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        “Society shames a woman

        for enjoying her sex drive

        while applauding a man

        for enjoying his!”

      

      

      

      
        
        ― Neil Mach

      

      

      

      
        
        “A slut is a is a messy girl.

        A slut strays from the agreed path”
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      ‘Do you know where you are?’ came the man’s voice. It sounded like an unusual accent.

      Kim-Kim shook her head.

      ‘Do you know how long you have been here?’

      Her arms ached. Her neck felt tense. She guessed it had been a while.

      ‘Do you know where your belongings are?’ another man’s voice asked

      Her eyes hurt. It was too inky to see. Kim-Kim could not muster the strength to answer this second man.

      Then the first voice asked a darker question, ‘Who did this to you?’

      Kim-Kim didn’t move her head because she did not know.

      ‘Does the name Armour Faraz mean anything?’

      Yes, it did. A burst of pain bounced across her body. It shot into her breast like a gush of electricity. From the base of her spine, the pain ricocheted around her bones. The pain eventually fizzled near her nape. ‘Yes, I know Faraz. He is my father.’

      ‘How did this happen?’ came the first voice.

      ‘Yes, you must tell your story,’ prompted the other.

      Kim-Kim stretched her arms, bidding them to flex. She twisted her neck, right and left. She took several long breaths before she prepared to tell her tale: ‘It began in London. In a bar,’ she offered. She squeezed her eye,  to gain the strength required to make the pain go away. ‘I remember telling my Unfriend Dee about how my life had turned into a muddle. I told her I could not find a man — a proper man. I had recently broken up with an idiot. The idiot’s name was David. This is all his fault.’

      She paused because that wasn’t the truth! It was time to face reality. Kim-Kim took a deeper breath because, she figured, now was the time to take full responsibility for this shit. She wanted to be honest with herself. She wanted to explain everything.

      So, Kim-Kim described the events leading to this moment. And, in telling the story, she accepted responsibility.
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            Unfriend Dee

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I fancy getting shagged all over the world,’ she had told her Unfriend Dee in the bar in London. ‘I want to be banged in Brisbane, slammed in Seville, humped in Helsinki, smashed in Seattle, hit in Honolulu, bonged in Barcelona, dicked in Dublin... and all the others.’

      ‘Screwed in Sydney? Rogered in Rotterdam?’ Dee continued.

      ‘Yeah, right,’ Kim-Kim grinned. ‘You get the idea…’

      ‘I know how you feel,’ Dee said. ‘I feel I need sex too. Some days, anyhow…’

      ‘That’s the difference between you and me, babes. I need sex all days —’

      ‘You wanna screw now?’

      ‘Yeah! And not just here. Everywhere. And not just him…’ Kim-Kim sat on a rotating cocktail stool, so swivelled to point an accusative finger at a random guy sat in the far corner of the bar with an innocuous look on a stupid face. The guy gazed at his phone, so didn’t look up. He knew nothing about the prospective shagging opportunity. ‘I want to shag them all —’ she added. ‘Even that prat.’

      ‘Every guy?’ asked Dee.

      ‘Yep, right...’

      ‘Okay…’

      ‘And I’m going to do it too. Certainly, I am. I’m going to get myself shagged all around the globe.’

      ‘If you’re serious about this — and please swear you are not — but if you’re serious, there are technical points to consider,’ replied Unfriend Dee. She was about to explain the potential pitfalls: ‘For example: the globe is an enormous place.’ Dee provided this information with a condescending grin. ‘It contains approximately four billion straight guys. You must subtract numerous dipshits, losers, nail-biters, bed-wetters, cry-babies, mummy’s boys, liars, assholes, back-stabbers, morons, and other assorted tossers. But after you make those extractions, you are still left with about a billion guys who need to be screwed. Subtract another half billion from the sub-total, i.e., the guys who are properly evil, sick, or twisted bastards, and the remainder is about five hundred million guys to get jiggy with. Ain’t that too many to shag? Even for a strumpet like you?’

      ‘That’s the beauty of my plan,’ Kim-Kim said.

      ‘You have a plan?’ Dee eyeballed her friend and gasped.

      ‘Yes, I will become a predator. I will choose my prey. I will hunt down the most perfect men. All the finest targets. The best shags in the world. All of earth’s men will be at my disposal. They can’t hide forever. I’ll track them down. The best of men. The hunkiest. The biggest. The hairiest. The ballsiest. I’ll search the globe. I’ll seek them wherever they might hide. I will close in on them. I will snare them. I will be the wolf spider. I will be the chaser and not the chaste...’

      ‘No, correction, you’ll be a slut,’ Unfriend Dee suggested. And that concluded their conversation.
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            Perfect David

          

        

      

    

    
      But when Kim-Kim had told her Unfriend Dee about her plan to exploit all the male inhabitants on earth, she forgot she already had a boyfriend. Her current boyfriend was, of course, David. 

      David was perfect.

      Kim-Kim became attracted to David because he represented stability and security. He was smart, self-controlled, and utterly flawless. In fact, David was the type of guy her mother insisted she required. But, but, but…

      Have you ever felt lonely inside a relationship? Kim-Kim felt desperately lonely inside this one. Why? Because David ignored her.

      Yet she had to admit her mother was right about him. He was all a girl could wish for: on the outside anyhow. Yes, on the outside, David appeared cool and confident. Dark brown. That’s how she’d describe him, later, in her recollections. David possessed sleek, impeccably groomed hair, hazel-nut eyes, deep, wonderful brows, and muddy lashes. His eyebrows were ever dark, as if he touched them with a sludge of mascara during his morning grooming sessions. David was wonderfully manicured too — isn’t that strange behaviour for a guy? And, although he was short for a man, a mere two inches taller than her in his leatherette slippers, David possessed the most excellent muscle tone. He had strong tight arms because David worked-out every day. He paid particular attention to his buns, his thighs and his oh-so-thin, waist.

      When Kim-Kim eventually thought about David again, she realised the signs were there from the start. Yet she hadn’t recognised them until too late.

      David had a dark, solid voice. Though, to be fair, you wouldn’t describe the guy as articulate. That’s  because he employed methodically clipped sentences, and only gave one-word answers when, to be honest, full sentences were required. This was because David was well-ordered and tidy in everything he did. Sideburns clipped. Toenails clipped. Hair-nose hair clipped. So, words clipped too. Communication, like everything David accomplished, had to be an exercise in restraint.

      David was always well turned-out. He wore freshly branded sports clothes on his frequent trips to the gym. He put on crisply laundered shirts, coupled with correctly matching ties, and Kim-Kim expected to see sharp creases on his straight-legged sensible trousers, creases that went all the way down to his hand-polished shoes. And those shoes were perfect. If they were white trainers, they were clean as snow. If they were black lace-ups, they were glossy, as a plate licked by a happy puppy dog. Kim-Kim had never been out with a man who polished his own shoes. Yet David did! He performed the chore every night. It’s a pity he didn’t put the same vigorous spit ‘n’ polish into other even-time activities.

      Yes! David was the perfect man for a girl. Pristine, streamlined, and incredibly neat. However, their lack of compatibility hindered their ability to function as a couple. She fell short of being the perfect representation of girlhood in contrast to his picture-perfect manliness. Kim-Kim acknowledged she was a messy slob!

      Kim-Kim never lived up to David’s standards of tidiness and efficiency. She felt certain she didn’t live up to his higher expectations. She knew this because he told her so. He told her this, often. David constantly reminded her she would never be as perfect as he.

      Naturally, she was aware of the truth. There was no need to remind her. It wasn’t necessary for these things to be vocalised every single time they met. In all honesty, she couldn’t compare to David’s immaculateness. However, she wasn’t entirely a calamity. Honestly, she really wasn’t. Kim-Kim sought to abide by the general guidelines laid down in the big book of common-sense & social appropriateness. But the main issue was that her book was a messy folder of scraps covered in soup stains, while his book was a rigid church bible type rulebook placed high on a lectern, to be worshipped. As an illustration, she consistently made an effort to cleverly accessorise, and she always attempted to exhibit rational behaviour in the presence of strangers. Though she was acutely aware these ‘skills’ could never match David’s impeccable expertise: he always looked perfect and always acted consistent at all times. Thus, David emphasised that Kim-Kim was a walking catastrophe.

      David was the sort of man any girl would be proud to present to her mother. Not only was he well groomed, handsome, and well-mannered, but he was also a London police officer. How about that? Did you guess? David worked on the tactical firearms team. You can’t get more macho, can you, than a gun cop?

      At night Kim-Kim liked to envisage David kitted-out in his blues. She imagined the provocative thrust of his carbine, a well-oiled muzzle, poking lustily from a utility belt. But David never talked about his job. Never once had he shown her pictures of him in uniform or hinted about the calibre of his piece. In fact, the only way she knew about his role in firearms unit was after she’d called his back office one afternoon. One of his colleagues introduced himself as ‘Jeff’ from ‘Specialist Firearms command.’’
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      Their romantic trip to Brighton had been on her mind all week.

      Kim-Kim had decided, to herself that the weekend would be a test. The significant moment in their relationship. A pass or fail moment

      When David had mentioned popping down to Brighton, Kim-Kim had felt immense excitement. It sounded a fabulous idea. A romantic weekend with the best dressed man in the world. Wow! She day-dreamed he’d booked them into the Grand Hotel. She’d fantasised he’d carry her over the threshold, to step into a splendid suite. Then David would hold her tight in his muscular arms, heave her onto a stiff mattress, then lay on top of her, to pin her down. The room would be lit by dancing candles. She’d yield to his ripped body. And, of course, he’d bang her. With strong-to-moderate force.

      Kim-Kim also visualised taking lovely dinners by the beach, enjoying wind-swept walks along cold-pebbled shores. And she fantasised about lots of arm-in-arm moments, with chats over fine wines, and snuggles under pillows. Plus, of course, hours of nuzzlement. Yum!

      But things went wrong almost right from the start.

      Instead of booking them into the Grand Hotel, David, the idiot, had chosen an economy lodging using a reputable online booking service. He’d said it had been uncommonly good value for money. Everything he did had to be painstakingly researched, often meticulously, and to the point of pickiness. David always found the best possible deal. Self-control and self-management were his mantras. So, he’d booked them into a back-packers hostel.

      At least the hostel was on the sea-front. Kim-Kim examined the lobby in dismay. David explained he’d got himself a bloody good deal because he’d booked them in for three nights at the price of two. They arrived at the reception desk and Kim-Kim promptly saw the place was as tacky as a Wetherspoon’s doormat. How could David do this? How could he wreck her romantic imaginings?

      She couldn’t help noticing someone had chewed the front desk. Yes, someone had actually chewed it! She saw gnaw marks in the semi-polished woodwork. She figured they must have a teething troll about the place or perhaps a hungry Irish wolfhound. Maybe the giant dog had the run of the place. Kim-Kim was appalled at how grim it all seemed.

      During the uninviting reception process, conducted by an off-hand front-desk guy who seemed utterly pissed-off with them because they’d interrupted valuable Facebook time, there was a mention of cocktails. The reception-bloke tersely flicked his arm somewhere towards a seedy bar — to show, perhaps, where cocktails might be discovered. He didn’t bother to look from his iPhone to confirm any of this. Good, Kim-Kim thought. At least there’d be something to look forward to in this shit-pocket. You never know, she told herself, after a few Tequilas I might get to like the place. Especially if she squeezed her eyes tight and clicked her heels.

      So they went to their floor, having travelled in a wonky lift, and when they got inside their room, the first thing David did was check himself head-to-toe in the full-length mirror. Yes, he remained perfect. Immaculate as usual. He said nothing, of course, while he inspected his visage, After a few minutes, he seemed satisfied, overall, by his appearance. Except for one ‘invisible’ hair that might have been out of place. He didn’t push-over to allow Kim-Kim to check herself. No, David hogged the looking-glass. As always.

      Perhaps David had noticed her new haircut?

      It wasn’t much, to be honest. She’d had a couple of inches snipped from the stragglier ends. Just a trim. But she ensured she’d had it done for the romantic trip. Maybe she wanted to compete with David’s perfection. But now, under the fluorescent energy-efficient light bulbs in a crappy low-cost room, she realized — with a pang of truth at her core — that she could never match him.

      David didn’t comment on her new haircut. He seemed oblivious to it. Neither did he notice her new Zara top. The one she’d expressly bought for this trip Nort did he notice her new pleated skirt. He made no mention or comment about her appearance.

      David spoke in short, dark-brown, compact sentences. She thought his clipped words were like crinkle-cut chips. Neat, elegant, and crisp, though ultimately unsatisfying. When Kim-Kim reflected later, she remembered David only spoke about things that interested him. He had a vague North-country accent, though they never got to discuss his ancestry. Maybe he originated from Manchester. Burt who knows?

      ‘Fourteen poonds,’ he mumbled. He tilted the full-length mirror to get a better view of his collar.

      ‘What?’ Kim-Kim mumbled.

      David checked the room with his brown eyes, though didn’t move from the mirror. He seemed to like the place. He liked the fluffy curtains. He liked the fragile bed. He liked the cracked paint job. He liked the badly fitting, soggy, carpet. He probably liked the stale smell of piss, too. Although it was difficult to detect above the aroma of his splash-all-over Emporio Armani.

      ‘Fourteen poonds, eh?’ he said again.

      She ignored the words. Kim-Kim was aware he did not say quid like most blokes. He did not use slang words. David enunciated his vowels, properly. His words, like everything about David, were controlled and impeccably accurate.

      Kim-Kim looked around the place. What kind of numpty would take a girlfriend to a muckheap like this? What kind of idiot would expect a girl to be content in a crap hole? She felt like screaming: ‘Am I supposed to be pleased, because this only cost you fourteen pounds a night, you downright turd?’ But she kept her lips sealed.

      David was the most unforgivable tight wad. Being clever about expenses was one thing. A girl could appreciate good common sense when it came to expenditure. But David’s brand of miserly behaviour was something fucking else. The trip to Brighton was presumed to be a romantic getaway, yet David — the worthless dumbshitski — seemed genuinely pleased to get this room for fourteen pounds a night! What an annoying piece of crap he could be!

      For the first time in at least half an hour, David bothered to glance into her eyes. He used those dark hazel eyeballs to peer at her features through perfect lashes. ‘Fourteen poonds a night,’ he said again. He clearly wanted to ram-home the point. Pity he’d not rammed anything else home since they’d met.

      ‘I checked online,’ he continued, ‘And found it was the best deal you can get around here.’

      Kim-Kim shrugged in response but stayed calm. Inside she was pissed to the point of peevishness.

      ‘Fourteen poonds a night… To park. I wanted a safe space for my overnight parking. So, I paid the extra. Fourteen poonds, though… I’ve never paid so much in my life.’

      Kim-Kim nodded approval, then made a small squeal of acceptance. Now she felt like an idiot.

      David always did this. Even when he didn’t know he was doing it, nevertheless he did it. David made her feel like a complete firkin’ idiot. She’d thought he’d been talking about the cost of a single night in this lousy hostel. Fourteen poonds a night. But in fact, he’d been talking, all along, about overnight parking.

      She growled again. Though this time, a tad more calmly.

      Though inside her bones the grrrr! roared like a tiger riding a wave.
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      David drove a super-bright BMW X3. The vehicle was now parked on the lowest level of a seedy car-parking lot, across the street from their dreadful hostel. By all accounts it had cost David fourteen poonds a night to keep his car in this sacred space!

      David’s car was black. It gleamed as brightly as his shoes and was glossier than his over-produced hair. Like him, his car was super-fit and über-valeted. David had spent twenty minutes in the Brighton car lot attempting to find an ideal space for his pride and joy. He checked all the sizes of all the gaps in all the corners. He had driven around-and-around and had steered carefully by concrete corners and paused, only occasionally, to check his reflection in the rear-view mirror. David drove his car at snail-speed, so he’d avoid concrete columns and jutting bumpers. He explained, in long drawn-out sentences, that he searched for maximum peripheral space — Kim-Kim figured this was an imaginary space that allowed him the capacity to walk around his prized X3. It soon became clear it was an elusive thing. It was a testing experience for Kim-Kim. But, once David located a prize slot, and seemed satisfied that it provided the near-legendary peripheral space he sought, he looked delighted.

      Not that Kim-Kim had ever seen David angry. In fact, when she came to think of it, she’d never seen David the least-bit exasperated. Although she imagined he’d rip the head off anyone who dinked his prized X3. His car was exactly right. Which is why he had to find a space that was exactly right, too.

      After the excessively careful and achingly slow parking of the sainted car, in the most expensive car park in the world, they wheeled their luggage, for what seemed like miles, across a rumble-strip of tarmac, toward their shitty hostel.

      David directed, of course. He took charge of Kim-Kim’s movements from the absolute start of their short walk. He expected perfection from her in such undertakings. This supervision included checking her composure while she sauntered. So, David beckoned her to amble at a constant tempo alongside, like one of those trick ponies you see at the circus, you know, the ones who dance with their head up, knees drawn sharply, to take teeny paces at regular intervals. If you walked with David, you had to high-step with the dignity and style of a frickng pantomime unicorn!

      She noticed David’s luggage was expensive, refined, and clean. She noticed it proceeded on smooth, well-oiled rollers. Her luggage, meanwhile, had apparently been produced by blind hobgoblins who had crafted her case out of threadbare plastic: so Kim-Kim’s luggage trundled like a push-trolley for alcoholics. Her luggage shook like an addict who’d missed his early morning can of cider. Her baggage rumbled over potholes, clattered over drain-covers, and bumbled across gobbed-up chewing-gum like a wheezing, shit-faced, asthmatic. Yet, all the while, David’s luggage swooshed over these minor irritations with efficient ease, like a hovercraft floating on a bed of feathers.

      Kim-Kim’s baggage, she reflected, was like her life — a tramp’s cart of commotions, upsets, and crashes. David’s baggage meanwhile was a gliding limousine of grace and elegance. His life was as predictable as a clockmaker’s cuckoo. While her life flew about like a five-pence coin sucked-into the canister of a worn-out vacuum cleaner.
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      At the awful hostel, after an important trip to the bathroom that lasted longer than she thought probable, David returned to Kim-Kim’s company. He sat efficiently on a cheap office chair that purported to be an armchair, though was no such thing, and positioned the chair so he might face the only true mirror in the place. Thus, seated in this manner, David monitored himself, whilst simultaneously taking no notice of her.

      Finally, Kim-Kim found the courage to speak: ‘Are we going for a cocktail?’

      David did not glance at her. Instead, he frowned into the mirror. ‘I doubt the cocktail bar is open.’ Plain and clear. Accurate words designed to cut into her like a blade of truth. And they did! He almost said something extra but restrained himself in time. He was probably about to suggest she was an alcoholic lush.

      Kim-Kim stood to look out of the bedroom window. She found it smeared with gull shit. She hoped to view a sparkling sea and kiddies playing on a fun time beach. Instead, through the muddy bird-crap, she noticed a tramp urinating in a turd-filled alleyway, by a Poundland rubbish-bin. This vagrant had a dog. The mangy beast vigorously scratched its balls.

      ‘Well, maybe we might go for a walk,’ she suggested. ‘Along the sea-front? Before the bar opens?’

      David glanced at his shirt. So clean, and of course, so crisp. He saw his shoes were exquisitely polished too. His trousers were impeccably pressed, with razor-sharp edges. She knew what David thought of her plan. He thought a walk might become messy. A walk on the seafront might bring seagulls who’d shit on his collar. A walk might bring dogs who’d gob on his shoes. A walk might bring rain that’d piss-up his hair. A walk might bring wind that’d ruffle his fluffed eyebrows. A walk might bring dust that’d adhere to his pampered skin. David did not bother making any reply. He simply sighed and shook his head.

      Kim-Kim scanned the room, searching for a magazine to read. Anything would do. Why had she not brought a paperback? Oh, yes… that’s right... she remembered why: it was because this was supposed to be a romantic getaway. She hadn’t anticipated it would be like waiting at dentist’s surgery for a multiple extraction.

      There was nothing to read, except the fire safety instructions. The hostel printed the instructions onto laminated paper and glued them shambolically to the bedroom door. Nevertheless, Kim-Kim decided to give it a go. She stepped over to study them.

      ‘Good,’ said David, out of the blue.

      She revolved on one toe and wondered what had caused this sudden utterance from the quiet man.

      ‘Very good,’ David continued. ‘I’m glad to see you check the fire-drill. Not enough people read those things. It should be mandatory. Everyone ought to be forced to read the fire instructions before they are allowed to take a room. It’s important you get your head around their procedures. Well done, young lady… I’m impressed.’

      God, how she hated him at that specific moment. David was the ultimate jerk, and this last comment proved her worst fears. It was the precise moment Kim-Kim realised — with the type of enthusiastic honesty she hadn’t allowed herself before — that she detested this shit-for-brains; She hated being in David’s company. This was when the penny dropped. It was the second she knew for certain David was a tedious, self-centred, nob-jockey. And it was a point of no return. With no further rational thought in her minuscule mind, Kim-Kim pushed the handle of the bedroom door and left the hotel room. She didn’t turn back.

      Her legs moved her onwards, her arms scraped along greasy walls. Her fingers attempted to slow her, but her pins wouldn’t let them get involved. Her heart thumped and crashed like an empty beer can in the overhead locker of a commuter bus. Her head felt empty. So, without her head in full command of the situation, and with her heart clattering like tin-pots, she moved on full auto. She moved like a clockwork robot. Her limbs took her some place. She allowed them to do whatever they wanted. Because her legs now did her decision-making.

      Down the fire stairs. Onto the ground floor.

      At first, it seemed she headed towards the cocktail bar. Yes, it was a sensible choice, she reasoned. Well done, legs. She’d allow them to take her to the bar, where she would order a long, refreshing drink. A nice sip would soothe her mind and clear her thoughts.

      But no! What was happening? Her legs wanted her to carry her beyond the cocktail bar. Where were they taking her? Her legs seemed to know. They’d decided not to tell the rest of her body. Not yet.

      Her legs took her into murky daylight. She found herself on the front porch of the backpackers hostel. Fine, she thought. My legs wanted to take me to fresh air. That’s good, I get it. Well done legs! Perhaps they thought I required a few deep breaths before I go back inside for a cocktail.

      But as soon as she felt happy with the concept of getting a breath at the entrance, her limbs took control again. Where are you are going now? she asked. Her legs took her away from the hostel and along a litter-strewn pavement. Away from David.

      When her legs had taken her hundreds of metres from the hotel, it began to rain. Wet, sticky, threads of snotty blobs banged into her new haircut. The rain smashed her lashes till her frosted teardrops made her squint.

      Her legs fed her a long hill. Her legs commanded her to go forward.

      She realised — through lashes of salty dew —her legs took her towards the railway station.

      Where was her coat? Oh, she remembered… it was back with David, hanging in their crappy room. She tried to relate this information to her legs, but they ignored her pleas.

      She felt strangely light-headed, and a little unwell. Her legs directed her towards a London-bound train that waited steadily for her arrival, stationary at platform one. Her legs carried her beyond other travellers, then took her into the front carriage of the train. There, she was told by her legs, to sit down and shut up.

      She gazed at her lap and was astonished to see that she clutched her purse. She didn’t remember picking it up but must have done before she left the hostel. That was lucky, she told her legs. She tried to make sense of what had just happened. Then, with a jolt, the train pulled from the platform.

      Kim-Kim began her journey back to where it started.
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      It was Monday morning. Every Monday morning, Kim-Kim had to endure the horror of an individual meeting with her line manager, a woman ten years older, and named Miss Francis. Or Fag-ash Fanny, as the girls preferred to describe her.

      This Monday-morning’s ‘get-together’ with Fanny was not going well. Kim-Kim had been making too many basic errors. Her performance was a matter of concern. Her mind had been on other matters. She’d hadn’t paid sufficient diligence to her work. And, although there hadn’t been catastrophes this month, if she didn’t apply her mind, and she didn’t focus her full attention, right away, she’d be back where she started and would never get on track. That was the general situation, anyway.

      So, as instructed, Kim-Kim applied her mind and focus. She applied her mind and focussed on the rancid grey lips of Ms. fag-ash Francis as she spoke. Kim-Kim gave full and undivided attention to the hoary old witch’s comically monotone features and concentrated special interest on her manager’s absurd John Lennon spectacles. Kim-Kim was invariably impressed with the skill Ms. Francis utilised to balance those thin-framed specs on such an upright and ridiculously carroty-orange, hawkish nose. As Kim-Kim applied this required focus, a thin smile extruded across the pudding basined features of Ms. Francis. ‘Yes, that’s the spirit,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a few action plans. I am certain they will help you focus your attentions with renewed vigour....’

      Kim-Kim was not sure she cared. She understood her position at Puttons was in uncertain. She didn’t need to be reminded every phreaking’ three minutes! Frankly, everyone knew the company was going down the shithole, anyway. The general sense of hopelessness begun the previous year when an American company took over the English-run family business. Until then, Puttons had been a sympathetic company. Up till then, Puttons had been a fun place to work. But since the Americans took over, the workplace had slid deeper down the dunghill.

      The first people to sod off were the good ones: the most loyal workers and cleverer managers. These folks grabbed attractive bonuses and early retirement packages. Lucky sods. It meant the longest serving boss in their office was now Ms. Francis. Good grief! This was how bad Puttons had become!

      Rumours suggested Puttons was sliding down the pan-hole. These rumours had buzzed around the office for months. The front-gate security guy had started the rumour. He’d told everyone he’d earwigged a conversation between an American and one of the founders. He said they’d discussed how the company was to be liquidated. They’d also deliberated about sending a hard-jawed overseer from Arizona, whose job would be to close the whole darn shebang. So, it seemed, everyone would be out of a job soon enough anyhow. Of course, at the rate Kim-Kim was regressing, she’d be next out the door. At this rate, she’d be booted out of the company before the Arizona liquidator arrived. And it was especially true if she didn’t apply herself forthwith.

      Her shaky confidence in job security was not her only concern, either. Kim-Kim also faced eviction from her flat. Her landlady had made noises about yielding to her niece’s pressure she should take over the lease. There was no way the toffee-nosed bitch would extend Kim-Kim’s tenancy if her niece had a look-in. None of this mattered, to be fair, because if she didn’t have a job, Kim-Kim wouldn’t be able to afford the extortionate rent, anyway. So all her worries were connected.

      Ms. Francis coughed to bring Kim-Kim back into the room. Fag-ash Fanny slipped a pile of papers across the table and pointed a bony finger at a box on the sheet, to show it needed to be read and signed. These were Kim-Kim’s action plans. God, it was like being back in school. Back in those heady teenage schooldays, everyone wanted to leave education and get into work. No-one told them work was like school. Life is a scrunch of toilet paper: no matter how much you twist it, the poop never gets properly wrapped.

      Kim-Kim scrutinised the eyes of the bespectacled harpy who’d pushed the documents in her general direction.

      Ms Francis smiled back, like an icy toad: ‘Simply read them and sign them, love…’ suggested the old goat, with distorted sweetness in her overly friendly tone. Kim-Kim noticed her line-manager had already moved half-an-empty pack of Silk Cut from handbag to left hand, like a bad conjurer might palm a carton of playing cards. It seemed clear that Fanny required an irreproachable draw on a ciggie after dealing with such an idiot-jerk. Well, that was the impression she often imparted.

      Kim-Kim signed the papers, quick-as-she-could, inspecting none. Then she got up with a smirk and curtseyed towards her mistress. She dipped a knee, like servants do in Downton Abbey. It’s possible that Ms. Francis might have misinterpreted this gesture, but she missed it, because her nicotine wouldn’t wait another sec.

      Outside the tiny office, Kim-Kim gulped a lungful of air. Her eyes tingled. Her temples felt numb.

      Ms Francis pushed past, making haste towards the smoking area that’s in the back yard, by an overflowing sandwich bin, and the air-con exhaust pipes. Kim-Kim hesitantly returned to her desk. Thoughts began buzzing around her brain like aimless midges. She’d presumably lose her job, sooner rather than later. Her unemployment was inevitable. Then she’d lose her home. It was a domino effect. And, of course, there was the small matter of David to deal with. She’d left the boring oaf in Brighton. He’d been discarded, dumped and shat-upon. Ha!

      Kim-Kim doubted she’d ever see David again. She had essentially left him high and dry in a grotty hotel room. She realised, since her walk-out, it had been a shitty thing to do. Even to someone you detest. But permitted herself a teensy smile because, do you know what? she felt stronger without him. She visualised David seated in that crap room, checking his nails, combing his impeccable hair, and re-reading the fire drill instructions.

      Sod it, she thought. I’m better off without the dumb shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Seven

          

          
            A Call Comes Through

          

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon rain ding-donged on a metal roof near the smoking shelter by Kim-Kim’s window. It made a constant, discordant pinging noise, driving her as mad as a hornet in a wine bottle. Of course, the rain-shower did not deter Fag-ash Fanny or any other of the senior members of staff, who made frequent dashes to the outbuilding to gain nicotine fixes. 

      Meanwhile, the junior staff settled for the oh-so generous ‘workforce break’ — also known, by the girls, as shit & lipstick time. This afternoon time slot, restricted to a mere three minutes, barely allowed enough time to squeeze in a swift lippy-brush, two tweets, half-a-dozen texts, a quarter mug of warm tea and a Jimmy Riddle. Just a minute’s shitternetting ‘n’ facetiming could be achieved on a porcelain dumpster if a girl was sufficiently well organised.

      Though the big shots, like Fag-ash Fanny, were authorised to take abundant breaks, evidently all afternoon long. It was one of the many injustices at Puttons since the American takeover.

      Shortly before her longed-for shit & lipstick break came around, Kim-Kim received a call from Samantha Jean, down in admin: ‘Hi! I have a personal caller for you. It is from a Mr David. The gentleman states he’s from the Metropolitan Police. He asked for you by name. He sounds sexy. Shall I put him through?’

      Kim-Kim thought it over for a moment. Maybe she could say she was going for a break and couldn’t take his call. But David had been on her mind all day. And the situation was maddening her conscience. She knew it would only get worse if she didn’t put things right. She sensed he wouldn’t go away without closure. ‘Yes, okay, put him through,’ she heard her voice declaring. This was before she had any chance of making a legitimate decision. Occasionally, her lips did this sort of thing. Her lips had been gifted with independent thought. Normally they began to chatter while her head remained tangled in a mess of confusion. Kim-Kim had noticed her lips often started babbling, quite boldly, with a life of their own, almost always when she felt at her most baffled point. Sometimes this ability was useful. At other times, like now, her self-governing lips got her into trouble. Sometimes she had wished her autonomous lips would shut the fuck up.

      Anyhow, the call clicked through, and Kim-Kim didn’t need to say hello because a dark brown voice spoke first. ‘I still have the bag you left in the hotel room,’ the dark brown voice said. ‘With other belongings.’ The clipped Northern accent sounded confident. ‘I will drop your things around tonight.’ 

      Kim-Kim had to think fast. The last thing she wanted was to accidentally find herself back in a relationship with this wearisome tit. Quick, quick, try to think. She urged herself to remain focussed, as Ms. Francis had told her. Precipitously, and perhaps fortuitously too, her tongue took control: ‘In fact, I will not be in tonight,’ she heard her lips telling David. She became tempted to add I will not be in for ever, but it seemed a crazy exaggeration… even for her. So, she concluded with: ‘I cannot see you ever again—’ 

      ‘No problem,’ returned the dark brown voice. ‘I will leave your belongings at the front door with your landlady.’

      After, there was a void. Something needed to be said. Fortunately, her lips came to the rescue: ‘Right. Great. Bye.’
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