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The Music of Bodies



He’d worn glasses since the age of 10.


Then, many years later, he went blind in one eye, as a result of a cataract operation gone wrong.


Shortly after, he lost the use of his remaining eye. No one knew why. It just happened overnight and no doctors or surgeons could find an explanation.


That’s when he became a voyeur.


He retreated into the kingdom of memories, but then also learned to improvise, allow his imagination to go wild, adding details, sensations, smells, sounds until he reached the stage where he sincerely believed he could sell tickets to the film playing inside in all impunity, although maybe not to the point where he could advertise the event as being in 3D or in ‘sensurround’. Although at times, he felt he was well on the way to Imax standards.


He would ask a friend or relative to drive him to that glorious hill at the very top of Hampstead Heath where you could normally see most of the city if the weather was clear, and once on a trip to Paris, he’d requested he be taken to a seat next to the pond ion the Jardin du Luxembourg where kids normally launched small boats that were remotely-controlled, and he would stay alone for an hour or so, sniff the wind, feel the caress of a leaf blowing in the breeze brush against his cheek, or maybe that was also just his imagination and he would, like a ritual, open his unseeing eyes.


Yes, that tremor in the air could only mean that a young woman was walking by, just ten meters away, the imperceptible swish of a skirt or maybe stocking tops rubbing against each other under the thin fabric of a skirt or a dress. He gripped the side of the metallic seat, breathed deeply and began observing her. It was spring in the kingdom of darkness.


Just like in his feverish youthful dreams or their eerie replica in Nicholson Baker’s ‘The Fermata’, time stood still and the young woman, and every other woman in the world, was immobilised, her grace and elegance caught in stride, one foot ever so slightly off the ground, captured in unmoving slow motion. Time to watch.


He begins from the ground upwards. Leather shoes with modest heels, black, ever so scuffed at the tip of the toes, the white fragility of the ankle, it curve a perfect equation. His eyes move up the leg. Knees, skin, thighs, he wills the garment she is wearing away and she is down to her underwear, lace, silk, thong, it’s all up to him, still not quite warm enough to go commando, that’s a summer pleasure still to come. The hold up stockings miraculously melt away in lazy abandon. There is a hint of a smile on her face, unaware as she is that he is undressing her silently but reverently, but somehow conscious of the game he is playing and this is a way of expressing her willingness, her availability.


Away with it. He blinks. And her cunt is exposed to the lukewarm air and the greediness of his steady gaze. Her pubic hair is sparse, as if she had shaved it away a week or two ago, and has not had the time or the will to keep up the care and attention (no husband or boyfriend on the horizon might have caused this temporary neglect?) of her sexual garden, She is blonde, so the the pinkness of her gash bleeds across the sparse shoots of hair, like a five o’ clock shadow across the plumpness of her pubis. The sun appears briefly from behind a cloud, at an acute angle over the Post Office Tower (or if in Paris, the intersection between the Boulevard St Michel and the strutting Pantheon) and in a flash illuminates her exposed skin. Her navel is a perfect miniature circle and a line of thin but shining down runs down from it to her now humid opening (might she be aware that she is being looked at and it actually excites her?).


He sighs. Licks his lips.


Away with her top. A white tee-shirt under which she is not wearing a bra.


He focuses on her now naked body.


Her skin is a shade of porcelain, milky, her breasts are small but high and hard, freckles dotting the geography of her modest cleavage. Her nipples move imperceptibly between muted shades of brown and pink, just the way her eyes in the sunlight float between grey and blue.


Again, his eyes descend towards her cunt, close up on its particularities, the way the left inner lip protrudes ever so slightly outwards, a thin sliver of puckered flesh, a touch darker, bleeding across the gentle landscape of her inner core. He closes his eyes, smells her. Ahhhhh...


He allows her to move momentarily. Her nude body is like a symphony of desire, her lower lips gape a little as she swings her legs, her breasts gently bounce like a metronome at low speed, her arms glide across the thickness of the air, her neck stretches, sinews accentuated, her hair, curls akimbo, shimmers in the sunlight like a television shampoo advert in full flow.


That smile is now broader. Yes, she knows she is being watched. And the situation pleases her. She has signed up to the unwritten contract between the voyeur and the object of his gaze.


And lest you think that by just scrutinising the wonders of her body he is objectifying it/her, let me tell you about her face, the way she looks.


Beneath that barbarian curtain of untamed blonde curls, still the serene pallor of her skin, the eyes full of both mischief and a definite hint of sadness - this is a woman who has known pain, love, abandon, but also joy - the thin lips highlighted by her shocking scarlet lipstick, the resolute chin, the royal curve of her delicate neck as it connects with her high shoulders, the proud posture. This is a woman he could fall in love with, he knows all too well. Someone he could again make a damn fool of himself over. Who would prompt him to write pages and pages of madness and words, travel to foreign cities to join her at the hint of a sigh. New Orleans? Barcelona? New York? Venice? Take your pick.


But all he can do is watch, as her incomparable beauty is laid incomparably bare for his eyes and the film in his mind winds and rewinds and spins and spools out of control as he sits there, in London or Paris or wherever he has chosen to gaze helplessly at the spectacle of beauty, of women and their faces, of women and their thrillingly exposed bodies. He is a voyeur. That’s what has become of him. He has no shame. He will undress them all: dark-haired witches and vixens, with heavy breasts and tantalising forests shielding their deltas of desire, fiery redheads with pear-shaped curves and shaven havens, ash blondes with peasant hips and full lips just made for sucking cock with relish and appetite, tall, short, thin, thick, young, old. He bears no prejudice, he watches them all from the security of the darkness that surrounds him day after day.


He is a man with imagination and no woman can avoid his gaze, shelter any bodily secret from his steady and clever scrutiny. But, he sighs again and again, he suppresses that tightness in his throat, he battles the need coursing through his penis and his heart. All he can do is watch them. Forever.


Voyeurism is also a pornographic form of impotence.


Which makes him cry, softly, silently but every day.










THE RISE AND FALL OF
THE BURLESQUE EMPIRE



It could be that in another life I sold my soul to the devil.


And what is happening to me now is just a form of punishment, a kind of torture inflicted on me in some indeterminate circle of hell where I must be stewing.


There is no other explanation.


I have the gift of time travel.


But I can’t control it.


I am randomly taken to places and times . In a loop that is nothing less than infernal, things happen to me that claw into the sheer fabric of my heart and soul and diminish me with every journey, eating me away like a rat gnawing at my stomach. And on and on it goes and somehow, something inside of me assures me it will never cease and the terrible pain will endure forever because I am not allow to die.


In my sleep, I was transported to Times Square.


I knew it wasn’t a dream. I could smell the street, sense the vibrancy of Manhattan, touch people, eat, do things you cannot achieve in your sleep. The smell of the hamburger and hot dog stands, the blissfully soft touch of women’s bare skin, the sensation of thin urban rain peppering my hair, oh no, I was certainly awake. More than awake, in fact.


It was the heyday of Times Square when New York was both decadent and joyous, a period I could only recognise from film clips and photographs as my first actual visit to the city hadn’t actually occurred until much later when I was in my 30s. A newspaper headline on a corner stand confirmed to me it was the time of the Rosenberg’s trial. In real life, I had then just been a small boy in short trousers.


One moment, I was tossing between my sheets, the next I was standing on the corner of Broadway and 45th Street, drinking in the sight of oversize limousines and sports cars racing south and passers-by gazing in wonder at the neon jungle surrounding us.


Somehow I took it all in my stride; unlike the naked Schwarzenegger cum Terminator from the movies, I was fully clothed. My left hand searched for my inside jacket pocket and found a roll of green bills and coins. At least, I would not have to beg.


I have never been much of a tourist, so after an hour or so of walking around exploring this New York of memories my mind was already wandering. I hadn’t even travelled more than four blocks in any direction from my point of arrival, as if a curse of some sort would break out should I venture too far, and I was literally a prisoner of 42nd Street and its wonderful excesses.


A brightly-lit theatre marquee caught my attention advertising ‘the Original Burlesque Extravaganza’, featuring women’s exotic names I had at some time or another come across in books or articles: Lili St. Cyr, Bettie Page, Tempest Storm, Blaze Starr. I doubted they were the real article, but my curiosity was piqued. I parted with a couple of dollar notes and walked in. There was even a two-sided programme sheet I was handed by a bored looking commissionaire in a frayed uniform before I entered the auditorium. Which confirmed the show was a homage to Bettie Page, Blaze Starr and others and did not in fact feature the actual legends.


The spectacle was all I could have hoped for: blissfully over the top and boisterous, comic, colourful. True, the show had little in common with burlesque’s origins, with a lack of fat comedians tossing out New Jersey jokes and warming up the audience prior to the arrival of the dancers in their attires of feathers, divine lingerie and layers of flimsy fabric in every shade of the rainbow. But there was a Master of Ceremony, a thin, nervous guy who looked a little like Lenny Bruce without the sweaty drugged pallor. No doubt a stand-up slumming here between gigs, perfecting his scorn like a precursor to his Bob Fosse Cabaret future counterpart. But the thin audience -the small theatre could at most hold a hundred or so punters and was barely a third full- blanked him totally, visibly here just for the gals.


It was fun. Most of the dancers didn’t take themselves seriously and even attained, in part, a level of performance art in their crafty disrobing and dancing act, balancing props and knowing smiles, teasing the anorexic crowd with a twinkle in their eyes or an occasional thrust just on the right side of vulgarity. There was a Carmen Miranda look-alike whose scratched record kept on jumping on the turntable behind the small stage so her juggling plastic bananas were always that little bit out of sync; and then there was the dark-haired would-be biker girl, whose labyrinth of zips kept on getting stuck as she manoeuvred herself out of her leather gear and sported an unbelievable number of layers of black underwear under her tight trousers; or again, the regal Claudia from Germany, as the M.C. introduced her, she of the thunder thighs and red hair like fire who shook her arse with the best of them, and even winked at me as she turned her head halfway through her set. Or maybe it had been a speck of dust.


I counted five dancers in all. But strangely enough, no blondes. Was it an early hint that the devil was playing games with me? Or just me hankering for forbidden fruit?


The men in the audience came and went. There was a five minute break, and the show began again. No one was asked to leave the auditorium. One could spend the whole day here without being disturbed, it appeared. At the time, I still thought this was a curious sort of dream, not totally unpleasant and having nothing better to do decided to stay put and see the women again and maybe check whether Teutonic Claudia’s signal had been deliberate or not. After all, she did have spectacular breasts, strong, high globes whose red pasties harmonised perfectly with her flaming hair.


But when her time came in the order of rotation, after a young pimply stagehand had cleared the previous dancer’s scattered red, white and blue feathers from the stage (she had performed a faltering but broadly comic French Ooh La La act), the regal Claudia did not appear.


Instead, the M.C. sheepishly slithered on and, leering outrageously, said:


“And now a real treat for all you amateurs of sheer pulchritude, for the first time ever on a New York stage, for the first time ever on any stage, the virginal, the beautiful Anais...”


A young woman hesitantly came to the fore.


He had not been exaggerating: it was visibly her first time doing this. She didn’t even have much of an outfit. Just ordinary summer street clothes with a few silk belts and scarves and a scarlet boa no doubt borrowed just now from another of the girls here.


She had long dark untidy hair that trailed all the way down to midway down her back. Her pale shoulders shone like beacons through the tangled hair draped across them. Her aquiline nose stood out proudly, punctuating the savage beauty of her features. Her ruby red lipsticked lips stood out like a lighthouse in a starless night.


Jesus, I thought. She is the one.


As she embarked on her slow, languorous dance, more sad seduction than ironic burlesque, my fevered imagination was already imagining, writing her whole life story to this point, all the burdens and adversities that had led her here to have to dance for strangers for a few dollars.


She was visibly an amateur. The single spotlight held her in its grip as she tried to inject some feeling into her movements. It didn’t work. It was evident it was not her choice to be here. A man to my right heckled. Two more in the row in front of me stood up and walked away. Even the music she had chosen or been allocated was wrong for her, some big band tune that could never blend adequately with her innate grace and dignity as she attempted to negotiate its rhythms to the staccato clockwork stance of her private dance.


I was captivated.


Even from where I was sitting, the dark pools of her eyes drew me like a whirlpool of emptiness.


She attempted a brave smile as she pulled her white summer cotton skirt away with a minor flourish and slid the thin silk scarves to and fro across her flat, taut stomach. I gulped. Her clumsiness almost made me want to cry.
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