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“…native of heaven, for
other place, none can than heaven such glorious shape contain
…”

 


—Raphael, in
Paradise Lost, by John
Milton

 


 


A cello’s voice—deep,
true, and poignant—rose and waned under the bare, shivering trees.
It really was a voice, something animate and organic, with a will. It inhabited
the dusk like a sentient, living thing.

There was a busker sitting on a bench
in a corner of the park, close enough to the café that some people
were coming and going on the path, even at this late hour, but not
so close that the music would disturb the café owners and bring
them—or the police, God forbid—down on her. It was a cold, cold
October evening. There was no frost in the forecast, but the air
already had a sharp, wintery bite to it.

The musician was a tall
woman in black, with a blue scarf and a tousled head of ash-blonde
hair, just long enough to brush her chin and almost hide her face
when she bent forward over the cello. Her boots and the cello were
also blue, as were her lips and fingernails. Not from the cold.
They were painted blue. A few people tossed a coin in the open cello case, but
it was getting late, and it was so
cold. It was a mystery how the busker could
endure sitting there, but she appeared lost in the music,
oblivious, nodding over her instrument, intimately, like a lover
bent on the beloved’s lips.

A young woman limped slowly along the
path, leaning on a crutch, and stopped to listen for a few minutes,
then left again without leaving a single coin.

The busker played on. It was hard to
tell if she had noticed the girl or not—it was almost dark—but she
was certainly astonished when the young woman came back ten minutes
later. The girl with the crutch stood patiently by until the busker
brought her tune to a dramatic, resounding close, and then she
handed something over.

“It’s s-so cold,” she
said. “I thought you might like this.”

“This” was a large mug of
hot chocolate. “Just, please, can you bring the mug back at the
café when you are done?”

“Oh, my. Thank you. That
is…” The busker never finished the sentence, too full of surprise,
confusion, delighted puzzlement. She had been invited more than
once for vague hypothetical coffees, but nobody had ever walked all
the way out to her with a cup of hot chocolate.

“Thank you for the music.
It’s magical, what you are doing. It did me good to hear it,” the
girl said. She deposited a note in the cello case, and then limped
away in the gathering night.

She never saw the busker with the blue
cello again.


Chapter One

Lento

 


Di

Hers was a case of lost
identity.

There had been a time when a woman
existed, who had the same name, birthday, height, and general shape
as she did, but that woman was gone, and had left behind this
shell.

Diana, mostly known just as Di, like
the Lady.

Di was in bed, naked under the thick
duvet, staring at the ceiling in the sickly yellow gloam that
filtered in the window from the streetlights outside. The alarm
clock would go off in three minutes.

She didn’t need it. She could not
remember the last time she had slept through the night, and in any
case, Muffin would wake her soon enough to claim breakfast and
attention. The clock was a just an insurance. Just in
case.

Just in case the pain would stop long
enough for her to sleep all the night through.

Two minutes now. She blinked at the
ceiling once or twice, and slowly, very slowly, started to sit up.
This was an involved operation that started with rolling on her
side, then slowly lifting herself on her elbow, turning, rocking a
little, scooting a little. On a good day it didn’t take too much
effort now. Today was an ok day, and by the time she got to sit on
the edge of the mattress she was just in time to punch the top of
the alarm clock to keep it from blaring out the day’s news.
Listening to the news these days just meant more grief. Driving
cars and trucks into people was becoming much too
fashionable.

Sitting on the edge of the bed was the
first achievement of the day. The next was much harder.

That other Di, the one who
had existed before, and had never heard about a sacroiliac joint, let alone
suspected she possessed one, had been crap at getting up early. She
could have jumped out of bed and into her jeans in one go, but she
usually slept through several rounds of the alarm clock, hitting
the snooze button until it was too late to be at work in time, and
then drove recklessly in the morning mist, shaving corners and
going ‘round blind road-bends like a maniac. That other Di had been
a danger to herself and everyone around her, thought the new Di,
but without anger. Anger had burnt off a long time ago.

This new Di, who needed to think
carefully before setting foot out of the bed, was always up before
dawn.

She reached out for the
crutch with her right hand—it rested against the bedside table, as
always—passed it to her left hand, and cautiously, very cautiously
she let herself off the mattress. Her left hand clutched the grip
of the crutch, her right rested on the bedside table, her feet
touched the floor. First the right foot. All right. Then the left
foot. Careful now, very careful. Easy,
easy, easy. When her weight slowly settled
on the right foot and her left arm, via the crutch, she
straightened up. One vertebra at a time. She could almost count
them as each of them clicked into place. It’s amazing how many
pieces make up a spine, a backbone, a human body. And how easily
they can be shattered. And how hard it is to put them all back
together. She finally let go of the bedside table, and took a small
step. The first step of the new day.

Time was, when she could dance a horse
like a lover, weaving together intricate four-legged steps on the
sand, as if his hooves were her own, with barely a thought. It had
all been so natural. Looking back, it seemed like something that
just happened. As easy as breathing.

These days, just getting out of bed
required an instruction manual and a checklist.

Well, no point complaining about
it.

She took the second step of the day.
Then the third. The third was always the hardest, the step when the
pain really caught up with her. She dreaded the third step. But on
the upside, the fourth and fifth were a bit easier. By then she was
almost at the bedroom door. In the passage, walking in a straight
line, she picked up some speed. Muffin showed the way, tail in the
air like a periscope, and they made it to the bathroom in less than
ten seconds, which was good going, these days.

I am in good shape
today, she thought, and almost giggled,
although it came out as something like a sob.

****

Lucie

Because Lucie was essentially a
nocturnal animal, her day started at about 8 PM, with a long hot
shower and a thorough shave.

Lucie was a creature of long, pale,
lean limbs, covered, but not much, in red and black
lace.

Long, long, skinny legs in black
stockings, with a trim of lace at the top. She had gone creative
tonight and added a band of red lace, just under the black. She had
cut it out of a pair of red stockings she had loved, until they got
wrecked at the knees. Her stockings tended to do that a
lot.

The red and black theme fitted her
name and was a sort of signature. Except when she was out busking,
she always painted her lips scarlet (like her fingernails) and made
up her eyes in thick black eyeliner and mascara. Because her eyes
were of the very palest aquamarine blue the effect was slightly
unsettling, and it had been known to stop men (and women) in their
tracks. She smiled at her reflection in the mirror and fluffed her
mop of ash-blonde hair in a wild mane that framed her face
seductively.

When she stooped to pick up her
chemise, her opulent breasts swayed delightfully in her black bra.
She put on the chemise, red and silky, definitely see-through, and
edged in lace, forked a stringy black thong, and strapped on the
black leather collar. She felt a shiver of anticipation as the
stiff, cool leather pressed lightly at the nape of her neck and at
her throat.

She padded to the bedroom and
extracted a box from under the bed. Her favorite boots, black
leather, knee high, with five inches stiletto heels, were carefully
folded in tissue paper, almost pristine. Lucie didn’t go out much,
after all. She zipped them up, and almost felt dizzy with
expectation when she stood again, balancing skittishly, like a
long-legged foal. She was tall enough barefoot. In these she could
easily touch the moon with her fingertips. She looked at herself in
the floor-to-ceiling mirror, jutting a hip out to see her feminine
shape at its best, and smiled.

Then she walked, on her tall heels,
without a single misstep, to the living room.

Rachmaninov’s Piano
Concerto no 2 was on, as loud as was admissible in a city flat, or maybe
a little louder, and Hugh was sprawled on the sofa like a large
cat, soaking in the music. He had already taken off his shirt,
which lay abandoned on the back of the sofa, but he must have
gotten cold because he had snuggled under a plaid.

“Took your time,” he said,
with a yawn, without opening his eyes.

That was his typical style.

“Rachmaninov, really?” she
asked, tossing the shirt out of the way. “Bloody neo-romantic
racket.”

He waved his hands like a
cook wafting some elusive smell to his nose. “At least, as
classical music goes, it’s got some
hair on its chest.” And that was the
highest compliment Hugh could pay to a musical
composition.

The recording was terrible, crackly
and tinny. Horrid. Hugh seemed to divine her thought.

“It is himself, on the piano. In 1929.
Surprisingly fast, eh?”

Lucie shrugged, then bit
her lower lip and bowed her head. She could taste lipstick on her
teeth, which was sexy as hell. Oh
well. Rachmaninov would cover the noises,
at least. Mostly. Hopefully.

“Come here then,” said
Hugh, throwing the plaid aside, sitting up and patting his knee
invitingly.

Hugh was a man of average height, with
short, fuzzy, dark hair thinning slightly around a widow’s peak and
a semi-permanent stubble (greying now) on his chin and jaw. He was
neither especially good looking nor in any way unpleasant, and
dressed rather shabbily at almost all times. He was in fact an
entirely unremarkable man, except for a limited set of small tics
that betrayed a rather more active and nervous mind than most.
Which was why people would have been flabbergasted by the
impressive set of tattoos that adorned his chest, shoulders, and
upper arms. They were somewhat faded and partly obscured by the
luxuriant growth of dark hair on his torso, but even so, they gave
him a distinctly wicked look, absolutely at odds with his sarcastic
but otherwise pretty harmless everyday manner.

She went and kneeled by the sofa
(another pair of stockings would die tonight) and laid her forehead
on his thigh. He didn’t seem to notice. He was still engrossed in
the music.

“I find it fascinating
that Rachmaninoff, who was known for his huge hands, and could have easily
managed the large opening chords, chose to break the chords apart
and roll them instead. Why?”

Lucie didn’t answer. She wished he
would just shut up.

“Maybe he did that so that
less, shall we say, well-endowed pianists would not be discouraged
from altering the opening chords to suit their capabilities? He did
state, purportedly, that the second piano concerto was
uncomfortable for him to play.” He caressed her head, pensively,
sinking his fingers into her hair to massage the back of her neck.
“I choose to take it as a reminder, that just because you
can do something, it
does not mean that you have to do it. Or
like it. It’s always a matter of choice.
Just an interesting point for thought.”

Lucie remained quiet
through his musings, using the time to collect herself, to find
that seam in her
mind that allowed her to slip down, through and out…

She took a deep breath and leaned into
his thigh, and suddenly his hand was in the collar, choking her,
pulling roughly until she lay across his lap. The first blow on her
butt made her squeal out loud. The second and third landed on her
thighs and hurt even more. He was laying them down with all his
strength tonight, no gentle introduction with small slaps, or a bit
of grabbing and kneading. She panted in the pause after the third
blow, bracing herself for the next one.

Which did not come.

Until it did, right when
she had begun to relax. The blows came fast and hard after that,
for half a minute or so. She moaned when they ended and went limp
in his lap, but he grabbed the hair at the back of her head and
pulled and pushed until she was off his knees and face down on the
floor, with her ass up towards him, exposed and open. He massaged
her buttocks. They must be a pretty shade
of pink already, she thought, vaguely, in
a red, eddying mist of adrenaline.

She heard small noises but knew better
than to look. She kept her eyes closed. In the darkness behind her
eyelids her head swam, as if she had drunk too much.

When Hugh pulled the thong away from
her crack and something cold and wet pressed against her anus, she
let out a small sigh, a whimper, and then she bit her lip
again.

Hugh worked the head of
the plug against her ring in circles then pushed it against the
entrance, nudging and nuzzling. Her anus spasmed a few times before
opening up. She felt her flesh expanding a little, and then more
and more, until an urgent desperate whine rose into her
throat. There is such a thing as
manners, she thought, like, using a finger first. She
squirmed, and it didn’t help at all.

“Hush, now, don’t be
awkward.” He didn’t use a particularly bossy voice. He never did.
There was a kind of matter-of-fact, fastidious mildness to his
tone, but for some reason it still commanded obedience.

He worked the plug in and out a few
times, and she let out the breath she was holding and panted, deep
and quick, in ragged gasps. When she caught her breath again, he
pushed the plug all the way in in one slow thrust, until the flared
base rested between her butt-cheeks, holding them slightly parted.
She whimpered again. She was full, utterly full. It was a thick
one. Her anus twitched around it but could hardly clamp down on it.
She panted again, and he slapped the side of her butt cheeks, and
the length of her thighs, methodically, first one then the other.
With her face on the hard floor, it was far more difficult to take
the blows, and some fairly horrid sounds came out of her throat,
growling moans, yelping snarls, a barely muffled gurgling
scream.

Where the blows fell more often, on
her invitingly exposed butt, the pain was quickly growing almost
unbearable, a white-hot, flaying blaze that rang through her body
like something metallic.

Luckily Rachmaninov was reaching a
climactic moment of his own and the racket was decently covered—not
that Lucie cared a lot about it by now. Right, left, right, left,
blow after blow fell, and burned, and she shrank and flared in the
pain, like flame, like a dark music.

Then the blows stopped—her
mind was half gone by then—and he grabbed the collar again and
dragged her to the sofa. She was still on her knees, but with her
belly and face on the seat. She sagged on the cool leather,
breathing deeply. She tried to relax a little, regain some clarity.
Not that she wanted clarity, per se—that was the point, to lose
herself entirely—but it’s amazing how the brain fights to swim to
the surface, whether you want it to or not. She let out a small
series of moans. Let go,
she told herself, let it
all go. But her hands were clenched into
fists, still holding tight to something… She moaned again low and
guttural, like an animal.

Hugh was stroking her hips in circles,
kneeling behind her, butting against the base of the dildo lazily
with the front of his trousers. Lucie wondered if he was hard. She
sighed, not knowing if she wanted him to fuck her or if she liked
the plug better. His hands rubbing on her freshly spanked butt were
like electric velvet, a glittering, soothing softness underpinned
by warm menace. She almost wept with the unbearable ecstasy of
it.

“So pink. Pretty, in
fact,” he said, contemplatively, pinching her butt. He twisted the
pinched skin, and then pinched and twisted and pinched and twisted
on the already sore flesh. She gasped and ground her teeth, and
finally her body betrayed her and she went down on one knee to flee
his touch.

“Oh?” he said, and slapped
her very hard on the inside of her right thigh. She
yelped.

“Up, on your knees,
now.”

She obeyed, trembling a little, and he
stood up behind her. She heard the deceptively silky swish of his
belt being pulled off his jeans, and she whined desperately,
pressing her face hard in the leather of the sofa, and then the
blows came down, sharp, so much sharper than his hand, stripes of
fire crossing her skin like electric shocks. She clenched her legs
and butt shut, crossing her ankles, and he grabbed her by the
hair.

“Don’t,” he said, hitting
her across both thighs while he held her by the head, mercilessly.
She finally broke. She broke hard and started to weep. He stopped
for a moment, panting a little. He pulled her up to sit on the
sofa.

“Open,” he ordered. She
was crying and sobbing, gasping for breath, and it took her a
moment to obey. “I said open,” he repeated, twisting her
hair, pulling her head back, and she spread her legs.
“Wider.”

She spread them wider. He folded his
belt in half and hit the inside of her legs, once twice, three,
four times. She gave a ragged cry, but pushed her pelvis forward,
offering the tender skin of her thighs, wholly unprotected. He hit
her twice more. He lifted his arm high again, and she spread her
legs even farther, a thundering wave of lust and terror filling
her, choking her.

Mind gone, she was wholly free, afloat
in the pain.

This was the core of all things, the
place where she was purely alive, and nothing else
existed.

She waited for the next lash and time
was both infinite and meaningless.

Then Hugh laughed and tossed the belt
aside.

“Mh, that’s more like it,”
he said, drying the tears from her cheeks with his palms. He
lowered himself upon her, rubbing the fly of his jeans on her
exposed crotch, through the flimsy, sleek fabric of her thong.
He was hard. “Mh.
You liked that, didn’t you?”

She didn’t answer. Anything she said
might get her another round of the belt and she was so very near
the limit. She could see that now. She didn’t want to go there. It
would spoil everything. She wanted to go on like this, floating on
this crimson tide, just barely swimming, just barely
drowning.

He bit into her neck, not hard, and
she melted. She went into a state of fluid, throbbing, nameless
ecstasy. Her own arousal felt heavy as stone between her legs.
Still weeping, but softly now, she let her head hang sideways,
inviting more nibbles. He obliged, but only for a
moment.

“Come now. Sit
up.”

She did, closing her legs somewhat.
She was sitting square on the butt-plug and felt it huge inside
her. He stood before her and unzipped his jeans, then pulled his
cock and balls out of his briefs and shook them meaningfully in
front of her face. She obediently licked, ‘round the glans, along
the underside of the shaft, his balls. They were unshaved, and she
flinched when her tongue dug into the thick curly hair.

“Mh,” he said
appreciatively, and then directed her to his cock again. This time
she took it in her mouth and sucked on it for a little while,
running her lips up and down along it, pulling at it. She didn’t
hurry. She was working her buttocks in circles on the sofa,
relishing the slow fucking her ass was getting that way. The
pleasure was only heightened by the welts. They were not burning
bright any more, but smoldering redly with the friction.

“Wait,” he said after a
minute. “You are having way
too much fun, there. I didn’t say you could. You
little slut.”

He took off his jeans and briefs and
sat down on the sofa, legs spread. He gestured her mutely, and she
went to kneel on the floor between his legs, with a sigh. He pulled
her head into his lap, and when she took him, he pushed his cock
all the way in, right into her throat. She could take it that way,
but the suddenness made her gag. She gave a muffled whimper. His
fingers were digging into her hair, grabbing and pulling. Her mouth
was full of his cock, so full that she could hardly suck on it. She
worked her tongue in circles on the base of his shaft, and he
pressed her down even harder, his thighs hugging her face as he
began thrusting into her mouth, wildly, fucking her throat. She
moaned again, a guttural moan from low down. She could hardly
breathe. She fought for a gasp of air, but he pressed her down even
harder just as his member erupted in her throat, hot, salty spurts
of semen that she could only swallow as they came, or choke. She
moaned again when it ended, but it was a thin keening moan this
time. He was panting and groaning softly, and he finally let go of
her head. He sank his fingers in her hair once more, and massaged
her skull slowly.

Lucie lived for those moments, those
brief instants of off-handed tenderness.

It was something so fleeting that it
could only register after a proper thrashing.

She had earned it. She owned
it.

She ran her lips slowly along his
shaft before letting it fall in the nest of pubic hair between his
legs, and he smiled approvingly, and wiped a small drop of semen
from the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

“Good girl. Good girl,” he
said vaguely, and she looked at him, pleadingly.

“M-may I…” she whispered,
and he smiled sleepily, leaning back with his head in his
arms.

“You may. Here, where I
can see you.”

She climbed onto the sofa beside him,
sitting lightly on the butt-plug, and palmed her own cock, and
started stroking slowly.


Chapter Two

Adagio

 


Di

The flyer had appeared in Di’s postbox
a week earlier. A cheap smudgy print, black on screaming yellow
paper, offensive to the eye, she had consigned it to the paper bin
without a second glance. Then her father had picked it up and had
called out.

“Look! A flea market! Just
down the road. At the park.”

Di had made an effort to sound
interested.

Time was when at the word
“flea-market”, all of Di’s treasure-hunting instincts would perk up
and her heart would beat a bit faster. But that was the other Di.
The one with a cottage to fill with mismatched chairs and crockery,
books and prints, old quilts and knickknacks. This Di had no energy to even cross
her own backyard, most days, let alone trudge around a flea market,
looking at broken things she could not carry, and had no space for
in the house.

Still. Father had looked so hopeful.
She had smiled wanly, and she had pinned the horrible flyer to the
fridge with a magnet.

There was not so much to do in her
life, these days, so she wasn’t likely to forget the flea market.
But it cheered her father up to see her interested.

And now that unspeakably
horrible paper beckoned across the kitchen as soon as she got
up. A grand day out, she thought. Sarcasm inside your own head is a cutting
thing indeed.

Funny what counts as a
grand day out these days, she thought,
bitterly, while pouring milk and cereal in her bowl and tuna
croquettes in Muffin’s. The two bowls sat side by side on the
table, and Muffin jumped up to eat her breakfast. Di sank her face
in Muffin’s white fur, and the cat purred aloud, between crunching
bites.

Muffin was the only thing left, of all
the living things of her old life.

There had been concerns about a cat in
a sickroom.

Di, who had been hardly
able to breathe or talk at the time, had howled when they threatened to give
Muffin away. While she lay in bed, helpless, often unconscious,
bits and pieces of her life and her body had been cut out, moved
around, replaced, disposed of, tactfully, discreetly, wherever it
was that such things went. To a good home, to a different stable,
to a biohazard disposal bin? She had come out of hospital missing
some inessential organs, a home, a garden, a horse, two good legs, and a
fiancé.

When they came for Muffin she howled
and howled and howled.

So Muffin had stayed, dozing for hours
on her bed, most often on her very pillow, purring her to sleep
when even the most awful drugs, those that turned her stomach and
made her throw up bile, could not touch the pain.

They destroyed everything
that made me me,
everything that was my life and left this,
she thought, looking around the small flat, desolate.

She hugged the cat close, reveling in
her familiar warmth, the weight and substance of her, the plushness
of the fur, and the fast, living heartbeat underneath. It was, very
literally, the sound of life going on.

Later, as Muffin lapped milk from Di’s
spoon, a narrow sunbeam managed to squeeze its way between walls
and balconies to twinkle on the kitchen cabinets, like an intrusion
from a different universe.

In her old cottage the sun would be
flooding the garden right now, coloring with glittery, liquid gold
the morning mists on the pastures over the hedge. The hydrangeas
outside the windows would be dark crimson, a bit bruised with the
cold, lacquered with rain, and soon to be gone, with December’s
hard frosts coming…

In her old cottage the garden came in
through every opening, sometimes literally, when the more
investigative creepers made their way through one of the south
windows, which stayed open all summer long, day and night. The
Virginia creeper advanced with deceptive delicacy on pale gecko’s
feet, little round sticky pads glued on the painted walls. The
clematises tossed their shoots about like head-bangers until they
found something to lean on, and sometimes gifted her with a pale
stray flower on the windowsill. The hops twisted this way and that
with intent, ready to ensnare a chair, a vase, a jar of
paintbrushes forgotten on the window.

With the new flat there
was also a garden of sorts, a tiny cobbled space with raised
planters where Di had tried, with indifferent results, to grow
herbs and a few flowers. Like many city gardens it contained a lot
more stylish paving and designer planters than actual living
things. Leaving the windows open, at any time, was an invitation to
burglars or worse, and Di didn’t dare letting Muffin out here, so
close to London’s traffic and hysterical dogs. What life there
was in the garden was firmly shut
outside.

Separate.

There was more greenery
inside than there was in the yard, especially at this time of the
year. There were potted plants on every windowsill, and on the
walls old botanical prints alternated with large framed posters of
all her favorite Pre-Raphaelite paintings, The Bower Meadow and
Venus Verticordia, La Ghirlandata and Proserpina over the kitchen, and, on the opposite wall
The Lady of Shalott (Waterhouse’s, not Hunt’s), Hyla and
the Nymphs, Mariana, Vivian and Merlin,
La Belle Dame sans Merci, April Love, and more, scattered here and there among doors and
bookshelves, wherever there was a bit of wall space. The result was
that the room was full of roses and honeysuckle, hawthorns and
primroses and waterlilies, and, of course, beautiful, dreamy women,
with wistful eyes and elegant, listless hands, drooping in their
frames like creamy English roses, too languorous to carry the
weight of their own lavish loveliness.

Also, some of her painted, vaguely
arts-and-crafts furniture had found her way to the flat. The rest
of her stuff was piled in a damp, dusty, loose box a hundred miles
away, out of her limping reach, and Di was happier not to think
about it.

When the phone rang, jolting her out
of her silent morning routine, she almost spilled her
breakfast.

It was her father.

“Hi there! Yes, yes,
everything is fine, absolutely fine. I was going out in a minute,
actually. … Yes, no, I’ll go on my own, you don’t need to drive
here on purpose. … I can make it easily. There’s benches all along
the way. … I always go to the park alone. … I’ll be quite
fine.”

She spoke with the almost manic
cheerfulness she always used with her father these days. He had
been incredible through the whole ordeal. While her mother threw
hysterics and made long, sobbing phone-calls from the other side of
the Atlantic, Father had been calm and efficient, and he had taken
care of everything, and of her, the best he could, as well as he
knew how. Whatever miracles the surgeons had performed, Di didn’t
think she’d be alive today without her father’s unflagging help,
comfort, and support.

Di didn’t want him to know how
pointless it felt, to be alive. It would break his poor, good, kind
heart to hear her talk like that.

And of course he was right. She did
need to go out. She must get ‘round to living like an adult human
being again, soon or late. However pointless it might
be.

****

Raphael

Raphael had found the
flyer, printed on safety-vest yellow, mixed in with a bunch of
bills and business letters, and forgot about it until that Sunday
morning, when he riffled idly through the mail piled on his kitchen
counter. He had meant to sleep in until very late, but at 7:25 AM a small
furry creature had decided, for no apparent reason, to run over the
bed at high speed, head to feet and right to left, three times,
planting eighteen sharp claws on his sore backside each time,
before going to ground somewhere out of sight. He had woken up
howling in protest, and after tossing and turning for a while
(rather gingerly) he had finally gotten up in disgust.

He was buck naked (if anyone had
nothing better to do than to peer into his windows from the other
side of the street at 8 AM on Sunday morning, he wished them joy of
the view) leaning on the kitchen counter with his head in his hands
(not in despair, just weariness) as the coffee brewed. He was still
groggy with sleep and the aftermath of too much adrenaline in his
system from last night, and as he flipped envelopes carelessly the
pile of letters fell apart, the hi-vis-yellow thing slipped out,
flew sideways from the counter with a papery cartwheel, and landed
on his bare feet.

“Uh?” he said, picking it
up and looked at it, frowning. Finally, he turned the flyer around
to read it.

“Well, look at this. A
flea market, just down the road, today. How charming. I could go
and see if I can find some poor old broken thing to fix up, what do
you say?”

Tambourine blinked at him
affectionately in the golden morning sun that streamed in through
the kitchen windows. His immaculate tuxedo coat glittered in the
low light, as if he had just dressed for the opera
house.

“You don’t give a shit, as
long as I feed you first, do you?” said Raphael, stroking his
throat. Tambourine didn’t answer, but yawned and stretched
outrageously in the sun, sleek black fur darkly gleaming, trembling
whiskers aflame. Then he stood on his back paws to butt his head
against Raphael’s chest. Raphael laughed and opened a can of tuna.
Of course, the snap of the lid brought in the rest of the gang, and
before you could say “puss” the floor was full of hissing cats,
faces nose to nose in the dish, bodies all a-quiver.

Raphael ran his palm once
or twice on their backs, sleek black, tabby, calico, then padded
off to find some clothes, making a mental note to wear
something very comfy.

****

Di

There is nothing like a flea market as
a weathervane for one’s state of mind. For the cheerful, healthy,
and passionate, a flea market is a treasure hunt, a field of
opportunity. For the sad and dispirited, as Di discovered that day,
it is the sad dusty knacker-yard of human vanity.

She was sore all over by the time she
had meandered deep enough into the winter-bare park to get a
glimpse of parasols and gazebos, that immensely thrilling sight for
any dedicated scavenger of the vintage, the salvaged, the shabby,
and the cheaply (or spuriously) antique. Time was when her nose
would have snuffled the air greedily for that grisly, delightful
scent of old cellars and musty attics.

This morning, it was all she could do
to hobble a bit farther and get into the market proper, and then
look around listlessly at the sad piles of second-hand clothes,
lopsided furniture, and broken toys. The new Di wondered how
something so utterly depressing could possibly have caused so much
happiness to the old Di.

It was only when she got to a table
full of old prints that some of the old thrill came
back.

Well, at least a print I
can carry. And I might still have some space on the wall of the
corridor. And the bathroom, too. Hell, I can glue them on the
fridge. She felt a hint of excitement,
almost foreboding. At the time she thought it was the prospect of
shuffling through the old papers. But maybe with the tail of her
eye, she had already seen him.

Him was a very tall, very thin young man, standing under the
awning, his face in shadow.

All that she saw at first was his
hair.

He had an astonishing head of very
sleek, brazenly ash-blond hair, just long enough to be tied back in
a stubby ponytail. Still, some stray locks had escaped their bounds
and brushed the side of his chin sexily, curling up a little at the
ends.

When she stepped in the shade of the
gazebo she saw that he was rifling through a folder of loose music
sheets, carefully scanning each of them. Obviously, he could read
the music.

“Do you want to…” he
asked, in a surprisingly deep voice for such a skinny fellow,
pointing at the papers in front of him. He turned, tearing his eyes
reluctantly from the page he was perusing, and then
looked at her, intent
and noticeably startled.

“Oh!” he exclaimed, and
then bit his lower lip, as if he had just said something
rash.

Di looked at him in
surprise. What now? Do I have something on
my face?

She took a small step back, somewhat
thrown by his reaction.

“Me? Oh no, thanks.
Completely music illiterate. It’s just plants for me.”

She had just spied a fat
dusty folder of flower pictures, about a yard away from him, and
she pounced on it. They both turned their papers in silence for
several minutes, but Di could not help giving a closer look to him.
He wore spectacles, narrow, square-ish, dark-rimmed spectacles,
very smart. A rather dressy
creature, she thought, peering sideways,
taking in his fine, well creased woolen trousers, spotless boots,
the tailored leather jacket, and the infinity scarf loosely
wrapped, mock lazily, around his neck. The third time she glanced
at him, he met her eyes. They both coughed and turned to their
papers again. He is rather
handsome, considered Di.
Well, maybe not exactly handsome, no. But
impressive.

Unfortunately, going through
indifferent botanical prints is much faster than scanning tightly
printed musical scores, and Di, having reached the bottom of her
folder, gave a slightly regretful look at the blond man. It would
have been nice to say something, goodbye, have a good day, nice to
meet you, anything, but it seemed a bit excessive in the
circumstances—so she just walked away, a bit sadder than she had
come.

****

Raphael

Raphael watched the girl go, and
smiled a gentle, secret smile that few people in his acquaintance
had ever seen. He had been so surprised when he had seen her and
recognized her. He had been deep in some unidentified bit of music
he was reading, some familiar but elusive fugue that he could not
identify (Zelenka, perhaps?) wondering if he already had it
somewhere, or was it worth buying it even if it was only one
solitary, torn, loose page—one could always embroider on it,
improvise, play around—and then there she was, the girl with the
crutch. He had met her only once, in semi-darkness, but he would
know her anywhere.

Poor darling,
he thought. She was so pretty, and so very, very
nice, but faded.
Off color. It must be something to do with the crutch. She was
hurt, and something hurt inside him to see it. He was already lost
in music again, but a glimpse of her eyes as she looked up at him
kept floating into his vision, transparently, through the notes. He
could not have said what color they were, just that they looked
somewhat lost and yet incredibly deep.

Well, nothing for it.
She’s gone, and it’s not as if she
would recognize me anyway. At least I hope so. God,
that would be embarrassing.

The rest of the flea
market was a very dull affair. A few tables big and small covered
in dreadful old crockery and appalling clothes in various stages of
decay, the usual collection of hideous furniture and assorted grimy
knickknacks. Raphael was quite ready to turn tail and go home to
tinker with his fugue (he had bought the page, finally) when he
spotted a small person crouching by a blanket on the ground,
scattered with dusty glasses, old mugs, and chipped dishes. From
where he stood it could have been a boy, but there was that crutch
lying on the ground. It was her. Either she was very engrossed
in those old mugs, or she was stuck on her knees. There was nobody
in the vicinity of the blanket, and Raphael frowned.

It’s none of my
business, he thought.

I am not leaving that girl
in the lurch, said a slightly different
voice inside him.

She will just think that I
am stalking her, he thought.

Just shut the fuck up, and
get a move on, said his other
voice.

He sighed, but he was already hurrying
over. He reached her in seconds.

“Hey, are you stuck?” he
asked, looking down at her. “Can I help you?”

She looked up at him. Her eyes were
brown, as it turned out.

A rich russet brown, like the skin of
a fresh chestnut, but liquid, as if something fluid swam between
her eyelids, deep enough to bend the light and give it back
changed, rich and deep like honey or amber.

She smiled nervously.

“Ah, yes, actually. I am
not sure I can get up again. Not with this thing…” She waved a
chipped mug with her right hand. “But if I put it down to get up, I
am not sure I can fetch it again.”

He nodded seriously. “I do see the
conundrum,” he said. “May I take your mug, and then give you a
hand, perhaps? Or the other way ‘round, whichever you
prefer.”

She put down the mug, wordlessly.
Raphael put out both hands, and she took them, with just the
slightest hesitation. He pulled her up delicately, and then picked
up her crutch and handed it to her. She struggled with it for a few
moments before settling on her feet again. He hovered as close as
he dared, worried to intrude in her personal space, but worried
also that she might topple over and fall flat on the hard pavement,
or worse, across a blanketful of old glasses. Once she was standing
safely again he picked up the cup and dusted it rather
ceremoniously with the cuff of his jacket before handing it
over.

“Thank you, oh thank you.
That was so stupid of me. I am not really all that agile. I had almost
made my mind up to leave it here after all,” she said.

“Oh, that would have been
a … er, a terrible pity,” he said dubiously, looking at the mug
with some reserve. It was a grubby, greyish-brown affair, with a
chipped green handle, a cartoonish horse head on one side and
“Horse people make stable friends” printed on the other.

The girl caught his eye and suddenly
laughed. Her smile, her real, intensely amused smile now, was
dazzling. “Oh, it’s perfectly horrid, isn’t it?”

“Er, uh, I would never
presume,” he stammered.

“It is, it is, I know,”
she said, laughing again, “It’s a present. For a friend. She
loves this sort of
stuff. Beats me, but it’s perfect for her. I am so happy I found
it.”

Raphael relaxed and smiled, too. “We
all have a friend like that, don’t we?” he said, and she looked up
at him almost fondly, he thought.

Smiling like that, she was
enchantingly beautiful, in a fragile, delicate way. Everything
about her was definitely piano,
pianissimo. Her hair was cut rather short,
not in a smart cut but as if it had been cropped and then left to
grow out wild. Her clothes were loose on her, as if she had lost
weight too quickly. Raphael was acutely tempted to walk over to her
and put an arm around her, to keep her warm and safe. And at the
same time, typically (because Raphael tended to be in two minds
about anything) he wished to go away quickly and leave her alone,
afraid that he might damage her somehow.

He was indeed on the point
of saying something like, ok, well, have a
good day now, and walk away, when a jolly,
red-faced fellow burst in upon them. He had crossed the flea market
at a brisk trot judging by his color and the sheen of sweat on his
forehead.

“I am so sorry, madam,
sir,” he panted, “I was over there with my friend Polly,
splendid woman, and I
didn’t notice you. May I help? Anything caught your
eye?”

The girl smiled at him and handed over
the mug. Raphael wasn’t sure whether to go and leave her to it, but
it seemed rude, at this point, to disappear without saying goodbye
so he hovered there, somewhat uncertain.

“Oh, this,” beamed the
man, “a fine choice, madam, very fine.” He dropped it in a small
plastic bag and handed it back, but the girl was rummaging
one-handed in her cross-body bag for her money, and the man
redirected the bag towards Raphael.

“Oh, er, sure,” he said
awkwardly, taking it.

“Very nice mug,” the man
said rocking on the balls of his feet while the girl counted coins
in his palm. He turned to Raphael and nodded. “Great quality. Made
in Great Britain, you know, not a cheap Chinese imitation. Your
young lady has excellent taste, sir.”

That sent them both in a fit of
laughter. They thanked him and hurried away, leaving him standing
there, quite baffled.

“Right, er, my dear young
lady, here’s your extremely tasteful mug, again.” He handed it over
once more, and she dropped it in her bag, still
giggling.

Raphael watched her laughing. Her face
was transfigured. It occurred to him that it would not be a bad
ambition in a man’s life, to make sure that she laughed like that
every day.

She had the purest features, and he
had the feeling she would be almost unbearably beautiful with a
more glamorous hair-do, some makeup, well-fitting clothes. Even as
she was, mousy in plain jeans, a brown jumper, and a chunky knitted
grey cardigan, it was hard to look away from her.

“Thank you, thank you so
much. You are too kind,” she said, more seriously, and he smiled at
her.

“Nothing at all. It really
is my pleasure.”

“My name is Diana. Mostly
people just call me Di,” she said, putting out her right
hand.

“Like the princess?” he
asked.

****

Di

Di grimaced.
Everybody asked
that question.

Her mom always claimed
that she had indeed named her after the Princess. Her father, David
Villiers, would have nothing to do with it, and insisted he had
meant it for Diana Villiers, a character in some of his favorite
books. Since that Diana had been a great horsewoman, Di had always preferred
that association.

“Sort of,” she said,
noncommittally.

“It’s nice to meet you,
Di. I am Raphael. Like the painter and the archangel.” He
grinned.

The name came as a little shock,
because of the Pre-Raphaelites. They shook hands, and she looked up
to him. He really had a most remarkable face.

They walked on in silence, a little
self-conscious. Di looked at some old faded art books. Raphael
examined an old broken guitar and mentioned he liked to fix old
instruments. The flea market came to an end. The path wound on
through the park for about a hundred meters, and then that came to
an end, too. They were on the road to Di’s flat.

“Well, um, I am going left
here,” she said.

He shrugged apologetically.
“Right.”

“Oh. Ok. Well, thank you,
Raphael. Really. I’d have missed a terrific buy without
you.”

“Oh, sure, it would have
been terrible. Well, do take care, Di…” he said. For a moment he
looked like he might add something … but then he turned and walked
away.

And that was it.

And really there was nothing to it. A
nice stranger had helped her buy a horrible mug.

She turned towards home and walked
maybe about ten steps. Then she stopped, and turned to look at him.
He was marching in the opposite direction, striding fast away on
those long, long legs, and she almost turned again towards home,
when he faltered, and slowed down.

And stopped.

Her heart stood still.

He turned.

Their eyes met.

They both smiled, then
laughed.

And they walked back to meet
again.

They started talking at the same
time.

“Listen, I was
thinking…”

“I thought that
maybe…”

“Ok,” said Raphael after a
moment, grinning. Di smiled at him encouragingly.

“I was thinking,” he
started again, “would you care for a cup of coffee, or tea,
something? There is that nice café at the corner over
there.”

Di nodded happily.

“You wanted to say?” he
asked.

“The same,” she said, and
he smiled. He always inclined his head a little when he did, and a
deep crease marked his left cheek. There was something slightly
rascally about that half grin, beautifully at odds with the
serious, intellectual air that the glasses gave him.

They turned towards the café and
walked on a few steps in silence.

“Do you come often to the
park?” he asked, in an obvious effort to kickstart a conversation,
any conversation.

“No, not really. I just
came here a few times before today. I don’t get about a lot these
days.”

“Is that because of… How
did you get hurt?” he asked finally.

Di sighed. “I had this dreadful
accident about
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