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    Slip Road 
 
      
 
      
 
    Austen Court went into the toilet and closed the door. He unbuckled his beige cargo trousers and let them slip to his ankles. Underneath, he was wearing no underpants. He had to squat to pee because his cock was tightly packed into a chastity device made of gleaming steel rings with a chrome helmet at the end. The polished metal went well with the white, minimalist decor of the toilet as if he was in a hospital lavatory, or volunteering in some bizarre laboratory experiment. 
 
      
 
    As he relaxed and let his bladder escape through the little drain hole at the tip he fingered the tattoo etched deep into the taut shaven skin at his groin. It was shaped as an ace of spades, utterly black with a ‘J’ showing prominently inside. 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes and felt again that pressure at his anus, the protesting sphincter as it widened, and then the sense of fullness inside him. 
 
      
 
    And always the contemptuous sound of female laughter, ringing in his ears. Mirthless. Mocking. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as he felt the pleasure build. It was always awkward passing water because the tattoo was so inspiring, it tended to interfere with the flow. It was hard not to look at it, impossible to ignore it. 
 
      
 
    People often spent more time in toilets than they really had to. A private space within a private space. An impregnable little castle that no intruder ever goes near. Between the toilet and the world there is a locked door, and how many pretences lapse in that small, private, frequently very cosy little space.  
 
      
 
    Austen sat there, looking at his caged, gleaming cock, watched it strain to straighten, become erect, knowing that it couldn’t, cruelly constrained as it was. A wire seal with a number secured the steel tube in place. The sort of aircraft wire that needed a serious set of cutters to snip through, with unique numbers. No way out. He groaned and buried his face in his hands. He heard Her laughter again, and his cock tried to swell at the sound of it, so uselessly. 
 
      
 
    Just at that moment, his phone beeped in his breast pocket and he looked at it nervously. He sighed. It was from Faye. She was home again and walking up from the harbour to the house. 
 
      
 
    So much had happened while she had been away. What could he tell her? 
 
      
 
    It could easily have all been a dream. Road accidents were like that. They happened in no time at all, or in slow motion, or simply couldn’t be recalled. 
 
      
 
    Wondering how he was going to try and explain it, the events played out again in his head: 
 
      
 
                                                    ________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning down the slip road that evening, he had gathered speed quickly. He remembered the false, flat lighting, the angular shadows slipping by over the gleaming bonnet of his Jaguar. The engine growl, accelerating down the gentle incline. There were a couple of cars in front but they seemed too far ahead of him to worry about. His attention went over his shoulder to the motorway to look for a gap that would allow him to keep his speed. There was a squeal of tortured rubber. The car in front had slowed hard. 
 
      
 
    There was no time for Austen to stop, nor could he turn onto the motorway because of other traffic. 
 
      
 
    As if in slow motion, he watched as his car impacted with the one in front, lurched slightly with a dull crunch, then came to a halt in a world suddenly encompassed by inflated airbags. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t even realised that his car was actually fitted with so many of them. Between these white, bulbous sacs he saw the car in front crawl carefully across the slip and into a safer, gridded zone away from the traffic. His car had stopped automatically with the airbag deployment but he saw the wisdom of this and pressed the starter. To his relief, it growled into life and he parked up next to the other vehicle. 
 
      
 
    He got out of his car, pushing past the airbags. He felt a little lightheaded, but most of all he felt angry that he should be in this predicament. His car’s front bumper was pushed in without any evidence of greater damage, but it still pained him greatly that the lines of the beautiful car should be thus disturbed, and it irked him especially that his own driving prowess might be called into question because of the incident. He felt the impact as if it had been a physical blow to his own person. 
 
      
 
    Austen drew himself up as he approached the other car. He was tall and well proportioned and his square face hinted at strength, but it was finely moulded with expressive lines that spoke of vigour and intelligence as well. His eyes were a steady, sincere grey-blue. 
 
      
 
    As he looked at the man in the other vehicle as he got out of his car, his sense of superiority only grew. The man was round shouldered and of a very ordinary pattern, looking for all the world like a minor accountant near retirement. One who had given up on everything but gin and greasy takeaways. The man’s mouth hung slightly slack and his movements were awkward, as he were being moved by strings. His eyes continued the puppet theme. They seemed utterly dead and yet the lights of the road gave them a sickly gleam as if they were covered in slime. 
 
      
 
    Austen shivered. Somehow the man’s demeanour made him even more angry with the situation. 
 
      
 
    ‘Why the hell did you brake like that,’ he said, his hands on his hips. ‘Did you misjudge your gap?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well,’ said the other man, pathetically, ‘…the car in front braked hard, s-so I had to.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen looked down the slip road. Evidently the car that had caused the incident was long gone. 
 
      
 
    ‘You should always look behind you before braking,’ Austen went on, ‘didn’t you know that?’ 
 
      
 
    The man nodded as if in agreement, cowering away from him. 
 
      
 
    Austen looked at the rear end of the other vehicle. The bumper had been pushed in and the boot lid was open. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not much damage here,’ he said, brusquely, ‘a dent in the bumper, that’s all.’ He took out his wallet. ‘Here, have a couple of hundred quid and let’s call it quits.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well,’ said the other driver, uncertainly, glancing at the damage. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re lucky I’m even offering you this,’ said Austen, heatedly. ‘I don’t take kindly to people stopping right in front of me.’ 
 
      
 
    At that moment a police car approached and came up to him with lights flashing. 
 
      
 
    After that, there was nothing to do but exchange details and make it look official. Austen was still very set on just giving the man a sum of money and keeping the insurance company out of it, but the police stayed with his vehicle till a towing lorry arrived and he had no opportunity to make an agreement of this sort. He had wanted to cut the airbags off and drive home, but the policeman had given this short shrift. 
 
      
 
    The other man’s car, a pathetically small one of some inconsequential brand, was deemed roadworthy and with one more slack jawed, frightened glance the man drove it away. 
 
      
 
    Austen was still inwardly seething when his car was left outside his local garage and the tow truck dropped him outside his house. He went through the events in his head and concocted ever more personally blameless scenarios as to how it had happened. If he could just give that other idiot some cash he could come up with another story as to how his car got damaged. It wouldn’t do to have it known that Austen Court had driven his Jaguar into the back of a loser in a noddy car because he couldn’t stop in time. 
 
      
 
    Faye wasn’t there to meet him at the house. She was away sailing again, and on this occasion, as many other occasions, he was not sorry about that. It would have been awkward explaining the situation. 
 
      
 
    His was a fine house by any standards and quite adequate for the purpose of making him feel successful, just as Faye was of an order of attractiveness that was the sort of ‘arm-candy’ that made most men jealous and caught the eye. Faye understood her role in this, and seemed to be quite happy with the deal, where she was free to pursue her love of sailing which required his considerable financial support.  
 
      
 
    It was a property that had been ‘converted’ from an older purposing, and so ticked the box that insisted that any successful individual must incorporate a sense of history with their dwelling place, as if the integrity of an industrial or earlier age somehow gave it a solidity and value that carried over to the occupants. It was required that the earlier usage should be still obvious to the eye, and yet every modern convenience be available so there was no sense of being behind the times.  
 
      
 
    In Austen’s case, his was one of a small number of properties that subdivided some old military buildings in the disused area of the docks which had long since fallen into dereliction. ‘You can taste the history’, Austen was fond of saying, though he had never actually researched the building as such, nor troubled to discover exactly what part it had played in the old scheme of works. 
 
      
 
    There was simply no chink in Austen’s armour. He knew that he could hold his own in any company. He had a cool car, a cool house, a cool girlfriend. There was only his job description that was sometimes a bit of a problem. He described himself as a speculator if he was pressed, but he actually risked very little and existed very well on the immense rental value of one of the aggregate berths in the docks which his grandfather had purchased when the coal trade failed and they were practically giving derelict plots away. The immense cost of converting the old infrastructure to modern usage didn’t concern him, he knew that sooner or later someone else would pay for all that. In the end, it was a city grant and one of the big construction companies that got the place going again and it had been a gravy train for the family ever since. The aura of wealth he used very well to his advantage though he was sometimes worried that people might think the less of him for inheriting rather than generating his considerable income and assets. Women, he had discovered, cared very little about where the money came from, and he didn’t really have many male friends, so it didn’t matter very much. 
 
      
 
    Austen would put on a great show of cooking complex dishes with raw ingredients when others were around, but was quite happy with cheese on toast on those occasions, like the present, when he was alone in the house. 
 
      
 
    The furniture was modern and unexceptionable, following that recent fashion of being virtually impossible to sit in but good for sprawling on like a decadent emperor. Mostly they made his back ache, but he never mentioned it to anyone. Neither he nor his girlfriend were really much concerned with the decor. He didn’t actually consult his own feelings on the matter, since he was too concerned with how it looked to his guests, and Faye did not really view the place as home, more just a place to perform certain necessary functions in between her ocean adventures. They had changed it not at all from the previous occupant’s rather minimalist tendencies.  
 
      
 
    Austen was still a little on edge after the incident with the car and with some relief immersed himself in one of the recent TV series that was a mixture of creepiness, humour and pathos, of which there seemed to be an ever increasing number, all beautifully shot and performed. He enjoyed watching them, shaking his head at the jeopardy and angst that the characters went through, the personal problems and conflicts, and laughed at their ridiculous antics. He went along with it for the duration of the episode, but he never really believed that any of it actually happened to anyone. How could people be so stupid, so insensitive, and so blind as to get themselves into so much trouble, he always asked himself. 
 
      
 
    All the same, the accident kept going through his head, try as he might to belittle and thrust it from his mind like a gangster shrugging off a murder with a shot of whisky. Would that little creep try and ring him? Austen had already decided that he wasn’t going to make contact on his part. Hopefully he’d scared him off. It was difficult to be sure. The man had certainly cowered before him, but there had been something chilling about him, too, the vacant, slimy eyes and hanging mouth. Austen snorted and tried for the umpteenth time to put it all out of his head. 
 
      
 
    To assist with this, he opened a bottle of wine and checked the value of his stocks on his tablet. He had taken some sort of a business degree and understood to some extent the statistics and myriad indicators that constantly updated on investment sites. 
 
      
 
    He drank enough to make sure he feel asleep. As he drifted off he thought that for one evening he was a little like one of those characters on the TV, living a haunted, insecure existence, drinking to forget. It made him smile, knowing that this was and never would be the case. 
 
      
 
    The similarity with the TV drama did not end there however, for uncharacteristically he had a disturbed night. He woke up in the dark at one point and for an awful moment, he didn’t know where he was. All around him were vague shadows and the safe and comprehensible reality that his mind built every day was fleetingly not accessible. He seemed surrounded by menacing shapes and he jumped as something seemed to lean over him. In his confusion he thought it was the man from the day before with the empty, wet eyes, dark and limpid, like bog water. 
 
      
 
    He let out a cry and fumbled for the light. 
 
      
 
    In the artificial glare, he blinked and raised his hand in front of his face. There was only his bedroom, he thought, as his eyes adjusted, in all its familiar solidity. It had only been a dream. It is so appalling how normality can be so full of menace just because the brain momentarily forgets the carefully constructed phantasm of comprehensibility. Austen let out a long breath and his heart gradually slowed down more towards its normal rhythm. This was so unlike him. He felt very vulnerable and alone. It reminded him of when he had been a child in his room, afraid that burglars or worse might try and get through the window. 
 
      
 
    He felt angry as well as anxious. This wasn’t who he was! 
 
      
 
    Austen slept fitfully for the remainder of the night, and woke late. The winter morning was well advanced when Austen rose and pulled back the window drapes, naked as a lord. He looked out over the natural bowl of the inner harbour in the extended embrace of the breakwaters and out to the glittering distance, the sun scoring the eastern sea to his left. The ‘put-put’ sound of a marine diesel came faintly over the fresh breeze and he could see a little trawl heading out to sea. His lofty position and the bright, cheerful composition of the scene was a balm to his ragged state of mind and he felt confidence returning as if he were being slowly re-inflated. 
 
      
 
    A knock on the front door below made him start, and he heard the key turn in the lock. A quick scan of his watch alerted him to his peril. The cleaner, Mrs Abacus, always came early, despite him trying to convince her that later was better.  
 
      
 
    ‘Allo!’ 
 
      
 
    She was always so bloody cheery, too, he thought, as he struggled on with his trousers. He could already see that goofy grin and stupid make up. She was a Philippino, or similar, as far as he knew. Her name had been something like ‘Abacus’, though it wasn’t anything like right, but he had taken up it up, as the thing itself was simple, just like her, so it fitted perfectly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mr. Austen!’ She said brightly as he came down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    `Oh, hello, Mrs Abacus…’ 
 
      
 
    The mispronunciation of her name didn’t seem to affect her at all except perhaps make her smile even wider. She wore her years very lightly. She was so cheerful and energetic that Austen was obliged to retreat into the stereotypical stance of the patronising westerner, attributing her apparent good humour to ignorance and immaturity, despite the fact that she was nearly three times his age, and if he had known it, mother to five children.  
 
      
 
    ‘The usual round, please,’ he said, unnecessarily, with a wide, insincere smile. ‘I have to go out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK!’ 
 
      
 
    He went out, glad to be away from her. She irked him, but she did a good job, even if she had a tendency to rearrange things with childish pleasure and subtly make changes every time she came. 
 
      
 
    Austen called the garage to see if his car was going to be drivable, and when told it was he took a taxi there. He went through several different stories in his head to explain the front damage as they went. He certainly didn’t want to admit that he had gone into the back of anyone.  
 
      
 
    The taxi was packed with religious imagery that he knew nothing about, but seemed very gaudy and tasteless. He ventured a guess that the driver was a Hindu. In the standard modern way he had nothing but contempt for anyone who was remotely religious. It was such obvious hogwash. How anyone could prostrate themselves before anything was quite beyond him. It was all so unnecessary. 
 
      
 
    There were such ‘useful’ mottoes on hanging cards as: 
 
      
 
    Beyond wrongdoing and right-doing, there is a field. Meet me there. 
 
      
 
    And: 
 
      
 
    When will you begin that long journey into yourself? 
 
      
 
    Someone called Rumi, apparently. What twaddle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eventually, he escaped the taxi, not pausing to get the change, and with a last couple of bars of fading sitar music, the driver went cheerfully on his way.  
 
      
 
    The garage owner was working on another vehicle, but came across to see Austen as he approached. 
 
      
 
    ‘Morning Peter,’ said Austen, with an easy smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘All right. I saw your car out here this morning. What happened?" 
 
      
 
    Austen grinned internally. He called him ‘Peter Rabbit’ because of his small stature, buck teeth and rather large ears. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bloody pub car park!’ He said, shaking his head. ‘Somebody backed into me and then scarpered. Probably pissed!’ 
 
      
 
    They both laughed at that.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you’ll need a new bumper. I’ve reset the airbags for you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, thanks. What do I owe you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nothing for the bags. I’ll let you know about the bumper.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t have one?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not for your E-Type. Not many of those around.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ said Austen, smugly. ‘Won’t be too long though?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hopefully tomorrow.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Great.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen got into his car and immediately felt better. The growl of the engine was sweet music. What wasn’t sweet music though was the squeal that the car gave out as he negotiated the twisting roads back to the house. Austen cursed under his breath every time the car made a tortured sound on the corners. 
 
      
 
    Austen normally quite enjoyed taking the car along the main streets of the town, but now he purposely tried to avoid busy areas. His car was a head turner and their stare normally gratified him, but now he was drawing attention for all the wrong reasons. People looked at him accusingly, as if he were mistreating a beautiful animal, or mockingly, thinking that he had an expensive car but didn’t know how to look after it. 
 
      
 
    He tried soothing the car with his hands on the steering wheel, and calling it ‘Baby’, but it did not respond to his entreaties. The car had always spoken with a deep and guttural confidence, seeming to answer him whenever he engaged with it, till a deep affection seemed to exist between them. Now that it had suddenly acquired a protesting, negative voice, he felt very distressed and not a little disgusted. It even crossed his mind to go to the main showroom that afternoon and simply exchange it. However he was already worried about looking a bit of fool with someone denting his bumper. Making him sell the car would make it look a hundred times worse. 
 
      
 
    The car squealed again as he pulled into his drive and he grimaced angrily. How that idiot in the silly car had caused him so mush aggravation! 
 
      
 
    He called Peter Rabbit the moment he got home, trying to ignore the high pitched singing of Mrs Abacus. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bit of a squeal on turning,’ he explained. 
 
      
 
    ‘Might be tracking, or an alignment issue. You’d better bring the car back in.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you get me in today?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Leave it with us if you like, and I’ll see if I can fit you in.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Cheers for that,’ he said awkwardly. ‘How much do you reckon it might come to?’ 
 
      
 
    Austen could almost see the man shrug at the other end of the line.  
 
      
 
    ‘Be a few hundred quid, probably. Must have given the car quite a belt.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Rrrriiight,’ said Austen, his face puckered into a frown. ‘I’ll get it down to you later.’ 
 
      
 
    He was just thinking with a sinking feeling that his pub cark park story was beginning to seem a little thin when the phone rang. It wasn’t a number on his contacts list, but it was a mobile, so he pressed the answer button. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello?’ He asked testily. 
 
      
 
    ‘Is this Mr. Court?’ 
 
      
 
    The voice was female, a dusky contralto, bright and breathy, intimate and somewhat intense. 
 
      
 
    ‘Speaking.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Good, I believe you had a car accident yesterday and the man involved gave me this number?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘though I would hardly call it an accident. Just a prang, you know. I wanted to give him some cash to put it right. I’m afraid he braked right in front of me and there was nothing I could do. No need for insurance to get involved in a little thing like this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I did hear all about it,’ she replied, ‘are you all right?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m fine, I’m fine, I can still give him the cash…shall we say two hundred quid?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you don’t really think it was your fault?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, he jammed on the brakes right in front of me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, it hardly seems right that you should pay then, does it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It doesn’t indeed,’ said Austen, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘And how is your car?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, not too well, actually. There might be alignment issues.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, dear,’ she said, sympathetically.  
 
      
 
    ‘Perhaps we should just call it quits then.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, no,’ she said earnestly, ‘we must sort you out, Austen,’ she said. ‘Or straighten you out, perhaps would be more apt.’ 
 
      
 
    She laughed softly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I have a pet mechanic that will do it all for free.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen let out a long breath, holding the phone away from his mouth so his immense relief was not too obvious. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank you, that really would be great.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ she agreed, ‘it will be. Now get yourself and your car to Hanson’s Bodywork, in the Old Brickworks Industrial Estate. Do you know it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know the area.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They will know what to do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, OK. They can straighten the frame of a Jaguar?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They can do anything there. Now you can thank me.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen started, but he saw what she meant. She was under no legal obligation to help him at all. 
 
      
 
    ‘Uh, thank you, Miss…..? 
 
      
 
    But the line had gone dead. 
 
      
 
    He stared at his phone for a moment, struck by a sense of unease. Was there something a bit off about her manner? She had sounded amused. He shrugged. It really didn’t matter as long as he got his Jaguar sorted out. He would put the story round that he had gotten it done with cash from the other party who had found the decency to identify themselves and do the right thing, probably because they had found out that the car belonged to Austen Court. He chuckled at that. Yes, that would play much better with his reputation.  
 
      
 
    The sooner he got on with it the better, he thought. He would probably sell the Jaguar anyway, once it was back together. It wouldn’t do to drive damaged goods, even once repaired. He didn’t have to get involved with anything repaired. He was Austen Court. 
 
      
 
    He did know where that industrial estate was, and the address popped up on his map search anyway. Fifteen minute drive. He humphed, thinking of the humiliation of driving a car with a squeal but there was no way round it. He thought about ringing the number again and asking her to provide a recovery vehicle but he decided against it. He gritted his teeth and drove away. 
 
      
 
    Austen was not used to having to put up with anything unpleasant, especially on the road, and he was in a very ill temper by the time he got to Hanson’s Garage. The relief was overwhelming though once he had finally pulled up, even if the place itself was not very prepossessing. 
 
      
 
    It was a fairly standard little industrial unit with weathered unrecognisable litter and various other unmentionable stains all around. It was smaller than the one at Peter Rabbit’s. Even under a beautiful blue sky and with the winter sun streaming low across the concrete there was little cheer in the scene. He could see that one car was up on one of the two ramps, and a figure moved round it, but there was a door into the little office, festooned as always with any number of a car parts adverts, and he pushed it back and entered.  
 
      
 
    There was the usual tangy smell of lighter oils and the pungent odour of diesel and lube. He liked the smell usually, but he was too apprehensive to relish it just at that moment. Still, he felt as though he were on firmer ground now, in an environment that he knew and trusted. There were rows of technical manuals on the wall behind the desk and this gave him a confident feeling. They spoke of age, competence and dependability. There was the feeling in a garage that anything could be fixed, adjusted, tuned, and made good. It was all in numbers in a book with beautiful drawings and precise measurements. There were no insoluble problems here, no mysteries, just tools, rigs and goodwill. Things came in broken and came out whole. 
 
      
 
    There was a bell on the grimy worktop and he gave it a sharp slap. It let out a cheerful peal which echoed faintly round the garage. The man appeared at once, obviously already on his way to meet him, and Austen was a bit embarrassed that he had not waited just that little bit longer.  
 
      
 
    He needn’t have worried on that score though, on first impressions. The mechanic simply looked at him with a sort of bovine indifference as he came up to the desk. He was not a tall man, short with tightly curled hair. His face was round, with small eyes that bulged slightly. His smile did not reach them.  
 
      
 
    ‘My name is Court,’ he said, briskly. ‘I think I’m expected?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said the man, in a reedy, slightly aggrieved voice, ‘Bent frame, I’m told. Should be an hour or less. You’ve told your insurance?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I haven’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, we’ll have a look, see what it’s like, eh?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK,’ said Austen. 
 
      
 
    ‘The keys, please.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How long is it going to be?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Half an hour to an hour for the frame job. I’ll have to order in the bumper.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you give me a loan car?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For half an hour?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll wait then,’ said Austen, testily.  
 
      
 
    ‘Just in there, mate,’ said the man with a leer that revealed stained teeth that were small and distinct and slightly conical. They reminded him of the filed teeth of a savage he had seen on a TV program on the subject . He pointed with a none-too-clean finger to a seated area where there was room for about six people if they were very friendly. Austen noticed that the man had a tattoo on the back of his hand. They always disgusted him. He couldn’t understand how anything was so important that it needed to be permanently etched into the skin, or how anything was so central to anyone’s identity that it was always and forever true. 
 
      
 
    After a brief hesitation he meekly went into the small room, hung his coat by the door and sat down.  
 
      
 
    Austen considered the insurance question. Of course he hadn’t mentioned it because he had thought it was just a bumper. They would need to know about cracked welds, though, if there were any. He cursed under his breath. That bloody idiot braking right in front of me. 
 
      
 
    He sighed and looked at his expensive chronometer watch. The hand swept slowly round the large face, seeming almost to stop its progress was so gradual. He hated waiting. He resented it. Waiting was for lesser people. People waited for him. He watched as his car was driven carefully on the ramp and then raised slowly with a hiss of hydraulics. 
 
      
 
    He got his phone out but there didn’t seem to be any signal. Bloody typical. He thought about going to see if there was a wireless link password he could use but the man was busy with his car and he didn’t want to delay matters any further.  
 
      
 
    He glanced around at the motoring posters, advertising material mostly for defunct products he noted. On the table were a few motoring magazines.Top of the loose pile was ‘Classic Car April 2001’. He shook his head slightly at its age but it was about all there was and he took it up and opened it at a random page. 
 
      
 
    He flinched in shock. Someone had swapped the covers of the magazine and he found himself looking at extremely graphic pornography. This was not like any pornography he had ever seen either. This wasn’t the sort of soft core top shelf stuff that he and his school mates had been so excited to come by years ago. It wasn’t amateur hardcore either. This, he thought, was beautiful. This was sexy, yes, very much so, but visually stunning. The ‘actress’ had a body to die for, encased in gleaming red latex, except for her breasts which protruded and jutted out from round holes made for the purpose. Her make up was perfect, and the way her pretty mouth stretched over the man’s rock hard cock was just about the sexiest thing he had ever seen. He felt his body react powerfully, his own cock stirring in his pants. 
 
      
 
    He stole a glance out across the front desk to the workshop. He could just see the mechanic setting up some sort of machine at the four points of his car’s chassis. 
 
      
 
    He looked back at the image and flicked to the next page. It was evidently some sort of fetish mag, and every scene had a beautifully presented latex clad encounter between a well hung male and a series of incredible girls. The girls were mostly amused, and the men in agonies of arousal and pleasure. Apart from one or two exceptions he noticed, as he turned the pages, the girls were actually in control of the stimulation, whether using their beautiful scarlet or black tipped fingers, or their tongues and mouths.  
 
      
 
    This tendency was amplified as he went through. He stopped in one place, shocked to see a typically gorgeous female in latex holding a chain lead that went from her gloved hand to a collar locked around the neck of a kneeling man. He was looking up at Her with total adoration; she looked down with wicked amusement. It made him feel strange. He found it sexy, it had to be so with such a beautiful girl in the image, and yet it was somehow new territory, not a place that he had gone before. In the next image, the man was licking her gleaming boots while she watched, her hands on her hips, her lip curled in a disdainful sneer. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, he closed the mag and put it down on the table. His heart was beating hard and he knew that he was flushed and sweating. The girl’s amused face in the photograph flashed before his mind’s eye and he flinched away from it. 
 
      
 
    Gods, he thought, his cock rock hard in his trousers. This was hardly what he had expected bringing his car in for repair. He felt an overwhelming need to masturbate. He looked round and saw that there was a toilet next to the waiting area. He went inside and into the cubicle.  
 
      
 
    He came almost at once. There was only just enough time to get some toilet paper before his body jerked in short, concentrated spasms, making him gasp. He had rarely had so intense an orgasm. The place was disgusting and the seediness of the whole thing appalled him. He appalled himself. He cleaned himself up the best way his could and went back into the waiting room, feeling as if he had just gone ten rounds of heavyweight boxing. This sort of thing never happened to him. Certainly it had never been so intense with Faye, never anything like it, even at the beginning.  
 
      
 
    He looked at his watch and wondered how the job was going. He was suddenly desperate to get himself away from the squalid little place and away from his squalid little sexual experience. As he qualified it that way in his head, he knew that it hardly fitted. There had been nothing small about it. 
 
      
 
    He walked somewhat unsteadily to the window that looked into the garage workshop. His Jaguar was up on a lifting jig to around chest height and chains were fixed to each corner. They were very tight and he could hear the strain in them, the odd high pitched cry of complaining steel.  
 
      
 
    The chains reminded him of the chain lead in the pornographic image and he was surprised to feel himself stir in his trousers. He had only brought himself off five minutes ago. What the hell?  
 
      
 
    He put on his coat and strode out of the door. He’d considered letting the mechanic know he was going for a walk but then decided against it. Let him wait for me, he thought. 
 
      
 
    He took in deep lungfuls of the fresh air, as if he had come up out of deep water. The grey, square lines of the industrial estate did nothing for him, but he knew that the harbour was not far away and there might be some access to the water further down. He looked up at the sky as he went, blinking at the bright blue, with white contrails crisscrossing it, and higher clouds seeming to lie at the limits of his sight.  
 
      
 
    But his mind kept going back to the disturbing experience in the toilet, even as he tried to distract himself, to fill and wash his mind with the sky and the promise of the endless expressions of the sea. 
 
      
 
    It had been so unlike him. He wasn’t a teenager. Yes, he wanked frequently, but not like that. In a grotty garage toilet? 
 
      
 
    He felt anchored by it somehow, stained, held, and there was a panic inside him, as if he had committed a crime for which he would inevitably be caught and punished without any hope of evading pursuit. Since he could not flee it, he turned on it with anger that came from fear. 
 
      
 
    Who on earth bloody swapped those pages? Could it have been the mechanic? He seemed to be bloody amused by something. 
 
      
 
    He walked on, ignoring the various lorry drivers and warehouse workers standing outside their dull, square premises in loose groups smoking cigarettes. 
 
      
 
    Images from the magazine kept flashing through his mind, but he kept an eye on his watch and as soon as he thought the car might be ready, he turned back and walked with a purposeful stride. All would be well if he could just get in his car and leave it all behind him. 
 
      
 
    When he got back to the garage, the man gave him an encouraging nod. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nearly done. Be with you in a minute.’ 
 
      
 
    He pressed a button and the whole contraption that held the car began to slowly descend. 
 
      
 
    Austen breathed a sigh of relief. Things were turning out fine after all. His car was essentially fixed apart from the bumper and the man seemed to know his business despite the down-at-heel impression of the garage. All he had to do was drive away, back to his house and resume where he had left off before he’d turned down that bloody slip road. 
 
      
 
    He went back into the office and stood by the desk, full of these positive thoughts. The man was reversing his car off the ramp and out to the forecourt car park. He glanced back at the the waiting area his guts suddenly twisting. Without stopping to think about it, he walked over to the table, snatched up the pornographic magazine hidden in the innocent cover, and pushed it down the arm of his coat, folding it up in such a way as it couldn’t drop out. There was no time to think about it or put it back, because he heard the car door slam shut and the mechanic approaching. 
 
      
 
    ‘If you could just sign some paperwork,’ said the man, as he handed the keys back. 
 
      
 
    ‘I believe it’s all paid for,’ said Austen, his heart beating hard. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, your details there, and sign at the bottom.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen was terrified that the magazine would slip out and wrote his address, phone and email in a barely legible scrawl. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ll be contacted when the bumper comes in.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Thanks,’ said Austen, self consciously. He signed and the bottom and fled. 
 
      
 
    He laughed nervously as the garage diminished in his rear view mirror. The man was watching him as he left, but with a powerful swing round a mini roundabout all was suddenly gone. He felt like an adolescent who had just managed to get hold of his first dirty magazine. The excitement and unease, all at once. He was very glad to find that there was no signs of distress in the tracking of his car, but it was a sort of detached sort of satisfaction. He did not look to see if his car was attracting attention as he normally would have. Nor did he take any pleasure in the sound of the engine or the feel of the car on the road. He did not play any music. All he could think about was the magazine and how quickly he wanted to get home so he could look at it. 
 
      
 
    When he did arrive back at the house, he found that he looked around for a hiding place for it, as if it was a illegal firearm, or stash of narcotics. It was only paper, and photographs, and nothing that would get him in trouble with the law, and yet it simply required a hiding place, and it required hiding, even though he was alone in the house. 
 
      
 
    Austen simply did not recognise himself, and laughed without any conviction at his antics as he thrust it carefully between bed and mattress up in his bedroom, just as if he were an anxious teenager. 
 
      
 
    Then he went downstairs, trembling a little, and made himself a cup of tea. His mind was all confusion and it was good to go through the ritual of putting the teabag in the cup and gently teasing out the flavour in boiling water.  
 
      
 
    The magazine pressed against his mind, leaned on his spirit, and was as powerful and heavy a presence as if it were some sort of lethal cocktail that he had obtained to accomplish a murder, or work his own suicide. 
 
      
 
    Just get rid of it, he thought. But with a little internal whimper he knew that he would not be able to do that.  
 
      
 
    Everything that he did that afternoon, everything he tried to distract himself with, was merely a prelude to going upstairs and wanking in front of that magazine again. He knew it for a certainty. When he finally stopped fighting the immense gravitational pull and found himself back in his bedroom, his mind was completely prisoner to the need to open those pages again.  
 
      
 
    Faye wasn’t due home for months yet. This knowledge normally didn’t affect him much, but at that moment, it seemed as though she was his only hope to break the sinister link with those pornographic pages. She might have been able to distract him somehow with the power of her own femininity, her own physical appeal. But she was not there. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, with trembling fingers, he took out the magazine from its hiding place.  
 
      
 
    He looked at the innocent cover with the racing cars on the front and featured articles, with adverts for service agents on the back. How paltry and stupid any interest in those things seemed to him in that moment. It was as though the world was about to be struck by a meteor, and only profundities had any value.  
 
      
 
    He knew that the contents of the magazine were more than a meteor. More than a physical disturbance, no matter what the scale. It had the power to change him inside, alter his chemistry in a way that both terrified and compelled him. On the cover was normality, inside was chaos, and the border between them was so thin. A moment, a second, a gesture, an image. 
 
      
 
    He opened the magazine. It had no fuse, no gelignite to explode in his face, but his hand shook all the same. 
 
      
 
    He was again immediately struck by the sheer quality of the ‘models’ and effectiveness of the camera work. Again he started with the gorgeous blow job, the wicked smile on her face as she worked, the tension and agony on that of the male. If he didn’t know that the man was actually enjoying it, you could swear by the two expressions that she was inflicting some sort of sadistic torture on him. 
 
      
 
    Then he turned again to the Dominatrix scene, the disdainful, gloating expression on her face as she looked down at the cringing, grovelling male creature that she had somehow captured and enslaved, a chain lead attached to a spiked leather collar round his neck. Again, he found it strangely stimulating, though not just in a sexual way. 
 
      
 
    He turned the page and the Dominatrix was now staring straight at him. He was used to seeing females with coquettish, arrogant expressions. Every perfume advert seemed to contain them, but this was very different. This was was full on contemptuous, but at the same time there was a challenge there, a threat, or even an invitation….  
 
      
 
    He was hard now, and she seemed to be amused by that, for there was some humour in that icy expression. 
 
      
 
    He closed the magazine and put it back under the mattress again, feeling strangely lightheaded and distressed. What am I, a bloody teenager? He tried to chuckle, but it caught in his throat. 
 
      
 
    Austen went down the stairs with a haunted, distressed look, his limbs jerking slightly as he went.  
 
      
 
    He sat down on the sofa with a nervous sigh and picked up his iPad, flicking idly through the news. It was all wars and murders, trials and vociferous, lying politicians like baying hounds on the scent of some opposition figure caught in an unfavourable light. Then there was the inevitable cacophony of protestors, right-on campaigners and direct action exponents demanding reparations for any number of endless injustices and historical crimes. It all seemed so antagonistic and exhausting. Nevertheless he was determined to immerse himself in the sheer normality of it all. 
 
      
 
    There was suddenly a sharp ‘ping’ and a Skype invitation popped up. He glanced at it with unconscious annoyance. It would probably be Faye and he would be subjected to the usual platitudes about how great it was at Grand Cayenne or somewhere and how close the dolphins had come to the boat. He looked more closely and frowned. It was not her, nor a number that he recognised.  
 
      
 
    Then a message came pinging through. Pick up the Skype call. It’s about your car. This too, was from an unknown number. 
 
      
 
    Austen supposed that there could be little harm from connecting the Skype, so he pressed the button to answer it. 
 
      
 
    A woman’s face and torso filled the screen. 
 
      
 
    She seemed about in her thirties and at first rather unremarkable. Female in a very obvious way with full breasts straining against a tight white blouse, and old style make up on her round face that might seem a bit overdone in these minimalist modern times. Faye never used make up unless there was some sort of special event in the offing. Austen thought it made the woman look a bit whorish, though it did arrest the eye. Her hair was blonde and shoulder length, coming down to her shoulders in natural waves. Her eyes were the darkest brown, even black, and they looked at Austen steadily. 
 
      
 
    ‘Austen,’ she said, in that breathy contralto that he remembered from the phone call. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, hi,’ he replied, a bit more gushingly than he would have liked, ‘thanks for getting my car done.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m told you have a very nice car,’ she said, with a slight turn of her lip. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I like it,’ he said, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘A Jaguar, is it not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, an F-Type.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Hmmm, and you love to take it on the track at Godsdown.’ 
 
      
 
    He was surprised at that. She must have done some digging. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I certainly do. That 300 bhp really makes some noise.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And you also like to rev it up a bit on the road, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. ‘Well maybe a little bit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘More than a little bit, Austen,’ she said coldly. 
 
      
 
    He frowned at her tone. 
 
      
 
    ‘What is this?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You only have three points left on your licence don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How the hell do you know that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Six of those points were for dangerous driving weren’t they? Crossing solid double lines to overtake another vehicle with the police right behind you.’ 
 
      
 
    She tut-tutted. 
 
      
 
    ‘That was very stupid of you.’ 
 
      
 
     Austen stared at her, trying to organise his thoughts at such an unexpected turn of conversation. Her dark eyes seemed to be burning into him. 
 
      
 
    ‘They were going too slowly,’ he said, defensively, ‘and there was no danger.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Going too slowly, just like the car you smacked last night. There are flowers on that road, not far from where you got pulled over. Did you know that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes,’ said Austen, with a shrug, ‘there seems to be more paraphernalia there every time you go past.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s because the family don’t forget. Families, I should say. They were all students. Four lives snuffed out, by an idiot in a powerful car.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s a shame,’ he admitted, ‘but…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Going too bloody fast.’ 
 
      
 
    Austen hesitated, feeling confused and angry. What was this all about? 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll bet you still race round those corners.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you try to stop yourself flooring that V8.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Just can’t hold yourself back, eh?’ 
 
      
 
    Her lip curled in faint disgust. 
 
      
 
    He stared at her blankly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Just like when you wank, isn’t it, Austen?’ 
 
      
 
    He went numb. 
 
      
 
    ‘W-what?’ He rasped. 
 
      
 
    She laughed throatily, and the sound seemed to go right through him, reverberating in his head, seeming to set off echoes that went right round the room. 
 
      
 
    ‘You didn’t mess about. Five minutes from looking at the porn to disappearing to the toilet and reappearing. And then to cap it all, you took it with you, didn’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Now, he really was shocked to the core. It was incomprehensible. How? 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, didn’t you know there was a camera in the waiting room? Didn’t you see the sign?’ 
 
      
 
    She laughed again, and again there was that quality that made it go through him like an electric shock. There was cruelty in it, and contempt, and wicked amusement. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, silly Austen,’ she chided, still chuckling. ‘Whatever are we to so with you? It would make such a fun little YouTube film, wouldn’t it? The filthy rich Austen Core stealing a wank mag from a garage.’ 
 
      
 
    The words shivered through him like a fall of cold water. He suddenly knew what all this was about. That man at the garage had looked at the footage and they had seen their chance. They assumed that he had money, driving a Jaguar, and they were not wrong. They probably planted the bloody porn! See what fool went for it and ended up getting blackmailed! 
 
      
 
    The very thought of it made him feel sick. He had a terrible fear of being made a laughing stock. Still at least he knew where he stood. It was going to be expensive, but one payment would have to do them or the police would get involved, porn or no porn. Thus a little heartened he found his voice, though it was a cracked and weary one. 
 
      
 
    ‘All right, how much?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ooooh! Let’s see…’ she put a finger to her lip in an exaggerated way and looked up to one side as if thinking hard. ‘Hmmm….’ 
 
      
 
    She laughed again and dread rose inside him like a black, sickening tide. 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s only one little thing that I want, actually, and it’s not money.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s that?’ He asked, warily. 
 
      
 
    ‘I want you to promise me that you will drive more carefully in future.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ohhhh….’ His relief gushed through him in a massive release of tension and he almost choked as the sickening dread went out of him. He laughed along with her at the joke. ‘You really had me going there.’ 
 
      
 
    They laughed again together. 
 
      
 
    ‘I certainly will be more careful, Miss…..? 
 
      
 
    ‘Actually, I think you could do one more thing. That pornographic magazine that you stole.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, you want me to return it?’ He felt a red flush creeping over his face and he hated himself for it. ‘I’ll bring it back in the morning.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Go and get it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I assume its in the bedroom. Put your device down somewhere up there so I can still see everything and get that bloody mag, or news of it might still leak out.’ 
 
      
 
    He shuddered at that and went to the bedroom wondering what she was on her mind.  
 
      
 
    ‘I-I’m really sorry about taking it. Ashamed of myself,’ he said, as he put the iPad down on the dresser in the bedroom and took out the mag. 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t be, Austen,’ she said, reassuringly, ‘it’s the most profound thing you’ve done for a long time.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘Did if feel small and mean when you were actually wanking yourself off?’ 
 
      
 
    He hesitated, blindsided by her penetrating and unabashed language. 
 
      
 
    ‘How did it feel, Austen?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well,’ he muttered, self-consciously, ‘it always feels good, in a basic way, you know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No different from normal?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Different?’ 
 
      
 
    She sighed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I see we are going to have to go through this again. Open the page at the one you masturbated over.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Come on Austen, I know all about it remember? And I don’t accuse you for it. Now, find the page.’ 
 
      
 
    He hesitated a moment longer, but then acquiesced, purely because the situation was an entirely novel one, and he had no preconceptions about how he was supposed to act. The book of cultural norms that dictated his every moment was silent. There was no entry for being made to open a porn magazine by a mature woman via Skype. He flicked through the pages again, and as each shockingly good image flashed by it jolted through him like electricity. He eventually found the page where the gorgeous Goddess acknowledged the worship of a chained and collared male slave with disdainful arrogance. He wondered vaguely why he had gone as far as that page. She would not have known which page he had wanked over, surely? 
 
      
 
    ‘Good, now look at it.’ 
 
      
 
    There was really no need for her to encourage him on that point. His gaze was riveted on the gleaming, latex clad figure and the pathetic kneeling slave, his vacuous, adoring face gazing up at her. He felt his chemistry responding, his insides turning to mush at the sight, his cock hardening in his trousers. He looked up at the screen of the iPad, at her poised, vaguely amused face. Her dark eyes seemed to glitter as she watched him, noticing the slightly agonised, helpless look that came with his arousal, the look that she knew so well, and always found exquisite. 
 
      
 
    ‘Would you like to wank now, Austen?’ She asked in her soft, sensual contralto. 
 
      
 
    He said nothing, his cock rock hard and throbbing. 
 
      
 
    She laughed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Take off your clothes then. Get naked for me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ he said, but there was no conviction in the sound. It was more confusion and a vague unease deep inside him, a foreboding of wrongness. 
 
      
 
    She laughed again.  
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t be silly. You don’t need to be shy. Down with those trousers.’ 
 
      
 
    Her voice has assumed a commanding edge and he obeyed her, his mind a fog that simply could not construct any coherence, or muster any mode of resistance. She was certain, clear and emphatic, and so he went along with her instructions, as one lost in a maze follows anyone with confidence, having no other references available. 
 
      
 
    The T shirt followed, and then the underpants.  
 
      
 
    ‘Kneel by the mag,’ she commanded, and he sank down helplessly, his hard cock jutting and bouncing slightly between his legs. 
 
      
 
    She curled her lip in an amused sneer. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now work it, idiot…’ 
 
      
 
    Austen did so at once, taking his cock into his hand and working it vigorously. 
 
      
 
    ‘Slowly!’ She barked. 
 
      
 
    Again he obeyed, a mass of conflicting thoughts running through his head. It was so strange, a part of him acknowledged, as his hand slowly kneaded his cock, how sweet it was to obey her. How her presence began to fill him with a tingling energy that was not entirely related to sex. It seemed more complete and all pervasive than mere pleasure, it could only entirely fill him if he let go of himself, only reach its full potential if he gave himself completely up to it.  
 
      
 
    There were contrary voices, warning him of danger, yelling about threats to his identity, terrors and fears about loss of self, but none of them had any power to halt the chemical momentum of his arousal and stimulation.  
 
      
 
    ‘Stop!’ She said, peremptorily. 
 
      
 
    He obeyed her, and gasped on his knees, looking up at Her image. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hands on the carpet.’ 
 
      
 
    He placed his hands there, breathing hard on all fours as if he had just run a race. 
 
      
 
    ‘Submit to me,’ she said softly, as if addressing a frightened child. ‘Give yourself to me.’ 
 
      
 
    He looked at her raptly and was surprised as tears began to run down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    ‘No,’ he said, his voice a strangled, pathetic, desperate sound. It seemed to him that he was about to be utterly consumed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said emphatically. 
 
      
 
    With a piteous whine, he did so, feeling barriers break inside him at the sweet chemistry of submission to her, and suddenly he felt completely free, floating in a sea of pleasure and release, and the tears poured down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    ‘There,’ she said, ‘good boy. Doesn’t that feel good?’ 
 
      
 
    She drank in his submission as if it were the most exquisite nectar, her hand straying down to her crotch, kneading herself to heights of ecstasy that the breaking of a male’s resistance always occasioned. This was what She lived for, the consumption of a man’s soul, eating him out from the inside, taking his personality inside herself and savouring the flavour as she destroyed it. Now kneeling in front of her was a new creature, a hollow creature that was filled only with Her Presence, ripe for control and development exactly as She wished.  
 
      
 
    Once they tasted the bliss of submission, there was no going back. No putting it back in the bottle. Now they would only want more and more of it, taking them further and further down the path of submission and enslavement. Of course there was generally a fight, a desperate rearguard action to preserve their former identity, but it was always a hopeless one. She enjoyed the tussle, even though there could only ever be one winner. 
 
      
 
    ‘Beg me to cum,’ she said softly. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at her with such longing and sweetness that she laughed and put black nailed fingers to her mouth.  
 
      
 
    ‘What a good boy you are. Now beg me. Say ‘Please let me cum, Mistress’.’ 
 
      
 
    He repeated the words, in a voice that seemed gravelly and thin, as if long unused, as if he were trying to remember how to speak. 
 
      
 
    ‘I give you permission, slave,’ she said, her black eyes glittering. 
 
      
 
    He was desperate to orgasm, and it only seemed a moment after her touched his cock that it exploded in the most mind-numbingly powerful climax that he had ever experienced. All the energy, beauty and pleasure rushed out of him in a vast detonation and there was cum everywhere over the magazine and the carpet. 
 
      
 
    ‘Now you can thank me,’ she said, looking hard at him. 
 
      
 
    ‘T-thank You,’ he mumbled, confused and limp as a rag. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank You, who?’ 
 
      
 
    He frowned, as if trying to place her voice. He was so tired. The answer seemed to come to him like a wriggling mote in a mass of cloying, stultifying ooze. A word that needed to be heard. 
 
      
 
    ‘Thank You, Mistress,’ he said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Good boy,’ she said, in a businesslike tone. ‘Be naked and ready for a Skype call with the magazine at nine tomorrow evening. If you really want to please me, buy yourself a nice collar.’ 
 
      
 
    The screen went blank. 
 
      
 
    Austen flinched at the sudden absence as though he had been dealt a blow. Then he felt weird. Tired, no exhausted and weird. He remained on his knees, feeling like he had been part of a hypnotist’s routine and he had just been brought sharply back into reality with a snap of the fingers. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the porn mag and the carpet, hardly seeming to recognise them. The milky cum glistened wetly over the glossy paper. It accused him and convicted him of wanking over a man in a collar grovelling at the feet of a woman. He felt queasy and put his hand over his face. Some semen was on his hand and he flinched at the wet, sticky contact. 
 
      
 
    This brought him somewhat back to practicalities. Like an automaton, expressionless and moving in unsteady jerks, he moved across the landing  to the bathroom and washed his hands, then wiped his limp cock with some toilet paper. 
 
      
 
    He went back into the bedroom and reached for his clothing. As each article went on, he felt his identity to some extent being rebuilt, and the relief and sweetness of it was overwhelming to the point that he felt tears building hot behind his eyes. It was just as if he were waking from a troubling dream, gradually regaining his bearings and his poise. He was Austen Court again and he knew himself. 
 
      
 
    He looked back at the soiled carpet and sighed. He badly wanted to go downstairs and make himself a cup of tea and complete the recovery from this strange, never to be repeated episode, but he recognised that the carpet would probably discolour if he didn’t act quickly with it. He looked at the mag and realised that he wouldn’t be able to close the pages until he had wiped it and let it dry, otherwise the leaves would stick together. The remarkable images didn’t assault him with the chemical power as before, since he had only just cum, but he felt himself stir inside, and knew that he would be doing everything he could to preserve them. 
 
      
 
    A moment before, putting his clothes on, he had glimpsed a way back to who he had been, who he had always been, but now just scant minutes later, he knew that life would never be the same again. Nineteen minutes, he absently recalled from somewhere, was the average time a man has to think without reference to sex. He had not even had that. 
 
      
 
    He felt tears cock at his eyes again but these weren’t the tears of relief, but of profound despair. He had started on a new path that was no longer his, but someone else’s. The lack of control was so frightening. The way he had given himself up entirely to that woman, until he hardly existed at all. Only there was Her Presence, and the way that made him feel. He felt the sweet tingle beginning again from the deep places of his soul. The quotation from the taxi came into his mind: 
 
      
 
    When are you going to begin that long journey into yourself? 
 
      
 
    He frowned. It was true. He had abased himself. Worshipped something. Was that what religion actually was? Finding something more powerful and beautiful than yourself and giving yourself to it? He nodded slowly, beginning to understand. So the people without religion were the ones to be pitied, not the other way round. 
 
      
 
    He went into the bathroom and hunted about for cleaning materials, opening the drawer of the little stand that they kept in there. He cursed the cleaning woman because of her habit of changing things around, but then saw that she had actually hung them up on the little heated towel rail and made a bit of a pretty display out of it, with all the bright colours of the microfibre cloths arranged one against the next in a pleasing combination. The effect was so pathetic and sweet, and yet spoke so strongly of innocence and normality that Austen closed his eyes against tears and leant into them, as if he could somehow use that connection to get back to the point where he was once again Austen Court the regular guy, quite satisfied with his life and confident of bearing comparison with anyone, and afraid of nothing. He remembered the way he had been so contemptuous of ‘Mrs Abacus’. She was so far beneath his notice and he had been so patronising. Now he wouldn’t be able to look her in the eye. 
 
      
 
    He took one of the cloths and did as best a job as he could do on the carpet. He was very tired and he found that tears kept creeping from his eyes. The stains on the carpet seemed to be a symbol of the impossibility of entirely getting the stain from his soul, the stain that had been indelibly placed there by the profound experience via the woman on Skype. He realised that he still didn’t know her name. What did a name matter? She operated on a level where names were meaningless. 
 
      
 
    He wiped the cum from the magazine with infinite care, as a monk might handle a holy relic, resolving to ensure that it didn’t come into contact with any more semen. 
 
      
 
    It was stupid to pretend that he wouldn’t be there for her at nine o’clock. There was no point in trying to convince himself that he didn’t desperately want to experience that feeling of complete surrender to Her again. It was simply the best feeling he had ever had. And he would certainly be buying the collar. He remembered with a shudder of pleasure how she had laughed when he had presented himself naked before her, holding the studded leather loop, begging for Her to lock it round his neck. 
 
      
 
    Oh, and then the training had begun. She made him like things that amused Her, She broke him in every way possible, and his tears had only fed Her pleasure. He owned nothing now, not the dock land plot, not the house, not his car. Not even his own soul. Nothing. She had taken it all and made him thank Her for doing so. He had been thankful. He was thankful.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Faye loved the feeling of sailing back into her home port, but this quickly palled for her once the boat was tied up and the small reception committee of family and press photographers had dispersed and the drink began to go down. Austen had not been there to meet her, and this was not a surprise. He only appeared when he was the centre of attention, and never took second place. This had always exasperated her, but she was dependent at that time on his cash to pursue her sailing career. All that was about to change though, with a book deal in the pipeline. It was always the same after a long time at sea. You look forward so much to getting back home, but when you do, it was so often just a strange, out of sorts feeling. 
 
      
 
    She melted away from the raucous scene in the pub and walked the half mile round to the old naval dock to where they lived. She had texted him but received no reply. This did not greatly trouble her either. She supposed that he was in a bit of a sulk, as he always was at any of her achievements that did not revolve around him. She sighed as she walked in her fashionable boat clothes with her habitual perky bounce, her blonde ponytail swinging in sympathy. 
 
      
 
    She went inside. All was quiet. She sighed again. He really was playing out the ‘I’m not impressed or interested’ game. She supposed that he would probably want his brand of aggressive, quickly-over and unsatisfactory sex to reassert his self-respect. It wasn’t something she was greatly looking forward to. Hopefully she would soon be financially independent. 
 
      
 
    The sitting room was in darkness, but she could see him on the balcony, framed against the half light of the twilit sky. He did not turn round as she approached. She could see that his usually ramrod straight, prideful stance was somewhat weakened into a slight stoop. An alarm bell went off in the back of her mind and she turned on the main light. 
 
      
 
    ‘Austen?’ 
 
      
 
    He turned slowly, blinking at the glare in slow pulses like a lethargic sea creature, his mouth hanging slightly open to enhance the effect. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
      
 
    His lip curled slightly at that, though there was no other evidence of amusement in his slack, vacant face. 
 
      
 
    She looked at him in horror. His smirk grew a little wider. She realised that he was enjoying her confusion. It was Austen, but with all the vitality and spark taken out of him.  
 
      
 
    ‘Have you been ill?’ 
 
      
 
    It was just as though he had suffered a stroke, reduced to a pathetic shadow. He moved slowly towards her, with no flicker of emotion on his face. She stepped back involuntarily, as if he were a zombie. It was an ironic twist that this was just the sort of scene that TV drama series liked a lot, a domestic scene with more than a whiff of the supernatural. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, I’m fine,’ he said, with a toothy grin that did not reach his washed out, watery grey eyes.  He seemed to have aged ten years. ‘How are you?’ 
 
      
 
    They had never been very affectionate with each other and rarely hugged, but Faye had been expecting some sort of show of a welcome. This was increasingly bizarre. 
 
      
 
    ‘The passage from the Azores went OK,’ she said, rather lamely, ‘all carbon neutral.’ 
 
      
 
    He leered again at this. 
 
      
 
    ‘And there will be a book deal,’ she said, ‘the concept of doing the old slaver routes with indigenous crews highlights the evil of colonial exploitation. There’s interest from historical compensation groups and empowerment forums already.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s good then.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I have a very interesting book to write. The places I’ve been, Austen.’ 
 
      
 
    He looked at her strangely and his grin was even wider than before, ghoulish and mocking. 
 
      
 
    ‘I could say the same.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why, were have you been?’ She asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    He put his finger to his head and let out a dry, unconvincing chuckle. 
 
      
 
    ‘You look like you’ve been on drugs,’ she said, testily. ‘You look like shit.’ 
 
      
 
    He nodded, still with that slack grin. 
 
      
 
    ‘And to look at us, anyone would think I was the one with the story to tell.’ 
 
      
 
    She hesitated at that. 
 
      
 
    ‘You look like you’ve been nowhere at all. Nowhere that isn’t sunny and safe.’ 
 
      
 
    ``Huh,’ she said, irritated, ‘so where exactly have you been?’ 
 
      
 
    He grinned mysteriously, and thought for a moment, trying to find words.  
 
      
 
    ‘Down a slip road.’ 
 
      
 
    ``What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I had an accident, joining the motorway.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ahhhh.. that’s why you’re ill.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Slip roads go between one road and another, one life path and another’ he went on, his voice becoming suddenly husky and dry, ‘and do you know the other thing about them?’ 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, thoroughly alarmed at his haggard and vacant expression. His voice shook with a profound madness, like an old time prophet. He was suddenly on the verge of tears. 
 
      
 
    ‘Once you’re on them, you can’t turn round.’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
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