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 Cinderella

 


Prince
Dave stood perhaps six feet two inches in his motorbike boots.
Black leather from head to toe except for his glossy-black
full-visor helmet – which had special fittings to secure his gold
coronet while riding. On full-beam the motorbike headlights
projected a silhouette of the Royal Standard onto the road ahead.
The number plate read simply “DAVE”.

Prince Dave’s motorbike was blood-red and chrome – and black
too, there were some magnificent matt-black bits that did some
terribly clever technical motorbikey things. The wheels and tyres
were so wide that the damned thing ought to have been able to stand
up on its own. There was a little gadget at the front to allow the
Royal Pennant to be flown, so that Dave was a royal convoy of one
even when his security escort cars couldn’t keep up with him, which
was most of the time. The engine had cylinders all over the show,
had more cubic centimetres than you could shake a small peasant at
and the whole ensemble went like hot snot off a duck’s back. It was
a Triumph of
engineering.

The usual reaction when Prince Dave roared past was ‘Jebus H
on a pogo stick, if that man wanted me to have his babies I’m about
six large vodkas away from blushing and saying I do.’

The
women of the Kingdom of Rutland were even more effusive, but with
less of the babies and more of the “with a few (dozen) changes here
and there (and everywhere) wouldn’t he be just the perfect
accessory for me in my slinky little red/black/green dress or
what?” routine.

One way
or another, everyone wanted to wear Dave like a hat.

Prince
Dave didn’t care about any of that. He just liked riding hard, up
and down through the mountains, or around the lakes, or into the
woods, or all three and preferably in the anonymous dead of night.
When he wasn’t blasting around the kingdom he liked to stop at one
of the palace’s lake shores and skim stones, or ride up to the top
of one of the palace’s rocky outcrops that had a waterfall and
listen to the thunder of the cascade. Sometimes he just lay back on
his bike and waited until his eyes adjusted and he could make out
the Royal Milky Way in the Royal Night Sky, when all that he could
hear was the tick tick tick of his bike’s engine cooling down and
the hooting of royal owls in the royal woods.

Dave ate
bacon and bacon with fried eggs and bacon for breakfast, Marmite
butties for lunch and usually an Indian take-away for dinner, and
he sometimes just fell onto his bed at dawn and slept all day in
his leathers. He did all of his own motorbike maintenance and he
paid his own speeding fines*.

*In
truth this was easier for him than for most, since Daddy’s ugly mug
was on all of the currency and Dave could ask the Royal Mint for
samples at any time. He just rang a little bell and someone would
appear with a few of stacks of tens, twenties and fifties on a
silver salver.

Really,
it was a lousy, rotten life being a prince in the Kingdom of
Rutland, but somebody had to do it. Dave did it very
well.

The King
and Queen – or rather, Mum and Dad, to Prince Dave – sat on their
respective thrones (they had interconnecting bathrooms) and they
discussed both his future and theirs, and that of the monarchy in
general.

‘He’s
too wild’ said the Queen, straining a little because of yesterday’s
banquet for the Dukes of Naptonshire, Trumptonshire and
Midsomershire, at which some twit had served a dodgy coq au vin
made with the toughest, oldest coqs and the youngest, cheapest vin.
She braced herself against the gold hand-rails, and wondered, as a
swift mental aside, how all of the various royal muscles knew how
to work together, and in what order, inside One in the warm bluish
darkness of the old alimentary royal canal.

‘He’s young – he’s just enjoying himself’ replied the King,
wondering if he’d ever be able to stand up again. Where the old coq
au cheap plonk had blocked and frustrated the Queen’s every
manoeuvre, it had accelerated his. He’d probably deliberately been
served the unwashed arse-end of the coq in question. Bastard chef.
He’d never really trusted French cooking since Waterloo. Well you
couldn’t, could you? If they couldn’t kill you one way they’d get
you by another. Murder you to death with double cream or raw
langoustine or slugs-in-garlic-butter or something. In Rutland the
Secret Service coveted their “double oh” rating, in France the
equivalent was a Michelin Star and all that you had to do to be
awarded one was to carry around “mon jamais-washed omelettes-only
pan, oui?”.

The
Queen didn’t so much reply to the King as simply continue with that
age-old married couple’s version of conversation; the two
incidentally-interlocking but otherwise disconnected
monologues.

‘Well
we’re not getting any younger. He’ll have to face up to his
responsibilities soon enough’ she said, dabbing at her hot forehead
with a cold flannel and spraying a dense fog of extremely expensive
Eau de Grimsby Fish Docks around the room. There really was nothing
else with the olfactory balls to smother a feminine royal coq au
vin fart. ‘What would it look like if you and I were to die right
now and Dave became King tomorrow?’

‘It
would look as though he and the chef had pulled off some murderous
plot together’ ventured the King, seriously worried that his arse
cheeks would catch fire from whatever chemical reaction was taking
place down there. ‘Dear Zeus, please don’t let me be the king who
is remembered by history for spontaneously combusting while sitting
on his private shitter.’

‘What
was that, dear?’ asked the Queen, who was beginning to realise that
she’d just have to accept feeling all day as though she’d swallowed
a sack of concrete, and wait for Mother Nature to do her worst when
the insane bitch was finally good and ready.


‘Nothing, dear, I was just praying for the monarchy to
survive this day’ said the King.

‘Well I am glad to hear that you’re taking this seriously’
said the Queen. ‘We must
take action!’

Both
high-level cast-iron toilet-cisterns emptied and refilled in
unison, twice. Such things happened when you’d been married for
longer than most of your peasants live. The flushing had rarely
been known to solve the problems that their majesties left behind
during State Visits to the lavvy, but it did go some way towards
preserving the patterns on the porcelain.

The
Queen groped her way towards the sound of her ladies in waiting,
batting the Eau de Grimsby fog aside as she went. In her
worn-and-washed-to-grey-but-favourite-because-they’re-most-comfortable
bra, knickers, corset and bed socks, with a tab-end dangling from
her bottom lip, H.M. looked like she’d staggered off the set of One
Million Years B.C., Urban Geriatric Porno Redux. The tiara clinging
onto her sparse pillow-hair at some brutalised angle didn’t help
matters, and nor did the line of stray toilet roll that trailed her
every step, like some poor person’s bridal veil.

In the
King’s Chamber a small gentleman with a large poking stick
approached, nodded affably to the king and then began rolling up
his sleeves, ready for battle with what he oft cheerily referred to
as “His Majesty’s first and most important official business of the
day”. The king was walking like an elderly chimpanzee wading
through dense undergrowth, and if what he was wearing were once
boxer shorts they were most certainly punch-drunk and ready for
retirement in the old boxers’ home, the one very near the
crematorium.

‘Christ Almighty!’ said the small gentleman involuntarily,
as his first enemy of that day
hove into view. ‘I’ll need reinforcements Sire – send for the Army,
and ask them to bring the heavy artillery and a Chaplain with
battlefield experience.’

‘What was that, dear?’ enquired the Queen, rolling her eye
(not the glass one, obviously) at her Chief Gentlewoman of the
Privy Chamber and her poking stick. Men
didn’t half witter on sometimes.


‘Nothing, my love, just the Groom of My Stool praying for an
early release’ replied the king.

Lady Lucinda Fotherinham-Felchingham was on the threshold
between bed-chamber and the Queen’s privy chamber, reaching in with
the stick and waving it around, tapping as though searching for a
land-mark in the fog or perhaps a guide dog in a hazmat suit. When
she withdrew her hand her white cotton glove had taken on a sort of
nicotine yellow hue. Collecting her nerve and holding a lace
handkerchief to face she then made headway into the fog as though
fencing with some unseen opponent. Someone had to get to the
window-catches. The wallpaper was hand-printed Georgian, and the
fumes had already peeled some of it off in whole sheets.

The
Queen wondered if they were really such bad employers? One never
knew for certain, did one?

Primped, preened, powdered, dressed and ready for
Better Business, they
then graced the Royal Dining Room with their presence, and
continued to fret about Dave.

‘Sometimes I wonder if he’s cut out to be a king’ said the
Queen, poking at a devilled kidney to see if it was in any way
fresh. It didn’t try to crawl away, as she had hoped, but it still
had a little bit of “give” and so seemed fresh enough.

‘Well,
the people already love him...’ offered the King, feeding sliced
white bread into the red gaping maw of the industrial toaster,
watching it disappear from the human world with no promise of ever
returning. How odd, he thought, that Hell Ltd should run this sort
of service, toasting bread. The squealing chains and over-heated
bearings sounded rather like The Damned, beginning another shift at
work. The King almost forgot that his beloved, The Queen, was still
talking.

‘He’s
always running away on that motorbike of his.’ The Queen cut
herself a slab of scrambled plover’s egg and transferred it to her
plate, straining the handle of the spatula under the weight. ‘Eggs
a la house-brick again’ she muttered to herself. Doubtless the
plovers in question had been up before dawn laying the eggs, and
the eggs had been going cold in the solid silver serving dish ever
since. ‘All that I ever seem to hear from him these days is “eat my
rubber, Mummy” or “must burn dust, Your Majesty” or some such, as
he accelerates across the lawn, off to fetch another ton up, or
whatever the phrase is. A ton of what, exactly?’

The King
couldn’t argue the point, Dave was in the saddle more often than
not. The King’s burnt toast popped out of the machine, along with a
small trident*.

*The
devilish fork type, not the devilish missile type.

A scaly,
clawed hand groped tentatively out of the industrial toaster, found
the little trident and snatched it back inside. Then it popped out
again just long enough to give the King a rather rude
V-sign.

The King
could have sworn that he heard echoing demonic laughter from inside
the machine.

‘This is
no laughing matter, dear, please be serious. BALLS! Sometimes I
think that he just hasn’t had the balls. It’s not an easy ask. He
needs more balls’ said the Queen rather forcefully, poking at a
mushroom, uncertain whether it had escaped from a tin all by itself
or whether Chef had helped.

The King assumed that odd physical expression that was
half oy vey and
half if only you knew. The King looked at the luxury jams on offer that morning:
African Cucumber; Durian Fruit; Sweet Potato. The King looked at
the luxury marmalades on offer that morning: Escargot & Garlic;
Lettuce & Butternut Squash; Tripe & Stilton. He selected
Marmite. ‘Now I don’t think we can accuse Dave of lacking in the
balls department, dear. I’ve seen the way he rides
and I’ve read the
Security Service reports of his antics. Believe you me, dear,
Dave’s got more balls than the Coldstream Guards on “turn your head
and cough” day.’

The Queen looked puzzled. ‘Balls – parties. If we’re going to tame Dave
he needs a wife and to find him a wife he needs to hold his own
balls. We can take a back seat, at the front of the dais on our
second-best thrones, and he can invite every likely girl who thinks
that she might one day be able to fill my shoes. Before you know it
he won’t remember what a motorbike is let alone that he used to love
them so.’ The Queen piled eight rashers of bacon (grilled until
rigid and then left to go cold) onto her plate, slapped the bottom
of a one-litre bottle of HP Sauce until it screamed and then began
her morning nosh. ‘Tell him he’s old enough to hold his own balls
now and that I expect him to do so at our earliest
convenience.’

‘Yes,
dear. I’ll suggest that he has a few hundred friends around for a
quiet party.’

‘Like hell you will’ said the Queen, a stray baked bean
making its way down her chin and leaving a trail of suspiciously
watery, probably non-Heinz, tomato sauce. ‘Palace would be over-run by
hard-drinking rods and mockers and thumping to that
metal music. They’d
drink all of your best clarets, vomit on the carpets, and we’d be
no nearer to a satisfactory secure succession solution. No,
we will do the
invitations and he will find a wife from among them. How difficult can it be?
We’ll feel the quality, he can feel the width.’

With
that the Queen slapped a kedgeree-burger between two bits of toast,
grabbed her packet of twenty Silk Cut and a box of matches, and
walked out through the new white-PVC patio doors into the rose
garden to dead-head a few gardeners.

The King wasn’t convinced, and he said so in not so many
words to his kippers. ‘Gentlemen’ he said, ‘without wishing
to harangue you,
this will end in salty tears for all concerned, you mark my words.’
The kippers looked back at him like the wise old statesmen that
they were, and they kept their counsel to themselves. The King ate
them as he leafed through the morning tabloids.

Proclamations went out through the kingdom.
“Party party party” they said. “Fancy being the future
Queen of Rutland?” they continued.
“The King and Queen invite all candidates
(must be biologically, politically, socially, ideologically and by
popular assent female) to a BYO Big BBQ Bash at the Palace (use
postcode P1 for satnav, then follow the foil-balloon trails). Next
Saturday eight ’til late. Best bib and tucker. Live entertainment.
No need to bring references, if we don’t already know you then
you’re not really a serious contender, are you?”

Perhaps two percent of the one hundred percent of the
forty-eight percent of the kingdom’s population who were
biologically, politically, socially, ideologically and by popular
assent male but
also immune to oestrogen and curves and neoteny and females
advertising their ripe status not with the bright blue and bright
red bottoms of baboons, but with colourful hair instead, read the
proclamations and felt their hopes dashed.

‘Dash it’ they said. ‘Our hopes are dashed. We
had hoped that the
prince was a bona fide knob-jockey and would rule the kingdom with
detached wisdom and a spot of nellie style, but no, apparently –
from this information – he’s just another basically decent chap
being led through life by his penis’s irresistible pre-programmed
imperative to spray his DNA over the breeding females before any
putative rivals get a chance to do so.’

Harsh, perhaps, but then their hopes had just been dashed, and there’s
nothing like a hope-dashed homosexual to put their finger on what
was, you must admit, just exactly the right spot. This is why
“Spot” is such a popular name for dogs.

One hundred percent of the fifty-two
percent of the kingdom’s population who were female, this
including the perhaps
two percent of that one hundred percent of the fifty-two percent
who in reality actually worshipped at the Temple of Venus rather
than the Temple of Mars, let their eyes grow wide with ambition.
Queen – now there was an “up yours, Daphne”, for the competition.
Yes, they liked the sound of that, they all liked it a lot.

Those of
the aforementioned wide-eyed group who had neither money nor
position for serious palace consideration allowed their ambitions
to morph into mere day-dream material, picturing themselves
surrounded by their very best friends, with themselves on the
throne giving everyone that look – the “How’s this for ultimate
status, you sad also-ran bitches?” look. Yes indeed - money and
power and money and position and money and power and money and
money, not forgetting power and position – and money. Oh, how their
bosoms heaved still as they caught the bus to work for another day
in the office, or drove the kids to school in the ageing BMW 1
Series hatchback while wearing only a pink négligée, furred-up but
warm pink dressing-gown, pink slippers and tearful pink
eyes.

Prince
Dave and his motorbike slept apart during most of these
preparations on his behalf, Dave fully-clothed as usual and
face-down in his chambers, his motorbike parked in one of the many
fountains in the grounds, or sometimes halfway up the front steps.
Once, during a particularly dark and stormy night, he’d roared home
and caught his old Nanny sleepwalking in flagrante del bent over
and picking the daisies on the front lawn. Carefully nosing the
motorbike’s front wheel between her arse cheeks he had turned the
engine off and then climbed up the ivy trellis to his
room.

Prince
Dave wasn’t then a terribly happy prince.

He had a
very bad case of must-eye seriously.

‘Must I,
Mum, seriously? I’m really happy just the way I am, and you and Dad
are going to live for years and years yet.’ [Dave had checked this
with the Palace doctors.]

He was told that this wasn’t the point, that the
succession had to
be secured while he could still command a high price in the wife
market, while he was rich and powerful and still young enough to be
behaviourally-malleable and still satisfactorily bullish in the
sack. No woman wanted a husband who was rich and powerful
but old.

Yes, all
of the worldly-wise footmen in their gold livery raised a confused
eyebrow at that one, but for obvious reasons none of them dare
correct the Queen.

‘We just want the best for you, dear. We want you to be as
happy as we once were. Um – as we have sometimes been. Um - are, as
happy we are. The
King and I. One. The King and One. Happy. Now. Aren’t we, Kingy
dear?’

‘Have
you been happy, Dad?’ asked Dave.

‘Your
mother tells me so, son, and who am I to argue? Look, it has to be
done so just lie back and think of Rutland. There’s really no
escape. Believe me. It’s The Law.’

The King and the Prince stood in the palace breakfast room
for quite some time then, each separately thinking about who made
such a law and why any man would bother observing it. After an hour
or so of hard thinking they became aware of the sound of the Queen
returning from her morning “slash and burn” constitutional in the
rose garden, and they both scarpered, the King to his smoking room
full of pipes and exotic tobaccos, up in the palace attic with too
many stairs for Her Majesty to climb too often, the prince to his mews
garages full of motorbikes, safely in the palace back yard among
the dustbins and the servants, where Her Majesty’s
social nose would
never allow her to
explore.

Neither
of them had come up with even a hint of one single real and
practical reason why a man couldn’t just keep on going his own
way.

The day
of the great ball arrived and up went the exciting PVC banners
strung along the driveway and at the front of the
Palace.

“This is
a carbon-neutral event.”


“Diversity makes for a better ball.”

“Our
balls are all-inclusive.”


and

“To ensure equality
all guests of honour have been selected from
affirmative action all-female short-lists.”

“Ladies
please use the main entrance.”


“Gentlemen use the tradesman’s entrance (absolutely no
exceptions).”

Roger,
as he strung up the last of those banners, knew that this was in
fact not true. He considered himself to be the eppy-tome (as he
pronounced it) of a gentleman, and yet his wife had never once let
him use the tradesman’s entrance.

From
early morning onwards aeroplanes began landing like sea-side
seagulls at the Palace’s private airstrip, bringing with them all
manner of exotic foreign victuals (crispy aromatic koala, milk-fed
mongoose, boiled eagle). Goods trains chuffed and snorted into the
sidings at the Palace’s private railway station, delivering hampers
of food and cases of wine and – hilariously – even a small herd of
live baby coypu, for the evening’s stir-fry (the platters of
baby-seal Wellington would have competition).

HGVs
used the tradesman’s entrance of course, and the palace footmen
were kept on their toes, reversing refrigerated vehicles up to the
flappy plastic doors of the kitchen’s delivery bay where the palace
kitchen maids took over with their domestic fork-lift trucks
(muffled wheels) and moved the pallets to the freezers (individual
pots of yummy semolina – the kind with a little sachet of
sugar-free jam in every pot; tubs of fat-free Neapolitan ice cream;
“no bake” cheesecake with high-fibre oatmeal-based
base).

Flaming
brands were being dipped and re-dipped in low-fat road tar and
eco-filtered old engine oil, ready to be used to light the driveway
when dusk fell that evening. The ornamental ponds and fountains
were emptied, the fish tossed onto the compost heap, and the
mechanisms flushed with Jeyes Fluid and then made to gush Lambrusco
and Blue Nun. The ice cubes and cocktail cherries would be dumped
in just before the doors opened.

Coal for
the fires was delivered and pushed down the coal-chute.

Sheep and Shetland ponies and old or lame Guide Dogs and all
manner of delicious dining-table mainstay were delivered and pushed
down the meat-chute. Not all of them enjoyed the experience of landing in
a heap at the bottom to await the Palace slaughterman’s
pleasure.

The
catering butcher apologised to Chef about the order being short,
but the weight, he said, had been made up with one or two ugly
rescue centre donkeys who just weren’t pulling in the kiddies’
pocket money donations anymore.

Scullery
maids with the IQ of diced tinned vegetables were made to stand
with their hands in sinks of freezing water, peeling exotic fresh
vegetables as they came hurtling down the palace’s exotic-vegetable
chute. Potatoes were skinned alive, broccoli was ripped apart and
cabbage after cabbage met its end alongside hundreds of kilos of
yummy turnips and tasty parsnips.


Cartridges for the evening’s Lame-Duck Shoot were pushed down
the Gun Room’s ammunition chute.

Tame ducks, lamed especially for the evening’s Lame-Duck
Shoot were pushed down the Gamekeeper’s wild game chute. Was
that ever a mix-up! Soon
sorted though, by the Gamekeeper’s Assistant Assistant Assistants’
Trainee Apprentices.

Oh how
the staff loved
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