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Chapter One


She said pussy.


I said cunt.


Just a minor misunderstanding in our confused exploration of the world of lust.


Sexual semantics the way Brits and Americans differ on their pronunciation of the word “tomato” maybe?


For her, pussy was playful, gently sexy, fond as well as provocative, almost an endearment.


To me, it just sounded downright vulgar. A word used too often in bad X-rated movies with inane and damn inappropriate canned muzak on the soundtrack to accompany the vaginal hydraulics on open display, or whatever other orifice the action chose to feature in intimate close-up. A very American word.


Maybe she’d had too many American correspondents or cybersex partners on the Internet.


Pussy just reminded me of cats. I hated cats.


In her opinion, cunt was too direct, too offensive, too raw.


For me, it was something natural, honest, and a matter-of-fact word to describe the female sex, a body part which never failed to fascinate and obsess me. I was naturally aware that there were a further hundred or more names for it, descriptions and euphemisms and such. I even had a book on my shelves which gloriously listed them all, with origin, language and etymology analysed in cod scholarly fashion. Don’t ever fault my research. I did not believe in fancy words that skirted the subject: a cunt was a cunt was a cunt.


And each successive one I encountered was so blissfully different, a brand new experience, a source of wonder and delight, shapes, colours, shades, odour, variations, taste, texture, all worthy of a thousand narratives. There was little need for words to map a woman’s sex as far as I was concerned. Just too many words to describe it that confused the issue.


Don’t get me wrong: some men are born tit men, leg fetishists or arse lovers; and, for me, the eyes and the face were always the first features to catch my attention in a woman. Cunt, of course, came later. Or in many cases never, as my relationship didn’t always necessarily carry me so far.


It was a body part you graduated to with honours in your rite of seduction. A supreme reward and thus unique. Private. Shockingly incomparable.


So, imagine my surprise when, towards the end of a routine e-mail one day in late spring, Milduta wrote me that she had just shaved her pussy.


Three weeks earlier we had been in New York, staying together at a small hotel on the borders of Greenwich Village. We had spent almost a week there, her first ever visit to Manhattan, and between feverish bouts of fucking, had walked miles, browsing shops, me gleefully buying her clothes and silk thongs from Victoria’s Secret, eating too much Japanese food, seeing movies, visiting museums, hunting down bars where they served fresh carrot juice which she could down by the gallon, discovering to our mutual surprise how well we fitted together sexually and emotionally. During our sex games I had often trimmed her, taking voyeuristic pleasure in thinning her pubes so that her meaty gash was openly revealed in its full glory behind the protective curtain of her curls. I had, almost jokingly, suggested not for the first time she shave her genital area. She had declined with a knowing smile, yet again pretexting the discomfort of the hair growing back afterwards and how her skin often reacted with undue irritation and unseemly pimples. 


She’d had experience of this when she had briefly lived with a Swiss banker in Zurich. A dominant personality, he had required her to be shaven below. She had, initially, obligingly played along with his desires, still at a stage when she was testing the nascent relationship, unsure whether it held the prospect of becoming a permanent one.


With a laugh, she had also revealed that the banker shaved around his cock and balls, so that their smoothness had matched. An image that often fanned my erotic imagination.


My first reaction when I read her mail was to guess she had met another man.


Surely, when a woman reveals her intimacy so openly, it is for a man. Why him and not me? But she assured me she had only done it on a whim. Waxing her bikini line in the bathroom one morning, she had miscalculated and depilated unevenly. Getting rid of the rest was just a way of putting things right, she said. And it felt so sexy, she added. Not like in Switzerland where it was part of sexual compact. Now it was just for herself and no one else. She felt so naked below when riding her bike to the nearby town where she did her food shopping, and arousal came so easy in the knowledge of the secret she harboured down there. She sounded both amused and amazed that it should be so. I could have told her that long before, my fascination for smooth pudenda having steadily progressed from airbrushed models on pornographic playing cards to hardcore movies and evocative nude photography.


I wondered when I saw Milduta again what the effect on my libido would be to witness her naked cunt without its curtain of soft, darker curls. The only women I had ever known with smooth vaginas had been so from the outset of our affairs. Would knowing the “before” and the “after” of a woman’s genitals have the same erotic effect on me? A thought that nagged me for weeks to come.


I wrote back, asking her to stay shaven until we could find the opportunity to meet up again.


‘I’m not sure,’ she answered.


It was that hesitancy that triggered my suspicions and the fear soon gripped me of losing Milduta, that I would never rest my eyes on the wonderful vision of her cunt in all its splendid and utter nudity.


I’d always known our relationship was far from exclusive. There was no way it could ever be, due to our personal circumstances.


…oh, u know, I just shave my pussy … lol … is feel so sexy …


Well, she certainly chose her moment, didn’t she?









Chapter Two


Life is not a movie.


The choices are always far from clear cut. The villains walk in various shades of grey and the solutions to problems are complicated as hell.


Actually, films make it all look too easy and their subtle art of deception warps the mind, soon beginning to affect your actions in most insidious ways. You are not a character in someone else’s plot, and there is no certainty of three acts and a happy-ever-after ending. You have no control of the situations, whether good or bad.


Life is a mess and makes no sense and often feels like an accumulation of clichés; at any rate, that’s the way it looks if you consider the whole thing with some degree of cynicism (some might actually say realism). So it is no sin to accept the ambiguous romanticism and peacefulness of the images flickering on the screen, because you aspire to goodness, to happiness, and the conscious retreat into daydream or fantasy is such an easy road to follow.


Life made easy.


So …


It begins like a movie. With a wide screen and a sumptuous wash of music, massed strings – or more likely synthesiser chords in this day and age of budget consciousness – eventually rising to a majestic crescendo. Random images coalesce and a melancholy sort of melody emerges from the unformed wall of sound … “Porcelain” by Moby maybe, or the sad tones of Nico as orchestrated by John Cale, like the soundtrack for an imaginary western, the climax of which might prove particularly bittersweet: a gunfight, lovers parted by fate, hearts asunder, a desert, a ravine, a tear.


It’s a tune that aims straight for the heart but hints at further sadness to come, further down the highway. Sadness, yes; because tragedy is much too strong a word and the world we live in is so full of incomplete people, with small hopes and minuscule epiphanies that pale against the true suffering that always seems to occur elsewhere in the lives and countries of others. Some might even state that there are no tragedies for people like you and me, just minor inconveniences.


The credits of the movie roll at last, rising from the heart of the music, and indistinct shapes emerge out of the blurry chaos that occupies the screen and its rectangular geometry. Panavision format, just like in the good old days.


A woman’s voice is heard, plaintive, across the gradually fading sounds of the poignant music.


Is she singing? Crying? Sighing?


Has she a quaint, breathless and somewhat exotic foreign accent to your practised ears?


A voice that evokes longing.


To which you invariably respond with open heart. Lowering your defences. Revealing your fundamental vulnerability.


Fool that you are.









Chapter Three


Jack had struck lucky with the dotcom boom.


As an inveterate book collector, he had never been particularly interested in technological developments, even if his interest in science fiction went back to his childhood and he knew his Arthur C Clarke from his Philip K. Dick and his William Gibson and appreciated the subtle difference between steampunk and cyberpunk, hard science SF and space opera. Actually, he had almost moved straight from manual typewriter to computer word processing, with barely a couple of years working with an electric typewriter, because of his natural reluctance to accept change.


He found computers to be alien and unwieldy but his collection was growing out of control and he had to somehow come up with a system to catalogue his considerable holdings of books and old magazines, let alone the ongoing new publications that flooded his mail box on a daily basis since he had been reviewing the stuff in a weekly magazine.


He had used filing cards but the system wasn’t working and proved impractical when it came to cross-referencing short stories in anthologies and magazines for easy reference.


He’d asked around and found that most other collectors suffered from similar drawbacks.


In the absence of anything on the bibliophile market that could respond to his needs, he tried, by trial and error and conspicuous consumption of unreadable manuals, to devise a software programme that would work on his domesticated >Apple and somehow tame the database beast to his finicky satisfaction.


Much to his surprise, a year or so later a random conversation at a book publication party at the Groucho with an executive from a newly launched Internet sales company led to an expression of interest in the system he had cobbled together and, six months later, he pocketed a large cheque which, for the first time in his life, afforded him a life of gentle financial ease. He left his job as Export Director (Europe and Africa) for a middle-sized American food raw materials and ingredients group, and abandoned a rat race he had never truly enjoyed.


He decided to stick to what he knew best and opened a small bookshop.


This gave him more leisure time to read, grow his CD collection to book-like proportions, research, travel America several times a year, scouring old and dust-ridden second-hand book emporiums for further gems and curios for his personal shelves and, of course, the store. A life he would only have dreamed of ten or fifteen years earlier. But the lack of urgency and the reassuring financial stability soon alerted him to the level of raging dissatisfaction brewing inside him. He’d divorced some years before, amiably. There were no children so no one had really been hurt. His fault, of course. A wandering eye, too many opportunities in hotel lounges and bars during his export travel days and nights.


He missed marriage.


Hated being alone. Knew that it brought out the worst in him.


Lust. Laziness. And an overflow of tenderness.


Like all men with talent, Jack had many flaws. He was realistically aware of the fact and often listed them distractedly against the screen of his mind as he tried to reach the refuge of sleep. But the worse trait was how he romanticised over women time and time again, never somehow learning from his experiences. A problem that annoyed the efficient businessmen in him like hell. But this perception of his shortcomings didn’t >mean he could change the way he acted and felt when a particular woman came across his path and had his chords and other attributes twitching …


He knew all too well how the emotions women created inside his head and body invariably skewed his perception of them and coloured all his relationships.


Recognising this and knowing the existence of this fatal Achilles heel still could not prevent him from making the same old mistakes over and over again.


Was it the way he had been brought up?


The fact that his father never had the guts, or the time, to tell him about the birds and the bees? Or treated him like an alien form he couldn’t really understand, this little boy with dark curly hair and repressed feelings, always with his nose inside books or his sports magazines and with little interest in the activities his father could approve of?


This child who, silently, furtive like no other, would mentally store and interpret all the distorted facts about the way men and women coexist and war from telltale stories circulating amongst school kids, or accept as gospel the fantasies of life provided by the wide-screen Cinemascope Hollywood romantic comedies he would invariably watch on his weekly Thursday afternoon outings to the local cinema.


He often tried to puzzle out how this fundamental flaw at the heart of his being had come to be.


Education? Family life? The lies of films and fiction? A particular woman? But which: the first girl he had coveted from afar? The first he had kissed? The first he had slept with? The first who had dropped him?


Or, more likely, the first young woman who savagely, unknowingly wounded him, his emotions scarred by her betrayal, the first he had felt longings for.


Yes, that was more likely, he knew.


London. His final year in high school. A large, high-ceilinged room in a meandering South Kensington flat and a dozen or so teenagers sitting in a circle on the parquet floor.


Sometimes, Jack would wonder whether his recent life would have been any different had he remained in his marriage, managed to salvage it from his mistakes and his wife had produced children. Would it have tamed his emptiness or made it even worse? Pure speculation, though, as two successive ectopic pregnancies had put paid to that possibility just three years into the marriage, adding sorrow to the sadness of his failure to make the relationship work.


He was not unattractive, he knew, in a rugged and intellectual sort of way. ‘Your looks always remind me of a wild and impetuous Hungarian pianist,’ a close woman friend, not in his sexual circle, had once told him. This had amused him mightily. Better than being compared to Mel Brooks or Charles Aznavour, as had also happened once, much to his puzzlement and irritation.


When women he chatted with online asked him to describe himself, he invariably would inform them that he was neither Brad Pitt nor Frankenstein, before supplying the tiresome and customary statistics. None ever queried whether he was referring to the sad Baron or the eponymous monster he had unwittingly created.


The joke served him well quite often.









Chapter Four


Milduta’s presence in the world of men had nagged her from early teenage years onwards.


Her father left home when she was only two and she had few memories of him. She had been brought up by her mother, with much assistance from her grandparents in whose house they both lived until she reached the age of nine, together with her brother who was five years older than she was and already moved within his own circle of friends. It was then that her mother had met Piotr and married again. Her new stepfather worked in one of the ministries and already had two children of his own from a failed marriage where his previous wife had just decamped to the West one day, abandoning her family in her wake. There was just not enough room in his flat for Milduta and her brother, so it was agreed they would remain with the grandparents until her mother and Piotr could afford a larger place. It never happened. Within two years of her remarriage, their mother fell ill one harsh winter and never recovered. To Milduta’s grandparents’ relief, Piotr declined to take them in following the funeral and steps were officially taken for the older couple to adopt the two children. Estonia had never been a very sentimental place.


Regardless, her childhood was a happy one. She was an easy, undemanding child, who kept herself happy with just a few old toys for company, and could occupy her time on the kitchen floor with a battery of saucepan lids and a spoon or two. Her brother, on the other hand, was a problem kid who left school early to apprentice as a plumber and would later become a notorious drunkard and adulterer. They had little in common.


Milduta was studious, made friends easily with other girls at school, but remained shy in the presence of boys. They didn’t scare her or bully her; they were just alien to her little world and, until she reached twelve, she paid little attention to them and found no necessity to consort with them in the school’s playground or join in their games in the street outside her grandparents’ house.


There had been a commotion in the neighbourhood. Adults were restless.


Milduta had been allowed to stay over one Saturday night at a nearby school friend’s house.


‘>Everyone is so touchy,’ Aida had told her.


‘>Why?’ Milduta had queried.


‘>Haven’t you heard?’ her friend asked.


‘>What?’


Her friend stirred on the other side of the bed they shared and turned closer to Milduta.


‘>That girl from class 6, I think her name is Rosa, you know, the tall and skinny one who always wears her hair plaited?’


‘>Yes, I see her around,’ Milduta replied. It was a lanky girl from the class four years above them. She had always struck Milduta as particularly pretty.


‘>She’s been found dead. Murdered.’


‘>What?’


Aida cuddled up to her in the darkness and lowered her voice.


‘>They say she was raped.’


‘>No!’


‘>And strangled.’


‘>Really?’


‘>It was near the docks. They say the police have no idea who did it.’


The two young girls shivered and held hands under the thick, rough, wool blanket.


As the night lengthened, their conversation turned to whispers and the more worldly Aida spun wild speculations around the case of the murdered schoolgirl.


At first, Milduta had assumed rape was just another way of killing people, until her friend actually explained the act to her, raising in her mind a mad welter of confusion and terrible curiosity.


She had, on a few rare occasions, caught her grandfather or older brother naked when either had forgotten to close the bathroom door whilst taking a shower. Somehow she had never given too much attention to their genitals. They were different, that was all it was. Her curiosity had been minimal.


Rosa’s murder was never solved that she remembered, but the memory stayed burning bright in young Milduta’s mind and never again did she recapture her innocence. Now she knew what men were capable of, what their cocks could do. And the Pandora’s box of her imagination had been pried open and could never be closed again.


For months, she shamefully pictured the rape in her mind, in all its gory details (Aida had had to give her detailed lessons in amatory anatomy since her grandparents had always shied away from the subject) and shamefully found herself not only immensely curious but also strangely aroused by the idea of a man mounting a woman thus, forcing her open and tearing her with his brute strength. Soon, she was imagining this happening to her, in the penumbra of the dockyards or the twilight of the sparse forest that bordered the edge of town. She knew it was wrong, but when half sleep came at night, muted sounds from the television her grandparents watched in the other room filtering through the thin partition, and the horrible thoughts would flood all over her again and again. The man abusing her never had a face, or even a particular body shape; all she could conjure up in her feverish thoughts was a monstrous penis of abominable size and savage mien (she had just encountered, through another girlfriend, her first Japanese erotic prints in an art book from the adult section of the public library, and blissfully assumed that men’s cocks in full bloom genuinely reached such gargantuan proportions).


From that time onward, men and their attributes began to fascinate and attract her. Not that schoolboys of her own age held the least attraction. Somehow, they didn’t seem to qualify for manhood. Just insignificant kids who would never grow up and attain that quality of fear she instinctively sought in the opposite sex.


Real men surely were creatures of another ilk, with powers that eluded her. Men who would tame her, take her, rape her, dominate her, give her life a meaning. They were different.


This became Milduta’s secret life.


She slowly blossomed. Acquired more social graces, widened her friendships in and out of school with those of her own age, consigned her teddy bears to her bedroom shelf and no longer played with them.


She became a fun person to be with, accepted as such by the varied groups she wove in and out of, at school, at play, mingling with her older brother’s friends when she had to. Always rough and ready for a game, a challenge, a tumble. They treated her as an equal, a familiar and easygoing tomboy. This suited Milduta well as she almost scientifically studied them, these boys who were not quite men, with amused detachment, learning piece by piece the complex jigsaw that was the world of men, the other side.


Her breasts came late and were never quite as opulent as Aida’s and most of her girlfriends. She would eventually grow into a B-cup, barely. But from the moments those bumps made their bow inside her blue school shirt and her grandmother took her shopping for her first bra, she noticed with fascination how the young men she had played rough games with, the older men in the street or in shops, seemed to look at her in a new way.


Thus did Milduta discover lust.









Chapter Five


Catherine Guinard was not the prettiest young girl in his philosophy class during Jack’s first year in a mixed school. Nowhere near; red-haired Rhoona DeMole, voluptuous Beatrice, slinky Elizabeth and Jacqueline, who would later become a minor movie starlet, ruled that roost by far. But something about her touched him inside in insidious ways, where it mattered.


Maybe that was Jack’s fundamental flaw: he thought with his emotions, not with his cock.


Or, still recovering from his mother’s premature death, he didn’t realise how his vulnerability showed.


Catherine was small in height and in proportions, had thin, mousey, light brown hair, which fell in a forlorn fringe on her round forehead. She also sported slightly crooked, albeit shimmering, white teeth. She came from the French provinces and dressed anonymously, with a liking for skirts with Burberry patterns and knee-high black leather boots. Whenever she was not with friends, she would wear glasses to read and work.


But you know how it is: it’s never just the way women look that does it; it’s the way they laugh, or how their eyes sparkle at a given moment, the shape of the curl of an upper lip, or a special way of sighing and expressing a longing, a sadness. There is no magic formula. It’s a thing they do as if to the manor born. The invisible art of seduction, which invariably seems to catch one lost soul in their tender nets without a woman even making much of an effort, let alone designating a sentimental target.


For several months, Jack worshipped Catherine from afar.


They never ventured out together alone, but always as part of a larger group of schoolmates. Communal revision time below the wooden shelves of the French Institute; walks during the lunch break in the rooms of the Natural History Museum or, when the weather grew milder, in its gardens; sipping tepid beer and playing darts in the nearby pubs, which the French students spending a year in London absolutely adored; or large, boisterous outings to the few art cinemas in London that screened films with subtitles. They were just part of the crowd.


Later, he offered to help her with homework and projects.


Sitting at a table at her lodgings off Ladbroke Grove, smelling her fragrance as she assiduously noted his suggestions, drowning in her quiet presence. It was a new experience, overwhelming, strange.


‘>So, next week, if you want, we can go over Schopenhauer?’


‘>That’s so nice of you. I just have a problem sorting out all these German theories, you know. Maybe something about being French and living in England. I can only fathom one new culture at a time. You’re very kind.’


‘>It’s nothing, Catherine. I’m just happy to help.’


But more often than not, Jack remained speechless when it came to important matters.


It was a Saturday night. That afternoon, a whole group of students from the philosophy class had ventured into the West End to see a Sophia Loren movie in Leicester Square, a WWII film in which she played a mother whose daughter was ravished during the tumult of the invasion of Italy by American and Allied forces. They were all 17 or, at most, 18. Some of the girls had shed a tear while the boys had remained eloquently silent during the course of the post-movie commentary. It was just about getting dark and someone suggested they all move on to Kensington and eat fish and chips. They opted for the labyrinthine building in which Catherine and three other visiting French students were all lodging individually.


Some drinks later, seven of them sat in a circle on the carpeted floor of Anita’s bedroom, as hers was by chance the largest room in the house.


Catherine faced Jack, on the other side of the circle of adolescents.


Later, he wouldn’t remember how the conversation had led to this point, or who had come up with the suggestion in the first place.


‘>We should have a game of truth,’ someone suggested.


Some of them, including Jack, didn’t know what it was all about.


‘>Haven’t you seen Les Tricheurs?’


It had been a popular and fashionable film in France the year before, about spoiled, golden youth and their nascent love and misbehaviour. Jack had already been back in England at the time, and knew the film only by name and reputation.


The game had no doubt existed for many generations past, but the notoriety of the movie had propelled it back into fashion.


It was simple: each participant in the game would have to ask a question to a person of his or her choice in the circle and they would be obligated to answer truthfully.


‘>Or else?’ Jack queried.


‘>It’s a matter of honour,’ one of the girls replied.


Without giving the matter much thought, Jack accepted the rules.


Someone dimmed the room’s lights and Catherine fetched a couple of coloured candles from her own room and lit them with a giggle and no little sense of drama.


Jack knew most of those sitting around him reasonably well. He’d never spoken to the Scandinavian girl, Greta, before today but she seemed pleasant. She returned his smile when he glanced at her, sitting as she was across from him, on Catherine’s immediate left.


The early questions were harmless. About favourite foods, when they had last been drunk, brutal opinions of their respective teachers.


‘>This is boring,’ Pierre muttered, but everyone heard him.


He was not Jack’s favourite amongst the group of friends. He was undoubtedly good-looking and was painfully aware of the fact; smug, always impeccably dressed, a scion from a rich French family from the provinces. His reasons for attending the school in London were anything but academic.


‘>So,’ someone said, ‘make it more interesting when it’s your turn.’


Pierre smiled.


Two questions later (one about President de Gaulle and his popularity, and another about the moral dilemma of torture by French troops during the war in Algeria) it became Pierre’s turn to challenge someone in the circle.


He looked straight towards Greta who, even in the rising darkness of the bedroom, visibly blushed. Everyone knew she fancied him.


‘>Greta?’


‘>Yes,’ she replied in a whisper.


Theatrically, Pierre took his time. Finally, he asked her:


‘>Which man here do you like most?’


Someone sniggered.


The Swedish girl blushed even deeper.


‘>Come on, Gret,’ another girl said. ‘No lying.’


Greta lowered her eyes and finally mumbled the name of another boy who sat there, a shy young man from Montpellier whom everyone considered quite inoffensive.


Pierre protested.


‘>You’re lying, Greta,’ desperately trying to embarrass the girl who did not wish to reveal her attraction for him.


‘>I’m not,’ she complained weakly. ‘Julien is just a nice person. It doesn’t mean that I have feelings for him,’ she added. ‘He’s just a good friend.’


Julien himself had gone crimson, never one to enjoy being the centre of attention.


There was quiet laughter from some. They knew she had lied.


So, now, it was her turn to field a question.


Angered by what he had done to her, she confronted Pierre.


‘>Which of the girls in this room have you kissed?’ she asked.


They all drew their breath. Things were getting serious now. For a brief moment, Jack considered what he might have answered had the question been flung at him. He would have had to lie to safeguard his pride. Naturally, he had kissed none of the young women here, least of all Catherine.


‘>That’s a boring question, Greta. Didn’t you rather want to ask which I have had sex with?’


She said nothing.


All eyes were on Pierre now. One of the other boys interjected. ‘Come on, Pierre, you have to provide an answer.’


Finally, having carefully and ostentatiously weighed all the arguments for honesty or discretion, Pierre spat out a name.


None of them had somehow expected it. His room was across the landing from hers and it seems he had sweet-talked her into a fuck just a week before. No one even felt she was his type.


‘>Catherine.’


Jack’s heart dropped a thousand vertical paces to the ground at this unexpected and devastating news. He didn’t even notice Catherine swiftly rising from her crouch, tears streaming down her cheeks and running to her room. Anger? Shame?


Jack was stunned, felt pinned to the floor, unable to move.


The game petered out.


Later, he even heard Pierre boasting that Catherine wasn’t that good in bed, too passive and all that.


It only made the turmoil worse inside his teenage heart.









Chapter Six


Her erstwhile parents were anything but intellectuals; before he decamped (her mother first pretended he had romantically gone to work at sea, then later would just shrug her shoulders with feigned indifference; some years later, her brother told Milduta that he had once seen their father walking by in the street below their building, hand in hand with another woman and child – his new family – which certainly sounded like a more realistic fate to the teenagers), Milduta’s enigmatic father had worked installing shower units and her mother was a functionary in a local government office dealing with pensions and benefits. But somehow, the ill-fated couple had both enjoyed a love of grand opera. Maybe that was how they had first met, she speculated. It was as good a theory as any other.


So, she was called Mimi, in homage to the melancholy heroine of La Boheme.


It had long puzzled Milduta.


No one in Estonia appeared to be called Mimi apart from her.


And she didn’t like to stick out from the crowd. Like all children, she was a conformist at heart. It was safer.


‘>That’s because you are so special,’ her mother had said. ‘Maybe one day you will become a singer and we will come and listen to you at the Opera House on opening night, wearing our best evening clothes, of course. What a day that will be; my daughter, the belle of the ball!’


But Mimi proved to have no special talent for music. In her first year in primary school, she was seduced into learning to play an instrument.


Of all those available, she insisted on choosing the accordion.


The only one available at the school was enormous, dwarfed her small frame when she practised, and spectators couldn’t help smiling quietly when they witnessed her on stage playing the Internationale or some other obligatory, and easy-to-learn, folk tune at the traditional end-of-year concert by the pupils. She always had to wear a silly local peasant costume for the occasion, which made her ever so irritable. A right little madam, her teachers would say.


But she grew to like her name. After all, it got people interested in her. Questioning the origins of the name, drawing sighs of amazement from elder folk. Which is more than could be said for her brother, plain old Pavel, whose name was thirteen to the dozen and ever so common, as she would never tire of telling him when they argued.


After her mother’s remarriage and desertion, her grandparents – who’d never quite understood why she was called Mimi – began calling her Milduta, a diminutive full of endearment, and that was how most people and friends soon came to know her as she grew older.


Many years later, it was only when she gazed at her passport, or her Party or identity card, that she remembered she was actually called Mimi, like that girl in the Italian opera who ended up badly.


The initial period in the sole care of her grandparents was particularly unhappy for Milduta. Even though she had never been particularly close to her mother, who devoted most of her time to a surfeit of socialising in an effort to rebuild her life rather than care for her children, Milduta found she missed her enormously. An occasional meal at her mother’s new house at weekends, with their acquired stepfather glowering at them in disapproval, and his kids making faces at her, became a regular ordeal rather than the pleasure it should have been for her.


As kind and solicitous as her grandparents were, they were also old and smelled that way; their breath, their hair, the soap they used. And, inside, she knew she shouldn’t feel that way. The guilt settled over her.


As unhappy days streamed by, Milduta would lie in her bed at night, listening to the silence invade the small attic room she had been consigned to and watched, bleary-eyed, as darkness took over. She would invariably remind herself that she was special.


‘>I am special,’ like a soft whisper emerging from the grey, grubby quilt and the small shape buried within it.


Like a mantra.


Then she would finally manage to find sleep and would doze off with a beatific smile all over her face.


It was an expression that later almost became a permanent one.


Her smile became a wonder to behold.


Her lips always seemed to be smiling and her eyes sparkled likewise, even when she was not in the least happy.


But she was already growing into a teenager and that ever-present, amiable and almost childlike smile often conveyed totally the wrong impression.


To the opposite sex.


A smile of both innocence and total acceptance.


That was the one feature about Milduta that began attracting men to her like fireflies. A streak of submissiveness that spoke to them in silent words or emotions.


For many years, she was quite unaware of it.
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