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Redhead
A story by Sophie Cundale

The Chesterfield armchair had the appearance and texture of
biltong. Red draped her silk kimono over the back to disguise
it from the camera. The photographer had directed her to pose as
if elegantly rising from the chair, her breasts protruding, her
back arched, head inquisitively tilting toward the door. But her
contempt for the chair was getting in the way of her performance.
It was her only counterpart in the scene and it was ugly and
wooden.

“Steve.”
“Yes?”
“I can’t work with this chair.”

They moved on to a boudoir scene, Red knelt on the bed in a
One-Eyed-Jacks-inspired Victoria’s Secret twin set. The thong was
too frilly and hung like a nappy. It was hardly a sexy feeling but
she could easily persevere, the king size a much more generous
companion than the beastly armchair, even though she was aggrieved
by the colour of the bedsheets. Not grey, not beige, but ‘Griege.’
The rest of the studio displayed a similar ambivalence, a boho-
industrial theme with exposed brick and psychedelic rattan
furniture. Red faced the wall for another ‘bum’ shot, both hands
softly clutching the pleather headboard. Steve said, “Give me
innocent”, so Red put the crucifix pendant of her necklace between
her Chanel red lips and bit it gently. They both knew it was cute.

Hiding the price tags rather than removing them completely,
Red changed into an expensive black suspender set from Bordelle.
The pair moved back into the main space where a sign saying SUNSET
BLVD hung above the entrance. This suburban London studio had
international delusions. Red could relate, and beneath a possibly
made-up Parisian street name, stuck out her breasts and ass in
borrowed lace, embodying the semiotics; Paris, LA, it didn’t
matter, she would be available wherever, whenever, just as long as
they could afford it. “Beautiful,” said Steve. “It’l]l be a shame to
have to blur your face.”

Things stepped up a notch when Steve set up the large floor-
standing fan. Red’s hair was not her best feature. Shoulder length,
flat and uneventful — she felt it was a strange choice to try to
accentuate its sensuality with a wind tunnel. Steve instructed
her to stand with her legs quite widely spread apart, holding the
fan with both hands, before pausing to explain: “I like to create
narratives, so the client builds something in their imagination.”
Red wondered what the story of the fan would be, but when Steve
switched it on, she understood all at once. Arching her back and
leaning into it, she felt its message surging through her: Red is
really, really hot and she has to cool down. She also sensed it
saying something about blowing.



“Give me attitude,” said Steve.

Red gave it everything she could, including one of her contact
lenses, which was dislodged by the gale and had now either rolled
to the back of her eyeball or onto the floor. Having spent hours
contorting herself into sexy shapes until her entire body shook —
and on a very empty stomach — Red was beginning to tire. She sat on
the floor against the wall with the notion that they should capture
her elegant shoes, 5-inch YSL stilettos that could not be walked
in. Channelling the alluring fragility of a baby deer / broken
doll, they tried a number of knock-kneed positions but with her
wind-knotted hair and waning focus, each gave the impression of
collapse.

Red thanked Steve profusely as she reached into her handbag
for the cash. It had been quite a bonding experience, and while
counting out the not insignificant amount that she would prefer not
to part with, Red briefly imagined paying him in a different way.
Having settled the bill (in the conventional manner) she clonked
across floorboards and imaginary time zones to put her normal cotton
pants back on.

Steve told her that the images would be ready in a few days
unless she wanted some ‘adjustments’. Overriding Red’s queries,
he advised her on the digital modification of certain body parts,
miming shapes in the air to elucidate. “But I’11 turn up,” she
responded, “they’l]l actually meet me in the flesh!” “Don’t worry,”
laughed Steve. “By that point they’ll want it so bad that a few
inches here or there won’t matter.”

On anxiously receiving the photoshopped images a week later,
Red’s initial reaction was one of revulsion, even dysmorphia.
Seeing her breasts bigger, her body entirely rounded and smoothed
of creases, with any of its distinctive features — tattoos, moles,
even muscles — erased, was uncanny to the point of nausea. It
was a subtle kind of violation, as if the camera had performed
surgery without her consent. Red studied the images for hours,
metabolising their effect, and the longer she looked the more she
became acclimatised to this newborn body, seduced into believing it
was her own, and with this, all insecurity and shame began to fade.
Bathed in the fiery glow of the studio lights, this smooth-skinned
Red luxuriated on beds, waited behind doors and slipped through
curtains in a sexual purgatory. Excitedly, she shared the images
with a couple of friends. One of them replied, ‘Who’s that?’

It was true that the heavily airbrushed face was bizarre and
distinctly not hers. It had a snatched catlike filter across it,
as if the camera itself was drunk and horny. This idealized figure
of a woman had terrorised Red’s teenage self from the pages of her
boyfriend’s FHM for being so completely unobtainable. Young Red
would never have believed it possible that she would one day become
her.

No, it had not been at all easy to arrive at this image of
herself. Red had received vile rejections when she’d sent her
untouched image to certain agencies, ‘Fuck no, our clients would
run a mile’ was the most memorable response and one that with
Proustian precision, took her back to the stone steps of her empty
school, feeling their chill through her rolled-up skirt as the boy
with whom she had developed a limerant fixation blew a cigarette
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into her face and said: “I only went out with you for a joke.” That
distinct brand of insult that is so harsh as to be refreshing, like
the inhaling of saline or a slap to the face, and in regard to her
own, Red had been advised to get “filler in the cheeks and lips at
the very least” and of her body, told rather bluntly, that without
offering all services — by which they meant all orifices — she was
not marketable at all.

Red had come very close to working with this particular agency
until, after the negotiations over the precise use of her arsehole
reached a stalemate, they dumped her by text — ‘come back to us
when you have more experience’ — and gave her names of other
agencies to try. ‘More experience’ was especially irritating
when most websites did not even allow her to fill in her real age
since it exceeded their upper limits. Yet still, she did not give
up, with her therapist even commenting: “If you were to put half
as much energy into your existing career, you might actually be
getting somewhere.” It was obvious to Red that Dr Hawthorn was
jealous.

Red took the most flattering selfies her extended arm could
achieve and sent them to SILK, one of the recommendations she’d
not yet tried, mainly because the interface of their website
was so odd, belonging as many of these sites did, to an earlier
internet. Surreal and intimidating images of women floated across
the screen in a strange carousel as if they were always out of
reach. Reminiscent, Red thought, of the funfair game with the ducks
wearing hooks on their heads.
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: ' _ In the 48 hours following her submission to SILK, Red checked
her phone obsessively. The silence made her feel increasingly
insecure and as she felt her ambition drifting away, she craved
their validation, stalking the site all day at work, clicking on
each and every profile in the manner of a rabid client. This period
of indecision made her day job all the more intolerable and Red
prayed that she wouldn’t be doing it for much longer. As if some
kind of god (or demon) had answered her call, a message appeared on

her phone.

‘It’s Alicia from SILK, are you free to speak?’ Not just free,
but liberated, Red dropped whatever she was doing, which was
nothing, and busted out to the car park to find reception in a bluer
version of the scene where the bright-eyed ingénue gets the call
from Hollywood.

“We read your email and looked at your pictures..”
There was a pause. Red’s heart dropped into her flat shoes,
“.and we’d love to work with you,” Alicia said, rather coldly.

Red basked in the glory and relief of the moment. Feeling
the sun warm her skin, she tilted her head to the sky, almost
salivating as she listened to Alicia’s cool voice describe how she
might present herself to clients in the professional photoshoot
they’d arrange for the site: “Black lace, French, girlish, would
be good with your figure, suspenders of course are a staple, we’ll
conceal your face, but red lipstick anyway.”

Ever since Red was a young girl, by which she meant 20, she had
dreamed of clients. Recurring dreams of a pointing finger attached
243 to an anonymous body, choosing her. This faceless entity following
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her into a room and undoing their belt. The dream was accompanied
by an urgent sense of elation and horror that ‘it’, the most
shameful act in the world, was about to happen.

The dream had increased in vividness as the moon waned on Red’s
fertility, throwing her into a reckoning with her desires, and that
iconic binary of mother or whore appeared before her in dazzling
lights.

It began with role-play, re-creating the scenario in various
ways, but never yet as a professional. When her counterpart in
these scenes would ask her for more detail about the fantasy they
were enacting she would ask them to treat her like an object. Only
photos from below the neck were of interest to her, and once they
had met, she did not want to know their name.

There had been the time she’d met an old man in his car, filth
whistled through his missing teeth as her hand reached over the
gearstick. Another, closer approximation was when she had been paid
one thousand pounds by a guy to ‘audition for a porn shoot.’ As
they ascended in the 1ift to his fancy hotel suite, Red gave the
impression that she did this kind of thing all the time. The truth
was that she’d almost made a U-turn on the way there after seeing
a disembowelled pigeon, witnessing her neighbour being taken away
in handcuffs and feeling both were bad omens. When the audition too,
was revealed as a pretense, Red could not help asking this young,
attractive man why he liked paying for it when he probably didn’t
have to. He flashed her a smile, baring his ultra-white veneers
and told her about a porn star he’d paid to fly to his apartment,
give him head, and fly back home again. Adding as the punch line,
“because I’d been watching her that morning”. The brutal adultness
of his world made her nervous, and it showed, by the end of their
second meeting, another thousand in cash, Red’s nose had bled all
over the marble bathroom after a glut of deep throat. That was
where her career had almost ended, but not quite.

Red received the news of her image being ‘live’ on SILK while
on set for a dog food commercial. Not caring who was behind her
because she would soon quit anyway, she immediately found herself
on the site and gazed upon her luminous image from the glowing
screen of her laptop. Red now indistinguishable from the other
women, her thighs were their thighs and her blurred eyes belonged
to no one. The corner of her image said the word ‘NEW’ and beneath
‘All-Services Redhead’ with the blurb that Red had written.. happy
to indulge your fantasies and share her own. It was romantic for
Red to think about who might be looking at this very same image,
reading these very same words from a distant screen. She did not
need to wait long to meet them, for within the first 24 hours of her
debut, she was summoned by the agency for her first oficial client.
The text read: ‘Darling, are you available for a 1 hr in-call,
tomorrow, 4 pm, his name is Rob.’ Red clutched her phone to her
chest and felt a shiver of inspiration travel through her body, the
first of many such Pavlovian responses to the sound of a message
from SILK.
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