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1


It’s Not You, It’s Me


It was the squirrel’s fault.


Following a late brunch in the West Village, close by Greenwich Avenue, Noah and April headed for Washington Square Park. The Sunday warm-weather crowds were out in force. A pianist had wheeled his large ambulatory instrument close to the afternoon shadow of the arch and was playing an improvisation on a melody from a Rachmaninov concerto with loud flourish. The hordes of guitar players spread across the park strummed away in total discordance, echoes of their songs clashing indifferently against each other in the sultry air, and the resident pigeon lady sat further south against her usual railing, busy knitting. Around the fountain, children and adults dipped their toes in the water while tourists snapped photos on their sleek mobile phones. A street fair filled the side roads on the other side of the park by the tall university buildings, stalls alternately offering aromatic bites, handcrafted jewellery and other items Noah would never have contemplated gifting even to his worst enemies. Not that he believed he had any genuine enemies.


April had suggested eating at a vegetarian gourmet on Sixth Avenue that she had developed a strong liking for and, just under an hour later, Noah still felt hungry, his taste buds and appetite barely tickled by the somewhat tasteless food they had been served, and now the combined smells of barbecued meat and grilled onions floating across towards them from the fair seemed to swirl around him and make his mouth water. He now regretted not having talked April into visiting Toto’s sushi joint on Thompson Street.


They held hands, strolled lazily along the pathways, turning right after the fountain to avoid the dog enclosure, April’s shoulder-length hair gently animated by the breeze.


She wore a simple floral print summer dress that reached to just under her knees, her tanned legs straight and sporty, her movement relaxed above the tread of her flat, pale-pink thin-soled shoes.


Rushing around a corner, two children on scooters sped towards them, weaving their way through the crowds. The boy, blond-haired in blue shorts and a yellow T-shirt, must have been six or thereabouts, and his hardy sidekick was a tiny girl with a massive green helmet that dwarfed her features, round-faced and dark-eyed and with a look of utter determination, as if intent on colliding with them if they didn’t steer clear of her path.


Noah couldn’t help chuckling at the sight. April gripped his hand tighter. They slowed down, anticipating the accidental collision but, just inches away from their feet, the two speeding kids veered away with practised grace and rushed by, oblivious, as if they owned the park, never slowing down.


‘That little one was so cute,’ April remarked.


Noah smiled.


‘There’s space over there,’ April said, indicating a wooden bench a stone’s throw away which was just being vacated by an elderly couple and was shielded from the sun by the shadow of a nearby tree with low-lying branches. ‘Let’s go and sit.’


They had no plans for the afternoon. Noah thought that maybe later, towards evening, they might catch the new Michael Mann movie at the Union Square multiplex, but until then there was nothing on the cards. All he wanted to do was relax, slob, what with the rush of meetings he had scheduled at the office the following day. Similarly, he knew that April’s following forty-eight hours would be frantic and involving as the monthly magazine where she worked as a production assistant had to go to press. They regularly relaxed this way at the end of the weekends, their Sunday routine.


Noah remained silent as they sat. April did not interrupt his reverie. She took a sip from her bottle of water and offered it to him. He declined it.


Usually content to sit alongside him in silence, she seemed unnaturally restless today. Even after almost two years together, she often complained that she couldn’t read him properly, interpret his changing moods with any degree of accuracy. She was upset by his impassivity.


She finally broke the silence.


‘Something worrying you? You seem . . . distant.’


‘Not at all. Just daydreaming.’


There was something on his mind, but he couldn’t put a finger on it, define it, isolate it. It burrowed away in silence, unsettling him.


He looked around at April, sketched a silent kiss on his lips and directed it towards her. Her mid-length hair was shaken by flutters of gold as the sun snaked its way between the branches that mostly shielded it. Her bare shoulders were a similar shade of warmth, the tan they had both acquired that summer in Cancun persisting.


He couldn’t help but find her beautiful. Always had. His golden girl.


‘I love you,’ April announced.


‘And I you,’ he responded.


He had spoken the words automatically, not for the first time in answer to the same phrase, he knew. As if not actually responding in kind was not lying.


Other couples walked by, young and old, trailed by dogs or children on occasion, many hand in hand, their faces blank, their body language a mystery to him.


Noah’s throat tightened.


April lowered her hand to his right knee and squeezed it.


Noah watched her slender fingers as they gripped the material of his jeans.


‘Oh . . .’


She let go of his knee.


She was no longer gazing at him but was looking at the tree behind the bench that faced them, on the opposite side of the pathway. He could hear her holding her breath.


He peered ahead. There was nothing out of the ordinary.


April eyes widened.


‘Wow . . .’


Noah blinked, and finally noticed what was catching her attention.


A bushy-tailed grey squirrel was peering at them through the railing, sashaying its way from the tree across the sparse grass, its slow but steady straight-line movement like a clockwork toy’s, its eyes round and dark and fixed on April.


She hesitantly extended her hand, bidding it welcome.


Noting her invitation, the hardy squirrel ventured past the wide opening of the railing and took a foothold on the busy path, in blissful ignorance of the passers-by, unafraid of being kicked or run over, and inched its way towards the bench where April and Noah sat.


‘It can see me . . . it’s coming towards me,’ April whispered.


‘It’s that come-hither smile of yours. Bet you it’s a male squirrel . . . Or maybe it thinks you have some food for it . . .’


The small animal had finally made its way across the path and faced them, actually looking up at April, whose happy grin was broadening by the second.


What was it expecting? For her to stroke it, feed it?


April dug her fingers into her small handbag, searching for some food she could offer the squirrel, but came up with nothing.


She glanced at Noah, hoping he could help.


He shook his head.


The diminutive animal sat facing her like a supplicant.


April slowly extended her hand downwards in its direction.


Her palm was just a hand’s length away from the squirrel’s face when the speeding duo on the scooters returned and the squirrel raced back across the path and onto the safety of the lawn to avoid them.


April straightened.


Noah could sense her disappointment.


Silence fell.


Had she been expecting the squirrel to lick her, kiss her?


A thin smile appeared on her face, as she reflected on what had happened, wry, lonely.


Noah finally recognised her mood. It wasn’t the first time in the past months that he had witnessed it. She was getting broody, not so much distant but restless, as if something was missing from her life, their relationship.


And although he would never admit it to her face, he knew she was right.


And his feelings were not dissimilar, although they expressed themselves in different ways.


She wanted more.


He wanted more, or at any rate something different. But where April was no doubt aware, deep inside, of what she sought, Noah was not, aside from the fact that their paths were imperceptibly diverging.


A family, each respective member greedily enjoying ice cream cones in a variety of pastel colours, walked by, two small dogs on leashes trailing them, tails wagging.


‘Want one?’ Noah asked.


‘What?’


‘An ice cream?’


April didn’t answer.


‘Do you have any gigs this week?’ she asked instead.


‘A couple. The Nevsky Prospekt are playing at the Bowery Ballroom, and the Holy Criminals are doing an unpublicised appearance as support at the Knitting Factory.’


Viggo Franck, who’d fronted the Criminals for years, had allegedly retired or, alternatively, gone solo, although in the latter case he was not contractually committed to Noah’s record company should he come up with new product. The group had found themselves a new singer and were hoping to bed him in away from the attentions of the press and fans.


‘Cool,’ April said. ‘Can I come along?’


‘No problem.’


The spectacle of the squirrel, and the kids with the scooters, had triggered maternal thoughts, he was certain of it. Yet again.


After their time in Washington Square Park, April had expressed the wish to walk more and they’d strolled over to the High Line and ambled along its length twice, mostly absorbed in the flow of their private thoughts.


‘Make love to me,’ April asked as they closed the door to the apartment behind them.


Noah turned towards her, blissfully enjoying the sight of her beauty. After so many hours spent walking in the sun, her freckles were breaking through, delicately scattered across the bridge of her nose and the sharp ridge of her cheekbones. The golden sheen of her hair was now burnished with warm shades of bronze, the pale emerald hue of her eyes now matching the paint she had used to decorate the narrow corridor that led to their white bedroom. Noah had never been much of a visual person and had allowed April total control over the apartment’s configuration, shades and furnishings when they’d moved in together a year previously, his only proviso the integrity of the wall of CD shelves in his study. She’d initially argued he could transfer them all to digital – it would take less space – but Noah had insisted on keeping them, arguing that music was his job and he was allowed this idiosyncrasy.


He kissed her, the plush softness of her lips an experience that renewed his faith in their closeness every time he did so, warm silk cushions with the sweet aftertaste of her fading lipstick.


Holding her tight, he could feel the beat of her heart through the thin fabric of her dress as she hugged him, her hands circling his back, pulling his body against hers as the kiss lengthened, tips of tongues touching each other in an unpredictable dance, breaths growing short, almost a battle of wills as to who would disengage first and both refusing to be the one who did so.


The rhythm of her heart was growing more frantic, like a distant drum, settling into a regular, steady pattern, like a song taking flight, unformed tides of desire spreading through her bloodstream.


Noah’s hand moved towards her waist, their lips still locked, took a firm hold of her dress, twisting the material between two fingers to get a grip on it and began pulling the garment upwards, baring her thighs and then her white lace panties. The back of his hand brushing against her stomach, he pulled aside the elastic of her knickers and delved deeper until his nails grazed the forest of curls shielding her intimacy. The heat radiating from her crux immediately washed across his intruding fingers. He slipped inside.


‘You’re so wet . . .’


‘Yes.’


Their lips parted. April moved. He pulled his hand out of her panties and raised it to her hair, running his fingers through her silken curtain, parting its smooth waves, relishing the sensation. He swivelled slightly and gently bit the lobe of her ear. April shivered, a faint shudder animating her body, endangering her balance and almost causing her to stumble. Noah’s hand on her shoulder steadied her.


‘Come,’ Noah said.


They walked to the bedroom, fingers interlocked, throwing off their shoes as they passed its threshold.


Out of instinct, April moved to the window and pulled the net curtains tidily together. Noah couldn’t help feeling a touch of irritation. She always did that. Just couldn’t let caution go to the wind, even though they were on a high floor and there was no taller building across the street towards Battery Park and anyone wishing to spy on them from below would require strong binoculars, a camera drone or supernatural voyeur powers. Even about to trip into sex, April always thought of other things, unnecessary precautions. Yet again the magic of the moment had been spoiled. A spell had been broken.


April turned back towards him, an enigmatic smile drawn across her lips. And began to undress.


Noah was taken aback; he had expected, hoped to undress her himself. Slowly, stretching time, baring, revealing her an inch or so at a time, lingering, fingers wandering lazily across her skin, building his desire in infinite increments, each breath a sigh, teasing, playing with the minutes.


April looked up at him. With a note of reproach, seeing him standing motionless and in no rush to disrobe.


‘Why are you waiting?’ she asked, her hands stretching behind her back to unhook her bra.


She had no sense of ritual, he realised.


For her, sex was just another element of life, one to enjoy and indulge in, like you did a good meal or a pleasant conversation. A condiment like salt and pepper or sweet words of endearment whispered in one’s ear at the right moment, even if neither partner actually believed in them. An ingredient that would serve to enhance the quiet pleasure of a long-term relationship, smoothing its rough edges, filling the unspoken gaps of intimacy, nothing more.


Noah was beckoned by roughness. Not in bed; April always bristled slightly whenever he deviated from the well-worn path of their embraces. But in life he found an unexpressed thrill in danger, magic.


Which was probably what made him so receptive to music and good at his job in spotting bands and singers who could prove innovative and with whom he could work to mine their unpredictability, leave the surface of things behind and reach a new level.


April set her bra to the side and revealed her breasts.


She bent over to pull her panties down to her ankles and then imperceptibly shimmied and allowed them to slip all the way to the bedroom floor where she stepped out of them.


Her pubic hair was a darker shade of blonde, tightly woven, but so soft to the touch, Noah knew. She had never allowed him to shave it or responded to his suggestions.


Rooted to the spot and unwilling to do anything quite yet, he kept on gazing at her. Fuck, she was beautiful. It was as if every time he saw her nude anew was the first time again. A revelation. Even her minute flaws seemed to serve as a frame for her perfection. An ever so slightly crooked top tooth only visible when she laughed aloud, a thin scar across her right eyebrow, a slight discoloration of the skin on the inside of her right thigh in the shape of an island on a map of the world, just a nail’s length across. April was terribly self-conscious about the stain, and Noah had once been in the habit of annoying her when he insisted that the mark was shaped like Sardinia, or it could have been Sicily or Malta or Tuvalu for all he knew. Geographical accuracy had not been the object of the exercise. And then there was the dark, harmless mole on her back, equidistant from each shoulder.


All these made her real.


And even more attractive to him.


April, now fully nude, walked over to their bed and pulled the cream cover away and dived under it.


Noah finally set to and pulled his grey T-shirt above his head, disturbing the even cushion of his dark curls, and began to unbuckle his jeans, tugging on the worn leather belt.


As he joined April between the covers, her body warm and soft against his, he found that she had placed herself at the centre of the bed, so he had no choice but to position himself above her. She had already opened her legs wide. Her wetness greeted him. He nestled his lips in the crook of her neck and breathed in the barely fragrant aftersmell of the perfume she had sprayed on before lunch and their walk through Greenwich Village, L’Eau by Issey Miyake. He knew because she had asked him to buy it for her for last year’s Christmas gift. They rarely surprised each other.


He slid inside her.


With ease.


Comfortable weekend sex.


Predictable. Pleasant. Silent.


He was hard, but tender and attuned to April’s inner rhythms, riding her with care and energy, expertly surfing across the inner waves of her lust, ever trying to match his movements to the currents of their respective desires, equalising the ebb and flow and intensity of the hidden seas that controlled their sexuality.


Soon, April was beginning to gasp and he knew she was close to coming and he accelerated his thrusts.


‘Jeeezussss . . .’


Her triumphant cry punctured the room’s peace.


Noah closed his eyes, now fixed on releasing his own pleasure. She was one of the few women he had known who came easily. There was no challenge in it.


A thought intruded in his mind as he kept on burying himself inside her pliant softness: the next time they fucked, he wanted to play loud music as an accompaniment. Whoever had said that you shouldn’t mix work and pleasure?


He had met April just a few months after he arrived in the city. The now ex-girlfriend he had initially followed from London to New York, Bridget, had quickly failed in her attempt to conquer the Big Apple, and had soon come to the conclusion that she didn’t have it in her to navigate the course. Bridget had enjoyed a modicum of success on the university and club circuit back in England as a folk singer with a dusky voice and clever phrasing, but on Bleecker Street, she was just one of a handful of moderately talented singers and, despite a few gigs at Kenny’s Castaways and The Bitter End, she did not get enough favourable reviews or repeat bookings.


He’d been freelancing for a handful of music magazines, which was how they’d met. He’d championed Bridget with a positive review, in a successful attempt to bed her, and with a laptop reckoned he could work from anywhere, so following her to Manhattan had not been too much of a dilemma.


When a discouraged Bridget summarily gave up on her dream and decided to return to the UK to complete her law studies, Noah had opted to stay put. He’d always loved the excitement of New York and, half-American by birth, he didn’t need to worry about obtaining a work visa. Thanks to a book advance he had pocketed to write a warts and all biography of a popular boy band with whose manager he had been to university, he had found himself an affordable rental in Brooklyn where the rock scene was burgeoning.


Within half a year, he had been offered an A&R job by a mainstream record company with a brief to nurture further local bands. He had a good ear, a distinctive taste for the original, and a British no-bullshit attitude which quickly made him popular with the musicians with whom he had to work and seduce into the corporate fold without any of them feeling they were compromising their ideals and principles in the process. Unlike other record business types, he would not pretend to be their friend and was careful not to interfere too openly with their music, opting for gentle hints and subtle production recommendations once he had managed to get the bands into the studios, an attitude they and their often inexperienced and wary managers appreciated.


Noah had found a life he enjoyed. Although not essentially creative himself, he was nevertheless involved in the creation of powerful music. It was the best of all possible worlds and yet something was missing. Sex, women.


A string of harmless one-night stands around the networks of clubs and venues he now haunted for his job had proved unfulfilling, and then he met April.


A photo session had been set up for one of his groups, a trip hop trio from Philadelphia, whose female singer’s deep, sensual tones always managed to move him inside from the moment she began to sing, although her everyday non-performing voice was a bit strident and oh so American. She was part of a long-standing couple with the bass player in the group, but despite that, the temptation to get to know her more had, against Noah’s best judgement, skirted his thoughts more than once.


The record company’s art department had signed up a fairly well-known fashion photographer whose studio was on the Lower East Side and Noah had agreed to meet up with the guys there after the shoot, to pick up some test recordings of a couple of new songs they were working on. He was waiting in the studio’s anteroom for the session to end. Leafing through a fashion magazine left open on a low glass table, he was smiling at the incongruous thought that he could just as well have been sitting in a dentist’s waiting room when a young woman, a blonde with short hair, walked through, a pile of cellophane-wrapped clothes on hangers looped over her arm.


Their eyes met.


She noticed the ironic smile on his lips.


‘What’s so funny?’ she asked him.


‘Not you, I assure you. Just something that was passing through my mind before you entered.’


‘You’re English.’


‘Indeed.’


She smiled back at him.


By then he’d been in America long enough to recognise her own accent was also not local. He took a guess.


‘You’re Canadian?’


She nodded and laid out her cumbersome bundle of clothes onto a nearby sofa.


‘I’m April.’


‘Noah.’


‘Are you waiting for Hutch, or are you one of his assistants?’


‘Neither. He’s finishing a shoot.’ He indicated the door that separated the waiting room from the loft studio where the work was taking place. ‘I’m with the group, musicians being shot. The band.’


‘Their manager? Minder? You don’t look like the rock type.’


Noah appreciated her attitude. And he wasn’t ashamed to admit it, her looks, too. She had a quality of self-assurance that appealed to him greatly, as if she knew what she wanted and nothing would change her aim or direction.


‘Is there a typical rock type?’


‘I don’t know. You look normal . . .’ Her sentence halted in full flow, as if she thought she had said something wrong, was maybe insulting him. She lowered her eyes.


‘I don’t mind in the slightest being normal,’ Noah countered. ‘Feel no need to conform to popular expectations.’


‘It’s not what I meant,’ April said. ‘I expressed myself badly. I do that sometimes.’


‘It’s fine. What about you?’


‘Me?’


‘What brings you here, April? Do you work for a dry cleaner, maybe?’


She laughed. ‘No.’


He laughed along with her.


‘So what’s all the clothes about?’


‘They’re for a fashion shoot tomorrow. I brought them ahead of time. I work for a magazine.’ She looked down at the one he had dropped back on the glass table. ‘Actually, the same one you were reading.’


‘How fortuitous.’


‘Wow, big words!’ Her eyes were a pale shade of green and he couldn’t help but stare at them. Not that the rest of April didn’t call for much closer attention, but you could only admire a woman one step at a time, he reckoned. His attention was drawn to a thin, almost invisible line, a scar, he realised, that partly bisected one of her eyebrows. A terribly minor imperfection that made her seem less plastic, he felt. He liked the girl. A lot.


‘No one’s perfect. Even more so with a British university education.’


‘So I see.’


‘And what about Canada? Where do you come from?’


‘Vancouver.’


‘Never been,’ Noah said, ‘but got close. I was visiting Seattle a couple of years ago, and was tempted to hire a car and drive up. Never got round to it, though.’


‘You should have. Gastown is a gas.’


‘Would you have been there, or already in New York?’


‘If I’d known you were coming, maybe I would have stayed on . . .’


He enjoyed the way she could playfully sustain a conversation, spar with him, tease, seduce him already.


Right then, the studio door opened and the band poured out, all in an ebullient mood, still high from the photo shoot.


Noah and April exchanged phone numbers.


She’d arrived in the city at almost the same time he had, they later discovered, leaving a small local publishing house where she’d found a placement following art school studies, and now worked in Manhattan as a production assistant for a mid-level magazine group. She wasn’t actually involved with the fashion department, and the errand at the photographer Hutch Lea’s studio, had been a favour she was doing for a colleague whose child was down with flu. Normally, she wouldn’t ever have set foot there. Her job was assisting the art department to complete their layouts in readiness for the printers.


Noah pondered at length where to invite her for a first date and how long to wait until he actually called her and suggested they meet. He had the intuition she wouldn’t be impressed merely being a ‘plus one’ on a guest list, however prestigious the gig was, and actually suggested they visit the Metropolitan, where a new exhibition transferred from London’s Royal Academy was enjoying rave reviews and tickets were at a premium, but available to him against musical favours. He chose right.


They were lovers within a week.


Noah knew his feelings on the subject were profoundly irrational, but soon after April moved in with him, she took the decision to grow her hair longer, and even though all their individual and common friends loved her new look, he felt cheated; as if acquiring a new partner he had been given a wrong bill of goods.


Thus were seeds sown.


Outwardly, things were just fine. They seldom argued, the sex was good if at times predictable, they looked good together and enjoyed each other’s company, and New York was vibrant. What could go wrong?


April was untidy, relished in the chaos of mess, her clothes scattered across their bedroom or further afield if Noah indulged her, while he was meticulous and precise, overorganised apart from the piles of cassettes and CDs that spilled over from his desk into even the kitchen, which he always blamed on the nature of his work and which she never reproached him for or used as an excuse for her own state of domestic wildness. She even approved of the way he dressed, conservative and unimaginative and somewhat repetitive in combinations of black, blue and grey, whereas she generously mined every colour of the rainbow and, miraculously, wore them equally well, avoiding clashes, gaudiness or fantasies of outmoded psychedelia.


‘Are all Canadian women like you?’


‘Like what?’


‘So easy to live with?’


‘Am I?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Would you want me to be more complicated?’


‘Like a messed-up maiden with a tenebrous past in a Victorian novel?’


‘Or any period you can think of . . .’


He wanted to answer in the affirmative, hint that there was too much brightness, normalcy even, about her, but Noah knew she wouldn’t understand. He pecked her on the cheek. They lay together in bed. She was reading a magazine; she seldom read books – another mild if occasional bone of contention – and he was halfway through a compelling thriller while listening to a series of remixes one of the bands he was overseeing had sent along that day following a week of arduous recordings with a local producer Noah had suggested. There was no improvement in their sound. The material, the songs were great, but the textures were still wrong. Although not a musician himself – he couldn’t read music, let alone play either piano or guitar or any instrument whatsoever – his intuition had always served him well even if on occasions like this he couldn’t properly express the way forward with just the excuse of emotional intelligence. It sometimes proved frustrating. His mind half on the book he was holding in his left hand catching the light from the bedside table, and half on the music and wandering through its melodic meanders in an attempt to blindly create new aural paths that would lift it to another level, Noah didn’t realise that his right hand had disappeared under the covers and that he was distractedly stroking himself. They both always slept naked.


Her voice reached him, like a dream emerging from a cloud just as Noah simultaneously felt her fingers pinch his left forearm hard. He pulled the earphones off.


‘What the fuck are you doing?’ she complained.


He had no clue what she was on about.


His eyes must have betrayed his incomprehension.


‘What?’


‘Your hands are all over your cock . . .’


He looked down. She was right. He was playing with himself, his fingers moving between his cock and his balls. He was only half hard, the contact between hand and genitals barely there, no more than a pleasant feather’s touch.


‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ He withdrew his fingers.


A veil of annoyance passed across April’s eyes.


‘How could you?’


‘It just happened. I didn’t realise. Doesn’t mean anything.’


Didn’t she ever unconsciously touch herself? Surely everyone did.


‘I feel . . . offended . . .’ She was visibly struggling for the right word. ‘Insulted . . .’ she continued.


‘You shouldn’t.’ Noah tried to reassure her. ‘It means nothing. Really.’


‘Don’t I please you enough?’ Her lips downturned, her face child-like in sulk.


‘You do, truly.’ He set the book down and his hand brushed her cheek.


April shrugged him off with a look of disgust.


‘You’ve just been playing with your cock with that hand . . .’


‘It was the other hand,’ he retorted.


She turned away from him.


In silence, she switched off her own reading light and pulled her side of the quilt over her shoulders, ignoring him. Noah did likewise, settling with his back to her, their arses cheek to cheek. He knew that by morning the cloud would have passed and the subject be unlikely to be mentioned again.


But he couldn’t sleep, his thoughts now focused on her earlier question. It bounced around in his mind: ‘Don’t I please you enough?’ Round and round it went.


And every time the answer came back positive.


Making him angry with himself in the process.


Maybe he wasn’t cut out for a simple, unassuming state of happiness, of domesticity. He was aware of the fact that in crowds, at parties, functions or elsewhere, he was always looking over his shoulder for others, for new conversation, for distractions. Ever trying to escape boring company, hoping for something better on the other side of the room, in another room, elsewhere. It was the same with women. The thrill was in the chase, the initial exploration, the early days of passion and sexual intemperance and excess.


He wanted more.


But didn’t know what that might consist of. Could he have recognised it even if it presented itself?


He thought of April, by his side, her body warm and soft, almost perfect, the velvet heat when he moved inside her, the faint night smell of her breath, the musky fragrance of her cunt, the way she breathed when they fucked, haltingly, gasping for air as if she was hanging on to a cliff and was playing a game and unsure whether she wished to let go or not.


But she never let go, did she?


Sometimes he dreamed of more.


Of waking in the small hours of morning, his mind still shrouded with fog, to feel her silken lips wrapped around his cock, sucking him slowly, engineering his rise, conducting the blood arousal like an orchestra conductor. Swallowing him whole and literally. Not a thing she would ever willingly do, he knew.


He evoked the pale orb of her arse cheeks when he moved inside her as she kneeled on all fours and allowed him to thrust away and he couldn’t help but wonder how tight her other hole would be. On a couple of occasions, he had been tempted to move just that vital inch or so and try to penetrate her anally but she had always made it clear it was not on the menu. Not that he had a particular fetish for anal sex, although he had enjoyed the few times women had allowed him to practise or suggest the supposedly twisted art, but there was a dirtiness, a taboo about the act that drew him strongly towards the idea of it.


April was normal.


And nigh perfect.


And transparent.


And boring.


She fucked because that’s what girlfriends did with boyfriends. Women did with men. He didn’t even know if she enjoyed it. She came so easily, he often wondered if she faked her orgasms. She expected him to take her, to enter her, to possess her, seemed to believe that her sex was a gift he (or other men) would be grateful for, an offering, but she seldom initiated the act. Had it not been a healthy exercise, a sanitary flexing of their body hydraulics, he reckoned she would have been totally indifferent to the act. Seen it as just another function, like eating, running or conversation.


More.


He wanted more.


He dreamed of a dark sexual power that would move him like music did, like magic.


Shortly after, for her job, April had to fly off for a few days to the magazine printer’s plant in Illinois to overlook a new production process. Her trip had been planned for some time, and had nothing to do with that awkward evening. Noah found himself alone in Manhattan for a series of nights and, although he would never have admitted so to her, he felt a sense of relief and a quiet sense of excitement. Opportunities? The chance to reconsider their relationship? His thoughts were still vague on the subject.


He’d detoured past Electric Ladyland studios to pick up the masters for some new material by a West Coast middle-of-the-road balladeer who had been signed to the label long before he had become involved, and walking out into the midday sun had decided he had no wish to continue to his office on Perry Street. His company hours were flexible and, anyway, he could always be contacted on his mobile. He was in no rush to listen to the recordings. He knew they would be bland but efficient, tailored for the radio market, every beat in place, superficial but perfect for the dance floor.


In truth, the frosty exchange with April that other evening had left a seed of doubt in his mind.


Why had he begun to touch himself, rather than reach out to her nude body at his side? He tried to remember if he had been daydreaming, fantasising, drumming up past girlfriends or mental caches of pornography that might have caused him to absentmindedly stroke his cock rather than his girlfriend. He could not recall anything particularly erotic passing through his mind right then. Was he actually seeking arousal, just a Pavlovian reflex buried deep inside his male senses responding to a primeval bell? The thought that he might no longer be attracted to April, despite her beauty, burrowed in the back of his brain like a termite, quiet, insistent, small but definitely there, nibbling away at the mental banks of his relationship.


He sat at the outside table of a café on Sullivan Street, sipping a coffee and watching the passers-by. A petite longhaired dark blonde walked by. She looked foreign, in the way she was dressed, with both elegance and simplicity, and the way she carried her head straight, assured in the knowledge that she was attractive, chin to the fore, snub nose raised, kissable heavy lips free of lipstick, cushioned, inviting.


She caught Noah staring at her and hesitated a brief moment when he thought she might even stop, begin conversing with him, maybe even come and sit with him. A faint smile emerged across her lips and she continued past, supremely self-confident, reassured by the power she knew she had over men. His eyes followed her arse. The skirt was short and tight, her legs straight and sinewy, the thin material of the cotton skirt adhering to her skin like a thin veil. As she reached the corner with Bleecker the sun exploded behind her, exposing the shape of her body through the flimsy material. Somehow Noah was convinced she was wearing nothing underneath. He grew hard in an instant at the thought that this foreign girl, in her mid-twenties but looking dangerously younger, was absolutely the type of woman who would, without hesitation, suck his cock between the sheets in the morning to wake him up and confound him with wonderful obscenities should he fuck her in the arse.


She disappeared around the corner, her ostentatious sexuality carrying her along to her destination where an unknown lover was no doubt already caressing his cock awaiting her arrival.


For a brief moment, Noah felt like jumping out of his chair, dropping a few dollar bills on the table for the coffee and rushing off to follow her. But he didn’t. He was aware he presented well, looking neither like Brad Pitt nor like Frankenstein’s monster, could hold a conversation with a modicum of wit, but he had never mastered impromptu pick-up techniques, he knew. ‘Sorry, Miss, do you happen to be French?’ And if she did, what to say next? And if she wasn’t?


Damn, sometimes, he wished he was more decisive. He was when it came to work and business, so why not in his private life?


The waitress came along to ask if he wanted a refill, which he turned down. She had a pronounced Mid-West accent and wore tight black jeans with a thin red plastic belt, wedge-heel canvas shoes and a white T-shirt advertising the logo of the café. She wore a visibly sheer bra, her nipples hard and sharply delineated behind the stretched material. She looked down at him and he was certain could not avoid seeing how his trousers were deformed by an obvious erection. Her face was pleasant but inexpressive, and Noah felt a wave of shame when he realised that it was not unlike April’s, somehow devoid of emotions, of depth. Adequate for the majority of onlookers but not for the seekers of truths, for whom mere simplicity was not enough. He held her gaze one instant, as if challenging her to object to his ever so inescapable hardness. He paid up and left.


Walking home, he found himself captivated by the spectacle of women. Old and young, walking alone or with others. Thin and voluptuous. The variety of ways they dressed, revealed degrees of flesh, hints of their personality, their likes and dislikes. Their posture, ramrod straight and slouching, waltzing along the streets, tiptoeing as if through water across the busy pavements, eyes peering right ahead or avoiding his incoming stare with false modesty. Each one distinctive. Unique.


And, with every vision, a million scenarios began hatching in his febrile mind. Of undressing them, fucking them, loving them, hurting them, having them beg, making them come, manipulating the underground rise of their lust, bringing their basic truth to the surface.


Would that skinny woman in her late forties with the pastel cashmere coat enjoy having her hair pulled while he rode her? Would that teenager in a Harvard rowing team sweatshirt and jeans torn at the knees enjoy being pinned down with brute force while he lowered himself into her? Would those two Scandinavian-like waifs speaking in a language he couldn’t recognise as they crossed the street in a different direction consent to take turns sucking him off, both on their knees in front of him?


No wonder he couldn’t lose his erection.


Greenwich Village was becoming a world of possibilities. A city symphony of female faces and bodies. Each one as clear and defined in his overworked imagination as a wide screen porno movie. Noah couldn’t recall how long it had been since he had enjoyed such thoughts. He imagined with a strong tinge of self-consciousness that the eyes of every woman he passed and fantasised about in the process was fixed on his unyieldingly hard crotch. He really had to get indoors and relieve himself.


At last, Noah reached home.


The airy, well-lit lounge. The Eames chair he had paid an outrageous price for, despite its age. His cluttered desk, a warren of piles of tape boxes, CDs, papers, folders, elastic bands and paper clips. The laptop booting up, its screen shifting from sky blue to pale grey. Slowly. Too slowly.


It had been ages since he had surfed any sex sites, but the computer’s predictive ability locked on them after just a few strokes of the keyboard.


He unbuttoned his jeans and pulled out his cock. He had gone soft again, waiting for the website to load. He shrugged at the timing.


Had every woman in the world, at one time or another, performed in pornographic acts in the eye of a lens? It felt that way. Racing through clips, sites where the activities in question were carefully categorised: colour of hair, age, body shape, position, settings urban and bucolic and wilder, openings used solo or in unison, nationalities, even scenarios ranging from pretend lost hitchhikers to interception by border guards, casting auditions, medical examinations, school encounters, orgies, weddings, all the life sexual was present and on display and available to him and whoever else was seeking relief right now, and the choice of faces on offer was infinite. He knew he was only seeing the tip of the iceberg, and his mind felt dizzy at the thought of how many women had espoused sex on camera. The clips travelled the ages, from teased sixties hairdos and clothes and bushy genitalia to a maelstrom of smooth, exposed cunts and more modern furniture in the irrelevant backgrounds in front of which they all performed. Rarely did he recognise a woman from clip to clip, film to film. Always a new one, a fresh face. Because it wasn’t the act, the position or the combination of participants that stopped his fingers in their tracks, it was the women’s faces. There was something anonymous about the men, just an incessant parade of steadily performing cocks. Despite their obvious necessity, they were interchangeable and forgettable.


Here, the faint smile of a young girl with a strained air of dramatised innocence at the instant of feigned violation by her supposed teacher that unconscionably gripped his heart, the emotion immediately transferring down to his cock which hardened and pulsed in his hand.


There, the panicked look in a Czech would-be model’s eyes as she auditioned in a hotel room, was asked to strip and examined from every close-up angle by the camera and the interviewer, when the unlikely agent promising her modelling gigs makes it clear she has to suck him on camera to determine her talents.


His cock hardens again towards the end of a lengthy sequence in which another young woman has been used repeatedly in all openings by two tattooed studs, the resigned fall of the shoulders as she is dragged towards a bath tub to be urinated on as a final insult in the story of her degradation.


He felt ashamed at the way some images or situations could arouse him even further as he stroked away, his cock now at full length and hard in his grip, moving up and down across the ridges of his glans, his veins at bursting point, trying to hold the orgasm back just a little longer, until he reached the image, the woman, the act that would make the explosion inevitable and even painful in its intensity.


Noah flew from clip to clip, sometimes just a few seconds here, seeking the ideal face, the right emotion.


Still dissatisfied, he noticed a provenance link for a brief GIF of a faceless girl whose ‘master’ was tracing clumsy letters from the alphabet across her offered rump, with the letter O strategically placed to advertise the availability and popularity of her anal aperture. It was not an uncommon image, but the shape of the woman’s pale arse intrigued him and Noah clicked on the link to a Tumblr page he couldn’t recall encountering before.


The screen went blank for a few seconds and he reckoned the link had expired, the account been closed.


The page opened slowly, the buffering agonisingly halting as the screen filled up. He scrolled downwards to hurry it, but it was no help.


He was edging his cock, tiptoeing on the precipice of his own sought-after eruption, anxious to come, to lift the burden from his mind and body, impatient to reach an image that would form the perfect trigger to his orgasm. Noah held on, waited for a quartet of images to finally come to life on his laptop screen.


The photos were of poor quality. An amateur production. They were sequential.


The first one was just a repeat of the one he had linked onwards from, reposted on a BDSM site about reputedly beautiful slaves. The apple-shaped pale arse, its opening red and distended, the back of the young woman’s thighs, tense, sinews on alert, the fall of her back an exquisite curve expanding to an unknown horizon, a promise of further forbidden delights.


The second image repeated the initial one but was shot from the side so you could trace the sketch of a breast, small, its curve an exquisite geometry, and beyond the bent-over body the legs of a group of men. Onlookers, previous users or users still to come? The blurry background was a white wall. Some form of cellar, a dungeon? He peered closer, seeking out details. A tile caught his attention. A sauna, he decided.


The penultimate photograph appeared to have been taken later, following the inevitable excess and plundering of the victim. It was clear to Noah that what had occurred on the occasion of these photographs was real, not a set-up with professional participants. This had happened in real life, wasn’t a scenario elaborated for a porn clip. The photographs taken had been incidental, and maybe the young woman at the centre of attention had not even been aware they were being taken. Might not have allowed them had she known. Her body was splayed, as if stretched on an invisible cross, drenched in sweat and the assorted men’s cum, as if broken, but there was a pride in her abandon, the looseness of her limbs, attitude. The photograph was cropped so you couldn’t see her face, ending at her neck, a delicate extension to the ravaged body that lay fully exposed, betraying all the indignities she had just suffered.


Noah swallowed hard. His cock hurt. His chest felt tight.


With his free hand he rapidly scrolled down the page to the final image.


It was similar to the previous one but the crop was different. The image was slightly out of focus, a garden of shadows, taken by a cheap device in badly lit circumstances. You could distinguish the woman’s chin and her mouth. It was half-open, a horizon of white teeth profiled beyond the dry lips (how many cocks had she sucked? how many times?), but there appeared to be an ambiguous grin there. No sadness or resignation, or shame, or a reflection of hypothetical tears flowing from her eyes. No. There was something oddly triumphant about the downturn of her lips, as if in her degradation there was some form of victory achieved, that the pleasure she had extracted from the men still surrounding her was her own accomplishment, a measure of her will. A caricature of insubordination. Which added to the sheer obscenity of the series of images, screamed a mighty defiance. Damn, he wanted to see her whole face, her eyes. To witness how the pleasure in her gaze combined with the unavoidable pain.


Noah’s throat felt terribly dry.


He highlighted the final photograph and tried to lighten the image better with the software he stored on his laptop.


Yes.


That was a bit better.


And from the murky depths of the image he finally noticed the young woman’s hair, laid out behind her, a darkness against darkness, untidy, unkempt, wet from her exertions and the ocean of fluids released earlier.


It was red.


Gorgon-like.


Striking. Like a beacon being lit up in his soul.


His heart stopped.


He groaned.


He came.


His cock shuddering out of his control, spilling his seed across the desk and even the keyboard before he could control its terrible and powerful flow.


By the time his orgasm had faded, he was exhausted, his mind running around in circles trying to interpret what had happened and why it had proved so strong. There was much similar porn on the internet, he knew, but this had been different. Not the scenario, to be sure, but an unholy combination of elements: the pallor of the woman’s skin, the allied grace of her curves, some hint of the intensity of her submission, the curl of her lips, and in his imagination, the look he knew he would have witnessed in her eyes had the photograph been more informative.


That red hair, like a stain in the night sky!


It began to haunt his own nights.


‘Is there something wrong?’


‘No. Why?’


‘You were a bit rough last night, Noah. When we were in bed. It’s just not like you. Are you angry at me?’


‘And expressing it physically? Not at all. Surely you know I wouldn’t do that?’


‘I didn’t like it. It felt almost as if you wanted to hurt me. Or like you wanted me to be someone else. Maybe that’s even worse.’ She was buttoning her blouse, and paused as she spoke, pinching a button tightly between her fingers as she stared at him.


‘You’re imagining things, April.’


‘I don’t think so.’ She fastened her top button and turned away from him to straighten her collar in the mirror.


‘What does that mean?’


‘I’m not sure . . .’


‘Maybe things have become a bit routine, and I was subconsciously trying to add a bit of spice. I hadn’t noticed I was doing anything differently. Perhaps it was both of us, trying something new? In bed, together, things come naturally, don’t they?’


‘Not when you scare me. I like familiarity, the Noah I first met and wanted.’


‘Nothing remains the same forever in life . . .’


‘Don’t give me that crap. You’re starting to sound like a self-help book. That’s not you, either.’


‘That’s not what I meant. You know my feelings on pseudo psychology.’


‘What is it, then? Are you happy with me, Noah? With us?’


‘I am.’


‘Are you?’


‘Yes.’


‘When was the last time you said you love me, and meant it?’


‘That’s a trick question.’


‘Maybe.’


‘Quite unfair.’


‘I’m not going to let this drop, Noah. Why don’t we go out later, try that new place in Nolita you mentioned, that the Village Voice reviewed last week? We can talk. It’s been ages since we’ve been on a proper date, just the two of us, no music, no movie or anything to do with our jobs.’


‘Sure.’ He was relieved to be granted some form of respite from the conversation, albeit temporary.


She leant up to kiss him.


Her lips were soft, tremulous, her body vibrating slowly in his embrace. Winter was nearing, and she slipped on her faux fur vintage Balmain coat which she had left draped over the sofa. Noah seized his brown leather jacket and they left the apartment together. The cold winds wrapped themselves around the Manhattan avenues and there was a chill in the air. They parted and April made her way down Broadway to catch the subway near Canal Street. Noah continued straight ahead to the record company’s offices. He watched her walk, her slim calves encased in nude stockings, impractically high-heeled shoes on her feet. She looked deep in thought.


After the weekly strategy meeting in the glass-panelled boardroom, Jake took Noah to one side and asked him to stay on. Apart from this vast room, the company’s offices were mostly open plan, everyone working around an enormous oak table, designed accordingly, almost thirty metres in length and five metres wide, with desktops and laptops delineating their individual areas. A few soundproofed booths with curtains and doors had been set up at the back of the central room for individual meetings with visitors and artists when it proved necessary.


Their colleagues filed out.


Jake, although nominally Vice-President of Marketing, was effectively in charge of the label. Wignall, the CEO, had based himself on the West Coast, and mostly overlooked the financials and the dynamic between the record company and its multinational owners.


‘That mix you selected for the Rumble crew was just right,’ Jake said.


The band and its management had been fiercely opposed to Noah’s decision to go with that particular version of the song, but he’d won the day following an exhausting series of meetings and arguments. Now, the track was breaking fast with radio and the downloads were increasing exponentially with every passing day. They had a sure-fire hit on their hands.


‘It was obvious from the start,’ Noah said. ‘The other takes were predictable. Safe. Sometimes you just have to gamble and try something different. We would have done well enough with the version they preferred, but not great. It was an okay song but it needed the right arrangements and sound.’


‘I’m glad you held your ground.’


Noah smiled. ‘I’m pleased it worked.’


Jake gave him a high five. His outmoded version of hip. Noah stifled a laugh.


‘Listen,’ Jake said.


‘Yes?’


‘This is another mighty notch on your bedpost, you know. I was talking to Wignall last night. He’s over the moon. We’d like to make you a proposal.’


‘Tell me.’


‘Some of the best sounds of the past year or so have been coming out of England. But all the best talent seems to be ending up on other labels. Which is a bummer seeing that we have an office in London that’s already costing us a fortune to run.’


Noah remained silent, curious to see where this was leading, although he had a premonition and felt a tinge of excitement run through his fingers. He’d never had much contact with their British offshoot, which was run by a flamboyant entrepreneur with a flair for self-publicising, but a patchy track record in discovering new artists or appointing the right people to do so.


‘We’d like you to take over. Give the place a kick in the ass. Bring it into the current century. You’d have carte blanche. Interested?’


The company were about to give the London boss his marching orders this afternoon, coinciding with the office closing in the UK to avoid complications. Lawyers were already in place to do the dirty work and avoid too much of a mess. They wanted Noah to be in place within a week.
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