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1.


Condensed milk

Cigarettes of foliage unrolled at trampling feet in autumn’s foggy twilight. Like a lollypop’s chewed halves the flanks of leaves were ripped from stalks – not grazing over asphalt in a waltz of summer blossoms but expelling kicks of broken terracotta.

‘It was in the trash.’ A drawer slid back into its orifice; cutlery shuddered. Her high-pitched voice reverberated like the tinkle of a dental surgeon’s tools as she unsealed the crumpled paper. Mist began to clear and anaesthetic lost its veiling gloss: ‘Yeah, it was in the trash.’ Meg strolled into the kitchen with the wrongfully discarded letter.

A pink splodge dyed the inside of a middle finger amidst purple, silver, and green rings and sparkling navy nails. It came as naturally to the pale skin as to a mottled orchid.

‘Miss van der Holt.’ Her black locks pocked the sunlight-trickling document with its extension. ‘Prego.’

Italian was her hobby now: Meg had been tailoring her conversation for a fortnight. Preparations for her eighteenth birthday – an artistic, Florentine escape – were underway.

Four years were left until the day.

Rubbing her right lens with sliding fingers, the recipient absorbed:



Dear Parent or Guardian,



We are delighted to invite you to the Henrietta Barnett School’s biennial ‘Shakespeare Readathon,’ to be held on Saturday 18th May. This year our much-anticipated programme commemorates the forty-year career of Miss Rosalie Gregson. Miss Gregson joined our esteemed English department in the spring of 1923—



A clatter split across the ground.

‘Ooh.’ Meg dashed to the corridor to fetch the post; her supervisor followed with a stomach rattling like a grumbling kettle. ‘It’s for you.’ A letter’s edge indented her left palm.

She foraged in the envelope like a rapacious magpie diving in its fodder till a page emerged.

‘Is it from Ben?’ Meg loomed over her guardian as she resettled at the kitchen table.

After scouring paragraphs of small talk – ‘I heard the power stations saved the Thames from freezing; luckily in this part of the world we don’t have to depend on artificial sources for our heat! Well – at least, not as much’ – her eyes alighted on the latest news:



She’s roiled at the FDA, who pen responses to enquiries as personal, I’m sure, as Mr Kennedy’s replies to his fellow Americans. The IRB (Institutional Review Board) keeps sending her fresh copies of their Rules and Regulations Handbook – some one thousand, nine hundred pages (no need for hyperbole; the facts suffice). For every question there’s a chapter, verse and footnotes meeting the criteria for a response; for every new proposal seven circuits of superiors who check and veto. Littlewood (don’t know if I told you – Head of Neurology) has invited a Norwegian chap, Møller, to pair up for the first trial.



Anneliese scowled. ‘Pairing up’ did not seem typical to her demeanour. The next paragraph – its indent larger than the previous – continued:



And yet these challenges she deems to be defiable. The hurdles – not as morbid and macabre as they have been in the past – do little more than bolster her determination; mobilise her forces. She seems to have expelled St Mary’s from her mind and hasn’t talked to Helga in six months. By all accounts, it would appear Sara is staying here indefinitely.



A sigh staggered out of her mouth.

‘Is it Tally?’ Meg fiddled with the beads around her neck.

‘It’s not from Tally.’ Anneliese murmured indolently, reading on.



As you would expect, she is reluctant to touch on all matters ‘psychiatry,’ yet she plans to go to—



Anneliese flipped the page.

Blank with the exception of an ink stain filtered from the first side. Her fingers wriggled in the envelope again. Nothing. Tucking the unfinished letter out of sight, she switched back to her thesis.



Of these 41.4% [n = 29] only 14.3% [n = 10] reported their attraction to B ‘intensely grew’ as the lorry approached faster. 18.6% [n = 13] reported their attraction was ‘about the same throughout.’ The majority of respondents who reported feeling sexual attraction observed its diminishment as their fear progressed [23%, n = 16]. Of those whose attraction ‘intensely grew’—



Meg cleared her throat.

‘Anneliese.’

Her head shot up.

‘Yes.’ Inadvertently she sounded like a librarian.

‘Was it from your special friend?’ She tapped her foot and almost spluttered laughter.

‘All psychiatrists have their own psychiatrists.’

‘In the States, right?’

‘I don’t know how it is there.’ Meg frowned. Correcting herself, Anneliese noted, ‘Oh, you mean – yes, she’s still at Yale.’

Very slowly Meg nodded

‘So… remember when I asked you about Emma’s party?’



…80% [n = 8] reported having been in ‘abusive relationships’ or ‘relationships with sadomasochistic qualities.’ Additionally, 75% of these [n = 6] had sought psychotherapy or psychoanalysis during the course of or following the dissolution of these relationships.



It was likely not succinct enough: she’d overused the term [n =].

‘Anneliese.’ The tinkle crinkled silence. It was too hard to acknowledge her on school days. And she kept forgetting it was Easter Monday.

‘Sorry – yes?’

‘Emma’s party. Next Saturday the 27th. You gonna sign the letter?’

Grabbing the school letter on the Shakespeare Readathon, Anneliese signed automatically:



S.R. Pilkington



‘Thanks.’ Meg’s pink-stained fingers clipped the page. ‘So, d’you think I should ask Stu about the party?’



Upon being told the definition of the term ‘paraphilia’ according to the First Edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [APA, 1952] all respondents who averred that their attraction ‘intensely grew’ [n = 10] agreed with the statement, ‘female attraction to danger can be called paraphilic.’



Anneliese red-penned the ‘n’ bracket.

‘Er – yes. Yes, you should probably… yes.’

‘‘Kay.’ Meg finally left her alone in the kitchen.

Soon the clock struck four. Her patient Edgar Newton – a necrophile she had been treating for ten months – had been her sole appointment that day. Sunrays were percolating through the windows of their new conservatory; smearing cheeks and lips and pouring down her throat with the refreshing sweetness of condensed milk.

Anneliese stroked the printed page: eighty-nine of two hundred and forty in her doctoral thesis.

There were few toxins she was loath to tolerate. Smothered in the powdery retellings of incestuous liaisons, trysts with corpses and the fetid re-enactments of proposals by the prurient Marquis de Sade, she heard confessions nonchalantly. Specimens of different kinds had been described throughout her project and curtailed it with a coda that she read again that evening:



The consistency with which respondents reported feeling attraction or arousal in both dangerous circumstances and before dangerous people of both sexes in their personal statements suggests that sexual attraction to danger is neither an acquired taste nor a characteristic, but a persistent and debilitating illness. Severe cases require observation and treatment.



A button dangled on the cuff of Anneliese’s pale burgundy jacket. Peeling back the sleeve, she tucked the little saucer into safety.

As she stood to check it, metal doddered in the door. Meg’s feet were in the fourth position when she disengaged the lock.

‘The bottom of your shirt is soaked.’ Anneliese heard him remark.

‘Yeah, I was using rollers.’

‘Did you ask Anneliese if you could—’

‘I told her that she didn’t have to do that anymore.’ announced her chaperone from the kitchen.

Sprinkles of shy raindrops dripped around his coat as Stuart scooped up Anneliese to plant a kiss atop her lips.

The corners of his eyes smote her with beams of light. She gleaned his mirth as he began to hang his coat.

‘Something… transpired.’ she analysed.

Stuart pulled a pack of wine gums from his pocket, plopping it into her palm.

‘Get the cider.’

Plugging fingers in the holes of glasses, he waited as she poked her head into the fridge. Meg leant against the wall.

‘What’s the dirt?’ her voice purled like a cat’s purr in enquiry.

‘You want some cider?’ Stuart volunteered.

The thirteen-year-old approached their table.

‘It must be good dirt!’

Anneliese sat by him as he started pouring: Chardonnay for his glass, cider for his girls’.

A smirk shaped like a crescent moon extended from his chin as he recapped the bottles.

‘Ladies.’ he announced. ‘I may be overstepping my, er—’

‘Oh, come on!’ Meg boomed.

‘This is very tentative and provisional—’

‘We are not in your office!’ was another obstacle from Meg.

Stuart cleared his throat.

‘Judge Byson… has signed a warrant for a search on—’

‘Davison?’ Meg demanded to know.

‘Spencer Hill. A Sawyer associate.’

Anneliese raised her glass.

‘Too soon to toast?’

‘By Jove, most certainly!’ he cautioned.

Smiling like a cheeky child, she tried:

‘You found something on Davison?’

‘No.’

Her hands were still.

‘Oh.’

‘Neighbour came forward. Told Constable Grady that she thought his wallet might be at Hill’s house: they found his driver’s license in it.’

‘I bet he weighs more than a freight truck.’ Meg’s giggle was a toddler hammering arpeggios.

‘Rumour has it Hill hosts Davison’s fortnightly poker nights.’

‘Left-handed.’ Meg cut in.

Anneliese shook her head.

‘You’re thinking of the Salem witch trials.’

‘There is some evidence that a significant percentage of the crimes in London are committed by left—’ Stuart’s gaze caught Anneliese’s and he stopped. ‘Well… it’s speculative.’

‘I would think so.’

Meg perked up.

‘Why, d’you know many lefties?’

‘No.’ Anneliese bit an olive, shaking her head. She had known someone. Once.

‘May I finish my—’ Stuart resumed.

‘Of course.’

‘This neighbour – a woman of seventy or so – told Grady that she’s seen Constable Davison – in uniform – exiting Spencer Hill’s house every Tuesday and Thursday at around quarter past three in the morning.’

‘How would she know that – does she run a brothel?’ Stuart rolled his eyes in Meg’s direction. ‘What?!’ came the defensive girlish spout. ‘I wasn’t gonna ask, “Is she a hooker?” ‘Cause I don’t think there’s a market for her age!’

Anneliese stifled a snigger.

‘Let me finish, Magda.’ warned the superintendent. ‘An insomniac, poor thing. Anyway, she’s spotted Davison leaving twice a week now for six years. And the last time he left, someone came out – she couldn’t recognise the fellow – a regular associate of Spencer Hill, perhaps a Sawyer, perhaps not – and ran after him, shouting, “Oi, mate – you forgot your wallet.” He didn’t manage to catch him.’ Stuart brought his chair much closer to his consort’s. ‘Copper’s wallet at the house of a Stantons associate. Byson believes – at last – that it’s sufficient premise for a warrant.’

‘If it’s found?’ Meg asked, her mouth now bulbous with a cluster of three olives.

‘Davison’ll be questioned. Unlikely anything will come of it; the DAC still thinks that he’s untouchable. But it should scratch the surface – make ‘em toss ‘n’ turn. Tongues will be wagging, that’s for sure. Ronnie Stanton likes to tell the Soho walk-up girls what’s on his mind after he’s had a few; a couple always report back to us. And so…’ Taking a large gulp of wine, he roamed his right hand over Anneliese’s knee. ‘Make no mistake about it: we have stirred the pot!’

‘Three cheers!’ Meg summoned them.

‘No, we don’t do that here.’ Anneliese notified her.

‘You don’t?’

‘Only for birthdays and the New Year.’

Stuart smiled at Meg, fondling the split end of one of her locks. His thumb grew green in flakes of paint.

‘Do I have—’

‘Yes.’ Stuart confirmed.

Meg leapt to leave the room.

‘Don’t forget to call your father.’

‘I won’t.’ She hopped up stairs.

His left hand loitered over Anneliese’s thigh.

‘D’you see the necrophile today?’

She sighed.

‘Yes.’

‘He hasn’t shown a sample of his writing yet?’

Anneliese half laughed.

‘It won’t do anything, Stuart.’

‘No, I’m telling you: QDE holds up in court; a person’s longhand says a lot about—’

‘Meg’s hair is dipped in paint. Does that mean she’s a twisted soul?’

‘That’s different.’ No smile raised his face. He tended to repel all Meg-related jokes: as a blood relative he was the only one entitled to endearing mockery.

Stood to light the stove, he pressed on.

‘It’s like the urban myth about criminals having eyes far apart. A sudden downward slant may be a token of repressed rage.’

‘You should see Susanna’s writing.’

‘You heard from her?’ Taking steaks from the refrigerator, Stuart set them on the frying pan.

‘Christopher. No news.’

He bowed his head in sympathy.

Making love would usually immerse her in deep sleep for only half an hour. Several times it had occurred to her that she had simply grown accustomed to a quicker pulse and higher temperature and yearned for more, so she had prodded him awake to no avail. Her mind resisted quiet.

Sweeping her white peignoir off the bed, Anneliese slipped cold feet into slippers. Stuart was sleeping on his front as he was wont to do. They each of them had separate desks: the officer’s stacked with police reports, missing persons files, snapped pencils and their sharpeners, his badge and notebooks; hers with heavy tomes on psychiatric illnesses and sexual deviance. In certain rape cases he would peruse her papers.

Seating herself softly on her swivel chair, Anneliese switched on her bankers lamp and stared at a tormenting document:



Aversion Therapy



A common practice since the early 1930s, Aversion Therapy is now of questionable value to psychiatrists treating paraphilias. While evidence ascribes a high success rate to emetics and to classical conditioning in substance abuse cases, the root cause of paraphilias is often found in either early childhood or a neuropsychological condition. Renewing one’s association with a trigger source risks the erasure of the adult personality – leaving in its wake the substitute of a blank canvas: tabula rasa.



The wording of the final sentence still perturbed her. Hushedly she slid out her right drawer to take another pen.

Amidst her flicking fingers light illuminated crinkled corners of three labelled yellowed papers:



Dopamine: 212

Vicia Faba: 74

GABA



Acidic paint dunked Anneliese’s soul to make it reek like Meg’s split ends.

Gently she resealed the drawer. Three blinks and one and half swallows took her back to page one.



Sexual attraction to danger in females has long been illustrated in both medical and artistic literatures through stereotypical depictions. While these are often entertaining – offering a narrative in which the heroine – commonly known as the ‘good girl’ – begins to pine for her unkempt, indecorous, rapscallion of a virile neighbour, in reality…



Etc, etc.




2.


Legal hunting

Next door across the North Pacific grunts were punctuating beatings of a ball of sticky rice.

So she imagined till a furry mouth slipped down her neck like a slick firefighter sliding down a pole.

Melanie arrested the attacker by its tail.

‘‘Scuse me, Miss van der Holt, I’m sorry.’

It was her straw hat. Retrieving it from under the headmistress, Melanie retook her seat high in the grandstand.

Chiffon was clinging to the bottom of her thighs with the tenacity of parchment on a baking cake. Pounds of the volleyball continued taking turns with beefy groans.

‘Er… grounds?’ Isabel turned to Dean. The bespectacled, short, skinny thirty-one-year-old wore a white shirt and crimson tie in ninety-degree weather.

‘That’s right.’ The secretary frowned, his forehead bleached by sun.

Coach O’Malley blew the whistle and the flustered girls dispersed for a two-minute timeout. Dean propped his glasses up to peer intensely at his clipboard.

‘Treasurer of the committee Janet Olave raised concerns about the typeface. She believes that the enhanced, bold letters of the sign intimidate prospective parents. The brusque backdrop of scarlet against the – forgive my colloquial language – “splashy” – bold letters of gold serve to expound, according to some members, sentiments of exclusivity, elitism and self-approbation. In addition, a considerable factor is the well-known fact that Calvert was one of the last schools on the West Coast to introduce desegregation—’

‘Yes, I—’

‘We have two African-American students enrolled; both of them on a full scholarship. That number is significantly lower than—’

‘The African-American enrolment at other West Coast private schools, where they make up from point three to point nine per cent of the student body. Yes, I’m – I’m up to speed—’

‘Before Spring Break it was suggested that the letters be replaced by smaller text in white. However, due to the more immediate concern of the school’s heating system being in a state of disrepair—’

‘We can have them painted over during the vacation.’ Isabel examined Daisy. The tanned and freckled girl whose brown-blond hair crossed puffy cheeks stood out of breath with arms akimbo, nervously awaiting Coach O’Malley’s signal.

If the girl spiked in the next ten minutes of the match the items on Dean’s list would double.

After scribbling something hastily across the sheet, Dean turned it over.

‘The FPC’s concerned about the imminent arrival of Sabine—’

‘I told Joan and Barbara we’d reserved a room for 24th June through 28th—’

‘There have been letters.’

Isabel watched Daisy jump and strike the ball with her clenched fist then run to stop the opposition’s spike.

‘If the name of the club is the ‘Foster Parents Committee’ and Mrs Jefferson Taylor and Mrs Osborn Whitaker allow their daughters to be Secretary and Vice President respectively, they’ll hardly be surprised if one of the three orphans based in inner-city Montreal expresses a desire to come stay at—’

‘All right!’ Felicia patted Daisy’s back as she wiped sweat from her drenched brow.

The girl had spiked. It was now Lenroot: 4, Piers: 7. Felicia and Daisy belonged to the former.

‘Well, aren’t we the pink of this sweet summer afternoon?’ The familiar coo swam downstream to Isabel’s ears; high heels scraped crassly with June Hassleberry’s swift descent. Six rows above, she had attentively kept watch over the principal for hours.

As she rose to greet her Isabel was quickly reprimanded.

‘Oh please, Miss van der Holt – no need for ceremony on mah account.’

Plonking her bloom-spattered rear by Isabel, June swiped her pink hat off her head.

A melodic sigh preluded the remark:

‘It’s days like these that make me thankful you placed Daisy in the House of Lenroot.’

‘It was—’ 

June never focussed long enough to hear a sentence.

‘Every mornin’ of a match, I ask the Lord to look out for ma buttercup – ma Daisy.’ She smiled in awe. ‘That girl’s affection leaves me faint o’ heart. I get so flustered—’

‘Oh – if Daisy had had problems with her asthma, we would never have—’

‘I know, I know. But every set, she is wound tighter than a three-day clock.’

Isabel’s hand hid her eyes from the blast of the sun. Daisy rested and appeared to analyse the sky.

Only her daughter’s victories sent June down to disrupt the outdoor conferences between Calvert’s headmistress and her conscientious secretary.

When Daisy failed to spike, June merely nodded with her hat in Isabel’s direction.

Eyes partly closed, the latter listened to the echoes of ‘Here! Here!’ and ‘Doggone it!’ ricocheting through the court.

‘Hearin’ ‘bout the sport being invited to the Tokyo Games next year? That news sure bucked me up!’

‘It’s about time—’

‘I said to Daisy, I said: “With your highfalutin’ fiddle, you could buy your Ma and Pa and Iris tickets for the ’68 Olympics.” ’ June slapped a hand square on Isabel’s knee. ‘Of course she’ll still be studying, we hope – and speakin’ of – what’s this I hear about Miss Granger tellin’ Daisy not to take AP Biology? I hear it gets you college credit at Penn State—’

‘She’s just taken exams in AP European History, AP Chemistry and German—’

‘Don’t forget Latin Four—’

‘No, I was not—’

‘‘Cause Daisy’ll be sittin’ Latin Five next year; it puts her acres ‘head o’ everybody else.’

Isabel restrained a frown.

‘At Juilliard?’

‘How many o’ them kids know how to translate Lacrimosa?’

Eyes travelled before finding a response.

‘Well—’

‘Anyhow, could you please tell me, Miss van der Holt—’ June laid a hand over Isabel’s arm. ‘Gwendolyn Hayward’s mother – Ursula? She told me AP History’s for sapheads. Now, when it comes to all ma courses – forgive me, ma Daisy’s courses – I’m like a hypochondriac; always fishin’ out second opinions – so what—’

‘Ill-advised.’

‘Oh, you don’t say?’

‘It’s only really a requirement for students wishing to study American History in college—’

‘But the Juilliard students – I heard they crack the books—’

‘But Daisy is already primed for a place in the National Honor Society—’

‘Yes, yes – I made her quit her post as Treasurer for Future Teachers of America to squeeze in all those extra classes – she’s a dryball now. Tell me: do you sincerely think I was throwing the baby out with the bathwater?’

‘Daisy wants to be a solo violinist.’

‘Well, o’ course. That’s why I’m at sixes and sevens ‘bout this International Congress for Strings—’

‘Her chances are—’

‘Why did Miss Harrison advise Jessica Porter to compete with Devil’s Trill Sonata when ma Daisy has to play some baby Beethoven?’

‘The Kreutzer Sonata is not “baby” Beethoven; Jessica’s competence on the violin is—’
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