everything with this indrawn pallor.

I shook my head, and told myself to wake up. Jesus Christ. I had no conscience. The shining hinge upon which everything turned? Transcendence? Standing at the source of things? I was without shame. I was prepared to countenance any derangement rather than face up to what I’d done. It was nine hours now since the stinging brightness had started up in my spine. Whether it was a trapped nerve or an inner ear disturbance or even some sort of psychological shock I’d suffered at the sight of a beautiful woman in a pink petticoat spitting Listerine onto a footpath, I mustn’t let Natalie’s ‘you prince, I plincess’ fantasy lure me into lying. ‘You I drown us self two gether’ was just a pick-up line. ‘Make this life you I bad’ was merely something she said to hook punters she knew had a bit of money. The same went for ‘everything being already over before it reaches your eyes’ and ‘my body already being back in the past’, let alone ‘‘Nok’ same ‘bird’’ coming from the source of all joy’ or ‘pinpoints of light from her head going through me like diamonds through a sieve.’ None of it was true. It was all a cop-out. It was worse than a cop-out. I was covering up something horrible that I’d just done with mystical claptrap. I was hiding behind pseudo-spiritual mumbo jumbo so that I wouldn’t have to face the sleaziness of my own actions. Transcendence? It was the first step towards a lie, the beginnings of an excuse, a lie to myself as much as to Melissa, at the very best the temptation to put off telling Melissa the truth till later, perhaps the morning, put off the moment with a story, no matter how improbable. Except, I couldn’t think of anything, even the beginning of a story that would work.

I got out of the car and shut the door. The central locking clunked. It was amazing how, just two miles from Kings Cross, the silence could be so deep, almost like the silence at night in the country. It was one of the benefits of living in a private road. The clatter of a late night train, the hum of traffic down on Pentonville Road, were as soothing as the creak of boughs above my head, or a dead leaf scraping in the gutter.

I loved living in this street. It had been a risk buying such a big house when we were so young. Melissa and I had both needed to borrow money from our parents to top up the bank loan for the deposit. Not long out of university, at the beginning of our careers, we could have come unstuck if either of our businesses had failed, but luckily my engineering company and Melissa’s design firm had both prospered. We’d got in before the boom in house prices too, and now our house was worth a staggering three million pounds. Not that we’d ever dream of selling it. The children had grown up here. We had nice neighbours and knew all their kids. We were both of us too happy living in this street to even think of selling. The population of the road had remained remarkably stable, in spite of rocketing house prices. It wasn’t mere property values that made our street a nice place to live. The houses themselves, the mansard additions, number nineteen’s loggia, the general air of upkeep, our friendly residents' association, were worth more than money. Fred Moore, next door, was a banker. The Forsyths, across the road, were lawyers. Jill Wright was in media. Like Melissa and I, they’d built their success on hard work and playing by the rules. Our road had an earned solidity that Shoreditch’s glitz and Hampstead’s privilege couldn't touch.

I opened the gate.

Melissa and I had argued about the front gate. It jammed on the path, at the lowest point of its arc, before the latch could reach its keep in the pier. It was the house’s original gate, cast iron and massively heavy, and had sagged on its pier, had actually pulled the pier that carried it out of plumb, so that its bottom corner ground against the stone of the path and had actually scored an arc into the soft yorkstone, a circular section that grew deeper, and turned into an actual groove, an inch deep and raw against the slab’s patina, the closer it came to the footpath. I was the principal in an engineering firm. I knew plenty of subcontractors. Melissa wanted me to get someone to rebuild the pier and rehang the gate, but that circular section of groove delighted me so much, I kept putting it off.

I went up the steps to the front door.

If I told Melissa the truth, if I didn’t make up a story, there’d be shock, anger, disgust, but the damage wouldn’t be final. There’d be a period of recrimination, our usual intimacy might be affected for a time, even for a long time, perhaps forever, but life would go on. I wouldn’t lose anything that I really cherished, not absolutely lose. I’d never see Natalie again, nothing like this afternoon’s madness would ever happen again, and things would eventually get back to normal. I’d had a brush with something weird and nasty, but it was over. As long as I wasn’t HIV positive I’d had a close shave.

My hand flew to my temple. There was a hairless patch where Som Boon had cut the scut for his fortune telling! I felt the patch of scalp under the porch light. Luckily it was small, no bigger than the tip of my thumb. It was probably less noticeable to look at than it felt under my fingers, a bare patch in my grizzled locks. God. I’d have to tell Melissa about the Sawadee Bee Mai, and Som Boon, too.

I could feel my mind casting round for stories. There were none. None that Melissa would believe. None even that she’d disbelieve, but not question, on the strength of our former trust. My key was already in the door. It was too late to start inventing stories. When it came to possible reasons for my absence, my mind was a complete blank. If I tried to lie I’d break down halfway through and then things would be even worse. I should have spent the last twenty minutes, driving home from the Caledonian Road, thinking something up. Anything. An accident. A robbery. A shooting. It was stupid not thinking up anything. I’d never see Natalie again. If I’d managed to think up a credible story the afternoon’s stupid mistake would have been over and done with in five minutes’ time and, if I was lucky, life could go on as normal. Five minutes’ awkwardness. A few days’ puzzlement, even disbelief, but everything would stay the same.
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