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  Down and Naked in London




  The music was loud. The club in almost total darkness. Her throat was dry and she needed another drink.




  Heading for the counter her attention was distracted by the on/off flash of the strobe lights crisscrossing the floor.




  A familiar face. A hand on a woman’s waist. A couple kissing.




  She didn’t need any more light to recognise the two.




  Olen. And Simone.




  Giselle was on the verge of tears.




  She rushed across the slippery paving stones towards the canal and, in pitch darkness, carefully negotiated the narrow wooden bridge of the lock. In the distance, fast approaching thunder

  rumbled.




  The rain began to fall as she reached the cobbled surface of the left quay. She’d visited Camden Market a number of times before, but it had always been in daytime when it was teeming with

  life and noise. At night, the place felt desolate and eerie, a ghost town film set.




  Her heart felt heavy in her chest, freefalling towards the pit of her stomach. Her whole body ached with pain, a terrible weight burdening her shoulders although there was nothing actually

  physical about it. The discomfort went deeper, as if her soul were being wrenched apart.




  It was slippery and she slowed down.




  She wished she could be anywhere but in London right now. Back home in Paris, or – a stray thought that just flitted across her mind – Orléans, though she’d never really

  known the town of her birth well and relied on suspect early childhood memories of more idyllic times. Or, on a note of pure whimsy, maybe she could flee to her imagined New Orleans in America? A

  place she had never visited but that existed, teeming with life and voodoo magic in her bookish imagination. Just like a character in the Anne Rice vampire novels she enjoyed reading. As that

  random and illogical thought struggled to break through, she also realised it had been a long time since the city by the Mississippi had even dawned on her consciousness. Why now of all times?




  ‘Giselle!’




  She turned round.




  ‘Please, can we talk?’




  It was Olen.




  Her first instinct was to run. But something held her back and she waited for him to catch up with her, standing by the canal’s bank where it began its shallow ascent to Camden High

  Street, where she’d hoped to catch a bus and flee the growing storm. Already Giselle’s hair was plastered down her face and collar.




  He looked even more dishevelled than ever, his thin white T-shirt and skinny jeans wrapped tight around his long and sturdy frame, the jungle of curls in his black hair ironed out flat by the

  now pouring rain, all his self-confidence washed away, a sorry figure indeed.




  He reached her.




  ‘Thanks for waiting,’ he said.




  All of a sudden, Giselle felt so angry and wanted to punish him for humiliating her so publicly. She remained silent, wiped the persistent trail of tears and raindrops from her cheeks.




  He was looking at her with puppy-dog eyes, silently begging for her forgiveness, she guessed. Cut down to size. Shrinking in stature by the second under the lashings of the storm.




  Giselle had realised one thing at the moment that she witnessed her boyfriend kissing her friend.




  That she wasn’t in love with Olen.




  The pain of this discovery had been like a knife wound. She didn’t care about him in the slightest. All this time, she had been lying to herself, in love with the idea of actually having a

  boyfriend. In love with the idea that someone like Olen – handsome, safely exotic – would fall for her. And what kind of fool did that make Giselle?




  ‘What can I say?’ Olen asked.




  ‘Nothing.’




  And her anger began to fade, to be replaced with pity. Not for herself, but for him. She still liked Olen, she supposed, even if she didn’t love him.




  And now she must somehow explain why it was that she no longer cared about the fact that he had been making out with another girl.




  Yet, she still felt so upset about the whole thing. Lost. Confused. Giselle cared greatly about the fact that she was in a relationship with a boy she didn’t love. It was as if some part

  of her identity had fallen away and she now had to come to terms with the idea that she wasn’t who she had thought she was, but some other person altogether.




  She supposed she ought to just storm off, but couldn’t muster the energy.




  An uneasy silence ensued as the rain continued to fall and they stood facing each other, both lost for words. The late night traffic was sparse.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Olen said, his eyes cast downwards as he shuffled from foot to foot.




  ‘You should be . . .’




  She stumbled for the right words.




  ‘Can we talk about it?’ he suggested.




  With an angry sweep of the hand, Giselle indicated the weather and shrugged her shoulders.




  ‘I don’t think this is either the time or the place.’




  ‘There must be a bar, a café somewhere?’




  Giselle glanced across at the road and the nearby hump of the bridge. In the distance the orange light of a cab shimmered and she was seriously tempted to hail it and rush home. But she also

  knew she couldn’t really afford a taxi. If she wasted her money on one, she would probably have to survive on baked beans and toast for the rest of the week, until the next instalment of her

  meagre allowance reached her account. On the other hand she was getting wetter and wetter here and the lengthy walk to the nearest Tube station would just end up making matters worse. And there was

  no way she could run the risk of catching a bad cold, what with the half-term exams just a week away.




  ‘We need to get inside . . .’ she said.




  Olen was a year ahead of her at ballet school and settled in London for the long term, no longer weighed down by the pressure of exams. She’d watched him perform several times and he was

  undeniably one of the stars of their group. Lithe, elegant and quietly assured, he would glide across the wooden floor of the studio, making the dance look so easy, the graceful flow of his body

  and his interaction with other dancers seemingly free of technique, a natural. Unlike her, for whom everything was an effort. If only he had been as self-assured in bed.




  ‘Where do you want to go?’ he asked her.




  ‘Anywhere but here.’




  The black cab cruised up the High Street and was now just a few yards away from them, as Olen raised his left arm to attract its attention. She knew his father ran a major shipping company in

  Denmark and, unlike her, he could well afford to take taxis. He didn’t even have to rely on a grant.




  The cab swerved towards the kerb where they were standing and came to a halt. They rushed towards its door and Olen held it open for her as she slipped in, a wave of stale warmth washing over

  her as she dropped down onto the leather seat. Olen jumped in behind her and slammed the door shut.




  ‘Where to, kids?’ the driver asked.




  In her present mood, Giselle had no wish to return to her minuscule loft room in Dalston and its constant reminders of unattainable dreams and fractured ambitions. And the small leak in the

  ceiling that the landlord couldn’t be bothered to have repaired and the unreliable hot water supply which made every shower a new perilous adventure.




  She looked Olen in the eye. He was waiting for her response.




  ‘Yours?’ she suggested. ‘But maybe we can have a drink somewhere first? Clear the air?’ She knew it was totally wrong in the circumstances to go to his place, a large,

  airy room at least three times the size of hers that he rented on the third floor of a Kensington mansion that was owned by the school and miles beyond her budget. The words stuck in her

  throat.




  Olen instructed the driver to take them to Notting Hill. Waiting for a night bus cutting its way through the rain to overtake them first, the car drew away from the kerb and then took a right

  turn below the railway bridge. Giselle realised she could have taken the bus, which was heading towards East London. It was too late now. Had she done the wrong thing? She felt Olen’s hand

  alight on her knee, in search of reassurance or forgiveness, or both, and she berated herself for not having had the strength of mind to storm off and just abandon him in the pouring rain. The cab

  was swallowed by the night and headed south.




  ‘You don’t even care, do you?’ he said to her, dismally, as they sipped their drinks in one of the red-leather-covered booths at the Electric Diner.




  Ignoring the late hour and her better judgement Giselle had ordered a coffee, hoping the caffeine would straighten out her thoughts.




  She had been careful to let Olen slide into the booth first, so she could sit on the opposite side, and now she had a perfect view of his top lip, coated with a thin crust of dried cream and

  cocoa powder from his hot chocolate which had been served with tiny marshmallows floating on top of a layer of froth. The milk moustache didn’t make him look kissable the way such situations

  did in the movies. Giselle resisted the urge to lean forward and wipe the film of grime from his mouth. She had already decided he looked like a little boy, and had no wish to feel like his

  mother.




  Giselle sipped her espresso and thought about how best to respond. It was an impossible question. Either way, she lost.




  She smoothed her damp hair back from her face, careful to avoid dragging the sleeves of her cream silk blouse across the sticky tabletop. The other female patrons were dressed more casually, in

  denim jeans or miniskirts and neon-coloured tops with sneakers, their teased hair and heavy eyeshadow totally at odds with Giselle’s bare face. She didn’t wear make-up, and was aware

  that her cheeks were now drained of colour, and her thick dark brows gave her a permanently serious look that made her seem unapproachable at the best of times. Her brunette hair had never been

  dyed, and when it wasn’t sopping wet curved around her face in a chic bob, with a blunt fringe that covered her forehead.




  Even in Notting Hill she didn’t fit in, and worse, to Giselle’s mind, she stood out. She was taller than Olen. Only by an inch or so, in flat shoes, but that was enough. And he was

  by no means short. She had to sit at an angle in the booth so that she could stretch her legs out under the table and avoid tangling with his.




  In her cream blouse and neatly cut, short – but not too short – formal black skirt and patent leather flat shoes, Giselle looked, well – French. She wore sheer, nude stockings

  and a suspender belt to keep the chill off her legs and she knew that this too, was unusual. Most English girls her age wore thick, opaque tights against bright colours that she considered garish,

  and tightly fitting or low-cut tops that showed off their bosoms.




  She supposed that all of this was what had made Olen interested in her. She might have been a bit aloof, but she wasn’t stumbling out of clubs at three in the morning with her breasts on

  display no matter what the weather. Giselle at least looked like the sort of girl who could be introduced to one’s parents. Olen had once called her ‘classy’.




  Giselle pressed her lips together, and decided that she owed him the truth. Besides which, she couldn’t think of a suitable lie.




  ‘No,’ she finally answered, ‘I suppose I don’t.’




  Her heart felt lighter now that she had spoken the words aloud.




  Olen spluttered. Specks of hot chocolate flew from his mouth. He wiped his nose with the back of his cuff.




  ‘But do you care about me?’ she asked him.




  ‘Well, of course I do,’ he huffed.




  ‘Didn’t seem like it tonight,’ Giselle snapped, testily. ‘When you had your tongue down Simone’s throat.’




  ‘Look . . . I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say. It just happened. It didn’t mean anything. We’d been drinking, and . . .’ He reached across the table,

  aiming to take her hand in his, but Giselle snatched her palm away before he could reach it.




  ‘At least have the courage not to blame it on alcohol,’ Giselle rebuked him. ‘Accept some responsibility. You cheated on me.’




  ‘Well, I think that’s taking it a bit too far. I’m not saying it wasn’t wrong, but it was just a kiss.’ His voice was sullen, like a teenager caught red-handed but

  still in denial. In fact, Olen was still a teenager, though nearly twenty to Giselle’s almost nineteen.




  She refused to raise her voice, so instead hissed at him.




  ‘You cheated on me!’




  Inwardly, Giselle was inclined to agree with Olen. She was French, after all, and believed that a kiss was just a kiss. In the scheme of things, it didn’t matter much to her. But she was

  enjoying watching him squirm. She felt a rush of power over him in that moment, as if because she had caught him out, he was now a captive to whatever punishment she saw fit to mete out. Giselle

  liked playing God.




  The bulb in the light fitting that hung above them was beginning to fail, and buzzed like a mosquito hovering just out of reach. A waiter appeared to fit a new lamp into the socket and take away

  their now empty cups and saucers.




  He was thickset, blond haired and broad shouldered, and moved with a clumsy but overpowering sensuality, like a rugby player who would be better suited to digging ditches on his days off rather

  than carrying tea trays. The polar opposite to Olen’s dark-haired, polished grace.




  Giselle caught a waft of the waiter’s scent – sweat and musk – a manly odour that caused her thighs to clench involuntarily, and drew her attention to the faint scratch of the

  lace stocking tops and silk suspender belt shifting against her skin.




  ‘Can you forgive me?’ Olen asked her.




  ‘I suppose so,’ she said. ‘We have to take classes together, so I must.’




  Olen nodded imperceptibly. His narrow shoulders slumped a little in relief.




  They had both studied ballet in their respective home countries, neither feeling that they fitted in particularly. Giselle the tallest girl in her class, and alongside a bunch of pretty, petite

  French girls, the only one who could be considered remotely Amazonian; Olen who sometimes felt that he was the only raven-haired, brown-eyed Dane of average height in Copenhagen.




  They now studied at the same elite ballet academy in West London. Giselle, always searching for adventure, yearning for the glamour and excitement of a move abroad and finding a compromise with

  her parents who wanted her to be within visiting distance of home. Olen, ever practical, seeking to improve his English in case he should ever need it for business, when his dancing career –

  if he was fortunate enough to make dancing a career – came to an end.




  Olen had learned some French in school and had used this as an excuse to get nearer to Giselle on the pretence of practising his language skills. She’d been flattered, and a little lonely,

  and she enjoyed his company and attention, and the chance to speak her native language. Having a boyfriend gave her some kind of power over the other girls. A firm footing in the social hierarchy,

  normalcy. They’d been dating for several terms.




  And now, this.




  Giselle felt that the conversation had come to an end. What more was there to say? And yet, they couldn’t sit there awkwardly opposite one another forever.




  She cleared her throat.




  ‘It is over between us, you do know that? We’ll see each other, in classes, but I won’t date you any longer.’ Even if she had found some measure of feeling towards him,

  Giselle was too proud to be romantically connected with a man who had treated her so in public. She would not be made a fool of.




  Giselle stared at him, trying to find some sense of what had attracted her to him in the first place. Now, she felt not even the slightest jot of chemistry between them. Had she when they first

  met? She hadn’t even known what chemistry was, or how things ought to feel between a man and a woman. Perhaps that was the problem. They were as inexperienced as each other.




  ‘What now then?’ he asked her. ‘Do you want something to eat? Another drink? Or . . .’ He stared at her hopefully.




  Giselle sighed. It was up to her again to make the final move, to decide their future. She was tired of always having to lead things between them, as though he was a puppy dog and she his

  master.




  ‘Let’s go back to yours, then,’ she said, shrugging into her cardigan.




  She let him pay the bill. God knows, she scrimped enough to get by, and he had money to spare, and always insisted on paying anyway.




  They huddled together on the pavement near the diner’s doorway, trying to avoid the rain and waiting for another cab to come. He tentatively drew his arm around her, and she let him. She

  knew what was coming next, and that it would be the last time. It hardly mattered now.




  Memorable firsts and lasts. Was that what their relationship boiled down to? A beginning and an end.




  He held the door of the taxi open for her when it arrived, always the gentleman, and Giselle relaxed against the seat and thought back to their first time together.




  In Paris, there had never been the opportunity or, to be fair, the right guy. There was something ‘ordinary’ about the boys she frequented, drawn from family

  circles or school, or once removed friends of friends. A lack of excitement. There was nothing sentimental about Giselle, but in her heart she still wanted the first boy she would go with to be

  different, memorable. She’d always known it would happen in London. The boys there were surely more exciting. They had a cosmopolitan edge. Experience. And tonight was going to be the

  night.




  She’d arrived three months earlier and settled down at the ballet school. The students in her year came from all over, although curiously enough she was the only dancer hailing from

  France. There were firm-arsed Brazilians, a bunch of fiery Mediterraneans, Nordic girls who appeared to have come off a conveyor belt, with cheekbones to die for, skinny as hell and beautiful to

  quasi perfection if also distant and unemotional, a bevy of Eastern Europeans who stuck to each other and barely spoke a word to anyone else. The teachers were exacting and the lessons hard. She

  would invariably return home to her bedsit in the East End every evening, her body screaming in every joint and her mind floating in a fog of exhaustion. The first days had been like a slap in the

  face; she’d had to forget most of the things she had learned back at the dance studio in Paris that she had been attending since the age of seven, and quickly came to the realisation that the

  majority of her fellow students were actually so much more proficient, naturally talented and attuned to the art of dancing than she was. Their bodies were invariably the perfect shape, their lines

  instinctively clean and sharp, their movements effortless, where she was too tall and thick-limbed and strained in silence just to keep up with them and follow the unceasing instructions and

  corrections.




  Giselle looked out of the window at the whitewashed façades of the buildings on the other side of Lansdowne Road. The trees were shedding their leaves with the approach of winter. The sky

  was beginning to darken as dusk neared. She shivered briefly in anticipation of the next few hours, but the house was warm.




  Olen had gone to the kitchen to fetch some wine. His room was just enormous, so much larger than hers, high-ceilinged, tastefully furnished and tidy, prints of old maps and legendary ballet

  dancers, Fonteyn, Nijinsky, and others she knew she ought to know but failed to recognise pinned at even intervals across the far wall. A plain beige throw was spread across the top of the crisp

  white bedspread. She glanced nervously at it. Unlike the narrow bunk that took up almost half of her Dalston rental, the bed was spacious, large enough to accommodate even more than a couple, she

  thought.




  ‘Here we are.’ He’d tiptoed back on bare feet without Giselle hearing him, and handed her a glass. ‘I could make coffee, you know, if you prefer . . .’




  ‘No, this is fine.’ He seemed to be eager to assure her that he wasn’t trying to get her drunk.




  She took a sip. The wine was rich, fruity and pleasantly warming. It tasted expensive. Not that she knew much about wine, despite her French heritage.




  Over the past months, they’d slowly gravitated towards each other, thrown together in classes, rehearsals, breaks.




  He was good-looking, in a slightly camp, ethereal sort of way, with his chocolate-coloured eyes and the dark curls that hung over his pale forehead. He could have played the part of an elf, or

  wood nymph; all long limbs and cat-like grace that made his astonishing strength a surprise, when he performed lifts as easily as if his partners weighed no more than a feather. He was laid back,

  amusingly flirtatious, and had the most delightful arse, like two peaches balancing perfectly on top of his long, muscled thighs. Sometimes when Giselle saw him stretching on the barre, she wanted

  to kneel behind him and bite into those firm cheeks. He’d made it clear early on that he liked her, asked her out to dinner on the pretence of practising the French he had learned in high

  school, and they had kissed a couple of times as the evenings dragged on in smokey pubs around the Cromwell Road and Earls Court where the students from all years often ended their days. One night

  she had even allowed him to slip his hand under her blouse and touch her breasts. It had felt electric, and daring, with so many of their friends present and egging them on. There had been a sense

  of inevitability about it all.




  And now here she was in his bedroom, planning to go from first all the way to final base in one go, having accepted his invitation to join him on this Saturday evening. They had agreed to go to

  a club deep in a cellar in Soho to hear some American folk singer perform, and others from their class would be joining them there, but he had suggested they first stop over at his place so he

  could change following an aimless, quiet, wander together up and down the Portobello Road in the afternoon. They both knew this was a pretext and that they would not be going out again tonight,

  neither of them being particular fans of folk music anyway.




  Giselle could feel the warmth of his body, close to her. There was a faint background smell of lime from the shower gel or deodorant she guessed he used, but also a spicy, darker layer of

  fragrance, muted but powerful, which she imagined might be the smell of his lust. What did she smell of, she wondered?




  His lips grazed her ear lobe and she shuddered.




  No one had ever touched her there in such a way.




  It felt shocking, but deeply exhilarating. Far less ordinary than a simple kiss on the lips.




  She closed her eyes.




  She knew this was the calm that preceded the storm, that these caresses would soon become heavier, and that eventually, tonight, she would give her virginity to Olen. That realisation was like a

  door opening, a vibration birthing in the pit of her stomach and racing across her whole nervous system, the busy canals of her bloodstream, a dam bursting.




  His breath hovered inches away from her hot cheeks.




  She turned her head. Their lips made contact.




  Olen’s tongue met hers, the indescribable taste of him penetrating her mouth. The moist warmth. The welcome softness. As Giselle began to process the feelings, the emotions this new

  private embrace provoked inside her, trying to record every moment so that she could pore over it later, dissect every detail, she felt his hand unbuttoning her cashmere cardigan, and then another

  hand tugging on the zip of her jeans. How many hands did men have that they could multitask with such octopus-like efficiency? She was rooted to the spot, rigid but compliant, her own hands

  redundant, not knowing where they should initially travel in response. His face? His hair? Below his belt?




  He pressed himself against her and she felt the hard bump tenting his jeans. She knew what it was, although it was the first time she’d ever felt a man’s erection.




  Still in the throes of the lingering kiss, their lips communing, Olen’s tentative hands exploring the bare flesh under the garments he had somehow loosened, Giselle retreated a step

  backwards, then another, towards the bed. Olen followed her movement, an unsubtle pas-de-deux across the small gap. Her calf made contact with the covers and she began to lower herself down,

  pulling Olen along with her.




  The soft mattress gave and welcomed them into its deep pit of comfort.




  Her heart was beating faster.




  How often had she dreamed of this moment? Wondered what it would truly be like?




  Her lungs felt like bursting and she realised she had stopped breathing, so busy in her thoughts she had forgotten the needs of her body. She pulled her lips away and inhaled. Olen was above

  her, heavy, his own breath irregular. His eyes peered deep into hers. Impossibly dark pits, decorated by nutmeg-coloured flecks. Warm. Questioning her silently.




  ‘Yes,’ Giselle said, assenting to the question that he had not yet asked.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘I am.’




  ‘It’s not the reason I asked you back here, you know . . .’ he lied, struggling for words, as if what was happening was occurring too fast and he was no longer in control of

  the situation.




  ‘I realise that,’ she said. She’d known exactly why she’d agreed to come here tonight, and why he had asked her. She kicked her boots off, recalling with a smile how her

  parents always chided her for dragging her shoes on her bedspread back home in Paris.




  Olen watched her, with a look of adoration.




  ‘Do you have any . . . protection?’ she asked.




  ‘Of course,’ he said hurriedly. ‘In the drawer, over there.’




  ‘Good.’




  Giselle pulled off her socks and then her tight jeans. She knew her legs were among her best assets. They truly did go on for miles. Olen stared and she began to feel self-conscious.




  She took hold of his hands and moved them to her breasts, and he shook out of his torpor.




  He briefly struggled with the clasp of her bra. Now he was the one with less self-assurance, although Giselle knew he was a year or so older than her at least and had all along assumed he was

  more experienced in matters sexual than she was. Apart from his pleasant disposition and looks, it was also one of the reasons Giselle had deliberately settled on Olen as her first lover. Too many

  girlfriends back in Paris had complained repeatedly of disappointments with younger boys, unseemly fumblings and mini fiascos and a nagging feeling of ‘is that all there is?’ and she

  was determined her entry into the world of sex should be more satisfactory.




  Once they were both fully undressed and were embracing with a semblance of tenderness, battling their respective impatience, Giselle relishing the feel of his warm, hard penis pressed against

  her thigh, she had a terrible urge for them to part briefly so she could take it in her hand and inspect it properly. Of course, she had seen boys’ cocks before, though never hard. In summer

  on holiday, the previous year, she and a group of friends had innocently stripped on a nude beach in the south – but this was a new sensation altogether. She didn’t want to appear

  wanton or immodest, and feared that if she were too forward, Olen might think the worst of her and she would acquire a bad reputation. It wasn’t easy to ignore a whole lifetime of bourgeois

  education and conventions.




  His hands explored her, shyly journeying across her bare skin and venturing hesitantly into private places. She could feel the beat of his heart, the rhythm of his breath, the incursive velvet

  of his tongue inside her mouth, again the limey tang rising from his body. Her fingers raked his back, her nails delicately grazing the flesh of his firm arse.




  Her nipples were hard, and she could feel a familiar heat rise inside her, a slow wave taking shape, radiating outwards from a world within her that had hitherto been wilfully neglected.




  It was nice, but she desired more.




  Between half-closed eyes, she observed him hurriedly fitting a condom on his cock and they slipped between the sheets, where Olen pulled himself above her. Giselle obediently parted her legs. He

  adjusted his stance, his eyes focused on hers, his hands diving beneath the covers and aiming his sheathed cock at her epicentre.




  His first attempts at sliding inside her were unsuccessful. She was too dry, and they paused for a few awkward moments as he wetted the ends of his fingers and wiped the makeshift lubricant over

  her entrance.




  ‘You okay?’ he asked.




  Giselle sighed. ‘Yes. Do it. Now.’ She held her breath and braced herself for some pain as his cock head finally breached her and encountered some resistance but ploughed on. It was

  no more than a sharp spasm which faded quickly, immediately soothed by the torrents of endorphins released and a ton of new emotions coursing through her.




  They were finally doing ‘it’. She, Giselle, was having sex, making love with her boyfriend.




  Hands gripping Olen’s shoulders, she squeezed them tight, holding him against her and he began his slow thrusts inside her. Giselle abandoned herself to the moment, filled, opened, and she

  hoped complete.




  Less than ten minutes later, no longer joined, awkwardly coexisting between the bedcovers, neither of them could find the right words to say, struggling to understand the etiquette of

  post-coital conversation. Not that Giselle had come, she knew. Her feelings had been teased, caressed, tempted, but never quite allowed to explode, emerge into a new, shattering light. With an

  inaudible sigh of regret, she recalled the revelations of her girlfriends’ own disappointments. So, as it turned out, neither was she special. It had happened to her too. Maybe it was because

  Olen was too nice, she reflected, a lovely guy but somehow she couldn’t summon enough affection for him. Oh dear, I’m awful, Giselle thought, I’ve used him. A means to an end. And

  promised herself that she would learn to love him. Become a girlfriend, a companion, work on it.




  ‘You can stay the night,’ he whispered. It was dark outside although the curtains were not drawn.




  ‘I’d like to,’ she said.




  In the morning, Giselle was determined, they would make love again. And it would prove better. Transport her somehow.




  ‘That was great,’ Olen said and put his arm around her and pressed his body against hers.




  ‘Yes, it was,’ Giselle lied. Maybe the sex with Olen wasn’t bad. Maybe this was all there was to sex? But somehow, she didn’t think so. She can’t have been so wrong

  in all of her dreams, fantasies.




  Soon, she was fitfully dozing, her mind a buzzing crowd of questions and doubts.




  Giselle wondered idly where this next chapter of her life would lead her. She glanced at the young man sleeping close, his head a mass of darkly angelic curls, his thick, plump lips trembling, a

  wry smile illuminating his dreaming features. Her first man. And already she knew deep inside there would be others. Many others. She wanted to taste more men, try them, ride them, love them,

  devour them. But for now, as she gave in to tiredness and the accumulative weight of conflicting emotions that had occupied her all day and still moved deep below the surface of her skin and mind,

  she was determined to make things with Olen work. She would be his girlfriend. Learn to love him. Be good.




  At dawn, each of them woken early by the presence of another in the bed, they fucked again, and Giselle deliberately held Olen’s cock in her hands and found it a thing of wonder, and they

  took it in turns to explore the other’s body further. And it was better. Maybe in time it would become perfect, Giselle hoped.




  And so it continued. Girlfriend and boyfriend. Lovers together. Until tonight’s gig at Dingwalls where she had caught him kissing Simone.




  As the black cab drew up to his building in Notting Hill and Olen dug into his pockets to find some banknotes, Giselle’s thoughts returned to the present. The rain had stopped.




  They walked up to his room.




  The bed where she had first slept with him.




  ‘It just happened,’ Olen blurted out, covering old ground again. They’d been over this already at the diner. ‘I . . .’




  ‘Shut up . . .’ Giselle cried out. And from what she’d seen, it probably hadn’t been the first time either.




  ‘But . . .’




  She didn’t wish to learn anything more about him and Simone, whether it had been a random kiss or, more likely, the revelation of deeper betrayal. It no longer mattered. Her anger still

  simmered but was now beginning to ebb.




  ‘Shut up,’ she said again and moved towards him and slapped his face hard. He stood there open-mouthed, in shock. Giselle lowered herself to her knees and unzipped his jeans and

  pulled his cock out and took him into her mouth. It had taken her a few weeks following their initial tryst to gather her courage and finally suck him, but from the reactions in his body and across

  his face, she knew how strongly he enjoyed it.




  ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, even as he grew hard.




  She pulled his cock out of her mouth so that she could reply to him.




  ‘What do you think?’




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘But, but, but, Olen, it’s your pity fuck. Our last time,’ Giselle said and mouthed him again.




  She was not even tempted to bite him.




  And in the morning, a final wall of silence drawn between them as she’d occupied his bed and he had been instructed to sleep on the sofa, she returned to Dalston to change her clothes and

  pick up her dance kit and then headed on her bike to the ballet school for the day’s lessons, something she had overnight lost all appetite for.




  There had been a time when Giselle had loved every moment of her lessons. Right from the time that she had taken her first steps as a child, she had enjoyed the rigour and the

  structure of ballet. It had felt like a form of self-control, something that she could channel her energy into, work at, perfect.




  A lonely child, without many friends after uprooting from Orléans to Paris, she had relished the chance to assuage her boredom with daily dance practice, and then revelled in the praise

  from relatives and teachers that her dedication garnered. She improved quickly at first, and she liked the way that her body responded to the various exercises. With concentration and focus she was

  able to easily master first through to fifth position, but it was not until she began to dance en pointe that she felt her soul fly. Giselle knew that of all the girls in her class she was the one

  who practised most. Her body was the strongest. And she was determined. Where others would cry after just a few minutes on their toes, Giselle danced on, and became stronger and stronger, ignoring

  the numbness in her feet, the pain, the blood that sometimes seeped into her tights and shoes.




  At home she treated her stinging blisters with water as hot as she could bear, a dab of disinfectant and then a trick that her ballet teacher, who hailed originally from Kiev, had taught her.

  After cleaning the wound, she cracked an egg, and carefully pulled out a layer of the thin membrane from the underside of the shell and placed it over the blister like a second skin, held in place

  with a tightly wound piece of pointe shoe ribbon, tied shiny side down.




  The next day, and the day after that, Giselle danced on.




  But as she grew older, Giselle learned that hard work was not a replacement for natural talent, and while she was no stranger to the former, she did not possess the latter. Her mother and her

  grandmother were not actresses, models or dancers; they were ordinary housewives accustomed to physical labour, in possession of sturdy legs and strong torsos but lacking the fine-boned, delicate

  grace of Giselle’s doll-like classmates. When they began the swift and tumultuous journey from adolescence to adulthood the other girls flowered slowly like small buds beginning to bloom.

  Giselle, though, shot up like a weed, several heads taller all at once, and her breasts seemed to quadruple in size overnight. She was not fat, by any means, thanks to her regular strength

  training, but she was long and lean and by the time she was barely fourteen she had a bosom large enough to create cleavage so that she had to strap her breasts down when she performed on the

  boards in her leotard to avoid standing out any more than she already did from the other girls.




  Still, even when her parents tried to gently suggest that perhaps a different course of study might suit her better, Giselle insisted that she would not give up ballet. If she worked hard

  enough, she thought, she would improve. Deep down, she knew she’d been lucky to win a place at the academy in London. The audition had been a good day. She’d performed well. Her old

  Russian ballet tutor, who approved of Giselle’s work ethic, had given her a good reference. And her father had paid her fees up front despite his reservations. Now, here she was.




  Giselle often stayed later than the other students, and tonight was no exception. She had agreed to meet a bunch of girls at a bar in Notting Hill that served cheap cocktails in plastic jugs for

  students every Thursday night, and had about an hour to kill. The others had gone home to their respective shared rooms and apartments to change, do their hair and cake themselves in make-up.

  Giselle instead had chosen to stay at the barre and work through an additional stretching routine. She was strong, but as a result her muscles were short and tight and she struggled to maintain the

  necessary degree of flexibility.




  She also wanted a chance to be alone and think. The ballet studio, when empty and quiet, had a wonderful sense of solitude about it. All that space, and just Giselle’s long body reflected

  in the vast mirrors that lined the walls. With only the gentle in and out of her own breath and the occasional, muffled sound of a passing car on the road outside, she felt apart from the rest of

  the world, truly alone.




  It had been three weeks since she had ended things with Olen. She hadn’t missed him at all. Though she did, admittedly, miss the touch of a man’s hands on her body. Even if sex

  between them had always been a little brief and awkward, and failed to drive her to the heights of arousal and release that she longed for, she had enjoyed being filled by Olen’s cock and the

  firm press of his body against hers.




  There was a good chance that she might see him tonight. The club in Notting Hill with its usually over-priced cocktails, sleek chrome and violet-coloured leather stools and elaborate glass

  chandelier-style light fittings was one of Olen’s regular haunts.




  Beth, one of the few girls in her classes that she had confided in about the break-up, had invited her over to her shared flat off the Portobello Road to get dressed before they went out.




  ‘You can try on one of my dresses,’ she’d said, looking at her own reflection and flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she spoke. ‘I have loads. And I can

  do your make-up,’ she’d suggested, moving across to Giselle and staring at her bare face with a calculating eye as if mathematically decoding what line and shade of eye shadow and blush

  would best improve her features. ‘Show him what he’s missing.’




  Giselle just shook her head. ‘No, you go on, I’ll meet you there. Exams are next week and I need the extra practice . . .’




  Beth hadn’t argued. She knew, as Giselle did, that something was missing from Giselle’s movements. She was too methodical, her lines not quite clean or sharp enough. No matter how

  many hours she put in at the barre, she couldn’t replicate the easy grace that came naturally to Beth and others, so that an outsider watching would think that she was barely putting in any

  effort at all.




  Giselle grimaced as she stretched one long leg out in front of her and bent forward to reach past her toes. Her hamstrings never seemed to get any looser, no matter how often she worked on

  releasing them.




  She stood and glanced at the clock; already two hours had gone by since Beth had left. Giselle had been at the studio most of the day. Her stomach rumbled, her muscles ached, and she now had

  less than an hour to change and make her way to Notting Hill to meet the others. Giselle was never late.




  She collected her bag and made her way to the small unisex shower room down the hall to freshen up before changing into a pair of soft black leggings and a deep red cashmere cardigan with a

  V-neck that she knew clung to her breasts and made her cleavage visible when she leaned forward. She combed her hair and spritzed on a little perfume, but refused to add lipstick or high heels. She

  would not let Olen think that she wanted him to want her. She would not lead him to believe that he had crossed her mind even for a moment.




  ‘Giselle,’ Beth shouted when Giselle arrived, as though it had been weeks since she had seen her friend, rather than hours. ‘You’ve got some catching up to do,’ she

  insisted, taking her by the hand and pulling her through the already crowded bar to the corner that the ballet students had nabbed. Heads turned as the girls made their way through. They were a

  good-looking pair; one blonde, one brunette, with lean, athletic bodies from years of dance practice, and about the same height as Beth wore high heels with the silver-sequinned mini-dress that

  just skimmed the top of her thighs, more like a tunic than a frock.




  ‘Olen’s here,’ Beth whispered, ‘at the back. I wanted to warn you.’




  Giselle tossed her hair back and raised her chin.




  ‘I don’t care,’ she replied.




  She caught a glimpse of his face turning towards them, but pretended she hadn’t, and studiously avoided making eye contact.




  Beth handed her an icy-cold pink concoction served in a frosted Martini glass decorated with a glacé cherry on the end of a swizzle stick.




  ‘Thanks,’ Giselle said, and winced at the shock of cold against her teeth as she threw her head back and took a large sip.




  She hadn’t planned on imbibing tonight. Her exams were scheduled for tomorrow, and goodness knows, she needed to be on form if she was going to obtain a decent grade, and retain her place

  at the school next year. But it was still early, and one drink wouldn’t hurt. Maybe letting her hair down might loosen her up a bit, put more flow into her limbs.




  Olen was looking over at her again. He was standing next to Simone, whose full lips were red with rouge and slightly open as though she was ready for another kiss. They were both probably

  sipping mineral water, Giselle thought, and planning to head home before midnight. Home to Olen’s bed. A sudden surge of anger made her blood run warm and quick in her veins and brought a

  flush to her cheeks. She slugged back the rest of the sickly sweet drink in one and picked another up off the table which was littered with leftover drinks since the bartender was serving two

  drinks with every single order until 9 p.m. and most of the students were staying sober in expectation of their performances tomorrow.




  ‘You okay, sweetheart?’ Beth asked. ‘That’s your fifth drink, and that bartender isn’t mixing them weak . . . I think he might have the hots for you.’




  The music was now so loud that normal conversation was impossible and Beth had to lift a hank of Giselle’s hair and speak directly into her ear to get her point across. Giselle had never

  given much thought to her sexuality and took her straightness for granted – women didn’t turn her on – but with her veins full of alcohol and strawberry syrup and the incessant

  wild beating of Motown rhythms that filled the bar, the closeness of her friend’s body and the sensation of Beth’s mouth so close to her skin a familiar heat began to radiate between

  her legs. She was tipsy, and horny.




  Giselle turned in the direction of Beth’s gaze. She was right, the bartender was staring at her, or the pair of them together more likely. He met her gaze and responded with an obvious

  wink. Had Giselle been sober, it was the kind of clumsy gesture that she would find immature and lacking in style, but in her current mood the bartender’s leering filled her with excitement

  and a heady sense of her own power over men.




  ‘Hold this,’ she said to Beth, placing her empty glass into Beth’s waiting hand before turning on her heel and approaching the bar. Even in flat shoes, she was unsteady on her

  feet, but Giselle felt as though she was dancing across the floor.




  ‘Hiiii,’ she drawled.




  ‘Ready for another?’ he replied. He took a step back from the bar and flung the spirit bottle that he was holding into the air where it flipped twice before landing neatly back into

  his other hand.




  Giselle giggled. She was fascinated, not by his display of acrobatic mixology but by his bicep muscles which strained through his tight black T-shirt.




  He put the bottle down onto the bar and leaned forward, close enough to her that their lips could meet if Giselle so desired.




  ‘I think I’ve had enough,’ she said. ‘My exams are tomorrow.’ She felt the words pop out of her mouth as though she was speaking into a bubble.




  ‘You’re not a schoolgirl, are you?’ he teased. ‘We have laws against schoolgirls drinking in bars, you know.’




  ‘No, no! University. Kind of. The Ballet Academy.’




  ‘A ballerina . . . that explains your great arse.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Giselle responded, without any false modesty. She was proud of her arse.




  ‘I know a few moves, you know. From football, not ballet, but we have to be light on our feet.’




  ‘Why don’t you show me?’ Giselle purred.




  He wasted no time in swinging open the latch on the partition that separated the bar staff from the customers and then swinging Giselle into his arms.




  ‘Hey, that’s not what I meant!’ she complained, but her voice was teasing rather than angry.




  ‘Well, I only have a minute because I’m on duty,’ he insisted, ‘and I’m not going to waste it.’




  He tipped her head back and kissed her. And Giselle kissed him back.




  The fire that stormed through her wasn’t just arousal. It was a satisfying mixture of revenge gratified – she hoped that Olen was watching, and that seeing her kiss the bartender cut

  him – and a rebellious sense of freedom, knowing that after all these years of working for little in the way of results she could say to hell with it, and have a good time for once.




  His hands kneaded her arse in a firm, possessive manner so different to Olen’s light touch and Giselle responded to this new and delicious force immediately, relaxing against him, opening

  her lips to allow his tongue to explore her mouth, running her hands up inside his T-shirt and caressing his bare back.




  ‘I want your number, babe,’ he whispered as he pulled away. His colleagues at the bar were shouting at him to stop flirting and serve some drinks.




  ‘Sure,’ Giselle whispered. She was dizzy and breathless.




  But before she could even tell him her name, Beth was dragging her away off the dance floor and out of the door into a taxi.




  ‘Gizzy! Come on! It’s nearly midnight.’




  Giselle hated being called that, and Beth was the only one she let get away with it.




  ‘Let’s get the night bus . . .’ she muttered. ‘I can’t afford a taxi.’




  ‘I’m taking you back to my place, and I’ll pay for the ride. It’s the only way to make sure you’ll even make it to school tomorrow.’




  Giselle relented, and within minutes was leaning against her friend’s shoulder, snoring softly as the city streets flashed by.




  In the morning, it was only the strength of several cups of coffee, Beth’s insistent nagging and a handful of painkillers that roused Giselle from her bed, into her ballet shoes and plain

  black dance costume and down to the studio.




  She had practised the routines so frequently that she didn’t need to think as she danced, which was fortunate, as her brain felt as though it was locked in an ever-tightening vice. But she

  knew that her movements were formulaic. Her lines were far from clean. There was no joy and certainly no spring in her lifts.




  It was all she could do just to make it through to the end without being sick in front of the grim-faced assessors who were judging her so intently that she felt the weight of their disapproval

  like a lead blanket hanging over her shoulders as she danced.




  When it was finally over she collected her things and went straight home, ignoring her classmates’ invitation to celebrate with another trip to the pub. Even the thought of another drink

  made her stomach turn.




  She collapsed onto her bed and fell straight to sleep, dreamless, but overwhelmed by a strong sense of dread.




  They kept her waiting a full fifteen minutes before she was finally called in. Giselle, sitting motionless in the dean’s antechamber, felt both exhausted and resigned to

  her fate. She knew she had not been summoned for a round of congratulations or small chat about how she had settled down in London or to discuss how tuition was different in France. The small

  office was brightly lit and the neon strips crisscrossing the ceiling glared mercilessly at her. She expected a stern reprimand and, possibly, the threat of having to repeat a semester. Which would

  present her with financial uncertainty and the possibility of having to go back to her family and beg for more money.




  The door to the main chamber opened and the desiccated lines of Mrs Olga’s head peered round.




  ‘Giselle, dear . . .’




  Giselle rose from the narrow chair, straightened her anthracite-blue pencil skirt, checking that the red leather belt cinching her waist was at its tightest, and stepped forward, her posture as

  rigid and professional as she could manage.




  She remembered the first and only time she had been in the dean’s office previously. It had been during her induction week and she had been part of a group of newcomers to the school.

  Though welcoming, even then his tone of voice had a deliberate severity that could be chilling.




  ‘Mademoiselle Denoux, thank you for attending,’ the deep bass tones of Principal Pinborough’s voice greeted her. He sat behind his immense oak desk, while Mrs Olga sat to the

  side of the desk on a wooden antique chair, her legs elegantly crossed, the exquisite curve of her thin ankles delineated by a pair of black sheer tights, or maybe she wore stockings? Yes, she

  would, thought Giselle as she took her place on the low-slung sofa that faced the dean’s desk.




  Giselle nodded.




  Pinborough cleared his throat and looked down at her. Mrs Olga’s smile was fixed in a rictus of understanding, but it felt too unnatural and forced.




  ‘I assume you know why we wanted to see you, Mademoiselle Denoux?’




  ‘I think so.’




  ‘Are you happy here?’ Mrs Olga asked, taking Giselle by surprise.




  ‘Yes . . . I suppose so . . .’ What else could she say?




  The dean sat back in his tall black leather padded executive chair. Exchanged glances with his colleague. Mrs Olga, whose Lithuanian name few of the students had ever managed to pronounce

  properly, was in charge of the first-year intake and college lore had it she had been at the ballet school longer than anyone else.




  ‘But it’s not working out, is it?’




  Giselle’s mind went blank for an instant. Then it switched on again, a blur of words and thoughts.




  ‘Well . . .’




  ‘We realise you’ve been working hard and your attendance record is admirable, but at the end of the day you’re just not reaching the standards we expect of you, and all of our

  other students . . .’




  It hurt.




  But it was the truth.




  For some time now, Giselle had tried to suppress the inner knowledge that she wasn’t actually good enough, but to hear it from the mouth of others was like a stab to the heart. She’d

  had leisure enough to observe her fellow students and knew most had skills far superior to hers. The ability they had to merge their movements with the rhythms of music, the way their bodies

  reacted to the dance like second nature, it was still beyond her. It wasn’t just a question of work or talent: somehow they carried a flame she was unable to conjure in spite of her deepest

  desire to dance with grace and technical precision. For months, she had been lying to herself. Hoping confusedly that she could coast along and make it to the second year and everything would

  miraculously click into place and she would flourish, become the butterfly she’d always wanted to be.




  ‘I know,’ she blurted out. Panicked. ‘I’ll put in more practice hours. Apply myself. I know I can improve,’ she continued.




  The reassuring accent of Mrs Olga interrupted her.




  ‘It’s not a question of work, my dear Giselle. You are a lovely girl. But experience tells me that despite all your efforts you have come as far as you can. You’re intelligent,

  attentive, move elegantly, but we just don’t believe we can take you to the next level. I know it’s painful to hear, but maybe a less exacting environment, another school, might suit

  you better.’
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