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For Jase, the sweetest Prince ever to give his heart away


Acknowledgements

Thanks to Yvonne Baker, Shelley Silas, Carole Welch, Andrew Paine, Stephanie Cabot and Antonia Hodgson.


One

Once upon a time in a land both far away and remarkably close there is a truly happy people and ruling over them all in justice and joy there is a queen and a king. He is a king of remarkable loveliness and she is a queen of good counsel. They are loving and loved and to them is born a daughter, long limbed, bright eyed and perfect in every way.

To the Naming Ceremony of the precious daughter are invited the great and the good, the fair and the fancy, the wise and the wild. Their gifts are prized above all else and they give them willingly for, as everyone knows, to give to the Princess is of itself an uncommon blessing. To the sweet baby daughter they give gifts of great beauty, special charm, intense attraction, enviable wisdom and courageous passion. And the daughter grows strong in her gifts, full in these favours and with seasons and time and much sunshine and just a little fierce rain, she becomes a renowned beauty, famed scholar and fabled wit.

Then one day she leaves the land that is far distant and very close and journeys to our land and walks among us.

And I see you for what you are.

Then she laughs aloud. For in her own land she would only ever be a princess. Which would be such a terrible waste of talents and fortune. Here she shall be Queen.

And the Princess is perfect in every way, every direction, every point – except for the gift that was forgotten. For while the daughter has beauty and charm and elegance and wit and wisdom, she has no compassion. The Compassion Fairy was stuck on a tube and her gift was missed at the Naming. Missed but not noticed, for the charms of the Beauty Fairy were so glowing, the laughter of the Comedy Fairy so loud and the intellect of the Clever Fairy so bright, that no one even noticed the Compassion Fairy had failed to arrive. And she sat fuming and forgotten in the dirty underground cave.

To the daughter then, everlasting love is an obscene myth and sweet tenderness a rotting peach, a kiss just a maggot wriggling at its heart. To the daughter the parents are a nuisance and the mother is an obstacle in ambition’s path, she would be Queen and she will control. Eventually. But no matter, for now she is beautiful and funny and gentle and sweet – and her cruelty exquisitely encased in the finely wrought and delicate shell that are her perfect eyes, nose, mouth, hair, arms, legs, breasts, feet, torso and cunt. And she knows us and we love her and only the Compassion Fairy sleeps a troubled dream.


Two

I live in an ivory tower. Dark ivory. Ivory wrenched from the face of a bleeding elephant. Ivory held down and ripped off and hewn and hacked and beaten about and made into a thing of beauty, pooled blood glistening just below the surface. I live in Notting Hill. My place is a palace – extra ‘a’ to soften the created symphony of what is in reality, just another seventies block of cold concrete. A pedestal containing small hallowed hollowed caves of passion, sixty homes in seventies housing. Mine is by far the finest. I have furnished it in paradisal blues and greens, soft floating clouds pass my balconied windows and peek in at what they are sure must be the sky kissing the sea, walls bend to the smooth wooden floor, skirting boards flirting with the glistening slivers of varnished tree trunks. Forests were murdered to fashion the ground on which I walk. Daily I appreciate their sacrifice.

Sometimes, when I am alone, I reach my perfectly pointed foot to my full bow lips, close my big bright eyes and kiss me. A row of kisses planted like pearl seeds on a shiny neck. I run my tiny palest pink tongue along the instep, taste sweet skin and salt body sweat, nibble at the baby softness that is the ball of my foot, twirl my lips around the beautifully shaped toes. Sometimes I marvel so much at my beauty that I can only fully appreciate it when it’s in my mouth. It is the taste of me that tastes so good. My flesh is manna and mama and more.

Notting Hill is not a wilderness, though after forty years I may not feel the same. I chose Notting Hill for the people. There are many people here. The choice is wide, the selection vast. There are real people and there are tourists and passing trade and passing maids and workers and shoppers and so many and varied, the happy, hippy shoppers of the Saturday afternoon stroll, the Sunday morning brunch, the misters and missuses, the mses and sirs. There are the heads that turn as I walk along the street. I walk in a glow of self-reflected light, I am the passion that illuminates my presence and they cannot help but notice it, be warmed by it, want it. There are pavements full of sprained ankles as I walk by in seeming unknowing. And then, surprisingly oblivious, there are the hand-holding elite in their in-love in-lust halo glow.

I spot the couple from my eyrie, clouds pass to clear my view and my trained eye zooms in. I spy them, note them, follow their coarse course of meet greet kiss and fuck. And then the plans and then the plotting, my house, your house, our house, our home. My name, your name, our name, play the game. The wedding day, the wedding dress, the bedding dress, the heaving chest. And each time, every time, every one the same time, the same old, same old, same old story. I do, I will, I am, I have. I am half, make me whole. I am nothing, make me real. I am not. Make me I am.

I fucking hate the couples. Their smugness, their sweetness, their names and games and charm and we not me, and they not he or she. I loathe the couples. I despise their giving over, giving in, giving up the sin and the pleasure and the delight and the whole lies and the half-truths. I abhor the ‘he knows me inside out’, ‘I could never lie to her’. I detest the taunt of ‘I’m a grown-up now, my one is two.’

I’m not. I don’t want to be.

But you know? It isn’t enough just for me to be free. I pity them, wish for them my unadulterated freedom. I am a true liberationist. So I let them out. I save them from themselves. Open the gilded cages, break the chains, set fire to the tissue paper handcuffs and bite clean through the gold ring to where the cheap brass shines through.

I am the world’s most alluring woman and with love and charm I bestow my attention on all, drop a little touch of honeyed allure on anyone who passes me, makes passes at me. But only a drop. Because I’m saving myself. I have a duty to save myself, save my charm, keep it fresh and undiluted, pure and unpolluted. I cannot simply sit here and be ravishing. I can’t just accept the showering gifts of love and continue as if I didn’t have a care in the world. No. For I am burdened by my knowledge and weighed down by my responsibility. Every single person who touches me takes a little of my love away with them, but even mine is not a bottomless well of charm, a constant flow of giving. My gifts are costly. I do not single out just anyone to receive them. That would be importunate. I’m only singling out the couples. Because I hate the couples. The fucking couples. The fucking, kissing, smiling, simpering, love you, love me, make our baby, we’ll be a family, couples.

And then, from my window, at a north by northwest through two o’clock I see them. A He and a She. Hands touch, electricity runs from his palm to hers. They’ll do. They’re done. I’ve only just begun.


Three

Sally and Jonathan are getting married in March. Today it is September. Late summer September, London clinging to an August of hot clear weeks broken by sultry days, damp and often windy as the equinox whips itself back into place. The warm wind stirs the ubiquitous McDonald’s cartons and they dance in a frenzy of discarded activity, jay-walking the pedestrian crossing outside the little café in the High Street. Sally and Jonathan don’t notice the weather though. Or the litter. Or the passing traffic. They hold hands. Tiny, pretty, blonde Sally gazing adoringly into big, dark Jonathan’s pacific blue eyes. They are planning. They have been planning for six months. Listing, plotting, shopping, sorting and ordering for the last half year. The Big Day approaches and Saturdays and Sundays are parcelled up into whole hours of this shop or that, this gym or that, this way or that way and always together.

Sally holds Jonathan’s big hands in hers, sometimes pausing mid-speech to wonder at the size of his hands, to kiss his smooth nails, so glad she has a man with nice hands, the hands of a real man. A really nice man who might be big and strong but knows enough to scrub his fingers before they touch her, to douse himself with proper perfume before he kisses her. Before Sally Jonathan was just an aftershave boy, now he is re-educated in the ways of male perfumes and can CK with the best of them. Jonathan looks at Sally intently, because he loves her he automatically understands her need to keep Aunty Sybil away from Uncle Fred at the reception, knows why she so much wants his mother to like her father. He loves Sally and leans across their empty, stained coffee cups to kiss her furrowed brow, to touch his lips to the tiny scar just under her left eye. Jonathan is aware with the raw nerve endings of emotion and remembers that Sally is self-conscious about the scar she has had since she was thirteen. In his unquestioning adoration Jonathan means to spend the next fifty years kissing that self-consciousness away. Kissing the scar away.

Neither of them notices the waitress arrive, not even the third time she stands before them and asks for their order. They barely notice when she slams the cold plates on the table. They don’t really taste the food, Sally nibbling at the lollo rosso remembering more the taste of Jonathan’s skin late at night, fresh from the shower, the taste of soap and kissing, of dead cells and hair. Jonathan sips the cool coffee and remembers his surprise when he first realised the taste of Sally was daily changing. They don’t notice the waitress when she picks up the twenty pound note left for their £18.96 bill and snarls after them. Their bill wasn’t too much for wine and water and a three course meal and two filter coffees. Cheap, had it been for two people. But Jonathan and Sally are so nearly one, so clearly one, that they ordered together. Will easily survive on a diet of shared dinners and joint breakfasts and air. Air in which kisses are born. Jonathan and Sally are clearly in love. Dearly in love.

Very nearly out of love.

Sally met Jonathan at her friend’s house. Susie’s boyfriend Jim knew a bloke Sally might like. A tall bloke, a dark bloke, a handsome bloke, a good bloke. Jonathan met Sally at his mate’s house. His girlfriend Susie had a girlfriend Jon might like. A sweet girl, a neat girl, a nice girl, a good girl. Sally and Jonathan met just the once and before you could say second date, joint mortgage, married person’s allowance, council tax deductions and the approval of all society, they were off and planning. Susie feels disgruntled and quite left out. Jim still hasn’t proposed to her and it’s been eighteen months. They’ve been living together for nearly a year and still she sports no shiny ring. She will not wear a ring she has to buy herself and so her hands remain bare. Sally has tried to make it better by offering Susie the runner-up role of chief bridesmaid, but Susie isn’t certain that even the modern bridesmaid’s dress of elegantly plain purple silk will do the trick. She has actually confided after a margarita or eight that perhaps Jim just isn’t the marrying kind. Sally frowns her pretty little head into a crease and promises she will talk to Jonathan and ask him to have a word with Jim. In the throes of perfection she knows that her man can do anything, surely he can help with this? It would be so lovely if they could announce Susie and Jim’s own wedding at their reception. Or maybe Jim might propose when he makes his best man’s speech? Wouldn’t that be romantic? Jonathan looks fondly down at his bride to be and, over takeaway pizza and a half-bottle of once-chilled chardonnay and in front of When Harry Met Sally, he breaks it to Sally that he just doesn’t think Jim is the marrying kind. He’s a good bloke, but not a marrying bloke. In her heart of hearts Sally knows this to be true. And though the room is warm, she snuggles up closer to Jonathan anyway, confident in the knowledge that she, Sally Withers, has done it. Found the one. Found herself a real diamond, fine cut and ready – the hard-to-find marrying kind of bloke. Sally and Jonathan The Gem watch the video. They are more smug than Billy Crystal.

When Cushla walked into the plain grey and matt-black office the next morning, Jonathan couldn’t believe his eyes. It was her, the one perfect girl he’d been dreaming about since he was sixteen, when he began to know what women were, when he formed the first picture of what his future could hope to be. The picture that had faded and blurred and been reprocessed and reprogrammed by reality so many times in between. The picture that had been replaced altogether by the truth of Sally. Sally who would never be five foot ten with a size eight body and impossible breasts. Sally who didn’t speak soft and slow. Sally who giggled too much to be cool. Sally who didn’t have brown eyes, red hair, smooth honey skin covering long cool limbs. Sally who couldn’t be his dream woman but might just be his real girl. Sally who loved him. Sally whom he loved.

And yet here She was, in his very own office. That woman. The Woman. The woman he’d described in detail to Jim, to Mick, to Bill, to every mate he’d ever had, talking late into the drunken night about their fantasy lives, fantasy wives. And he knew the dream girl wasn’t real, couldn’t be real. He thought Jim stupid to wait for the dream girl, thought Jim foolish and silly and told him so and Jim had agreed yes, he was stupid, but that’s the way it was. Susie just wasn’t his dream girl and though he loved her, Jim would wait. Just in case. If the dream girl never showed then, as long as she allowed him, Susie would do. But only as the girlfriend, never as the wife. Jim would marry the dream or not at all. Jonathan scoffed at Jim’s naiveté, taking reality for his guidebook and fate into his own hands. From where it was a small step to the wedding finger. And, knowing his dream girl would never, could never materialize, Jonathan had proposed to Sally and he did love her and he was looking forward to the honeymoon, to the house, to the babies, to their life together. He was happy. Was happy.

And now, she present and he tense, the Dream Girl was standing in front of him. Cushla. That woman. Asking if she could help him. Telling him she was here to help him. That was her new job. To look after him. The new secretary, girl Friday, girl Monday. The new girl.
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