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      Twenty-Seven Mattresses

      
      A fairytale, reinvented

      
      Cat Devonshire

      
      
      
      Of course I wasn’t a virgin. That was the first lie I told – that, and the one about my father being king. They should have seen it coming, really. Beauty
         and brains both at once – I mean, most real princesses are kinda dumb, and the lack of genetic diversity has managed to breed in many of them a kind of horsey, gormless
         look, which, though not actually ugly, is hardly the stuff of fairytale.
     

      
      And that’s what I’m selling. Fairytale. The one thing everybody wants, from the dumbest of plain-vanilla princes to the most
         exotic of wicked witches. And though, personally, if given the choice, I’d take an adequate gene pool over royal blood any
         time, it was no good in a scam like this, where the guy wasn’t a freak (so many are) and his parents were both fabulously
         wealthy and borderline psychopathic about good breeding.
     

      
      I’ve scammed some people in my time. We scammed them together, Wolfie and I – Wolfie, my bed-mate and partner in crime. He ran the one with the fake glass slipper, though the one with the golden goose was mine. But the best
         of all our scams was the last, the one with the princess and the pea.
     

      
      Dammit. I missed Wolfie. I missed his hands, which were larger than most but could play you like an accordion without ever
         missing a single one of those little buttons; and those eyes that could leave scorch marks on the bedroom wallpaper; and his
         smile, which was mostly big-bad-wolf with just a trace of little-boy-lost … Not to mention the rest of him, which was little
         short of spectacular. But given that the last time we’d exchanged words I’d just scammed him out of the proceeds of a rat
         evacuation in Hamelin and left him doing time while I made off with the earnings, I wasn’t expecting a happy reunion any time
         soon.
     

      
      He’d promised me from his prison cell that if we ever met again he’d take his riding crop to my arse. But talk’s cheap, I
         figured (besides, he knew I’d enjoy it too much). Meanwhile, there was money to be made – most particularly among the sons
         of rich parents who had made their fortune in commerce and badly needed a princess bride …
     

      
      The deal was this: spend the weekend at their place, and let the family check me out. If his folks were satisfied that I was
         the real deal and not one of the many fake ‘princesses’ doing the rounds, then the final decision would go to the son.
     

      
      False modesty aside, I wasn’t expecting any resistance there. An hour alone with the guy would do it; it was the parents who
         would need convincing. Still, I was pretty confident. I was posing as foreign royalty from a conveniently distant land, with
         a lively retinue to support my act – foot-men, a maid, a trumpeter; not to mention the voice coach, the dresser and the dancing-master; plus fans, shoes, gowns and jewellery for all occasions. You can guess it cost me a fair
         bit. But it was worth the investment.
     

      
      The mark was an only son, recently returned from the wars: good-looking, clever by all accounts, and loaded with the good
         stuff. My plan was simple. I’d done it before. The first step is to seduce the guy, then to win his parents’ approval. After
         that, it’s in the bag; I get him to sign a prenup in my favour then, as soon as the wedding’s over, I’m off into the sunset
         with my share of the dough before you can say ‘happily ever after’.
     

      
      Like I said, I’d done it before. I wasn’t expecting difficulties. So you can imagine how surprised I was to arrive at my destination
         to find out that Wolfie had got there before me, running the Prodigal Son scam, no less – long-lost heir returns – and was
         sitting there between his proud old parents, dressed to the nines, watching me with those blowtorch eyes and fingering his
         riding crop. The whole bottom half of me melted like ice cream right there and then.
     

      
      ‘So pleased to meet you, Your Highness,’ he says.

      
      Well, I should have backed out, of course. Packed up my things and just got out. But I was curious, wasn’t I? It looked like
         Wolfie had a new scam going, and I wanted in on it. And I was cocky enough to think that I could make him come round; he’d
         always been a sucker for me, and from that hungry look on his face I could almost believe he still was.
     

      
      So I played along. Who wouldn’t have done? I’d spent my last cent on setting this up, and I badly needed a return on my investment.
         So, when Wolfie didn’t throw me out, I thought: Hello, let’s see what gives, and exerted every inch of my charm to make sure
         that both he and the would-be parents-in-law were gobsmacked, bedazzled and captivated.
     

      
      It wasn’t difficult. Like I said, bountiful nature has been more than generous. A small waist, a decent rack and a more-than-adequate
         derrière can take a girl a long way and, properly showcased with a dazzling smile and vivacious manner (helped by an occasional
         glimpse of silk stocking from beneath an embroidered petticoat), will usually obtain a result.
     

      
      Oh, he was good – Wolfie, now playing the attentive son, respectful and affectionate. We played them both like violins and,
         boy, it was good to work with him again. We had that rapport. We always had.
     

      
      Better still, he needed me. He’d managed to pass himself off as their son, but the parents weren’t completely stupid, his
         fortune was tied up in a trust, and he couldn’t touch a cent of it until he was safely married. Which was where I came in,
         of course. He needed me – I needed him.
     

      
      I tell you. It was beautiful.

      
      I found out the next part later that night, when they showed me into the bedroom. A bedroom the size of a ballroom, with a
         marble floor and silver drapes and a claw-footed bath the size of a ship – all a bit nouveau riche, of course, but pretty
         impressive nevertheless, with mirrors on the ceiling and angels on the floor and chandeliers all dripping with crystal and
         a whole gallery of family portraits staring down with palpable disapproval onto the canopy of the largest four-poster bed
         you could ever imagine.
     

      
      Oh, boy. That bed. I’d never seen anything like it before. Draped with muslin and silken brocade; sheets of the finest, whitest
         linen; all garlands and gilding and burnished wood and scented with hyacinth and patchouli.
     

      
      And the mattresses. Twenty-seven mattresses, reaching halfway up to the ceiling – goose-down and silk and dandelion fluff, all piled up on that fabulous bed …
     

      
      ‘I trust you’ll be comfortable, Your Highness.’ That was Wolfie, the look in his eyes warning me not to comment.

      
      As if I would. I knew the score. I knew he was planning to visit me later – that bed was irresistible and I’d been thinking
         how nice it would be if Wolfie and I got together to celebrate our reunion in style.
     

      
      ‘I’m sure I’ll sleep like an angel,’ I said, looking straight into his eyes. I ordered an ice bucket of champagne, then dismissed
         the maid (making sure he heard), kissed the dear old parents, gave Wolfie one of my sweetest smiles and said goodnight to
         one and all.
     

      
      They left me to bathe and disrobe. Then I climbed into bed (using the stepladder thoughtfully provided), slipped naked between
         the scented sheets and waited for my partner in crime.
     

      
      He turned up half an hour later, still dressed for riding.

      
      I greeted him from my downy perch, sheets drawn demurely up to my chin.

      
      ‘So what’s with the twenty-seven mattresses?’

      
      ‘To check you’re a real princess.’ He grinned as he said it and my heart did a little double-flip (I never could resist that
         grin). ‘Turns out you all have such sensitive skin that even a dried pea under the mattress can bring you out all black and
         blue.’
     

      
      I stared at him. ‘That old wives’ tale!’
     

      
      He shrugged. ‘My folks are traditionalists.’

      
      Well, that made it almost too easy, I thought. A couple of comments at breakfast time – a sigh, a complaint at the lumpy bed
         – and it was happy ever after for both of us. And it felt so good to be with him again that for a moment I almost forgot the
         promise he’d made me last time we met.
     

      
      
      ‘Of course I may give it a little help.’
     

      
      And he started to climb up the stepladder, coat, boots and spurs and all. Under the sheet, I shivered a little and my heart
         did that double-flip again, and something between my legs tugged and responded, and I realised then that we were alone, that
         the maids had all gone home for the night and if he were minded to settle old scores, no one would be there to hear the sound
         of a riding crop being vigorously applied to a lady’s behind, or the sound of that lady squealing for mercy.
     

      
      ‘Is that a riding crop in your hand …?’

      
      ‘Oh, but I’ve missed you, sweetheart,’ he said, pulling away the coverlet. I was beginning to think I’d made a mistake – that
         carnivorous look was in his eyes and wolves have very long memories – but it was far too late to back out now. I put my arms around his neck and kissed him softly on the mouth.
         I know it isn’t usual for a wolf to taste of wild strawberries, but this one did, and it made me tingle all the way down to
         my toes.
     

      
      Then his hands were on me, and for a minute I gave myself up, rubbing against him like a cat, feeling the roughness of his
         clothes against my belly and my breasts, feeling shivery and hot at the same time, his teeth – not rough, but not quite gentle
         – tweaking insistently at my nipples, one hand moving between my legs, the other finding the sweet spot at the base of my
         spine, crowned with a double dimple.
     

      
      I’d forgotten how well we fit, he and I. We fit like two pieces of a broken heart; his hands a perfect D-cup, my body and
         his a perfect match. I snaked towards his groin at last, reaching for the buttons on his fly.
     

      
      ‘Not so fast, my love,’ he growled, and then he moved with lethal speed, turning me over onto his knee, lifting my buttocks invitingly into the air. ‘You and I have unfinished business.’
     

      
      Now Wolfie is definitely a bottom man. Mine is plump and sensitive and he gives it plenty of attention in bed. But this time
         I was getting slightly concerned that the attention might take a less welcome form and I wriggled and ventured to suggest
         that maybe he would be more comfortable if he put aside the riding crop.
     

      
      ‘You know, I think I’ll hang on to it.’

      
      He and I have played these games before. But I never thought he quite got them, somehow, and although he understands that it’s easy to turn me on with a couple of brisk smacks to the derrière, he
         doesn’t really know about punishment.
     

      
      Or so I thought, for about half a second, until the crop came down resoundingly across my unprotected backside.

      
      This isn’t a turn-on at all, I thought.

      
      ‘Ow!’ I screamed, and grabbed my behind. Next time the crop came down on my hands.

      
      I uttered an expletive and struggled to escape.

      
      ‘Now, now. That’s hardly ladylike,’ said Wolfie and, though I couldn’t see his face, I thought I could hear the smile in his
         voice. ‘A delicately bred young thing like you.’
     

      
      And now he began in earnest. I squealed and swore to no avail – I’d sent the maid away myself. The crop felt nothing like
         his hands, which, though strong, would at least have diffused the pain evenly across my spread buttocks. This instrument,
         however, with its flexible shaft, seemed to focus all its energy into a searing line. He used it most efficiently, making
         sure the blows were spread out so that maximum coverage was ensured. My anguish was exquisitely keen; I felt as if my arse
         were being branded with hot irons, and the thinness and manoeuvrability of the crop meant that the tenderest parts of my intimate anatomy were
         by no means neglected. I wailed and pleaded and threatened in vain.
     

      
      At last I began to see how the pea-under-the-mattress trick would work. He must have planned it that way from the start; a
         good scam and a neat little vengeance to boot. After tonight my backside would surely display dramatic enough results to convince
         even the most cynical of my royally sensitive complexion.
     

      
      Finally, he released me, grinning, and I scooted up the bed out of reach, settling – with the utmost delicacy – onto one of
         the giant pillows. ‘I always keep my promises,’ he said, with an appraising glance at my flushed face and dishevelled ringlets. ‘Besides, you deserved
         it, didn’t you?’
     

      
      My hands crept sullenly to the afflicted areas. It’s amazing how quickly the initial pain fades; my bottom was still sore,
         of course, but the blistering heat was dying away and there was a new feeling between my legs – an urgent, stinging, nipping sensation that was not at all unpleasant.
     

      
      I tried not to give that too much thought. Revenge, not sex, was first on my list.

      
      Discreetly, I reached under the pillow for the object I’d concealed there earlier, too far away to use until now. I slid my
         hand around its comforting bulge. The life of an adventuress being filled with perils and uncertainties, I’ve always found
         it useful to carry a loaded pistol at all times and, if I hadn’t been so foolishly preoccupied with memories of happier days,
         my double-dealing, vulpine associate would have got it in the balls the minute he reached the top of that ladder.
     

      
      Well, better late than never, I thought, un-holstering my phallic friend.

      
      
      Three minutes later, the balance was redressed and Wolfie had been relieved of his shirt and breeches and was spread-eagled,
         face-down on the bed, hands and feet tied to the posts with the green silk ribbons from my discarded corset.
     

      
      I took a minute to appreciate the view while I stood over him, crop in hand, contemplating where to begin.

      
      Of course, it was easy. A few well-placed strokes along the crack of his arse soon got him howling for release, but silk ribbon
         is astonishingly strong and, try as he might, he couldn’t get free, only pull it cruelly tighter, chafing his wrists and ankles
         raw.
     

      
      I took my time – I deserved it – kneeling beside him to touch the nape of his neck with my lips, moving around him on all
         fours to investigate every part of his captive body, pausing, sometimes to lavish attention on his hands, his feet, his shoulders,
         his balls, the backs of his knees, at others using the crop on him, making him flinch and yelp like a pup.
     

      
      He had feigned indifference as best he could. But now there was no mistaking his arousal. I poured myself a glass of champagne,
         then I took a cube of ice from the bucket and ran it down the curve of his spine, rubbing it across the bud of his anus, making
         him shiver and cry out.
     

      
      ‘Please,’ he said.
     

      
      ‘Swear you won’t cause trouble.’ In fact I was almost as ready as he, and the tingling between my legs had intensified to
         a waspish buzz.
     

      
      ‘OK.’ He nodded. ‘I promise.’

      
      So I freed him from his silken restraints and lifted both his hands to my mouth, kissing and tonguing the marks on his wrists,
         mouth awry with the sour taste of his sweat and of his broken skin. I allowed myself a moment to note that his cock was just
         as spectacular as I’d remembered it, and then I was on him, straddling him, pushing him down, knees locked around his waist, hands clasped around the nape of his neck.
     

      
      ‘At last, a part of you that doesn’t lie,’ I said, guiding him swiftly between my legs, allowing him to thrust into me with
         a low growl of pleasure. He pulled me closer, moaning as he did, his hands reaching urgently for my breasts.
     

      
      I could feel him trying to speed up, but kept him beneath me all the time, controlling his movements, easing back as his hips
         jerked convulsively towards me so that he all but whimpered with frustration.
     

      
      ‘I swear on my life,’ he gasped between clenched teeth. ‘When I get hold of you again, you’re going to wish you’d never been
         born.’
     

      
      I laughed. ‘Admit it, Wolfie,’ I said. ‘You liked it.’

      
      He closed his eyes and moaned gently, arching his back against the mattress. I tightened my knees around his ribs. ‘Please,’
         he said in a hoarse voice.
     

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t quite catch that,’ I said.

      
      But who can resist a man who can beg?

      
      Both of us came almost at once – at least, we did for the first time, as something like a rocket went off between us and,
         for a moment, we were a single point of exquisite sensation, all senses numbed in the face of the orgasm that racked us both,
         leaving us shaken and breathless and trembling and raw.
     

      
      After which, still keeping him at pistol point, I forced him down the ladder again, flinging his clothes and his riding-crop
         after him from the topmost mattress.
     

      
      It wasn’t just that I mistrusted him; he’d sworn an oath – on his life, no less – and I wasn’t going to be caught napping
         again.
     

      
      ‘No hard feelings, sweetheart,’ I said, ‘but I think I’d feel safer sleeping alone.’

      
      
      He gave me a hurt look that had all the authenticity of a lead sovereign (I should know, I’ve peddled a few), and spread his
         hands in a Who? Me? shrug.
     

      
      ‘Don’t give me that,’ I warned him. ‘Now get some sleep. We both have a long day ahead of us. Oh, and next time, Wolfie, if
         you don’t mind …’
     

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Take your fucking boots off.’

      




      
      
      Angel Gabriel

      
      Samantha Sutton-Place

      
      
      
      It began with a storm, the closure of several airports on the eastern seaboard and the plane’s subsequent redirection to Dulles,
         Washington. Once on the ground, there had been the usual hours of waiting, queues of stranded passengers and harassed airline
         officials. A temper tantrum had secured her boss the last seat on a flight to New York, leaving her to spend a sleepless night
         in the bland surroundings of an airport motel.
     

      
      In an ideal world, she would have flown home the next morning, at worst the afternoon, with a trip to the Smithsonian Museum
         squeezed in to ease the pain of an enforced stopover. In an ideal world, she would not be on a dirt track hundreds of miles
         south of Washington, negotiating a rented car round the switchbacks of oppressively dense mountains, jet lag inducing her
         to squint at directions to some lone cabin in the woods. What was this? Deliverance? Certainly she would not be wearing a crumpled suit to meet her company’s lead author, especially not one with a visible grease stain from a blob of mustard that had slithered off the skin
         of a Bratwurst straight onto her lapel. Good God, had she been at the Frankfurt Book Fair only yesterday? No, lunch with her
         boss had been the day before and it had been while she was dabbing at the mustard with a napkin that he’d accused her of being
         jaded with her work and given her the sort of pep talk that any fool could see was a prelude to being sacked. She was not
         jaded, that much she knew. Hers was a different problem, a problem so insidious that she had always known it would catch up
         with her in this job, just as it had caught up with her in every job before now.
     

      
      But where had it begun, this, this … deficiency of hers. For the millionth time she tried to track it backwards. Her childhood had been normal, her emotional history free
         from trauma or abuse. There had been no creepy uncle reading bedtime stories while his hand explored her under the darkness
         of her blankets. Her parents talked about sex openly, appropriately. They undressed in front of her and slept naked when the
         summer’s heat overpowered them. She might have been an only child but she rode her bike and scraped her knees along with every
         other kid in the neighbourhood. At school she formed crushes on a variety of doltish jocks but, when the time came, not one
         of them left her weeping and abandoned on prom night.
     

      
      She discovered sex at six years old. On her stomach, on the floor, legs bent up like a frog, she rubbed against the carpet,
         feeling the friction through the thin cotton of her panties. By nine, she’d discarded the panties, preferring to allow the
         rough fibres of the carpet to sting the pale-pink slit of her couchie until she felt shivers course through her body and her
         throat turn dry. One day, her mother gently informed her that the ‘couchiewaggles’ as she had dubbed it, was a pastime best practised in private – but this was her first
         and only indication that pleasure and secrets and guilt all lived together in one mutually dependent, if neurotic, group.
     

      
      At fifteen she began to wonder how it would feel to be penetrated by something other than her own finger. One evening, she
         spread herself open in front of the long mirror of the bathroom cupboard and watched, fascinated, as the opaque, white length
         of a dining-room candle slid in and out of her body. At seventeen she read Jerzy Kosinski’s The Painted Bird. Thoroughly aroused by the sexual degradations of the Kalmuks and of poor, stupid Ludmila’s couplings with goats and horses,
         she realised that the time had come to step out from behind the curtain of self-love and have sex for real.
     

      
      He was older than her by two years. She liked the smell of his neck and the feel of his lips against hers, but as soon as
         he sprung an erect penis from his pants and fumbled it between her legs, the minute he clawed her breast and gnawed at her
         nipple, she experienced not pleasure, but dismay. She had not bargained on being made to touch the softly ridged skin of his
         scrotum, or share the drool hanging off the edge of his mouth. Moreover, she was taken by surprise by the speed of it all
         – who knew that boys were bicycles with twenty-seven gears and no brakes? Suddenly the absolute control she had always enjoyed
         over the act drained away, and down the tubes alongside it went desire.
     

      
      This and subsequent teenage forays she initially dismissed as a minor programming fault in her sexual DNA, a malfunction she
         assumed would be corrected with patience and experience; but soon she began counting the years by the number of failed and
         miserable sexual acts which peppered them.
     

      
      
      She relieved her frustrations at night. Masturbation remained her comfort, her constant companion. She loved the way it made
         her breath shorten, then stop altogether; she loved the paralysing rush through her body, the drugged sleep that always followed.
         She kept a bottle of mildly scented oil by her bedside table. She experimented with toys of different shapes and textures.
         Once, on a whim, she cut the tip off a red chilli pepper and rubbed it between her legs. As the tingle turned to a burn and
         the heat grew stronger, she pushed the chilli into herself, drew it over the delicate bridge of her perineum, then slipped
         it into her rear hole, creating a trail of fire that burned through her body the entire night.
     

      
      She worked in publishing. An old-fashioned imprint based in New York, which published works at the forefront of the American
         literary scene. As marketing director, she was careful not to date within the boundaries of the office, but she experimented
         on the periphery of the business. The literary editor of a newspaper, the red-headed manager of a print factory, a first-time
         author she’d accompanied on a national book tour. Every time she prayed it would be different. Every time she was floored
         by the realisation that sex with another human being killed her desire stone cold dead.
     

      
      Now, as she turned thirty, she was forced to contemplate the word frigid. Frigid. How she hated the way it sounded, and the bitter betrayal of body by mind it implied. The condition – she could think of
         no other name for it – had swung through her life like a goddamn wrecking-ball. She adjusted the rear view mirror and stared
         at her reflection. It always seemed to her that the pupils of her eyes were blurred – as though painted with a thousand dots
         of insecurity and self-doubt. Was this what her boss could see? She felt a wave of indignation. If Isaac had been more of
         a gentleman, it would have been her on that plane with him taking the call that Jim Gabriel, somewhere in the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains,
         had a draft to be collected.
     

      
      She hadn’t bothered asking why the manuscript could not be sent electronically. Everyone knew that Gabriel did not do electronic
         mailings, just as he did not do computers or interviews. Gabriel’s first and only novel had won him the Pulitzer Prize and
         had been hailed as the most definitive American novel of the twenty-first century. His follow-up was three years overdue and
         he had already resisted several attempts to wrest it from him.
     

      
      ‘Does he even know I’m coming?’ she had asked.

      
      ‘Rent a four-wheel drive,’ Isaac had suggested.

      
      She had found the rendezvous easily, a small roadside cafeteria with fifties signage. A tantalising smell of pie blew through
         the extractor unit, but inside she noticed the plastic tablecloths were scummy with dirt. A woman rolled out from the kitchen
         area in a wheelchair.
     

      
      ‘Can I get you something?’ The meths abuse was obvious in the white lumps beneath the skin of her face and the fading scabs
         around her mouth. No, nobody had been waiting for her. Nobody had left her a message.
     

      
      Hungry, Elizabeth ordered a slice of pie and settled in to wait. The wheelchair lady busied herself at the till, counting
         the draw. Descending from her cheap cotton shorts, her swollen legs looked like shanks of undercooked ham, yet Elizabeth noticed
         that, pinned to the telephone board above her, curling snapshots told a story of sons in uniform and daughters with babies.
         On the scale of normality, this seeming wreck of a woman had scored highly, whereas Elizabeth represented a full stop on the
         evolutionary curve: a failed human being who could not be relied upon to progress the race any further.
     

      
      
      The meth lady’s directions to Jim Gabriel’s lair had been based on visual landmarks. A fir tree, blackened by lightning, a
         roadside cross of plastic flowers, a succession of beaver dams. At the end of these, as promised, a cabin materialised. What
         better cliché, Elizabeth thought, a touch sourly, than a cabin in the backwaters. That Gabriel had aped the Harper Lee/Thomas
         Pynchon style of literary recluses said little for his imagination. As Of Shadows and Light had risen to the top of the New York Times bestseller list, the author had predictably become the subject of febrile speculation. Depending on whose account you preferred,
         he was bi-polar, manic-depressive, a jerk. He was an isolationist, deaf in one ear, suffering from disfiguring psoriasis,
         thrice-married and doubtless also an enthusiastic eater of road-kill.
     

      
      Whoever he was, he did not answer her knock on the door. She heard noises not too far off and, feeling much like a hairbrush
         salesman or someone collecting for the wives and children of dead cops, she picked her way through the thistles and daisy
         weed sprouting around the side of the cabin towards the back of the property.
     

      
      She recognised him at once. Four million books sold secured you a larger than average photo on the walls of the marketing
         department of American Fortress Ltd. The portrait was a blow-up of his author photo. Unlike Pynchon, everyone knew Gabriel
         from this postage-stamp likeness. He was a thickset man, with a thatch of grey hair and the heavy, sloped shoulders of an
         American footballer. His face was curiously asymmetric. An over-wide forehead, eyes slanting downwards, a nose that hooked
         left. Taken individually, his features were interesting, but together they lent him the crude appearance of a criminal photo-fit
         as described by some overzealous victim of a bag-snatching.
     

      
      
      He was slumped in an outdoor chair, a rough-hewn sling-shot in hand, pinging stones at a line of beer cans. On the grass beside
         him stood a half-empty bottle of bourbon. At his feet lay a dog. It was a terrible creature, with a large goitre pushing out
         its neck and an equally distended belly – the kind of dog who needed the outdoors to absorb its smell of impending death.
     

      
      ‘Hello,’ she said and stopped. She saw at once that he was drunk. She knew before he even opened his mouth that he was going
         to be difficult and cantankerous, and that she would probably leave empty-handed. She knew too that failure would only reinforce
         Isaac’s poor view of her capabilities.
     

      
      Gabriel raised his slingshot and felled a can.

      
      ‘Hello,’ she repeated self-consciously, then, remembering his alleged deaf ear, ventured closer.

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he asked over his shoulder.

      
      She gave her name. Gabriel grunted.

      
      ‘They said you would meet me at the café,’ she said.

      
      ‘They said you would call.’

      
      ‘I did call.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ He put down the slingshot. ‘Mea culpa, it seems. Sit down, have a drink.’
     

      
      ‘Thanks, but I’m not much of a whiskey-drinker.’

      
      ‘Too bad.’ He took a hit straight from the bottle then gazed at the label with boozy fondness.

      
      Elizabeth picked up the slingshot from the grass.

      
      ‘Think you can hit anything?’ He squinted at her.

      
      ‘Probably not.’ She chose a stone from the ground and loaded the slingshot. It missed by a mile. She picked another.

      
      ‘Addictive, ain’t it?’ he asked in a faux backwards accent.

      
      ‘I’m not sure it could occupy me all day.’

      
      ‘Ah, do I hear the sting of a publisher’s rebuke?’ He downed the rest of the bourbon and wiped his chin with his sleeve.
     

      
      It was apparent to both parties that this was the right time for a little subtlety, a touch of sexual charm, but Elizabeth
         knew what Gabriel didn’t – that her sexuality was a tool blunted, if not broken altogether – so instead she settled for flattery.
         No one had pushed the boundaries of the American literary ethos quite like he, she told him. Everyone at American Fortress
         was excited about the new book. Even to her own ears she sounded flat and insincere. Was life this hard for everyone? she
         wondered. A chipmunk zigzagged across the grass. From somewhere nearby she could hear the sound of a river and thought how
         nice it would be to swim. Slip out of her clothes and sink down into the cool, dark water. Gabriel pulled a can of Bud Light
         from the six-pack and snapped the top.
     

      
      ‘It’s not ready,’ he said.

      
      It had been such a long time since either of them had spoken, she’d forgotten what he was referring to.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘The book. It’s not ready.’

      
      ‘Mr Gabriel,’ she began, with little conviction.

      
      ‘I’m drunk.’ He dismissed her: ‘You’d do better with me tomorrow.’

      
      She slept in the car in the parking lot of the café. The nearest motel had been too far away and, although the meth lady’s
         maternal instinct had been roused sufficiently to offer her a bed, Elizabeth imagined all the wheelchair-related items there
         might be in the bathroom and died a tiny death at the thought.
     

      
      The night passed in much the same way as the red-eye from Frankfurt. She dozed off, waking up every so often to turn on the heating and rearrange her arms and legs around seat belts and arm rests.
     

      
      By nine the next morning she was back at the cabin. Jim Gabriel was sitting at the table eating breakfast.

      
      ‘Do you remember me?’ she asked. By way of affirmation he offered her coffee then cut her a wedge of stale Entenmann’s Pecan
         Danish Ring from the box. He didn’t ask where she had stayed the night and she didn’t offer the information. A recently opened
         bottle of bourbon was parked on the table but, she noticed, only a thumb’s length was missing. The nearly sober Jim Gabriel
         was more forth-coming but no less bewildering than his inebriated alter ego. He initiated a discussion about Calvinism which
         segued into a spot-the-difference between the Amish and the Mennonites, neither denominations Elizabeth happened to be well
         informed about. After a while, he pushed back his chair and extended a hand.
     

      
      ‘Well, thanks for your visit but I need to go out now.’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ Elizabeth remained seated.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘was there something else?’

      
      She heard herself exhaling. ‘Mr Gabriel, you said I should come back this morning.’

      
      Jim Gabriel successfully recalibrated his expression into one of bemusement.

      
      ‘You said you remembered me,’ she persisted.

      
      He shrugged. ‘I’m assuming … some local event or other?’

      
      ‘Wait, you think I’m some kind of groupie who wandered into your cabin to have breakfast with you?’

      
      ‘Happens all the time.’

      
      She stared at him incredulously, then shook her head. ‘Mr Gabriel, I’m not exaggerating when I say I’ve barely slept for three
         nights. I’m tired. I need a shower and a change of clothes so, please, just give me the manuscript and I’ll leave you in peace.’ She wasn’t exaggerating, but nor was
         she telling the truth. She felt surprisingly refreshed. She had liked waking at first light and feeling the mist in the air.
         She had liked the splash of cold river-water against her face.
     

      
      ‘Why would you want someone to deliver a piece of work before they’re happy with it?’

      
      ‘So you do remember me?’

      
      ‘Yes, I remember you. I also remember telling you the book wasn’t ready.’

      
      ‘Then why tell Isaac it was?’

      
      ‘I thought if I agreed to give him a few pages it might shut him up for another year.’

      
      ‘Well, it would, so let me take them.’

      
      Gabriel plucked a hat from a hook on the wall. ‘I trashed them.’

      
      ‘You trashed the pages?’

      
      ‘Actually … the entire manuscript.’

      
      ‘Mr Gabriel,’ she picked a pecan off the top of the cake, ‘can I be downright rude?’

      
      ‘Feel free.’

      
      ‘Does the book even exist?’

      
      ‘You think I’m blocked?’ He looked amused. ‘Look, what does it matter if you get it this year, next year or 2025?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you at least let me see some pages, then I can tell him everything is on track?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you tell him that anyway?’ he said reasonably.

      
      She sighed. ‘I’m not sure he would take my word for it.’

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know … he thinks I’m jaded.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ He considered her. ‘And are you?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’ She shrugged. ‘If I was less jaded, I might have already talked you into untrashing the manuscript and handing it over.’
     

      
      ‘Well, too late now,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Thursday is dumpster day. I took everything over this morning.’ Then, when she
         said nothing, ‘I’m sorry.’ His left eyelid drooped. ‘Really, I mean it.’
     

      
      ‘It’s okay,’ she said. Surprisingly, she meant it, too. She didn’t care. She had already decided: she would quit her job and
         try something new. At dawn, she had found herself toying with life as a hobo or perhaps a move to a different city. Who said
         change was death? Change was the lifeline of the dissatisfied.
     

      
      She was about three miles from the cabin when it registered in the corner of her eye. A large metal container by the side
         of the road. Later, when she thought about it, she found it hard to explain what made her stop the car, and even harder to
         explain what propelled her up the integrated ladder to peer inside. Maybe she was curious to know whether the manuscript did
         actually exist, or maybe it was the apparent simplicity of the solution. What she needed was in the dumpster. And lo, there
         was a dumpster! Now, perched on the top, her legs astride the rim, she looked down on the horrifying still life of human extravagance
         below. Bottles, food mush, newspapers, clothes, a discarded mattress. Bag after bag, swollen and split, their contents bursting
         out like intestines from the belly of a dead animal. Still, if Gabriel had thrown out his trash only that morning, his bags
         might be among the more pristine few lying in the emptier section down at the other end. Gingerly, she began inching her way
         along the top trying to keep her nose pointing skywards.
     

      
      It wasn’t a good moment for a bear to come lumbering out of the wood, but then, for a nine-stone publishing executive raised in the asphalt jungle, no moment could have been a
         good one. She kept absolutely still. It wasn’t a very large bear and quite cuddly-looking, with molasses-coloured fur and
         a pointed face. But when it ventured close enough for her to make out the individual spikes of hair on the ruff around its
         neck, it appeared to fix its sights on her left leg, which, to her horror, she realised was hanging over the edge of the metal
         dumpster much like a salami in an Italian delicatessen. Panicking, she hoiked her leg up onto the ledge of the dumpster but
         her balance was too precarious and she dropped into the bin with a whimpery little scream.
     

      
      Her first thought on regaining consciousness was that she had broken her ribs. A rib puncturing a lung would account both
         for the pain in her chest and her difficulty in breathing. It was by no means the only explanation, however. It smelt in the
         dumpster. This might sound like an obvious thing to say, but it was true. There was no way a person could ever know how bilious
         dumpster odour was unless they’d lain in one themselves. Elizabeth gagged, then vomited. Both actions were excruciatingly
         painful but she knew better than to pass out when being sick. She imagined her death being described on the Darwin Awards
         where people’s fatal exploits were rated according to a scale of idiocy then pilloried on the internet. She lay motionless
         and concentrated on her breathing. From her position she could see flies and maggots and fishbones and different hues and
         textures of seepage, but she could also see the corner of a mattress, some eggshells and bread ends and the normality of these
         leftovers comforted her. She began to feel rather at home in the dumpster – it was, after all, its own little ecosystem, albeit
         a reversed and decaying one – and she decided to stay for a while longer.
     

      
      
      After an indeterminable amount of time, she thought she heard a shout and the noise of an engine. More time passed until suddenly
         she felt a searing pain in her side and hands hauling her up by the armpits. There was Gabriel, ordering her towards a ladder
         he had balanced against the inside of the dumpster. ‘I saw your car,’ he said. ‘Are you insane?’ But she didn’t reply, as
         it had become increasingly obvious she was.
     

      
      In the cabin, he put her under the shower, still clothed. She leaned her head against the wall and watched as the dirty, rotten
         mementos of other people’s lives swirled around the drain at her feet. She wondered vaguely how many diseases she’d picked
         up and whether any of them might be fatal. The problem came when she shut off the water.
     

      
      ‘What’s the matter?’ Gabriel asked, finding her standing on the floor, shivering.

      
      ‘I can’t get my things off.’

      
      He put her back under the hot water then, after fetching a pair of scissors, stepped into the shower alongside her and began
         cutting through her clothes. The water flattened his hair to his skull. He smelt of alcohol and dog. When he got down to her
         underwear, he hesitated. ‘Just do it,’ she said wearily, but his hand was less steady now and she flinched as she felt a blade
         nick the pale skin of her armpit.
     

      
      Afterwards, he wrapped her in a towel then laid her on the couch under a blanket. He forced her to drink most of the remaining
         bourbon from the morning’s bottle, but half an hour later, when her hand was still shaking and her breathing jagged and shallow,
         he frowned at her.
     

      
      ‘What exactly did you hit?’

      
      ‘Don’t know really.’ She found she had to take an extra breath every time she spoke. ‘Ribs … head.’

      
      He examined the soft swelling on her temple then, ignoring her protests, dragged the towel down until her left breast was exposed and began pressing the arc of each rib bone in turn.
     

      
      She felt baby tears welling up. ‘Go away,’ she said, and turned her head.

      
      For a while she could hear him moving round the cabin then felt the heavy touch of his hand on her back.

      
      ‘Bend your knees,’ he said. She rolled obediently then stiffened as his hand moved to her thigh and, shockingly, a finger
         slipped up her backside.
     

      
      ‘Jesus, what the …?’ She tried to move but he held her firm.

      
      ‘Stay still.’ He covered her with the blanket again. ‘These take time to work.’

      
      Intravenous morphine. She strained for outrage but the emotion felt milky and weak. It was like getting stoned from the ground
         up. Her head felt too heavy for her neck and as light bled slowly from the cabin, her eyelids shuttered down.
     

      
      Later she felt the couch dip and dragged open her eyes. Outside the windows, the curve of a moon hung in the night sky.

      
      ‘How are you feeling?’ Gabriel was sitting beside her.

      
      ‘Better, thanks.’ She tried to sit up but her head was still swimming.

      
      ‘Want me to read to you?’ he asked, and to her surprise she saw he was resting a manuscript on his lap.

      
      She tried to concentrate. She would attempt to retain, process and report back. Gabriel’s voice rolled out into the silence
         of the cabin. She waited for the glittering aphorisms, the experimental thinking, she listened for the diatribe on the inexpediency
         of mankind. But it was not what she was expecting. Not at all.
     

      
      His mouth, her lips. A dress, slowly raised. She frowned as the words joined into sentences and the sentences built to paragraphs. What was this? The images washed over
         her. His fingers spreading her dark curls, her sweet cunt, pink and wet. He, spent, lying on the soiled sheets.
     

      
      Dear God, was this why Gabriel hadn’t delivered? Was this what the drinking was about? His features blurred in front of her
         eyes. Was it possible she was dreaming? She struggled to clear her head. The morphine still held her prisoner in a world from
         which she couldn’t escape. A world of transgressions and dark fantasy, a night time world she was intimately acquainted with.
         And still Gabriel read on. There was a story there, one of anger, eroticism. A journey of lust and flesh and how could she
         help but align herself to it, this … odyssey of pornography? A spasm passed across her stomach and her hand moved automatically
         between her legs. The pressure built until it became unbearable but, try as she might, she could not relieve herself. Something
         was wrong and her eyes flew open.
     

      
      Gabriel was standing in the doorway, silent, watching her. Why had he stopped reading? Had he seen? Had he ever been in the
         room at all? Was she awake, was she dreaming? She blinked and found him still there but now he was crossing the room swiftly
         and stripping the blanket from her body. He knelt down, his eyes fixed on hers. With one hand he gently prised her hand from
         between her legs, with the other he spread her open, wide, then wider still. Very slowly, almost unbearably slowly, he pushed
         his finger inside her. She felt at once excited, fearful, unable to do anything but hold his gaze, her body forced immobile
         by the pain in her crushed chest, her mind trapped between the pressure to relieve her desire and her terror of that very
         same desire dissipating under his touch. Her hips arched. He slipped his hands underneath her buttocks and, as he lowered
         his mouth to her, she had the momentary sensation of balancing on an exquisite pinnacle, and then finally she felt herself
         topple and fall.
     

      
      *

      
      
      It was bright outside the window when she woke. She smelt coffee and, as she listened to him moving about in the small kitchen,
         heat rose in her belly at the memory of the last few hours. Her insides felt burned and raw and there was an aching, pleasurable
         emptiness to her body. She might have gained entry to the world’s least exclusive club, but she had never felt happier to
         belong anywhere. Her hand automatically dropped between her legs and then suddenly she froze, once again overcome by terrible
         doubt.
     

      
      Elizabeth manoeuvred herself carefully behind the wheel of her rented car. Her chest still felt as though a tremendous weight
         was pressing down on it but the sharp pain had dulled.
     

      
      ‘Those ribs will be sore for a while,’ Gabriel said, shutting the door after her, ‘but you’ll be okay.’ It was true, she thought.
         She was going to be okay. In every sense, she was going to be just fine.
     

      
      It had not been real. From the moment he’d brought in her bag from the car and discreetly left the cabin as she’d dressed,
         she’d known – it had been a dream. It had been the morphine; it had been all in her head. How could she believe anything else
         with Jim Gabriel making her breakfast, grilling toast, frying up bacon, cracking four eggs into the hot fat, all the while
         asking her how she’d slept, being solicitous about her head, her ribs, but saying nothing? Not a look, a word, the slightest
         touch to suggest anything of what she remembered happening between them. At first, she’d been disappointed, but she couldn’t
         help thinking – how ironic. Just when she thought her fantasy world and real life could not have moved further apart, they
         had instead become elegantly intertwined. She looked through the windscreen at the road ahead. And who was to say this was a bad thing? No, she thought, firing up the engine, it didn’t have
         to be a bad thing at all.
     

      
      Gabriel bent down to the window and held out a parcel.

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘What you came for, I believe.’

      
      She looked at the brown manila envelope in his hands. ‘It was never in the dumpster, I suppose?’

      
      ‘This?’ he handed it to her. ‘Nope.’

      
      She found she was staring at his hand and quickly looked away, colour flooding her cheeks. ‘Well, whatever … thanks.’

      
      He smiled faintly. ‘Any time.’

      
      She moved the car slowly off. ‘Any time,’ she repeated, then frowned. Through the rear view mirror she caught sight of him
         executing an odd little jig. She put her hand on the envelope on the seat beside her. It was surprisingly warm to the touch.
         Puzzled, she angled the mirror towards her face. The pupils of her eyes were solid, utterly clear and suddenly a small flame
         of hope flickered inside her. ‘Any time’ she said loudly into the still air of the morning. Underneath her hand, the heat
         from the envelope began to grow and grow.
     

      




      
      
      Prairie Vole

      
      Rosa Mundi

      
      
      
      This happened two years ago. We are all wiser now – except perhaps Laura. She was a very pretty twenty-two-year-old with a
         nice figure, chestnut hair and the thick, white clear skin that sometimes goes with it. She was in her final year at college,
         where she’d been majoring in the Victorian novel. She had a live-in dropout boyfriend with a drug problem and a widowed mother
         on benefits back home. She was having her rent and college fees subsidised by the Hormonic Institute so she could afford the
         boyfriend and send money back home every term to help her mother out. All the Institute required Laura to do, in return for
         $1200 a month, was take the occasional course of pills or patches and report back weekly to me, Head of Research.
     

      
      The Institute is based on campus in the Science Block, and only five minutes walk from her student accommodation, so there
         was no reason for Laura to be late on this particular Friday afternoon. It was already five past four and she was due in on the hour. She was keeping me waiting and I am a busy woman. Laura was bright, beautiful and likeable; but
         also easygoing to the point of idleness. This is often true, more’s the pity, of girls with a high Suggestibility Quotient,
         or SQ as we at the Institute call it. Laura was an 8.3, the median is 5.
     

      
      Laura was one of a group of six girl students taking part in trials of a new family of drugs. The work was, of course, highly
         confidential: the potential profits unprecedented. I ran my girls rather as the Cold War spymasters ran their agents.
     

      
      My name is Dr Melanie Holsom. I like to think that on a good day and with a following, alcohol-fuelled wind I can pass for
         thirty-five – I have a Louise Brooks haircut, a nice nape to my neck, and some help from cosmetic surgery. Nevertheless, my
         own time for personal sexual experimentation is running out. A pity. I am forty-nine. Desire does not fade with age I find,
         it’s just that opportunity does. But there are other things in life. I enjoy my job at the Institute, which is the UK subsidiary
         of a pharmaceutical giant based in Switzerland. And I enjoyed my meetings with the girls. I had their trust and liked to think
         I was a mother-figure to them.
     

      
      I called Laura at ten past four to make sure she was on her way to the lab: but when she picked up the phone she was still
         at home, and from the panting and giggles was mid-coitus. ‘Oh my God, Dr Holsom, is that the time? I’m sorry. I’m on my way.
         God bless oxytocin! It’s all the fault of your pills, you know!’
     

      
      Now actually Laura was in a blind trial, and the pills she had been taking for the past week were placebos. Sweetened chalk.
         But, believing they were oxytocin, she was evidently behaving accordingly. She had, as I say, a very high SQ.
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