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INTRODUCTION

Mainstream society has always had a problem with lesbians and sex: the idea of women holding hands and reading poetry to each other was about as far as tolerance went. But the merest hint that they were more interested in each other’s pants than pentameters often resulted in poetic injustice.

Most people will know the old, apocryphal story of how Queen Victoria stopped lesbian sex being outlawed because she couldn’t see what there would be to outlaw. However, fewer folk probably know that an attempt to criminalize lesbians was made in 1921. The main purpose of the Criminal Law Amendment Bill was to raise the age of consent to sixteen and increase punishment for brothel-keepers. But an amendment was included to outlaw “any act of gross indecency between female persons”; the reason given for this clause by one of its supporters, Sir Ernest Wild QC, was that “it [lesbianism] debauches young girls, and it produces . . . insanity”. The amendment was overwhelmingly passed by the Commons, but eventually thrown out by the House of Lords. One of the peers, Earl Malmesbury, opposed it on the grounds that “the more they advertised these vices the more they would increase”.

Six years later, the obscenity trial involving Radclyffe Hall’s The Well Of Loneliness demonstrated only too well the opposition to all-female “vices”. A book could be booed, banned and burned for “and that night they were not divided”. Happily, in 2000, we can be a tad more explicit, though bookshops can still be subject to prosecution – or should that be persecution – for stocking erotic titles, as Britain’s Gay’s The Word and Canada’s Little Sisters could bitterly testify.

The portrayal of lesbian sex on the printed page has come a long way in seventy years, and the arguments about the desires and dangers involved in making lesbian erotic material more widely available have surfaced regularly during that time. Should our sexual experiences, secrets and fantasies run the risk of falling into the wrong hands? In 2000, the current climate seems to be that it’s a risk well worth taking and the more, the merrier. Hence, The Mammoth Book Of Lesbian Erotica.

I took a number of decisions very early on in the process of compiling this anthology. Unlike similar collections, it would not just feature stories from the UK and the US, and the authors would not include all of the usual suspects – this should explain why some erotic writers you might expect to see in a collection like this are not. I also wanted to approach certain established authors of quality fiction, not “known” as exponents of erotica, to see if they fancied doing a little genre-hopping. There would be no set “theme” or “subject” for the stories, and no upper or lower word limit. Finally, as far as was humanly possible, given deadline and budget limitations, many of the stories would be new and previously unpublished.

It is all these reasons, and more besides, which I believe set this anthology aside from others in the predominantly US-dominated lesbian erotica market. It will also, I hope, give some hope and encouragement to writers for whom the UK-based publishing opportunities for such material are lamentably few and far between. Since Sheba’s two volumes of Serious Pleasure, there has been virtually nothing produced from Britain to fill the subsequent, and substantial, gap.

And, happily, there are some other positive signs: Diva Books, an offshoot of the popular UK lesbian magazine, launched its first volume of erotic writings, Batteries Not Included, solely on the theme of sex toys, in 1999. Virgin Publishing also launched Sapphire, a series of full-length erotic lesbian fiction, edited by Kathleen Bryson, who makes an appearance in this anthology.

It’s not as if there’s no demand: during the time it took to put this book together, Diva magazine carried out an extensive reader’s survey on love, sex and the whole damn thing. Amongst its revelations was the fact that nearly a quarter of those who took part in the survey read erotic stories on a regular basis, while over half read them “sometimes”.

No one volume can adequately represent all corners of the globe, but we’ve had a go: homegrown stories come from all over England, plus Scotland, Wales and Northern and Southern Ireland. There are also stories by writers from the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Germany and Denmark. Stories are set in varied geographical locations, too: Iceland, Thailand, Australia, Paris, Africa, Hawaii.

One of the most frequent questions asked by prospective contributors about this book was “what do you want the stories to be about?”. The answer, of course, was “Whatever you want them to be about – see where your imagination takes you”. Many writers were both relieved and enthusiastic when told that their stories didn’t have to be entirely serious in tone, nor did they necessarily have to have a sex scene in them!

Another aim of the anthology was to introduce a fair number of new writers into the genre, and so we’re particularly pleased to welcome all its debutantes and wish them more passion to their pens and PCs.

One of the real eye-openers in putting this anthology together was discovering the way that lesbians – and lesbian writers in particular – have cottoned on to the potential of the Internet and are using it to good effect. Through the wonders of the Web, it was possible for me to contact a wider range of authors than would previously have been possible. For instance, a notice on the lesbian writing website Sapphisticate yielded a healthy number of submissions from writers previously unknown to me. Black Wattle Press, the Australian lesbian and gay publishers, were able to forward an e-mail message to all of their relevant authors, as well as posting it on their own website. But most exciting of all is the development of lesbian writers’ groups around the world, swapping news, views and advice electronically. This has also proved a highly efficient method of unearthing good new writers from more than one country.

It’s also been immensely satisfying that established writers, well-known in their different fields of literature, including full-length fiction, biography, poetry and drama, have wanted to be part of this anthology. Undoubtedly, there will be many pleasantly surprised to find the names of Emma Donoghue, Stella Duffy, Susan Stinson, Patience Agbabi, Nina Rapi and Maya Chowdhry included here.

What is regarded as erotic is, of course, entirely subjective. It can be, as Blondie sang, spending an hour watching someone shower. And why not? The presence of water in dreams, it is said, represents sexual desire – which is a little worrying, given that my most common recurring dream involves a huge tidal wave rushing towards me, and everyone else, on a beach. I run around trying to warn people, shouting “Can’t you see what’s coming?” But they remain oblivious – so clearly, size doesn’t really matter.

It’s all a matter of taste – in more ways than one. One thing seems to be consistent, though: food and drink play a large part when we want to enjoy other pleasures of the flesh.

Wherever two or more lesbians are gathered together, the consensus on sexy food seems to give the thumbs-up to cream, Greek yoghurt, cherries, mangoes, strawberries . . . and avocados. Now, quite why these always feature highly on such lists has been a mystery to me – but, hey, if greasy, tasteless, green globules are the food of your love, then play on . . .

By the time Daphne Adams finally marries her madam, you’ll have sampled a vat’s worth of wine, plus a fair amount of tea and coffee, and the odd beer and bottle of champagne.

You’ll also have worked your way through doughnuts, pizza, garlic bread, chocolate cake, popcorn, cheese, oranges, baked chicken, corn on the cob, potato salad, and a sweet rice-cake.

Crikey, never mind the sex – that little lot should be more than enough to satisfy anyone’s appetites.

But if food and drink continue to be vital to our sexual lives, then it should come as no surprise to see another lesbian passion – animals – popping up throughout this collection. Dogs, cats, parrots, mice – they all have supporting roles. Even a frog gets a brief look-in.

Virginia Woolf said, “Women alone stir my imagination” and imagination certainly doesn’t seem to be a problem for lesbians, as lovers or writers. What the Diva survey revealed appears to be backed up by many of the stories in this collection, especially when it comes to unorthodox places for having sex.

Somewhere in this world are women who have gone for it on cliffs, in trains and buses, a wheelbarrow, toilets, phone boxes and, spookily, a changing room in an Edinburgh clothes shop. Any relation between this real-life event and those outlined in Eileen Finn’s story are purely coincidental . . .

In this anthology, women also go for it in the toilet, in the shower, in a changing room, in the back of a van, in a garden, on a sofa, in every room in an entire house, at an Icelandic spa, against a fridge, in a taxi, in a mouse-suit – oh yes, and sometimes, in a bed. As Alfred Kinsey himself once said, “The only unnatural sex act is that which you cannot perform”, and there are some performances throughout this collection which merit applause – if your hands aren’t otherwise occupied, that is.

And so, dear reader, hopefully having whetted all your appetites, here is a brief guide to what lies waiting for you between the sheets of this book:

In Mercia Schoeman’s A Struggle for Peace, love and passion are set against the social and political turbulence of South Africa as it moves away from the evil and injustice of apartheid. In Bente Clod’s Thai Silk, set in the heat and humidity of an Asian climate, two lovers on holiday discover the Thais that bind. All Of It by Joan Nestle expresses the possibilities open to you if you are prepared to explore new territories, and Jill Gardiner is in hot pursuit of the most beautiful bottom in Brighton during One Night In Paris.

Maisie Langridge’s Vanilla reminds us what a delicious flavour it can be. Ava Hines’ Hungry Love sees dinner for two leading to a sumptuous helping of afters. In Mary-Kate Kelly’s Still, a dull lunch is enlivened by a bit more than a dab of mustard. Stephanie Sellier’s Tea And Sympathy explains why, though you might think it would be simple to have a quick cuppa in your own flat, it’s best to remember your flat-mate’s proclivities . . . In Ilse Jule’s Diesel Donuts, women really do get to have their cake and eat it, a theme also pursued by Amazon in Having Your Cake And Eating it, where pink champagne and chocolate cake leads to other sorts of gorging – as well as slipping in a plug for the very book it appears in! And in Stella Duffy’s mouthwatering The Cake Maker, Natsuki enjoys more than just a sweetmeat with her warrior woman. After this, who needs Xena?

The excitement and pain of lost love is beautifully held in Berta Freistadt’s Starlit Fingers and Karen O’Brien’s Litany Of Remembrance. Jo Fisk’s Last Time show how love and lust don’t always end at the same time.

Twiggy O’Connor’s I’ve Seen Her Before shows how, if you wish hard enough for a dream lover to call your own, she might just appear! Astrid Fox’s The Missionary Position proves that God does, indeed, move in mysterious ways and while reading Karlyn Lotney’s Clash Of the Titans, you might want to have a tape of Cole Porter’s You’re The Top playing, to set the right mood . . .

Creature comforts are everywhere: in Shari J Berman’s Welcome To The Big Island Big House, part of I Do! The Quarantine Chronicles, a dogs’ quarantine kennel in Hawaii is the backdrop for love – and not just for humans.

In Nightmare On Easter Road Pt I by Marjory Smith, cats have supporting roles, in what almost becomes a lesbian take on La Ronde. Virtual Femme by Urszula Dawkins celebrates the animal passion that lies sleeping in all of us. Mary Gerideau’s Marvin The Mouse is a tail tale, set one hot summer, where a costume mouse-suit provides one of the most unusual settings for a close encounter I’ve ever heard of. Winged creatures feature literally and metaphorically in A Feather by Susannah Marshall, and Thea Bennett’s The Mysteries Of The Psitticine Orgasm, which shows that Polly’s not the only one who thinks she’s a pretty parrot.

And they called it puppy love, just because they’re in their teens. Karen X Tulchinsky’s A Place For Us sees two teenagers in love come full circle after a decade’s separation, and Ruby Vise’s Sweet Violet captures the illicit excitement of young lust that has nothing to do with Donny Osmond. The writer in Emma Donoghue’s Speaking In Tongues finds erotic echoes from her own youth reverberating when she gives a lift to a young woman.

Never mix work and pleasure, goes the old adage. But try telling that to some girls: Petra And Other Identities, by Carolyn Gammon, sees the mysterious Frau Klein taking the employer–employee relationship a stage further to find out about “women”, a theme not dissimilar to Debra Diana Blue’s All She Wanted and Alex LeQuesne’s The Weekend, where two colleagues put in some serious overtime together as one decides to develop their very inter-personal skills. Kathleen Bryson’s Carol, an extract from her novel-in-progress Mush, also shows that newcomers are not backwards in coming forwards.

George Michael got flushed out when he took a quick toilet break in LA, but some of our authors reveal that there can be more fun in the women’s room. In Light And Darkness by Isabelle Lazar, a bar-room encounter results in a little more than nose-powdering in the ladies’ room. Nina Rapi’s Josie’s Restrooms is a video-diary monologue by a butch toilet attendant about her sexual experiences and fantasies, which you’ll want to spend more than a penny to share.

Hopefully, there’s enough moisture splashing around elsewhere to slake the thirst of any water babies: the tide is high down by the lazy river in Lorna Stucki’s Red Rock; enter Rosa Riley’s The Wet Room, and you’ll be bathing in the sex/water metaphor; and Susan Stinson’s Visiting sees an aunt’s revelation to her niece in a boat creating waves of resonance.

We know there are plenty of you who are familiar with the pitfalls and pleasures of personal ads in Diva, the Pink Paper et al. So, it’s hardly surprising that this has also emerged as a favourite theme in a good number of the stories submitted – and, if the experiences related in them are anything to go by, all that money being spent on 0898 numbers isn’t being wasted. In Patience Agbabi’s Fiskar, a contact ad leads to an encounter of the moist kind in Iceland and Table Manners by Ros Marinus also emphasizes that when you answer personal ads, life doesn’t always have to be a beach.

In Sleeping Passions by Deborah Caplan, two lovers settle down for a quiet night – in their dreams. Boz Thomas’ A Wine-Dark Night brings together popcorn, a fellow worker and memories of childhood. Eileen Finn’s One Size Fits All combines the twin pleasures of shopping and fucking; Heather Murray’s Homage to Vi gives off good vibrations – who said diamonds are a girl’s best friend? – while Rebecca Rosenskjøld’s Piracy is a jolly roger.

The characters in Maya Chowdhry’s The Intransigent Presence Of Paradox enjoy what you might call a quantum leap, and Deborah Kelly’s Cocktease gives one option of what to do when you’ve got a man by the balls.

And then, topping (in a manner of speaking) and tailing this eclectic collection, Daphne Adams’ I Married Madam, Pts I And II, follows the adventures of two friends who go a-hunting, with one of them using her unfeasibly long nipples as an ice-breaking line. Well, it worked for her, so you never can tell.

Lily Tomlin once said, “There will be sex after death, we just won’t be able to feel it” – which seems to be the best endorsement of having a healthily active love life while we can. And so, as the Earl of Malmesbury most certainly would not have said in 1921 – may your “vices” increase.


I MARRIED MADAM PART I

Daphne Adams

“Zomtimes I ver rubber, zomtimes I ver ledder”, she said, in best Dietrich-clipped English.

“Oh, really? That’s nice,” Anna replied inanely, trying not to moan with pleasure from the pressure being applied to her clitoris by the woman’s groin.

“Move closer, mooove your body real close,” the music crooned. She looked coolly into Anna’s eyes and flicked her tongue out like the lounge lizard she really was. When it rasped lasciviously down the soft flesh by Anna’s left ear, it took all her self-control not to drag this gorgeous woman from the dance-floor and yank her upstairs into the club’s (unusually clean) toilets so that she could do outrageous things to her torso with her tongue.

Doing it in the loo wasn’t terribly erotic, Anna decided. She could do much better than that, if only she could think of something sexy to say. She searched the darkest recesses of her brain for inspiration and, in the heat of the moment, out it popped.

“I might have small tits, but I’ve got the longest nipples ever!”

Nothing stirred in her dance partner.

Undeterred, Anna pulled away from their clinch to gesture with thumb and forefinger: “When erect, they’re THIS long!” Anna showed an impressive gap of at least an inch. “Really, I have,” she added forlornly, in the voice of someone who knew they’d gone too far, but hadn’t the sense to shut up.

Anna’s “Prussian Peccadillo” raised her right eyebrow in a quizzical gesture which had all the hallmarks of Jack Nicholson’s “devil-look” before she . . .

Anna threw caution to the wind, pressing her body back against the woman’s muscled torso.

“. . . ‘Til we feel like we’re reeeally making louuuve,” the record climaxed. Just as Anna was about to follow suit, her dark, sultry suitor walked briskly off with a “Zank yew” thrown back over her broad shoulders. Anna stood swaying in her wake.

Anna made as dignified a job of walking back to her table as she could. There, her best mate Joan met her with a chortling fit so violent she sounded like a pig with sinusitis.

“Oh, darling, you’re not going to believe it,” Joan hiccuped in her posh Camden School For Girls accent. “You’ll never guess what her name is. M . . . M . . . Marlene! . . . and she’s from Berlin!” she barked, before collapsing into paroxysms of nasal snorts and table-banging.

“Let’s go,” Anna snapped, not knowing how she could possibly be insulted further that evening. She angrily stuffed her ciggies and lighter into her jacket pocket and trundled towards the Angel’s Heart Club’s pink neon exit sign. Joan meekly followed at a respectable ten paces; she’d just spent her bus fare home on that “one last pint for the road” and now desperately needed to get back into Anna’s good books, otherwise a cold, damp eight-mile walk back to Lickey End, near Cockfosters, beckoned. The vomit-fumed warmth of the night bus seemed like a luxury charabanc in comparison.

Suddenly, a bony, bejewelled hand reached out of the darkness, picking and clawing at Anna’s arm like carrion tucking into ripe flesh. She turned, alarmed, as her exit from the club was barred.

“For you,” the barmaid said, thrusting a yellow Post-It note under her eyes. Anna thought that, with her yellow-dyed hair and puppy-brown eyes, the woman bore an alarming resemblance to Margerita Pracatan. She hoped to God she wouldn’t start warbling “I will surbibe . . .”

The note (written in biro) read: Marlene. 0181 999 9674. XXX.

“Three kisses. Not bad. That’s what you wanted, kid, isn’t it?” Joan asked.

After a respectable silence, she nodded and waited patiently for Joan to broach the subject of how she’d settle the ten-pound bet she’d just lost.

Life and the universe began for Anna and Joan when they tired of the North London Lesbian scene (and, in Anna’s case, of her North London lesbian girlfriend, Vicky). It wasn’t that she didn’t love her partner of nearly five years, but it was in a way that defied any word in the English language. “Sister” or “friend” didn’t come anywhere near. Perhaps, as they hadn’t made love for so long, “companion” was the most apt description. Even when they’d been fresh in lust during the time when most couples are “at it like rabbits”, it seemed as if their love-making had only occurred in months with a “y” in them. Anna knew what it was. They were suffering from “lesbian bed death”, according to the magazine article she’d read somewhere recently. Even in midsummer, Anna would jump into bed, pyjamas buttoned up to her chin, a subtle indication that she was as physically available to Vicky as a clam shut tight in its shell. She dreaded that microsecond just before Vicky put out the light. Would she turn and give Anna’s shoulder a “how about it?” squeeze?

The last time this had happened, Anna had lain there inert while Vicky had lightly brushed her cold skin with her lips. When they reached her nipples and worked them slowly erect with a writhing tongue, Anna had cried silently. The only outward sign of her inner misery was a large, saline tear sac which rolled exquisitely down her cheek. She mourned her freedom, frustrated by her feelings of domestic entrapment. She was shamed that her body reacted positively to a touch she found near-abhorrent. She was sad for the person she loved and had promised to be with forever. She now knew that she would break that most solemn oath.

Her liberator was Joan, the “Old Trout” and propper-up of bars throughout North London since the Gateways had closed some ten years before. Joined by fate (Anna didn’t know anyone else on the scene) and circumstance (they were both fed up of their sleazy local), they planned to leave “Base Camp” at the earliest justifiable opportunity. Why? Because it was the “usual” drag bar full of life-sized mug-shots of long-forgotten style-queens hung against flock wallpaper impregnated with the faint odour of poppers. The toilets were disgusting – to market them as something from a bygone gay age was insulting to the past. Their black plastic seats hung askew with shame. Toilet paper was a scarcer commodity than gold and, when it was found by a lucky prospector, managed to wind its way all over the wet floor in a pattern the Andrex puppy would be proud of.

As “early-middle-aged-somethings” (Anna was thirty-five, Joan pushing the wrong side of fifty) they weren’t old by anyone’s standards, but the baby-dykes seemed to be getting younger by the week. Worse still, they would keep knocking back copious amounts of illegal substances, then lurch onto the small stage to gyrate alarmingly like gross parodies of Madonna in her “Like A Virgin” phase.

“Bloody disgusting,” said Joan, drawing on her legal substances (liquorice paper roll-ups and a bottle of Grolsch) as one rather damp and enthusiastic gal whipped off her top, sweaty boobs gyrating to the techno-crap rhythm. Joan gesticulated:

“ONE: I can’t bear DJ Rosemary’s silver lamé curtains. TWO: If I approach any of these bints, I’ll be accused of paedophilia. THREE: If Gerry waters my lager down any further, the gnats won’t even be able to piss in it. FOUR: The last “woman” you fancied in here turned out to be a transvestite called Daisy, when you finally got the balls to go over and chat her up. FIVE: When I said that the early seventies fashions I wore would “come around again one day and I’d be trendy”, I never ever expected it to really happen.

“Remember the saying about when all the policemen get younger? Well, my angel: ‘Unto each man comes a day when his favourite sins all forsake him And he complacently thinks he has forsaken his sins . . .’ In relation to the fairer sex and me: not bloody likely, I’ll say! I want to die with my sins on my lips!”

In order to accentuate this deep spiritual point further, Joan hitched up her home-made flares (made from a material not dissimilar to the floral pattern of her lounge curtains). She ran her hand through her Bay City Roller hairstyle, raised her right fist in a Communist salute and, looking alarmingly like a little grey-haired Gonk, stated boldly: “Next week, my angel: South London awaits!”

*      *      *

Friday night (the next week) involved an abortive visit to a club in Victoria where a drunken ginger-haired diesel-dyke squared up to Joan and used the strangest chat-up line ever: “I was in a cell next to Rosemary West.”

For once, Joan couldn’t come up with a witty response.

“Thing is, angel, I found her fascinating,” she enthused in rich plummy tones to Anna, after the magnificent event had occurred. “I was speechless because she had these riveting tattoos of naked women etched around her neck. When she spoke, the muscles in it bulged and they kind of danced . . . Hope you don’t mind, but I got away from her by saying we were an item.”

As Anna beat a hasty retreat home, she barely managed to avoid the “I’m-going-to-make-a-Voodoo-doll-of-you-when-I-get-home-and-stick-pins-in-pain-maximizing-places” glare given to her by her lovesick thwarted rival.

Friday night (the week after) in a Charing Cross bar also ended with thunderbolt speed. By the time Joan had circumnavigated the prissy dancing queens, with fingers jabbing into peoples’ eyes, very little lager was left in the plastic glasses she’d clutched possessively to her bosom.

“Bugger!” She flopped down onto a stage doubling up as seating. “Nearly five quid a pint. Would you believe it, angel?”

When Joan stood up a few minutes later to shake her arthritic legs, Anna hissed, “Trousers! Black mark, right buttock!”

Joan inspected her “Saturday Night Fever whites”. “Oh, me ‘John Travoltas’,” she wailed, spitting into her hand and rubbing it over the cowpat-shaped stain. She was moving like a line-dancer with a bad dose of crabs and Anna, choked with laughter, began to draw attention to her pal’s antics.

Joan stopped in her tracks and eyed Anna venomously. “That’s it! I shall retreat to the water closet. Having undertaken a repair job on my arse, I shall return. For your distinct lack of moral support in my hour of need, I expect a fresh, full pint awaiting moi.”

Joan trotted off. From the most surreptitious hiding place in the club (behind the cigarette machine), a chunky leather-clad arm grabbed her by the throat and swept the irascible rogue off her feet.

“Oh, shit. Mad Morag.” Anna watched as her friend’s fragile form was thrust against the wall and smothered in kisses by an obese Celt dressed in sado-masochistic attire.

Mad Morag had been a go-go dancer in the 1960s. She had earned her handle by infamously whipping off her cheesecloth shirt on “Top Of The Pops” (when “Chirpie Chirpie Cheep Cheep” was playing, no less). Revealed: her pendulous breasts, swaying in time to “. . . last night I heard my Mamma singing a song . . .”

She had of course been ejected from the set at the most opportune moment a live television show could present, and had gained immortality as one of the first Streakers To The Masses.

Joan had previously had a bit of a “thing” for Mad Morag.

“The best sex ever, darling,” she’d emphasized one night, propped against the main bar of “Base Camp” and waving her cheroot dangerously close to Anna’s eyes.

“Really?” Anna simply couldn’t imagine how the nine or ten stones’ difference in weight between them could be translated into any kind of interesting sexual position.

But their affair had infamously gone on for some time – until, that is, Mad Morag got a hankering for her past.

When she revealed her latest acquisition (a studded leather halter from a sex shop down Camden Market), Joan confided to Anna: “My pash was sucked from under me. To tell you the truth, I felt like an old nag with one last chance to have a nibble from a nosebag. It really put me off.”

The more Joan avoided her trussed lover, the more Mad Morag found her a tease. Incidents like this “alien abduction” happened occasionally as a result.

Just as Anna was beginning to give up all hope, Joan skedaddled past her in the direction of the fluorescent exit sign, shouting: “If we don’t go now, I’m never coming out with you again! I shall also publicize to your boring excuse for a girlfriend that you have been seeking a series of clandestine bonks with women who prefer champagne to snakebite. Now let’s see where your loyalties lie . . .”

Friday night (the week after that) saw the intrepid duo wandering round the backstreets of Waterloo.

“Do you realize,” asked Joan laconically, “that if we ever find this rat-hole, we’re going to have an absolute swine of a time getting home from here at 3 a.m.?”

“Mmm,” Anna replied, hell-bent on finding their “Holy Grail” and seeing what it looked like before making up her mind she didn’t like it.

“Pit-stop, my angel!” her friend commanded.

Anna said nothing, somewhat surprised at being hauled into a dingy pub when they were less than a few hundred metres away from their destination (a women-only club for the discerning dyke).

“Dutch courage,” Joan explained as she ordered two pints. Anna was inclined to agree with her. After their long journey, it might be worth recharging their batteries.

She surveyed the pub’s surroundings. Bathroom and kitchen sinks were plastered into the ceiling and walls at oblique angles. Anyone above six feet tall was likely to be nutted by swinging plugs on chains or, if they tried to escape, suffocated in broken fishing-net swathed around the grimy walls. It was too surreal for words. She hoped the atmosphere at Angel’s Heart would be less uncomfortable.

“Not the kind of place to get pissed in, is it?” Joan remarked tremulously. “I get the whirlies in here without supping an iota of booze, just from looking at the decor.”

“Not the best choice of watering-hole you’ve ever made, Old Trout,” Anna replied. “I don’t like it here, either. I feel like something horrid’s going to happen if we stay much longer . . .”

“I know. Me ‘gonads’ are flipping, too. Let’s drink up.”

“Where the hell are we?”

“Where indeed?” Joan looked around. They were standing in front of a glass door next to a Mexican restaurant, so kitsch it put the “tac” into “tacos”.

“Oh, is this it?” The club’s main marketing tool was a white cardboard sign sellotaped lop-sidedy to the door. It read: ANGEL’S HEART.

“Looks like it,” Anna said grimly, pressing on a white-nippled plastic doorbell.

“If the ambience is like the bloody outside, we should abort mission before we pay,” Joan stated.

Anna nodded as she watched a shape in the glass looming ever-nearer, with an asthmatic huff sound-effect thrown in. The door was wrenched open by a large woman dressed from neck to ankle in black cottons, which accentuated beautifully her flabby neck and knees.

Anna shuddered as she looked past her down a narrow flight of burgundy-carpeted stairs flanked by red velvet walls.

“Welcome to Angel’s Heart,” the woman bowed and said in her best East End.

“Beam me up, Scotty,” Joan whispered. “Next thing she’s going to tell us is that her name’s Ange.”

“Come in, girls. Follow me! By the way, me name’s Ange.” She swept regally down the stairs, followed by her “subjects”, who were trying so hard to avoid a hysterical outburst that they were choking with the effort.

“It’s so . . . red.” Anna gazed around her, searching for an inspirational adjective.

“Just like being in Gabriel’s bloody atrium,” Joan sighed. Anna looked confused. “Angel’s Heart! Oh, bloody hell. Never mind. You pay, I’ll find the bar.” Joan beavered off.

Having coughed up the entrance fee, Anna followed her friend through glass doors. To her surprise, a cosy room awaited her, coloured aquamarine instead of the downmarket bordello style she’d been expecting. Tiny, bright-hued poissons, with bubbles floating from chubby lips, chased each other along walls which joined to form an intimate dancefloor.

Joan had, no doubt, already demanded in crisp Queen’s English a bottle of plonk for consumption, for as Anna joined her a bottle of Pinot-Grigio arrived in the claws of a bird-like woman who looked and dressed like Edith Piaf.

They were pointed towards a small round table close to the dancefloor. It was covered with a crisp white tablecloth, a bowl of peanuts and a lit, lemon-scented candle.

“Fiver each to get in,” Anna said.

“Nine for the wine,” Joan replied, almost square with her pal.

Piaf ambled across. One leg seemed shorter than the other, Anna noted. The fake chanteuse placed two glasses on the table, poured a little of the chilled wine for Joan to taste, and waited patiently for her response.

After more quaffing and squelching than Jilly Goolden could ever muster, Joan nodded her approval. The bottle was deposited in an ice-bucket, neck wrapped in a linen serviette to keep delicate fingers dry.

“This place is going to be a soupçon interesting!” Joan opined. “So far, everything seems to be in our price range, even the women . . .” She gave her “Mephistopheles look” (a raised right eyebrow, designed to make her look jolly clever and mysterious) to a rather well-dressed woman, and got a nod and a wink in return.

“Surely not? Gawd . . .” Joan shrieked. “A response. I’m in Heaven.”

One hour later, the Pinot-Grigio bottle lay upside down in its slushy bed of ice. Joan staggered from the dancefloor for the umpteenth time with a smile so beaming it made her yellow nicotine-stained teeth look white.

“Do you know, angel, the DJ is actually playing records. Lovely vinyl. If I dance on a specific spot, I can make ‘Doctor Kiss Kiss’ jump. I never liked that song.” She lurched off, muttering, “Must pee. More wine . . .” Anna sat totally absorbed in the music. It was a long time since she’d heard “Young Hearts Run Free”. Piaf arrived, nodded, deposited an opened bottle in a fresh ice-bucket, and removed the dead one.

But the end of the song was cut short by a whooping and howling which rose to such a crescendo that the noise bounced around the walls and drowned out sensible conversation. Anna craned her neck to see what the object of the hullabaloo was. She saw a tall, swarthy, Germanic-looking woman dressed in full army uniform descend the final few steps into the club. She doffed her peaked cap with theatrical aplomb to great applause. Anna was fascinated by her. It was as if she had entered a tunnel and all life existed outside of it apart from this chameleon, standing before her in close-up. Whilst the woman seemed brashly confident, Anna sensed an undercurrent of brittleness emanating from her, an aura like Judy Garland exuded in her final years. She overheard one woman remark: “Beautiful, but too much of a handful for most.”

Not for the likes of me, thought Anna. If only I had the confidence to approach her, I . . . I . . . She closed her eyes and imagined the feel of the coarse wool of the uniform against her warm skin. The woman would keep her hat on, of course, whilst Anna slowly peeled away each article of clothing: belt . . . gloves . . . tunic . . . waistcoat . . . shirt; like removing the leaves from an artichoke one by one. She was turning herself on as she fleshed out the fantasy. When all the leaves were removed, she’d be left with the furry, succulent centre. Just as Anna was really getting off on the imagery, she heard Joan’s Queen’s English voice in her head:

“Drinking from the fur cup, darling?”

The fantasy was ruined, replaced by Joan’s “interesting” way of describing cunnilingus, arrived at one evening when she was at her most pissed and unattractive.

On cue, Joan flew at the table. She grabbed the neck of the Grigio and slugged back a mouthful of wine so vast it made her splutter.

“What the . . . ?” Anna was dumbstruck.

“You’ll never guess what’s . . .” Joan took another draught. Anna wrenched the bottle away.

“Sergeant Major!” barked Joan.

“Who?”

“That woman, the one in the uniform.”

“What?” Anna was incredulous.

“She hit me!”

“What?”

“With her riding crop.”

“What?”

“You’re not listening. Sergeant Major hit me on my right buttock with her riding crop as I was leaving the pissoir.”

“Why?” Anna drank a glass of wine straight off, lit a Dunhill, and stared at her friend.

“Probably for fun, darling. She did have a nasty glint in her eye at the time. It was just the shock of it, that’s all.” Joan started giggling.

“Mind you . . . I did manage to have the last laugh once I’d recovered. I squared up to her and I said, in my best Peggy Mount voice: ‘If you want to thwack the other one, sweetheart, all you have to do is ask.” I think that’s the first time she’s had someone have the last word. Madam was impressed.

“I’ll lay a bet on with you,” Joan added, conspiratorially. “I reckon she’s your type. She’d push you. Just what you need. But you haven’t got the guts to tackle her. I’ll bet you ten quid that by this time next Friday you haven’t even got her phone number, let alone have had a dance with her!”

So the Old Trout was becoming devious, Anna decided. What a clever ploy to avoid paying back the bus money she’d subbed her the last two Fridays. She revelled in the challenge. After all, it could prove an incentive to get to know this woman who made her “gonads” leapfrog.

“You’re on!” she announced. She spat in her hand and held it towards Joan’s surprised face, waiting for their deal to be struck.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Emma Donnghm Susan Slmsm\ Pﬂnen;e Agbabi,
Karen X. Tulchinsky, Bente Clod, and more





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





