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July:

I have taken to eating on the patio since Farr returned to Dubai. I think of him often as I sip my glass of ice-cold Sancerre leaning back on the lounger for all the world to see. We had a massive row about the buddleia before Farr flew out of my life. I wanted the bush cut down to give our moss-ridden lawn some much-needed sunlight to help the grass grow back. He insisted that we keep the butterfly bush to save the insects. In the end we compromised, we always compromise, and cut the thing level with the wall. I look across the garden at the clusters of Peacocks, Red Admirals, Painted Ladies, Cabbage Whites, gathered on the purple blooms, smiling to myself, I miss you Farr, for all your faults and forceful ways. I wish you were here now forcing yourself on me, kissing me, loving me in our garden of romance, as the sun goes down. Come back soon, honey. I get scared living here on my own.

Lately, I’ve been joining Farr on protests. By that I mean real protests, not marching round the square chanting and waving banners. Disruptive protests. Squatting on the motorway, holding up traffic. Climbing on the roof of trains. Banging gongs and dustbin lids as hard as we can to make our voices heard in Parliament, broadcasting our opinion with high decibel loud speakers.

Farr’s right, he’s always right about these things: if we don’t act soon to reverse climate change the world’s wildlife will disappear. Sure, a few species will adapt, Farr tells me. The question is: how will they adapt? Is the virus a freak occurrence? Or is it the result of humanity tearing down the rain forests, melting the ice caps, exposing us all to new adapting species that threaten our existence?

I finish off my wine and survey our walled garden. The grass is parched and dying. The moss has turned brown. Already, there are leaves drying, curling, falling to the ground. I feel tired.

The evening draws on. Some swifts fly in and out of our eaves. I take my glass, stand and walk towards the kitchen door. Some dead leaves rustle underneath our hydrangea beside the garden wall.

Strange, there’s no breeze tonight, not even a zephyr. Can’t be an animal. Must be a bird, I decide, a baby bird, poor thing, with a broken wing. Maybe I can catch it, take it to the RSPCA.

I open the kitchen door, pop the wine glass on the window ledge, pad across the lawn to take a look. Get down on my hands and knees. The rustling stops. My garden’s still. Silent. I could hear a pin drop.

Why do I feel so surprised? Probably just my imagination playing tricks on me. I have quite an imagination in bed. Ask Farr, he’ll tell you. I think I’ll take a shower, go to bed, read my book, get some sleep, dream of Farr.

There it is again: that rustling noise.

I want to, need to go indoors. I stand and brush the dry soil off my knees. There’s something sticky on my calf, warm, stickily familiar. When I was a little girl, I stole two punnets of berries from some boys blackberrying on the mudhills. They started throwing stones at me. One struck me on the back of the head. My hair, face and eyes were drenched with blood. Blood ran down my back, under my striped tee-shirt, my shorts, into my knickers, down the backs of my thighs, calves. My plimsolls filled with blood. They took me home to Mummy, my tee-shirt wrapped around my head. I had to have stitches, plastic skin. I feel the skin on the back of my head at night, bald and bare. I need to go indoors. There’s something sticky on my thigh, warm, stickily familiar. I scrape it off with the blade of my hand, hold it in the fading light. I sniff, smell it, a feral animal. I resist the urge to taste it.

God, if only Farr were here. This is blood!

I inadvertently smear my face with blood, a frightened little girl once more. My stomach heaves my pizza supper onto the lawn. I get down on my knees and heave-some-more, heave until I’m hollow inside, reach and tear a leaf off the nearest bush, wipe the braque off my face, the thick congealing curd off my leg. I run inside to shower. 

Lock the door! Shut the windows! Go to bed! 

There it is again, that rustling in my head. My darkest dreams come true. Blood beasts on my pillow. Slime across my sheet. 

My nightmare ends at three-twenty-six in the morning. I wake up in a cold sweat, switch on the bedside lamp, touch my pillow, and stroke the crumpled sheet with my naked leg, wishing Farr were here to curl up with. Pushing back the duvet with both feet, I find normality: no blood, slime or smells, just clean. I get out of bed and draw the curtains. There’s a half-light here, the first signs of dawn. My body feels hot and clammy. I badly need a shower. I think of Farr in Dubai, four hours ahead of me, travelling to work in fifty degrees, shorts, short-sleeved shirt, his hairy arms and legs, driving me wild, driving me. My phone lies on the bedside table, ready.

I hope he’s free.

‘Hello, Farr?’

He’s free.

My spirits soar, my heart races, ‘Darling, it’s me, Helen.’

‘Hello me,’ he drawls, ‘What gets you up so early this morning?’

‘I was missing you, baby. I had a terrible nightmare about blood and slime.’

He mocks me, he makes me feel stupid.

‘Slime? Come again?’ 

Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

‘Don’t mock me, Farr. I dreamed I found a pool of slime under the hydrangea. There was blood. I dreamed it made me sick. Dreamed I sicked up on the lawn. It was horrible, horrible!’

‘Hey, calm down, Helen. It was probably something you ate. What did you eat?’

Go on admit it.

‘Pizza, I...’

‘You ate pizza before going to bed?’

I stretch my arms and yawn, ‘Yuh.’

‘Cheese?’

‘Yuh.’ 

I feel him smile, sorry for me, missing me. I feel childish. I wish I hadn’t mentioned the dream. 

I distinctly remember the bloody putrid mess in the flower border, sicking up all over the lawn.

‘I know, baby,’ I love to call him baby, ‘  I know what you’re saying. Don’t eat pizza before I go to bed at night. Silly me, naughty me, tell me off, give me a good spanking when you get home. When do you get home?’  

‘Next month,’ he promises, faithfully, ‘I’m flying home at the end of the month, Helen.’

‘I can’t wait that long! Can’t wait till next month!’

‘I have an important meeting in ten minutes on biodegradables.’

I can’t believe my ears. Talk about changing the subject, ‘You have a what?

‘You heard.’

I perk up, think of my protest in Parliament Square, ‘Biodegradables? That sounds interesting.’

‘It is honey. Is there anything else we need to talk about? Anything that can’t wait?’

He’s like this with me, Farr. Hot and cold. One minute he’s all loving, manly, sexy for me. The next, it’s as if he doesn’t know me. Still, I can’t complain. I don’t need to work. He keeps me in clover. I think of the pool of blood, smearing my face and thighs, running inside to shower.

‘Nothing that can’t wait.’

‘Speak to you tonight then.’

I shiver. I feel as if something dark and wet just walked across my grave. I speak. My throat’s dry.

‘Yes, tonight.’

He cuts my call.

I pad downstairs to the kitchen, boil the kettle, make myself a mint tea, rhubarb jam on toast, go back to bed, and read myself a bedtime story about a lion, a witch and a wardrobe imagining there is a lamppost in my mind, a lamp in my mind, in my mind, my mind, drifts, off, to, sleep.

I wake up with a start.

Silence.

I can’t hear any birds. There’s daylight in my eyes, dawn. My body feels sticky, sweaty, dirty. I need a shower. Blood-smell creeps thru my window, tang. I can’t hear any birds. Sick smell. For crying out loud! I live behind a wall. Blood smell. Birds live, in the trees, behind my wall. I can’t hear any birds. The smell pervades my nose. I run to the shower, can’t wash of the smell. I wrap a towel around my breasts, my waist, my wet hair, I pad downstairs to the kitchen. The door is open. I locked the door last night. The door is open. Heart pumping blood, blood-smell in my nose, a metallic smell, a sick smell. I step outside into the garden. I walk to the hydrangea.

The grass is clean! My lawn is clean!

I get down on my hands and knees. 

Heart pumping hard, blood-smell in my nose, a sick, acrid smell. I look under my hydrangea.

The soil is clean! Thank God! The soil is clean!

The wriggling starts.

There’s something sticky on my thigh, warm, bloody familiar. I can’t scrape it off. I sniff, smell it, a feral animal, resist the urge to taste it. I sit cross-legged on the lawn and pull off the towel.

I feel the wriggling stop. Stuck to my thigh is a black sheath full of blood. 

The wriggling starts.

The sheath crawls up my thigh, blood beast on my thigh, slime on my.

The dizziness passes, the moment rewinds, context lost. Where am I? Who am I? The tide of memory ebbs...and resumes.

There’s something sticky on my thigh: warm, bloody, familiar. I can’t scrape it off. I sniff, smell it, a feral animal, resist the urge to taste it. I sit cross-legged on the lawn and pull off the towel. I am naked. I feel the wriggling stop. Stuck to my thigh is a black sheath full of blood. The wriggling starts. The sheath crawls up my thigh, blood beast on my thigh, slime on my.

Ecocide! Flaming red letters on a deep-green banner. A slogan on the tee shirt of a rogue priest, glued to the steel of a power plant. The dying grass presses its cold, sharp tendrils into my naked skin: stabs of reproach, of retaliation, under my wavering gaze the roses, buddleia and wisteria grey out, my mind assaulted by alternate realities: sterility, a wasteland of dunes, dusty and brown. This is the endgame, the death of nature, the empty victory of myopic masculine technology.

A rustling footfall somewhere near: something scars the pristine sand with chitinous claws. Huge and hard, the scorpion-shadow looms before me: intimidating, radiating menace. On my back now, my bare flesh glistening, breathing fast, my thighs spread of their own volition. My knees rising, separating in sacrifice, my self-sacrifice, my atonement for what we’ve done. 

Forgive me, Mother Earth, for I have sinned.

‘You did this,’ Farr says, swaying towards my traitorous, willing body. His sting arches, long and smooth, traversing the space between my knees, blindly swaying above my patient thighs, the drop of poison at his tip glistening, distending, growing, ‘Your selfish greed which raped the planet!’

I thrust up to meet my nemesis, shameless to the last, panting in anticipation. The pleasure, the pain, the ecstasy...

Absolve me! Punish me! Expiate my guilt!

And reality shifts. 

The dark, pulsating, corrugated slime-tube lies quiescent on my thigh amidst the sunburned lawn and drooping floral beds. Its slit-end stares me down, drips haemorrhagic mucus. Slowly quests, sampling my sweat and emanations, seeks its destination, prepares to slither forth...

I strike it off with the back of my hand, turn onto my front. On all fours I’m heaving dry-retching, dirty, naked in the roses. I sit in the shower, cradled in a corner with the spray drizzling down, the healing, cleansing rain.

‘Clean for Farr, Helen,’ he says, ‘be clean for me – you’re nature’s bounty, everything I do, I do it for you. You are my rose, my English rose; open your blossoms, my special darling, open yourself to me.’

I am transported into his arms, the bed soft beneath me, his muscular body arching above: feverish, rhythmic, powerful, dynamic, relentlessly pounding.

In wanton excitement I see myself through his eyes: curvy, warm, juicy, a throbbing caterpillar in the iron grasp of his limbs, his pincers. The ovipositor, fleshy, hot and mindlessly thrusting, has reached its destination, its home. It spews forth its glutinous load, inserts secretions deep into my willing cavity, my waiting nest.

Sensation fades as I shudder through the gasping crescendo. Arousal recedes. A not-unpleasant paralysis seeps into my muscles, my eyelids flutter to a close... and relax...

The seeds spew forth a swarm of nematodes, larvae burrowing and foraging within me. 

His parting whispered words: ‘You’ll feel no pain as they, like moles, devour your flesh, their satiation-hormones grant you unrelenting joy. In the last sacrifice, Helen, you set the world to right.’

I want to scream I did not choose this hell-fag of yours! I am not a grubbing caterpillar but a gorgeous bright fritillary; my destiny – mine! mine! – is unlatched freedom: to leave the earth and soar away and fly!

I lie here mute and feel the rancid churning in my womb.

The words no longer come.

And I no longer care.

​
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Her cell is dark, dingy and damp. There’s no door or window, only a grille in the ceiling, where rusty water drips through. In one corner of her cell sits a pail, her toilet bucket. At the centre of the room lies a soaking wet, unkempt bed with a striped-grey duvet, a scattering of pillows, and bolted to the bare concrete floor, a varnished wooden chair. She squats on her chair in her soiled white button-down dress and cuddles herself to sleep as best she can. On the floor, between her dirty bare feet, her cream bucket bag lies unopened, waiting for her to open it. 

She closes her eyes and relives the moment of her abduction. When she left the wine bar alone, merry, not drunk, to catch the late-night train home. Took her shortcut down the dark alleyway in Spitalfields. Such murderous territory. He took her from behind, placed a wad over her nose and mouth, and suffocated her. Her last memory of normality was the tiny pinprick in her neck, slumping to her knees, her green eyes rolling up, revealing her petrified whites, then darkness. 

Since waking in her brick-walled box, she’s lost all sense of time, of reason. She blinks her bleary, sore eyes open, pushes her grubby hand through her greasy ginger hair and cries.

‘Why am I here? What do you want of me?’

She stares up at the grille in the ceiling. The constantly dripping water stains her cheeks blood red. She stands up, feeling the cold from the wet floor beneath her, tiptoes to the nearest wall, and runs the flats of her hands over the rough brick wall. Two paces later, she reaches a corner, turns left, four paces: another corner. Accidentally, she kicks over her toilet. Its putrid, foetid contents slop over her feet. 

‘Let me out of here!’ she screams, ‘I want to go home!’ 

She turns left, walking four paces to her third corner. Then she turns left. After four more paces, she reaches the last corner. Two paces along, she turns and tiptoes back to her chair. She stares at her thick coarse rope dangling tantalisingly out of reach from the grille in the ceiling. The rope he lowered her into this hellhole with. 

The chair, she stands upon her chair like an acrobat, reaching for her rope. Her rope is pulled upwards and disappears through the grille. She climbs down off her chair, the water drip-drip-dripping into her hair, rusting it ferric red, and cries with frustration. On the floor between her feet lies her bucket bag: unopened, waiting for her to open it.  

‘Let me out!’ she wails miserably, ‘Let me out, will you?’ 

She stares up as her thick coarse rope reappears dangling tantalisingly out of reach from the shadowy hole. Where there is no night. Where there are no stars. Only his dark. Her rusted rain. 

He lowered her body, her slumped meat, dead-weight into this hellhole. 

Her chair, she stands upon her chair, reaching for her rope like a kitten stretching for her pink soft cotton playball. His kitten. He jerks her rope upward making her leap and jump and paw and scratch thin air and blurt and cry and plead and beg. Jerks away her rope to freedom. She falls, toppling off of her slippery chair. He jerks her rope up out of the grille, his blank, blank, face leering at her. Her thick coarse rope disappears through the grille. 

Despondently, she climbs down from her chair, the water drip-drip-dripping into her dyed hair, and cries in frustration. On her floor between her feet lies a cream bag, unopened, waiting for her to open. She starts to hallucinate. 

Seeing her captor as her lover, she whimpers for him, ‘Are we there yet, love?’

‘Be there in the morning. Think it’s sleepy time, don’t you?’ 

His voice is such a loving hush. 

She yawns and stretches her twizzle arms, ‘Mm! Night, night. Love you.’

‘Love you too, baby, with all my heart. Night, night.’ 

Invisible fingers proudly stroke his kitten’s rusty hair. Missing lips kiss his kitten goodnight.

‘Why don’t you open the bag?’

She sucks her thumb, all child-like, ‘What is in the bag, please?’

‘Why don’t you open it and find out for yourself?’ his voice booms.

‘Please, may I open the bag?’

‘Why, of course you can, baby.’ 

Big emphasis on her nickname bay-bee. 

‘Now, open the bag.’

‘What’s in the bag?’

‘A surprise! Like surprises, don’t you?’ 

She smiles, speaks all childish, ‘Mm! I like surprises, candy and chocolate and dolls and...’

‘Do you like butterflies, girl?’

She stares up at his face in the shadow, always in the shadow. 

‘Oh, yes! Red Admirals! Peacocks! Cabbage Whites!’

‘The bag is full of butterflies, insects, all-sorts of lovely creepy-crawlies for you to play with. Would you like to come out to play now?’

‘Oh, yes please! Please, say yes!’

He says ‘yes,’ sighs, and stares down at his captive larvae, his pupating chrysalis, her imago, ‘Baby?’

‘Mm?’

‘Open the bag.’

She opens the bag to discover the bugs have hatched out in its warm silk lining, bred, swollen in size to thumbnail, and multiplied. They swarm all over her. Disgusted, she pushes them away tipping out the contents of her bag: tweezers, comb, lipstick, mirror, tampons, purse, hair brush, tissues. Littering the dirty floor under her chair, scattering the foul-vermin insects everywhere. 

She stands up, stamping her feet, tries to shake them off. But the super-resilient, shock-resistant strain survives, crawling up her bandy-thin legs, underneath her dress, in search of her warmest breeding places. Desperately, she slaps, hits, squashes and pinches them flat in a vain bid to kill the devils. She freezes stiff as several bugs crawl inside her soft black cotton panties and nestle in her bald crotch. Still more bugs scamper over her stomach, scouring her deep navel, burrowing inside her under-wired, lacy black bra, nibbling at the soft undersides of her breasts, her erect nipples. They swarm over her, scratching her neck, eyes, ears, nose, throat. Infesting her hair follicles. Penetrating her roots. 

Bristling with bugs, she staggers, sways and falls onto the sodden bed, her weak arms held aloft in the shape of a cross. Collapsing in their seething, blood red-treacle mess. Itching her knee, Complaining, as bugs stream up her legs. Shrieking like a baby. Shrill whelps of alarm emanate from her. She is no longer his kitten. She is his distressed sheep. Bleating for his unforthcoming assistance. 

She emits a blood-curdling scream, rubbing fat bugs out of her eyes, glancing over her shoulder at the thousands of bugs streaming down the mildewed walls. OMG! Her legs go pole-straight, arms hang limply at her sides. Her eyes bulge. Her lank hair is riddled with bugs. Her jaw flaps open, showing off her pearly, white teeth. A fat bug rests awhile on her petrified upper lip, then disappears down her gaping throat. She screams and screams, hysterically brushing the greedy insects off her torso, scratching her bug-infected body for dear life. 

Hordes more bugs scurry up her calves, her thighs, like bestial newlyweds, overwhelming the wretched woman. Every bite makes her itch, whine, and scratch. The bugs feast upon her body, infesting her gullet, swimming in the mucous lining in her lungs. Occupying her every crevice, orifice, and hole. Time is running out for her. She lies sprawled on the bed, moaning like mad, half-dead. The host is half-dead. Not her ghastly bugs. They are alive and thriving inside her.

The entomologist is concerned insects will be forced to find new habitats as humans destroy the environment. He is delighted to find that bugs can live in us. His project is almost complete. 

White gabbles, insanely: ‘Mind the bugs don’t bite, Joanna! Please, mind the bugs don’t bite!’

The bugs eat her inside out. 

Her captivity comes to an abrupt end. 

He plans his next experiment.

Joanna. Joanna. She must be a Joanna, not an Anna, Polly Anna, or Joanne. Now where shall I find her? In the slums? Leaving the office? Boarding a late-night train. Missing her taxicab home? Oh, and she must be wearing a white dress - a virginal, pure, Cabbage White, dress.
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Martin hadn’t driven his 4x4 since the accident. The bedroom was stifling hot. Sian had set the heating too high. He was claustrophobic. He needed fresh air. He slid open the glass partition, stepped out onto the veranda, and chilled as an invigorating blast of frigid air whipped his chest. Martin sneezed, smelling the fug of her stale scent. 

Slick watched him from across the road in her copper chrome Fiesta. Their eyes met. She turned cooked-lobster pink, swung her cramped stiff-hurt legs out of the car, and hurried off towards the communal recreation facility and sports hall. He wondered if she’d ever leave him alone. Sian was lying on her side, fast asleep, shattered. Martin closed the smeared partition between them carefully so as not to wake her, crossing the bare pine floor, sealing his auburn woman in her crystal cube -  and went to the toilet. The bathroom was a shrine to his masculinity. It had a black slate floor, marbled walls, a white porcelain toilet, bidet, deep-curved bath, a wash basin. 

Martin locked the door, enacting his intimate ritual of body cleansing. First, he sat on his throne, and peed. Then, painstakingly, he set about removing every trace of Sian from his body: her putrid cheesy sediment, her slick body fluids, her acrid body odours. Once he’d smooth-shaved, showered, sanitized himself, and rinsed his hairy hands, he wandered through their lounge to the kitchen to cook himself some brunch.  

The lounge was littered with a contemporary sideboard, a vast media unit and coffee table. He had bought a royal blue sofa for Sian to luxuriate on, a criss-crossed, coarse sisal rug for her tantric yoga moves. The kitchen had a dual-purpose fridge, an overhead storage unit full of her seeds, pasta, his nuts, a trendy cooking hob, and a small breakfast bar with three poseur stools, still wrapped in polythene. 

Starving, Martin raided the fridge, shredded some plastic ham, beat three big eggs, and rustled up a ham omelette with grilled turkey rashers. Next, he cremated three thick slices of granary, plastering them with low fat spread under thick-cut marmalade, and downed two black coffees. He threw all his dirties in the sink for Sian to deal with later, before hurrying to the spare room. 

His new smart casual outfit was laid out neatly for him on the bed. His woman had clearly gone to a lot of trouble to choose him suitable spring clothing: a pair of lovat moleskin jeans, a sea blue, soft cotton chambray shirt, navy-blue waxed jacket, tanned leather brogues. He felt remorseful. 

These clothes must’ve cost Sian a fortune. 

He snipped off all the price tags then cautiously opened the mauve envelope lying on the bed. The gilt embossed card read:

Thanks for last night’s sex, Darling. Fondest Love, Sian xx  

Martin returned to the bedroom, lump-in-throat, his beautiful Celtic princess lain out on the bed, ready for his silent kiss. One of her beige-tanned knees was protruding awkwardly at a right-angle from under the ruched candyfloss duvet emphasising her sexual exhaustion. Her lover admired her maternal breasts heaving, gently, with the rhythm of her breathing, resting snugly in their quilted nest of furled down. Her nipples still erect, strawberry red, from having sex. He was struck dumb by her native Welsh beauty. Could almost hear the crash of the waves. Taste the smack of salt on her lips. Feel the sand on her skin. From when she first made love to him, clinching him, clamping him inside her, loving, stark naked on Morfa Dyffryn beach.

*****
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Martin stood without using his arms, stripped off his olive t-shirt and shorts, and tested the sand with his toes. The heat was bearable. He flexed his biceps for Sian, stretched out on the beach mat, taking in the vista before him. The sky was clear, azurite blue, the sand tinged with ochre, liberally strewn with bladderwrack, flotsam, jetsam, amber froth, and plastic, along the tideline. 

The glass-clear water, slapping the shore in teasing ripples, herald of the rare, becalmed sea, looked deceptively inviting. Not to Sian though. Impish, elfish, Sian dressed only in a soft turquoise cheesecloth dress, her arms, and legs bare, tanning under the searing sweltering summer sun. 

Amaze me, Sian. You really do! Tell me girl, what’s going on it that strange mind of yours? 

Martin cast his gingerbread brown eyes over the deserted beach. He and Sian had chosen well, nestling out of the cutting wind. 

‘My Welsh Mistral!’ Sian proudly called it.

Nestling where the sandy dunes, stiff with marram grass, met the exposed foreshore. Nestling.

‘Our little love-nest, Martin!’ she laughed nervously, blushing.

He turned to face her. He couldn’t quite make her out. Her undying love for him. Despite his sinful tasks. The trust she placed in him. On many occasions. Her lonesome nights. When he played away. His endless overnight stays: ask-no-questions: discreet inns, guest houses, luxury hotels. All expenses paid. Ask-no-questions. He watched as she drew the hem of her crimped dress high to the small of her slender back pressing it to her front, lowering her head, showing him herself, revealing the fullness of her pale, bare rump, ever the Celtic maiden.

‘Look, see, I’m not wearing any knickers!’

Martin blew out his cheeks, ‘Sian! Don’t do this to me. Please, don’t do this to me! You’ll give me a bloody heart attack.’

Sian lay flat on her back on the mat, ‘Well, darlin?’

He struggled for breath: her knowing allure, her wanton temptation, his guilt at all the women.

‘Coming in for a dip, Sian?’

She lifted the hem of her dress, ‘You know I don’t like it when the water’s cold. You know I like to stay warm. You know I want a little baby, darlin. Don’t you think it’s time we tried?’

Martin ran to the sea, ran away from her: the guilt she racked up in his mind. His duplicity. The selfish way he treated her. His disdain. His total lack of respect for her. He shouted at her over his muscled shoulder,

‘Presently, Sian,’ was all he said, ‘Presently.’

He waded into the sea, splashing his barrel chest with freezing water, rinsing his arms and thighs, cooling his loins, and swam.

*****
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The water never really warms off the Welsh coast. Within minutes of diving in, Martin was on his way back, wading, trudging through the shallows, sand between his toes, an oil blemish staining his right calf. Crude oil. 

Enjoying the heat of the sun on his shoulders, drying his torso he padded as far as Sian – who’d stood on her beach mat - and grabbed his towel. Sian wasn’t amused by his selfish act. She had a face like thunder. Her face was flushed red and angry, she stormed.

‘Enjoy that, did you? Feelin’ better now, are you? Get it off your chest, did you?’

Martin dried his hair, ‘Sorry? Get what off my chest?’

‘Whatever it is that’s bugging you.’

‘There’s nothing bugging me, Sian, okay?’ he stressed. Martin was usually stressed these days.

Sian threw her arms about in frustration. She could strangle him when he misbehaved like this. Strangle him!

‘Don’t give me that tosh. I know when you’re upset. I’m supposed to be your best friend, your wife, y’know,’ she stared down at her bare feet, wiggling her toes, trying to stay calm, ‘Though I wonder sometimes. Wonder about you.’

Her lover slowly drew his beach towel over his back of rippling muscles, back-and-forth, up-and-down. Women adored his back, the hairy-nest small of it, his tightly clenched buttocks. He was handsome, rugged, muscular, manly, attractive, well-built, but possessed the tenderness of a woman’s touch, their softness. Women loved that about Martin,

‘What do you mean, wonder?’

Sian fixed him with her hardest stare, ‘You’re always so quiet, Martin. Distant. As if you don’t love me anymore. Do you, darlin’? Do you love me?’

She pulled her dress off over her head. Martin marvelled at the lift and flop of her ample breasts, her sensitive, distended, rose-tipped nipples.

‘Of course, I love you, Sian. You mean the world to me.’

Sian was naturally beautiful, beautiful as the sun, sea, sand, and sky. He choked on his shameful deceit. How could he treat her like this? Martin watched eagerly as his woman arranged herself on the beach mat, her breasts heaving with passion, her soft tuft of pubic hair matt with sand. She opened her thighs for him, her voice took on a husky tone, she arched her body upwards. 

Sian made him need her, ‘Then give me a little baby.’

Straining hard, bursting, Martin pulled down his wet trunks and went to her. He threw his body on top of hers, crushing her fulsome breasts, her rib cage, loving her moans and sighs of ecstasy as he mounted her, fucking her so hard that she flailed her arms and legs tearing at his buttocks until they bled.

*****
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They’d been trying for a baby ever since. He wondered if he was infertile. Overwhelmed by a rush of guilt to the heart, he stooped and kissed her perfect breasts, her twisted lips, tenderly brushing the damp wisps of hair off her cheek. Watching the sleepy-land smile spread over her blushing face. Screwing his eyes shut to stem the tears. Today might be the day that changed her life. His life. He tucked Sian in, whispering his love for her, turning to go, atoning for his guilt, 

‘I love you, Sian. The last thing in the world I’d ever do is hurt you. But we need the money.’

*****
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A vet’s overlooked their luxury apartment full of dead or discarded pets, a 15th century inn. Martin took the fire stairs to the secured exit, quit the block, and crossed the road. As he left, he noticed, the entry to the disabled parking bay was blocked - by a makeshift flower bed.

How could someone do that?

Slick’s Fiesta was parked in one of the bays reserved for residents, next to his 4x4. 

The terracotta-brown fence skirting the pub beer garden had collapsed in last night’s storm-force winds. Several branches hung precariously off the trees, reminding him of the tenuous tightrope he trod with Sian, the causeway of deceit that led to his murky life. As if to stress his seedy, dirty existence, the back street was festooned with split clear sacks spewing out soiled plastic boxes, fishy-smelling tin cans, greasy fish and chip papers, winter fodder for the starving foxes. 

Martin had been so busy satisfying Sian’s libido that he didn’t hear the raging wind. Smiling at her memory: how she had got up on all fours for him, ‘for better penetration, darlin,’ he cut through a dingy alley, past some derelict garages, avoiding the desiccated turds, then jogged downhill to the station.

*****
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Amber Slick zipped her sage jersey jacket and pulled on some thick grey woolly gloves. Her quarry felt the wind bite his cheeks as he stepped off the train. The sky was pencil grey; flecks of sleet floated in the air. It was bitterly cold. He walked the length of the platform to the tourist information office. Inside, he was greeted by a blast of warm air, a fat-jolly-hockey-sticks type with a sad squint, green eyes, curly ginger hair, freckles. She spoke cordially in an elocuted old girl accent,

‘How can I help you? Do you want to buy a postcard? We don’t sell stamps, only cards. Diaries are half price.’

Feeling his bladder protest, Martin ignored her tedious waffle. Instead, he asked for directions to Palisades.

She sounded impressed. ‘Palisades?! I have a map!’ 

Hurry up you stupid old cow, I’m bursting.

Unhurried, she spread out a street plan on the counter, scribbling an x for the station, another x to mark the location of the five-star hotel.  

‘We’re here, your hotel’s there,’ she said, spreading her webbed fingers, ‘It’s a thirty-minute walk through the city centre. Are you in a hurry?’

No, I always stand with my bloody legs crossed.

Martin told her he wasn’t in any hurry. He had two and a half hours to prepare himself for his client. More than enough time to see the city sights, enjoy some lunch. What did she suggest?

‘Why don’t you take the sightseeing bus from outside the station? It stops beside the hotel at stop 11. The ticket is valid for twenty-four hours. Can I interest you in one? You do get to see the Roman Baths, the Royal Crescent, Thermae Bath Spa, the Jane Austen Centre...’

‘How much?’

She laughed, enjoying his custom, his good looks. If only she were fifty years younger.

‘Twelve-pound-thirty. Terrific value if I say so myself.’

‘What time’s the bus?’ he asked, waving his debit card at her.

‘There’s one on the hour and every half hour.’  

He spotted the name badge pinned to her grey lapel, ‘Thank you, Juliet, you’ve been helpful.’ 

Julia Cavendish flashed him an embarrassed smile, ‘A pleasure, young man. Enjoy our city.’

‘Where are the Gents?’

‘Outside, left, next to the Buffet, you can’t...’

Slick waited until he had left before she entered the shop.

‘I’m in a hurry. Give me a tour bus ticket.’ 

She paid the shop assistant in cash, took the pink ticket, pulled on her gloves, and walked out. Slick caught up with him at the ticket barrier. Her man left the station, crossing Dorchester Street at the red lights, then disappeared inside the Southgate Centre. 

Prêt was a short walk away. Slick watched enviously as her quarry treated himself to a chicken Caesar salad, a tub of sliced mango with lime, and a steaming hot pot of spicy tomato soup. She made do with an egg mayo sandwich and a cup of milky tea. There was an empty seat by the exit. 

Martin took a pew at the back, opposite two chatting students who were busy tucking into an early lunch. He always ate heartily before meeting clients. Working on a full stomach helped to calm his nerves, suppress his guilt. He thought about Sian, waking alone, taking her pregnancy test.

Sian sat up in bed, her tablet open on her naked thighs, duvet round her feet, as her partner took a sip of piping hot soup. She sensed his soup, feeling the steam wet her face as he lifted the lid, feeling the hot liquid blister the roof of his mouth. He spilt vinaigrette down the front of his shirt. She saw the brown oily suspension: all greasy and damp.

‘Careful, darlin’! I can feel you, see you.’

He found a vacant toilet and cleaned his teeth using his finger as a brush. Meanwhile, Slick left Prêt and hobbled to the bus stop in nearby Manvers St. 

The bus was late. Martin checked his Rolex: he’d arrive at the hotel just in time. He climbed the spiral stairs, sat on a front seat, clipped on a plastic headset, and dozed. Slick sat downstairs staring vacantly through a window at the flimsy snowflakes, fluttering down, celestial dandruff. 

Sian checked a second time, just to be sure, put the pregnancy testing kit on her bedside table, then she rang her man to share the wonderful news.

‘Martin! I’m pregnan! I’m goin’ to have a little baby!’

There was no answer. She bit her lip. Her heart filled with anguish.

‘Why won’t you return my call, darlin’?’ 

She tried again. The call went to voice mail. 

‘Answer me, won’t you? For cryin’ out loud, Martin!’

Sian texted: 

Call me, Darling. Urgent. Sian xx 

His phone was switched off. He left the bus. Slick knew this bus, waiting in the square, giving her quarry a head start. She removed her bobble hat, shaking out her wavy, greasy hair as he vanished through the rotating door into the uninhibited luxury that was Palisades.

*****
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Amber Slick was divorced, bereaved. Once a slim, attractive brunette, she’d let herself go after the terrible hit and run accident involving the 4x4. She’d grown jelly belly, a fat bum, chunky thighs. The impact of the collision had hurled the buggy into a stone wall, killing her baby boy instantly. Amber was catapulted under the wheels
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