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For Jase, the sweetest Prince ever to give his heart away
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One

Once upon a time in a land both far away and remarkably close there is a truly happy people and ruling over them all in justice and joy there is a queen and a king. He is a king of remarkable loveliness and she is a queen of good counsel. They are loving and loved and to them is born a daughter, long limbed, bright eyed and perfect in every way.

To the Naming Ceremony of the precious daughter are invited the great and the good, the fair and the fancy, the wise and the wild. Their gifts are prized above all else and they give them willingly for, as everyone knows, to give to the Princess is of itself an uncommon blessing. To the sweet baby daughter they give gifts of great beauty, special charm, intense attraction, enviable wisdom and courageous passion. And the daughter grows strong in her gifts, full in these favours and with seasons and time and much sunshine and just a little fierce rain, she becomes a renowned beauty, famed scholar and fabled wit.

Then one day she leaves the land that is far distant and very close and journeys to our land and walks among us.

And I see you for what you are.

Then she laughs aloud. For in her own land she would only ever be a princess. Which would be such a terrible waste of talents and fortune. Here she shall be Queen.

And the Princess is perfect in every way, every direction, every point – except for the gift that was forgotten. For while the daughter has beauty and charm and elegance and wit and wisdom, she has no compassion. The Compassion Fairy was stuck on a tube and her gift was missed at the Naming. Missed but not noticed, for the charms of the Beauty Fairy were so glowing, the laughter of the Comedy Fairy so loud and the intellect of the Clever Fairy so bright, that no one even noticed the Compassion Fairy had failed to arrive. And she sat fuming and forgotten in the dirty underground cave.

To the daughter then, everlasting love is an obscene myth and sweet tenderness a rotting peach, a kiss just a maggot wriggling at its heart. To the daughter the parents are a nuisance and the mother is an obstacle in ambition’s path, she would be Queen and she will control. Eventually. But no matter, for now she is beautiful and funny and gentle and sweet – and her cruelty exquisitely encased in the finely wrought and delicate shell that are her perfect eyes, nose, mouth, hair, arms, legs, breasts, feet, torso and cunt. And she knows us and we love her and only the Compassion Fairy sleeps a troubled dream.


Two

I live in an ivory tower. Dark ivory. Ivory wrenched from the face of a bleeding elephant. Ivory held down and ripped off and hewn and hacked and beaten about and made into a thing of beauty, pooled blood glistening just below the surface. I live in Notting Hill. My place is a palace – extra ‘a’ to soften the created symphony of what is in reality, just another seventies block of cold concrete. A pedestal containing small hallowed hollowed caves of passion, sixty homes in seventies housing. Mine is by far the finest. I have furnished it in paradisal blues and greens, soft floating clouds pass my balconied windows and peek in at what they are sure must be the sky kissing the sea, walls bend to the smooth wooden floor, skirting boards flirting with the glistening slivers of varnished tree trunks. Forests were murdered to fashion the ground on which I walk. Daily I appreciate their sacrifice.

Sometimes, when I am alone, I reach my perfectly pointed foot to my full bow lips, close my big bright eyes and kiss me. A row of kisses planted like pearl seeds on a shiny neck. I run my tiny palest pink tongue along the instep, taste sweet skin and salt body sweat, nibble at the baby softness that is the ball of my foot, twirl my lips around the beautifully shaped toes. Sometimes I marvel so much at my beauty that I can only fully appreciate it when it’s in my mouth. It is the taste of me that tastes so good. My flesh is manna and mama and more.

Notting Hill is not a wilderness, though after forty years I may not feel the same. I chose Notting Hill for the people. There are many people here. The choice is wide, the selection vast. There are real people and there are tourists and passing trade and passing maids and workers and shoppers and so many and varied, the happy, hippy shoppers of the Saturday afternoon stroll, the Sunday morning brunch, the misters and missuses, the mses and sirs. There are the heads that turn as I walk along the street. I walk in a glow of self-reflected light, I am the passion that illuminates my presence and they cannot help but notice it, be warmed by it, want it. There are pavements full of sprained ankles as I walk by in seeming unknowing. And then, surprisingly oblivious, there are the hand-holding elite in their in-love in-lust halo glow.

I spot the couple from my eyrie, clouds pass to clear my view and my trained eye zooms in. I spy them, note them, follow their coarse course of meet greet kiss and fuck. And then the plans and then the plotting, my house, your house, our house, our home. My name, your name, our name, play the game. The wedding day, the wedding dress, the bedding dress, the heaving chest. And each time, every time, every one the same time, the same old, same old, same old story. I do, I will, I am, I have. I am half, make me whole. I am nothing, make me real. I am not. Make me I am.

I fucking hate the couples. Their smugness, their sweetness, their names and games and charm and we not me, and they not he or she. I loathe the couples. I despise their giving over, giving in, giving up the sin and the pleasure and the delight and the whole lies and the half-truths. I abhor the ‘he knows me inside out’, ‘I could never lie to her’. I detest the taunt of ‘I’m a grown-up now, my one is two.’

I’m not. I don’t want to be.

But you know? It isn’t enough just for me to be free. I pity them, wish for them my unadulterated freedom. I am a true liberationist. So I let them out. I save them from themselves. Open the gilded cages, break the chains, set fire to the tissue paper handcuffs and bite clean through the gold ring to where the cheap brass shines through.

I am the world’s most alluring woman and with love and charm I bestow my attention on all, drop a little touch of honeyed allure on anyone who passes me, makes passes at me. But only a drop. Because I’m saving myself. I have a duty to save myself, save my charm, keep it fresh and undiluted, pure and unpolluted. I cannot simply sit here and be ravishing. I can’t just accept the showering gifts of love and continue as if I didn’t have a care in the world. No. For I am burdened by my knowledge and weighed down by my responsibility. Every single person who touches me takes a little of my love away with them, but even mine is not a bottomless well of charm, a constant flow of giving. My gifts are costly. I do not single out just anyone to receive them. That would be importunate. I’m only singling out the couples. Because I hate the couples. The fucking couples. The fucking, kissing, smiling, simpering, love you, love me, make our baby, we’ll be a family, couples.

And then, from my window, at a north by northwest through two o’clock I see them. A He and a She. Hands touch, electricity runs from his palm to hers. They’ll do. They’re done. I’ve only just begun.


Three

Sally and Jonathan are getting married in March. Today it is September. Late summer September, London clinging to an August of hot clear weeks broken by sultry days, damp and often windy as the equinox whips itself back into place. The warm wind stirs the ubiquitous McDonald’s cartons and they dance in a frenzy of discarded activity, jay-walking the pedestrian crossing outside the little café in the High Street. Sally and Jonathan don’t notice the weather though. Or the litter. Or the passing traffic. They hold hands. Tiny, pretty, blonde Sally gazing adoringly into big, dark Jonathan’s pacific blue eyes. They are planning. They have been planning for six months. Listing, plotting, shopping, sorting and ordering for the last half year. The Big Day approaches and Saturdays and Sundays are parcelled up into whole hours of this shop or that, this gym or that, this way or that way and always together.

Sally holds Jonathan’s big hands in hers, sometimes pausing mid-speech to wonder at the size of his hands, to kiss his smooth nails, so glad she has a man with nice hands, the hands of a real man. A really nice man who might be big and strong but knows enough to scrub his fingers before they touch her, to douse himself with proper perfume before he kisses her. Before Sally Jonathan was just an aftershave boy, now he is re-educated in the ways of male perfumes and can CK with the best of them. Jonathan looks at Sally intently, because he loves her he automatically understands her need to keep Aunty Sybil away from Uncle Fred at the reception, knows why she so much wants his mother to like her father. He loves Sally and leans across their empty, stained coffee cups to kiss her furrowed brow, to touch his lips to the tiny scar just under her left eye. Jonathan is aware with the raw nerve endings of emotion and remembers that Sally is self-conscious about the scar she has had since she was thirteen. In his unquestioning adoration Jonathan means to spend the next fifty years kissing that self-consciousness away. Kissing the scar away.

Neither of them notices the waitress arrive, not even the third time she stands before them and asks for their order. They barely notice when she slams the cold plates on the table. They don’t really taste the food, Sally nibbling at the lollo rosso remembering more the taste of Jonathan’s skin late at night, fresh from the shower, the taste of soap and kissing, of dead cells and hair. Jonathan sips the cool coffee and remembers his surprise when he first realised the taste of Sally was daily changing. They don’t notice the waitress when she picks up the twenty pound note left for their £18.96 bill and snarls after them. Their bill wasn’t too much for wine and water and a three course meal and two filter coffees. Cheap, had it been for two people. But Jonathan and Sally are so nearly one, so clearly one, that they ordered together. Will easily survive on a diet of shared dinners and joint breakfasts and air. Air in which kisses are born. Jonathan and Sally are clearly in love. Dearly in love.

Very nearly out of love.

Sally met Jonathan at her friend’s house. Susie’s boyfriend Jim knew a bloke Sally might like. A tall bloke, a dark bloke, a handsome bloke, a good bloke. Jonathan met Sally at his mate’s house. His girlfriend Susie had a girlfriend Jon might like. A sweet girl, a neat girl, a nice girl, a good girl. Sally and Jonathan met just the once and before you could say second date, joint mortgage, married person’s allowance, council tax deductions and the approval of all society, they were off and planning. Susie feels disgruntled and quite left out. Jim still hasn’t proposed to her and it’s been eighteen months. They’ve been living together for nearly a year and still she sports no shiny ring. She will not wear a ring she has to buy herself and so her hands remain bare. Sally has tried to make it better by offering Susie the runner-up role of chief bridesmaid, but Susie isn’t certain that even the modern bridesmaid’s dress of elegantly plain purple silk will do the trick. She has actually confided after a margarita or eight that perhaps Jim just isn’t the marrying kind. Sally frowns her pretty little head into a crease and promises she will talk to Jonathan and ask him to have a word with Jim. In the throes of perfection she knows that her man can do anything, surely he can help with this? It would be so lovely if they could announce Susie and Jim’s own wedding at their reception. Or maybe Jim might propose when he makes his best man’s speech? Wouldn’t that be romantic? Jonathan looks fondly down at his bride to be and, over takeaway pizza and a half-bottle of once-chilled chardonnay and in front of When Harry Met Sally, he breaks it to Sally that he just doesn’t think Jim is the marrying kind. He’s a good bloke, but not a marrying bloke. In her heart of hearts Sally knows this to be true. And though the room is warm, she snuggles up closer to Jonathan anyway, confident in the knowledge that she, Sally Withers, has done it. Found the one. Found herself a real diamond, fine cut and ready – the hard-to-find marrying kind of bloke. Sally and Jonathan The Gem watch the video. They are more smug than Billy Crystal.

When Cushla walked into the plain grey and matt-black office the next morning, Jonathan couldn’t believe his eyes. It was her, the one perfect girl he’d been dreaming about since he was sixteen, when he began to know what women were, when he formed the first picture of what his future could hope to be. The picture that had faded and blurred and been reprocessed and reprogrammed by reality so many times in between. The picture that had been replaced altogether by the truth of Sally. Sally who would never be five foot ten with a size eight body and impossible breasts. Sally who didn’t speak soft and slow. Sally who giggled too much to be cool. Sally who didn’t have brown eyes, red hair, smooth honey skin covering long cool limbs. Sally who couldn’t be his dream woman but might just be his real girl. Sally who loved him. Sally whom he loved.

And yet here She was, in his very own office. That woman. The Woman. The woman he’d described in detail to Jim, to Mick, to Bill, to every mate he’d ever had, talking late into the drunken night about their fantasy lives, fantasy wives. And he knew the dream girl wasn’t real, couldn’t be real. He thought Jim stupid to wait for the dream girl, thought Jim foolish and silly and told him so and Jim had agreed yes, he was stupid, but that’s the way it was. Susie just wasn’t his dream girl and though he loved her, Jim would wait. Just in case. If the dream girl never showed then, as long as she allowed him, Susie would do. But only as the girlfriend, never as the wife. Jim would marry the dream or not at all. Jonathan scoffed at Jim’s naiveté, taking reality for his guidebook and fate into his own hands. From where it was a small step to the wedding finger. And, knowing his dream girl would never, could never materialize, Jonathan had proposed to Sally and he did love her and he was looking forward to the honeymoon, to the house, to the babies, to their life together. He was happy. Was happy.

And now, she present and he tense, the Dream Girl was standing in front of him. Cushla. That woman. Asking if she could help him. Telling him she was here to help him. That was her new job. To look after him. The new secretary, girl Friday, girl Monday. The new girl.


Four

I do so like the red-hair jobs. I adore the chance to stand out. Far too often I’m called upon to be blonde. The blonde Bond girl, the bimbette, the Ford Fiesta of the romance world. Every second girl is blonde, it’s an easy hour’s work to become blonde, even the black girls are blonde these days. But red hair is another matter. When I’m red I carry with me the added blessing of freckled skin, skin that changes with the seasons, skin that blossoms and comes alive in summer sun, skin newly encoded in secret morse messages, skin to chameleon shimmer through thin cotton. There are statistics to enhance the red-hair jobs. Only one person in seven has red hair. That’s in the Western world, add China and you’re down to about one in twenty-three. There are few Chinese with naturally red hair.

There are also specific tricks to the red-hair jobs. To the danger of red. You can ask him to count your freckles. Once you get close enough. Offer a forearm and he knows how much further that skin goes. The counting, the peering, the tiny, nail-tip touching. It’s an intimate beginning to an intimated end. And then the hair itself is so fine, finer than any other. Finer and softer. In the red-hair jobs I am a baby. Knowing baby. Fine delicate skin, soft hair. That’s why I prefer to do red work with brown eyes. Blue eyes or green eyes would be too much of a cliché, and therefore too soft, too pretty. After all, under the hair and the eyes and the skin, there’s still me down here, hiding in the newly formed body. I can’t give in too much to the surrounding flesh. I might become like them, become gentle. Might return the love – and that would never do.

And of course the red hair makes me stand out. He won’t miss me, can’t miss me. How clever of Jonathan to know all along that the Right One would be a redhead. So much easier to pick out in a crowd. And I know what it does to his brain, his pituitary gland, his lymph glands, know how it spins the serotonin throbbing through his veins. He has bought all the myths, paid well over the odds for every one. A hidden look and he knows I’m a fiery beast under the cool mottled exterior. He knows for certain that my long soft limbs are violent geometric explanations of the working of male-female joining. Deep down in that primeval part of him, where considerations of fair play are tossed aside and from whence he smothers his reality with gentlemanliness and charm and perfume and elegance and fixed rate mortgages and bank loans and mummy and daddy and morning suits and white satin dresses with blue velvet sashes, deep down there in the groaning panting moaning X and Y undeniable DNA of himself – he knows, he just knows I’m a good fuck.

And he’s right.


Five

Jonathan couldn’t believe his luck. Not only had Cushla agreed to go out to lunch with him on the first day she’d started work, but also the second, and then the third. In three different restaurants, they nibbled at their possibilities across Europe from modern English through to old French and finally bastard Italian. And then, after the third lunch of Mr Freud’s special spaghetti vongole with asparagus tips, followed by a teaspoon-shared creamy peach pie dripping warm amber juice from her fingers, she’d asked him for a drink the next night after work. Just a drink. She’d even said ‘a quick drink’. And what was the harm in that? People had drinks all the time didn’t they?

Though not usually Jonathan and Sally. Saving for the house.

Jonathan spread-sheeted his way through the afternoon, avoiding Cushla’s cool gaze, diverting calls and rationalising his qualms out of existence. He ignored the warnings and didn’t even whisper the truth to himself. The fact that he hadn’t told Sally about the new secretary should have been caution enough. The fact that he hadn’t mentioned the three lunches, this quick drink. The fact that he’d actually lied when Sally offered to pick him up the next night, they had a wedding list to complete, a dinner service to choose and it was late-night shopping. But Jonathan was tired, busy, distracted with work for the new account. Sally understood didn’t she? And of course Sally understood. It was her job to understand. She intended to devote her life to understanding Jonathan, to loving Jonathan, to helping him through whatever came his way, because after all, his way would be their way. Just as her way would also be theirs. Sally had no doubt in her post-feminist, ideology-free way, that for every sacrifice she made, Jonathan would one day make an equal and easily offered sacrifice for her. Sally understood so well that she arranged to go shopping with Susie instead. They would make a shortlist, choose the three or four best, then Jonathan wouldn’t have to help. Wouldn’t need to muddy his busy brain with silly little things like the particular pattern they’d be asking for on the wedding list. Silly little things like the plate he’d pick his dinner from every night for the rest of his life.

Jonathan kicked himself for cheating Sally, hated himself for lying to Sally, berated himself for deceiving Sally. And then, as Sally showered herself clean of their every morning sex, he put on his best suit for work, with clean socks, red silk boxers and spent the day counting down the minutes until five past six. Cushla left the office half an hour before Jonathan as planned. He sprayed on the perfume of the new man and then followed her flesh scent out into the streets.

When Jonathan walked into the little bar in Covent Garden, the surprisingly quiet and dark bar where Cushla had suggested they meet, he knew he had already signed his life away. He looked across the small dim room to the corner where Cushla sat, lit by the reflection of candlelight as it spun iridescent through her hair. She was leaning back against a pile of tapestried cushions, a bottle of mineral water in front of her, idly running her finger up and down the bubbles of condensation collected on the outside of the bottle. Cushla felt Jonathan’s eyes colonise her the minute he walked in the room. She kept her own gaze on the glistening bottle and flicked back her hair, took a gentle breath, pulled in her stomach, pushing out her perfect breasts and slowly raised a glistening, dripping fingertip to her mouth. By the time he had taken the five steps necessary to be standing in front of her, she had her lips parted and her fingertip just touching the moist corner of her dark mouth. She knew Jonathan was at the edge of the table, the side of her chair, finally at her elbow and only then did she look up, facing him with a small half-smile, the smile of a child caught out but knowing they wouldn’t, couldn’t be told off.

She ran her finger along her lower lip, backwards and forwards, ‘Woops, you caught me.’

Jonathan frowned, his own guilt startled at the word ‘caught’, ‘I’m sorry?’

‘I couldn’t wait. I started without you,’ she licked her finger fully now, ‘I do hope you don’t mind.’

Jonathan didn’t mind. Didn’t mind that he was so obviously being played with, didn’t mind that Cushla was flirting with him more like a Charlie’s Angel than a secretary, didn’t mind that Cushla held all the cards in her long, fine, manicured hands. He didn’t know enough to mind. Jonathan didn’t know he had a right to mind. He still thought he knew what he was doing. A last fling. The sowing of the final wild oats. Just to prove the Dream Girl doesn’t exist. One last time before I give myself over to Sally for richer for better forever and ever. Amen. Jonathan didn’t mind because, as yet, he had no idea that the Dream Girl really was a truth. But that her existence would be confined to sweaty, troubled nightmares.

They had a glass of house white each and then another glass of house red each and then they graduated to a shared bottle of the more expensive recommended red and Jonathan told Cushla all about his childhood in Swindon and the football team he played in on Sundays in the park and the way his mother had managed to dry out the Sunday roast every week and the way his dad had mowed the lawn once a fortnight, summer and winter, rain or shine. And Cushla told him nothing, but she let him think they were having a conversation. And they were of sorts. He talked. She listened. He talked some more and she nodded, frowned, patted his arm, caressed his knee, stroked his shoulder. He talked in English and she conversed in body language. Though the words came only from one, it was certainly a two-way communication. While he talked Jonathan munched his way through two packets of cheese and onion crisps, the warm garlic potato wedges with hot chilli salsa and a fat piece of carrot and orange cake with extra cream cheese icing. He didn’t taste a single mouthful. Just kept on talking and when he wasn’t talking he was filling his mouth, cramming his mouth full of food and wine and still more wine. Another bottle was opened. More food was brought. Opening his mouth minute after minute for food or wine or words. Opening and closing and chewing and talking and accumulating spit and mushy garlic potato at the corner of his mouth, wiping it in a clumsy action that landed a glob of cream on his designer tie. Just moving his mouth, propelling it, filling it, cramming it full. Anything so he didn’t do what he longed to do, what every molecule of his flesh ached to do. Anything to stop himself reaching out and taking her hand, the hand she ran through her golden hair, the hand that adjusted the thin silk skirt across tender thighs, the hand that toyed with her own unsullied lips. He longed to reach out and grab that soft girl hand and stuff it into his mouth, to eat her hand, her arm, her shoulder, her breasts. Jonathan ached to consume the whole heaving, breathing body displayed before him. Cushla was spread out like an untouchable feast where the only rules were the ones he himself had created and the only reason to be on a diet was because the world said so.

Not a good enough reason.

Whether he got drunk so he could ask her to do it, or maybe the drink loosened his tongue, or perhaps she forced him to the moment with her deep dark eyes, Jonathan next took Cushla’s hand in his, clumsily kissed each finger in turn and then suggested leaving. Together.

‘ To your place, Jonathan?’

He shook his swaying head, ‘No! Oh, I mean, um, my place isn’t, you know …’

‘Available?’ Cushla, who was available, whispered and smiled and finished his sentence.

Sally finished his sentences too, but not usually while running her free hand across the very top of his left thigh.

Jonathan choked on a last greedy fingerful of carrot cake icing, slurring his words still more in an attempt to slur them less.

‘Yeah. Whassit, I mean, whass … the, you know …’

‘My place Jonathan? Would you like to come home to my place?’

The way Cushla said home, it sounded like brothel. Yes. Jonathan would like to come home.

Jonathan went home. All the way home, wagging his tail behind him.


Six

Today Jonathan is discovering another London. Uncovering a new city. Jonathan knows the London he shares with Sally. The Pizza Hut London. The movie and a daringly late curry London. The fifteen tube stops to get to Leicester Square London. Suburban London. The outer city London to which his family migrated when he was fifteen, where he and Sally spent thrilling teenage nights, where their parents still live, just high streets from Sally and Jonathan’s maisonette. Where for a decade of Saturdays they have shopped in the local supermarket, willingly bought passion-free cucumbers (EC regulation straight) and perfectly rounded, soulless Dutch peppers. This is the London where they work ‘in town’ but take lunches they have made at home – lunches they have made for each other. Lunches nibbled as they sit in the pub, nursing half a pint with the friends from the office. Extra-spicy chicken tikka sandwiches for hardy Jonathan, tuna salad for Sally’s more delicate constitution and more easily fattened thighs. Since the engagement they have made once monthly trips ‘up to town’ to look in the windows and compare prices, not for potential purchase but for Sally to note with glee how much cheaper she could get that nice floral-print duvet cover from her catalogue. Trips that give both of them the chance to complain about the crowds, the fumes, the noise. To hurry back on the grateful tube to the outer reaches of the metropolis, to the tasty frozen supermarket pizza offering them much-needed sustenance. Once it has been microwaved with the oven chips. And swallowed down with the Belgian beer they buy for the look not the taste.

Saturday after Saturday they have parked their car in the neatly lined parking space and hop skipped past the private privet and up the stairs, laden with bags and boxes and unloaded their new acquisitions into their perfectly fake, newly built, brick-façade maisonette. They have settled down for a night with the lottery and a rented video. An action movie for Jonathan, a romantic comedy for Sally, or a bloody thriller to excite the unvoiced parts of both of them. A night of pre-connubial bliss. They are happy. They have no reason not to be.

Yet.

Sally sits on the sofa, her head on Jonathan’s shoulder, warm fizzy glass in her hand and, as the pizza heats itself into a botulistic mess of melted plastic mozzarella, she reviews her plans. She knows that one day they will move to a larger place, a whole house of their own, with the small garden that Jonathan will pave over, so much better not to have to mow the lawns. Jonathan is not his father, he has made changes. Maybe they will have a pond. They will buy a gas-fired barbecue and invite their like-minded friends over for long summer evenings of imported beers and easy Australian whites. The future is so rosy and bright, so warm that Sally could keep her ever-cold toes snug, wrapped in a blanket woven of their plans. Sally knows that the house will have a nursery. She knows this deep in the uterus which she sweetly calls a womb. Blessed be its fruit. She plans to paint the whole room Mothercare lemon picked out in eggshell white. Jonathan once suggested real egg yellow – egg yolk eggshell. But there were too many eggs for Sally’s crowded ovaries, her uterus complained at the early, unplanned intrusion and they settled for the safety of lemon and white. Sally is more of a lemon-meringue girl anyway. She knows that one day her nursery will be full of the sweet smells of Ideal Baby, a catalogue baby, selected with care and accuracy and so much cheaper than the very same thing from Covent Garden or Oxford Street. Soft and quiet and sleeping and perfect. Sally’s daughter will never smell of shit or cry from midnight until dawn, and Jonathan’s son will not vomit bitter milk stains down his grandma knitted lemon-yellow cardie.

Thus the London of Jonathan and Sally’s pale reality is a big city with room for all to live out their exemplary lives in perfectly ordered, easy-clean, low-ceilinged homes with Sally’s kitchen and Jonathan’s garden shed and double glazing and loft conversions for all.

Jonathan though, is now trawling through that other London. The London that is a divine arena for wickedness. This huge, ramshackle city that was cobbled together from village overflows and fat-brat towns and is linked by multicoloured underground lines and pink painted taxi cabs and dank, pitted sewer networks. Where there are rounded corners too soft for safety and narrow alleys and secluded green lockgated gardens. The haughtiest hotels and the seediest bars. Disturbingly frequented by people Jonathan is stunned to see in the corner table, people who always wear black except when the fashion pages dictate that brown or grey are the new black and then the only change is a hint of muted colour in the lining of another perfect suit. People real in the fluorescent light of the plush office becoming uncertain gossamer in the sharp re-focus change as the retina shifts comprehension from onstreet daylight to rooms of perpetual evening. He meets Cushla in the dark, quiet restaurants hidden in alleyways and dead-end streets, where intimacy is encouraged and fat oysters are to be found jostling baby clams, dripping in warm sweet butter just seconds away from turning to rancid oil. These are the restaurants that do not see the light of the sun in Soho, shunning wide street angles and curling themselves into small paths, dark clubs, basement entrances. This is also a London of miniskirts and bare flesh in winter, of sex for quick sale, no refunds, no returns, bodies stalking on long legs ascending to a haven that may be male or female and Jonathan has no way of knowing which, much less an educated discernment to help him decide. Converging sides of the multi-faceted city that he has until now simply driven through, eyes averted from what might turn his head. Or his cock. Streets with soft beds to rent where fast fucks are paid for by the hour, getting faster by the minute. Jonathan did not know about this city. But he is happy to learn.

And he will of course, pay for rather more than just one hour.

Jonathan leaves work quickly at lunchtime, just ten minutes after Cushla’s hasty departure – tongues will start to wag if he is not more careful. Cushla’s wagging tongue is flesh-pink enough for him. He slams half-finished files in the wrong coloured folders and checks his minted breath against his sweaty palm in the empty reflecting elevator. He hurries to the appointed meeting place. Jonathan braves buses and heedless cycle couriers to fly to omnipotent Cushla. She greets him in the small Soho room, meets him two floors above the street full of advertising men and marketing women, two floors up where the windows are shut tight to keep in their moans.

Cushla is not shut tight. She welcomes Jonathan in, receives him ardently, a long kiss at the door, another anointing him on the stairs. Her lips and teeth hold fast to his tongue as he struggles to remove his tie – she breaks away to breathe in his ear that he need not bother, she will have him fully clothed. With one deft hand she undoes the buttons of his fly and in a swift and expert moment descends to the floor. There is a hiatus of perhaps five still seconds. Cushla is an artist. She looks up at Jonathan from her knees. He stands above her, parted feet planted on the swaying step, one hand stretched out in front of him grasping at what he believes to be possible. The other hand rests lightly on her head, her red hair, ready to grip, to wrench her locks. Here is a man who swallowed all the myths, who is at this moment seeing himself the star of his own pop video. Jonathan does not have quite enough imagination to stretch to a full length feature. Cushla knows the effect she is having on Jonathan. She recklessly holds it two long seconds more. Cushla adores her own glorious power. Knows she looks her best here, dark eyes wide above a white stretched neck, breasts full and heavy, reddened nipples half-covered by her classic black silk gown. Cushla smiles up at Jonathan in self-adoring piety and he swells with pride and strength. She bats her eyelashes for him and he actually believes she really is kneeling before him.

Cushla sucks supplicating, takes him in her mouth and quite simply takes him in. She swallows him whole and he gulps. And Jonathan still thinks he’s in charge.

Worse, he still thinks he can stop when he wants to.


Seven

Guilt is making Jonathan a less than charming partner. He is treating Sally like shit. Sally puts it down to pre-wedding nerves. Jonathan is being cold and callous and then overwhelmingly gentle and soft. Sally blames pressure of work. He brings her home new perfume and body lotion, large sizes, very expensive and in ten minutes has stormed out to the pub on the slightest provocation. Sally blames herself. Which annoys Jonathan all the more.

‘God Sally, it’s not your bloody fault. I’m just in a crap mood. Why can’t you just accept that? It’s got nothing to do with you!’

Jonathan is looming over her and shouting into her face. Sally finds it a little hard to divorce herself from feeling that if not the cause, then at least the effect, must have something to do with her.

Silence might be the more sensible tactic but Sally is not a skilled war games tactician, ‘Try me. I know something’s wrong darling. Just tell me Jon, let me in?’

Sally is sweet and quiet, a gentle hand on Jonathan’s tight fist. He could melt now. Tell her all. Go through the sordid details, the passionate kisses, the exquisite sex. Sally is his partner but she is also his friend. He actually wants to share his dilemma with her, she is the one in whom he confides, now who is there to talk to? Jonathan may not always respect Sally’s opinion but he has used it to shore up his own many times in the past. He could do with her support here.

He pictures her acquiescence, ‘Yes darling, it’s fine for you to sow wild oats. I understand darling, of course you need a final fling. Go ahead. Fuck with my blessing.’

Jonathan could do with hearing all this. But it’s impossible. Sally would never say fuck. Instead he violently shakes her hand from his, dismisses her attempt at truce and storms out of the maisonette. Cushla has told him she cannot meet him tonight so he goes to the pub alone, telling his third pint what he can’t tell his wife-to-be. The fourth pint he shares with Jim. There is man-bonding and there is football and there is music and then there is truth. Jonathan can easily explain the flesh of her, the lust for her, what is harder to convey is the why.
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