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‘The charm of young girls’ irresponsibility, of their tyrannical caprices, is that everyone knows, in fact, they are fish flirting with the net.’

Mary Ellmann




Prologue

Here’s how it goes. The night before you left, you asked me,

Why don’t you love me enough?

The ring on the desk, warm from my hand. A wild, widow-making blue.

Do you remember when we used to tell each other stories before we fell asleep? You’d say, your dark curly head on my shoulder,

Tell me a story, tell me something nice.

They were about lost snails. Birds making friends with trees. Battles fought and ships feared gone and then come back home again, like we were kids still believing in fairy tales. You said once, at the beginning,

Tell me the story about us. Tell me the story of you and me.

And it was early enough that I could tell it and believe it to be true.

It isn’t the beginning any more. It’s today. You have been gone for a week and are coming back tonight to get your answer.

Here’s how it goes.

I said, I don’t think I could love you any more than I do.

If you loved me enough, you said, you wouldn’t have to think about it.

Your bag on the floor, open and soft things spilling out of it. Laundry I had done for you and folded carefully, smoothing it with my hand the way you touch baby clothes in a store. You looked at me, wide eyed and horrified and said,

I need to get out of here,

when I took the ring off and said,

I just don’t know.

I didn’t believe you until I heard the zip of your bag close. I stood up then, moved as if to touch you. You took a step backwards. Bag on your shoulder like a sailor on leave. I thought, in the moment, that this was the only time since I’d known you that you’d left a room with me in it without hugging me goodbye.

I can’t wait for ever, you said. I’ll be back in a week. You need to decide, Hero. This isn’t fair.

Here’s how it goes.

I’ll text you, I said.

And you said,

Don’t.

I am not surprised that you got tired of waiting. I have been going and gone for a long time.

Where are you? you used to ask me, late at night on the balcony. My eyes on the moon.

Don’t forget, you’d say, kissing me on the forehead, to come home.

I am going to answer you by telling you a story. Things have happened to me that you should know about. I need to tell you about things that I have done.

I am going to start at the beginning.

Here’s how it goes. Once upon a time a girl and a boy fell in love. They also didn’t, but when they did, the story ended. When they didn’t, the girl died an old maid in a house that smelt like piss. Before she did that, they burnt her at the stake and drowned her just in case because she really was very beautiful and very odd but she grew a tail and swam away and chewed through the ropes that men use to tie themselves to masts and ate them the way you eat corn on the cob and was captured, finally, and killed and dried out and hung on the wall like those singing fish that you find in Midwestern bars. Men hang their hats on her breasts. Her scales are starting to fall off, one moonstone flake at a time. She hangs on the wall in the bar, but she is also riding a horse hard along the edge of a cliff. The wind in her hair and the sound of the waves breaking apart on the rocks down below and the fact that when we turn a couple of pages, she meets the man who is going to tame her. Don’t worry – when she meets the man who is going to tame her, who is gentle and kind and willing to break her in slowly the way you do with wild things, she is also making a king lose his mind with desire, launching a thousand ships, bringing down the Catholic Church in England and getting all her gowns tailored so that they show off her favourite breast (the left one). When the girl and the boy fell in love – read: I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I must have you, I have ridden here all the way from my father’s castle to gaze upon your loveliness – the story ended with trumpets and weeping and waltzing in a dress that changes colour in perfect time with the way he sweeps you across the floor of his father’s castle.

That story ended, but another one begins, and you’d be forgiven for thinking the characters are the same – because they are – but the girl is unrecognisable. She nags and asks too much of mysterious fish and gets ugly fast and eventually dies of heartbreak when the boy, understandably, fucks his daughter’s best friend. You might’ve seen the movie version of that one. Yes, she’s a lot younger than him, but it’s perfect because the story starts all over again, this time with a girl who is a girl and not a woman with a pouchy bit of skin around her lower stomach from giving birth to the boy’s children. Trumpets, doves, waltzes, let’s have it again from the top, but this time, with feeling. This was after, of course, the girl told him a thousand stories in a thousand nights in order to convince him not to kill her, which was brave considering how many virgins he had killed right after he fucked them. Luckily, it worked, and she was rewarded by having thirteen children in as many years and dying at forty. Luckily, it worked, and on their fiftieth anniversary, he didn’t even buy her a card. Luckily, it worked, and on their wedding day, he smashed a handful of cake into her face even though she had begged him not to, and she stood there in front of everyone she knew and tried to laugh so she wouldn’t cry.

Once upon a time, wedding bells, axes being sharpened, a woman falling into water with a splash that sounds like a sigh, the way to love, honour and obey has no echo to it like shouting into a cave that has no end. It’s just deeper darkness all the way down.

Someone told me once that the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves are the most important stories we’ll ever hear. But I don’t know what the story of us is without the stories I’ve been told about women like me.

Let me tell you a story.

Have you heard the one about the girl who meets the boy?

Have you heard the one about the hero?
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