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The Deformed Lovechild of Kurosawa’s Subconscious


October, Kingsland Road


People think that fashion types are a bunch of semi-articulate, cuttingly judgemental, oddly frocked, stiletto-wielding bitches that haven’t eaten a potato since 2003 and think the Gaza Strip is a form of pubic topiary. Which is only half true. Loath though I am to admit I conform to stereotype, there is an element of perfectionism in my character. It is a necessary personality trait for anyone trying to make it in an industry where you must seriously weigh the relative merit of nearly identical buttons.


It is also the reason why I get on so well with Julian, quite possibly the poofiest poof ever to poof. He would take umbrage at this assessment. He has been known to turn down certain cocktails and clothing as ‘too gay’. This, from a man who has the restraining order sent from Britney’s people framed in his living room.


He waltzes into The Diana, a dingy pub on Kingsland Road whose walls are covered with an enormous collection of royal tat, looking like an Austrian prince – all slicked back auburn hair, thick moustache and waxed trench coat. Scanning the surroundings with an expression somewhere between bemusement and disdain, he catches sight of Rose and me squeezed into a corner table underneath a portrait of Prince Charles.


The crowd at The Diana usually consists of art students, a few confused foreigners and the taxi drivers whose depot is situated around the corner. Depressingly, from some of the conversations I’ve overheard at the bar, it seems a fair number of the taxi drivers started out as art students. There are times I distinctly regret not pursuing a more academic degree, as per my parents’ wishes. Though I’m not certain how feasible a glittering career in science or law would be considering I never mastered long division and my spelling becomes more creative every year.


Julian has a low tolerance for people who don’t conform to certain aesthetic standards. When he is not ‘nesting’ (his words) with his boyfriend Theo, he prefers to stay in the more reliably trendy enclave of Shoreditch House, which he never invites me to. When you reach the age where friends start to join members’ bars, you quickly learn where you fall in their social structure. Luckily my taste runs to cheap, cheerful, dimly lit dive bars. Places where you can humiliate yourself safe in the knowledge that no one else will notice.


‘Hey babe!’ Air-kisses all around. As a teenager I used to mock people who did this; now it is second nature. If someone proffers me a hand I am momentarily destabilized, staring at it like a foreign currency. What to do with the hand? Lick it?


‘Sweet Skinny Jesus, has the straight scene always been so … rotund?’ Julian stage-whispers in horror, his eyes fixed on a man whose swollen belly struggles to break free of its nylon Manchester United prison.


‘Julian, when was the last time you left the house? Rationing ended in 1954. This is the price we pay for an abundance of delicious transfats. Be grateful!’ says Rose.


Rose is reading Bioengineering at Imperial, has logical and informed opinions on most topics and is able to support them with bafflingly accurate historical dates. In contrast, I have been known to second-guess myself about the current year on application forms. I also misspelt my middle name on my provisional licence.


‘This is why I never go out! The shock gets worse every time. I have Permanent Traumatic Stress Disorder. I think it’s the underlying cause of my eczema.’


He pushes up the sleeve of his coat and his eyes dart from his skinny arm, its bony elegance marred by a few reddish patches, to a man who could charitably be described as hideous, back to his arm again. Giving a little mock-shriek he cries, ‘Look! I swear that one just appeared!’


‘Julian, that’s awful! Stop!’ Rose laughs, throwing back her mane of untamed carroty hair.


Rose is a primary school friend I reconnected with during A-levels when begging for help (if plagiarism can be called that) on a Design Technology project. It was a subject I had chosen with design, not technology, in mind. She unexpectedly accepted my offer to pay her for her troubles with a box of my old shoes, which at the time I thought a sign of fashion desperation. I later found out they were accepted out of pity and donated to Oxfam.


I am less embarrassed about this reunion story than I should be and sometimes tell it to strangers at parties. Putting my best foot forward is something I can be counted on almost never to do, usually because said foot is rammed into my mouth. I figure if you present yourself as lazy and mildly sociopathic from the beginning, you can only improve with time. It’s like being impressed by a film you thought would be awful but is unexpectedly amusing, versus the disappointment that can follow a critically acclaimed masterpiece of cinema. I call this ‘stealth charming’.


Julian’s lack of filter is mitigated by his jovial tone and self-mocking demeanour. He still gets told off for misbehaving a lot. As a fellow sufferer of taking the joke too far, I sympathize. The thing is, he doesn’t mean it. Well, he does, but his intention is not malicious. Luckily, for the most part the people who chide him are laughing. He is a little bit too proud of having been slapped twice, though.


‘But I think it might be true! My skin is very sensitive, darling, very discerning. At this rate if I ever want a beautiful complexion I’ll have to move someplace Scandinavian. It’s that or become a hermit. It will take an hour-long wank over Andrej Pejić to get over this exposure.’


‘You say that as if it’s not already part of your daily routine,’ Rose says.


‘An orgasm a day keeps the doctor away!’ I add cheerfully.


I suspect this to be true, having not suffered a cold in some time. The late, great Mae West is a surprisingly good source of advice on health and love. It boils down to speaking your mind, wearing seven-inch platforms at all times, slathering yourself in baby oil and having as much hot sex as you can. How can you not admire a woman who inspired Dalí to design a soft furnishing in honour of her lips? I would personally hope for my legs to be immortalized in a giant coat hanger by Sarah Lucas. But I digress.


‘Darling, as if I have the time! My life is work, work, work. The halcyon days of university when I could wank, let alone have sex, with impunity are but a distant memory. I barely see Theo these days. He thinks he’s in love with a vampire. I only see him in the twilight hours looking like some sort of undead creature. I’m so pale and gaunt. Look at these shadows! It’s lucky purple brings out the green in my eyes.’


Julian may speak with the air of an extreme narcissist, but he is actually very kind. An incurable romantic, hopelessly in love with his first and last boyfriend, he thinks Rose and I are terrible sluts. If I were a young gay man, I would be haunting the latrines of G-A-Y in a tiny mesh vest right now.


Have I mentioned that I’m single? The initial liberation of being footloose and fancy-free begins to pale after a while. Six months on from my break up and I still haven’t met a single man who fits my criteria. Some women have endless lists of the qualities they are searching for in a man. He must be intelligent and funny, a bit cocky but not too arrogant. He will be tall and handsome, but not generically handsome. (Generically tall is allowed.) He should be available and loyal, but never clingy. He must like dogs and scorn fish. He will be employed but not a workaholic; sexual dynamite but not a player; he will read the same Sunday paper and be geographically convenient.


My list is as follows: he must be bearded and love giving head.


Only two requirements and I still haven’t ticked them off! Even the beard is negotiable if he gives good stubble. Granted, I have been working crazy hours interning over the past nine months. Fashion spinsterhood is a common complaint amongst my peer group. Over the summer, I met exactly two new heterosexual men, one-hundred percent of whom I slept with. Hopefully now that I am studying again the situation will improve. The final year of university is not an ideal time for a manhunt, but you need to live life holistically. Regular sex is a vital component of spiritual nourishment.


‘Sometimes I think about getting out of fashion entirely. I could become an actor or painter or something. I love my job but it’s just so tiring,’ Julian says dramatically.


Julian is the Assistant Womenswear Designer at Schrödinger’s Cat. It’s a relatively new brand built by Trigger Hunt, a Trustafarian of undeniable talent and fearsome pretentions. Trigger once had a thing with a hot young physicist and now feels that he holds deep insight into the mysteries of the universe. He uses this knowledge to great effect by running up expensive frocks and giving enlightened quotes on ‘How Much Knitwear Is Too Much Knitwear?’ to Vogue. No one working there, including ‘Call-Me-Trigger-But-Don’t-Look-Me-In-The-Eye Hunt’, really understands the principles behind the name. Nevertheless, pseudo-scientific inspiration is drafted into the press release of each collection with increasingly tenuous connections.


An example: Spring/Summer 2013, which I assisted Julian and Trigger with, grew from a mood board of outer space into images of what Trigger imagined String Theory might look like. This process was achieved by an intern pinning and taping a ball of twine in different formations. These were then photographed and edited so thoroughly on Photoshop that they emerged as something else entirely. This synthetic web became the basis of some of the best prints in the collection as well as a silhouette story involving Samurai Warrior Shoulders and Crinolines (made modern by a clever use of Neoprene). This all sounds like the deformed lovechild of Kurosawa’s subconscious and a wetsuit but was actually quite beautiful. It was heralded as a ‘postmodern triumph of historical revisionism’ by Style.com.


One of the benefits of working for a boss who is brilliant enough to put up with, but is also a crazed, entitled psycho-maniac is that you form extremely firm friendships with your comrades. In fact, I have found the belief that everyone is at one another’s throats to be an unjust prejudice against the fashion industry. Certainly, a degree of hatred is inevitable during twelve to fourteen hour days, often including the weekends, in a hothouse environment of gay men, single women and the unpaid slave-children known as interns. But a mixture of hard work, team spirit, humour, hysteria and despair bonds people together effectively, for better or for worse, till burn-out or a better job does them part.


Our social dynamic has shifted when discussing work-related issues now that I’ve left to finish my degree. Julian is still there, toiling away, and I have defected back to the lifestyle of the carefree, petit-bourgeois student degenerate. I sense he now views me with a mixture of jealousy and suspicion.


‘How is the new collection going then? I can’t believe you made it out so early!’


It is 10 p.m. on a Thursday, early indeed.


‘Oh you know babe, the usual. My day goes from boring to joyful to hellish and back again, sometimes all within the hour. Trigger went ballistic over a missing measuring tape in the fitting room today; I thought I might lose my job over it. The interns always fuck up the most menial tasks! I spend half my time looking after the daily grind of administrative and organizational shit, which I should be able to delegate. But I know from experience it will end up being so cock-eyed I’ll have to redo it myself.’


Julian takes a pause in his rant to mutter, ‘Not that you were like that,’ before continuing.


‘I can’t wrap my head around some of the mistakes they make. Maybe they pretend not to understand because they feel it’s beneath them. They all think they’re the second coming of Gaultier and that they should be immediately promoted to doing design work. It’s like, I’ve paid my dues to get where I am and so shall you! If I ask you to sweep the floor, sweep the floor!’


Rose gives me a look as if to say, ‘They have to sweep the floor?’ I nod in a way that will dissuade her from voicing the question.


‘At this rate my nerves will be shot by the time I’m twenty-six years old!’ Julian continues. ‘I’m probably going to join that list of famous people who die at twenty-seven.’


‘Julian, the Twenty-Seven Club is for rock stars. You’re not even famous.’


‘I’m twenty-five, babe, give me time. Anyway, enough about work – let’s talk about something else. Any men on the go?’


Rose launches into the post-mortem of a date with the unfortunately monikered Phil. It is a name that should be reserved for middle-aged accountants in Surrey, though he is a twenty-eight-year-old sound engineer squatting in Peckham. They met last Saturday in Camden. Rose was dancing on tables, which gives you an indication of how pissed she was; usually her moves are limited to swaying in a darkened corner. I lost her halfway through the night but she reappeared at closing time – that terrible moment when the lights come on and the filmy veil of hopeful delusion lifts to reveal a sea of heavily perspiring cretins.


Rose was being dry-humped on stage by a tall man whose face was entirely obscured by his sweat-licked hair. They exchanged numbers before I packed her off home in a taxi. In an act of sweet hope, sexual frustration or desperation (possibly all three) their initial drunken attraction met the sober light of Wednesday. It was essentially a blind date, as all she could remember about him was that he was probably white and had been wearing a trilby.


‘… So, I was pleasantly surprised! I thought he’d be a minger, as that seems to be the only factor uniting men I’ve pulled lately, but he actually had a decent face and really nice eyes. He came on his Vespa though, so we didn’t really drink, just had dinner and talked.’


Ick. There has always seemed to me an inherent lameness to a man driving a Vespa outside of the Continent. They require sun, café-culture and Italian sunglasses to be chic. In wet, grey England, a scooter is the clinging and tragic ghost of Cool Britannia. Vespa drivers make this vain stab at bad-boy mystique, all the while unwittingly driving the tricycle of the motorcycling world. I refrain from saying this. If a willingness to look like a reject from Quadrophenia is Phil’s only character defect he is leagues better than her last boyfriend, Scrotum Mark. So-called because his name is Mark and he is a scrotum.


‘Did you have good banter? Did he pay?’ I ask.


To me, these are the two vital components of a good date. If a man is incapable of witty flirtation and generosity on the first date, these qualities will never bloom. I have had several flings with boring cheapskates who I managed to convince myself were the strong, silent, fiscally sound types. These men are also rarely good in bed. There must be a direct correlation between the number of pints a man is willing to buy you and his working knowledge of the clitoris.


But maybe the problem lies with me. I am apparently not an inspirer of impetuous, romantic purchases. My mother frequently reminds me of the wonderful holidays and presents she received from devoted lovers in her youth. My sparkling conversation has led to a grand haul of: three DVDs (two of them burnt). It should be said that these were not spontaneous gifts, but for my birthday. Nothing says, ‘My feelings for you are tepid and cheap’ like a copied disk in a genre of film you never had any interest in. At this point, a Groupon voucher would seem the height of decadence.


‘Yeah … well, he paid. He was all right. He was wearing “Gap Yah” beads, though. At his age he should really know better. Plus he said he stole them from a Buddhist Temple in Cambodia. Bit of a twat in most ways really, but he was a good kisser. I’m hardly beating men off with a stick at the moment so I’ll probably see him again,’ Rose says with an air of mild depression, leaning her head in her hands.


‘Don’t bother, sweetie. You lost me at Vespa. He probably has a mod target tattooed on his chest. It’s better to end it before you get attached. If he’s good in bed you’ll start to think his temple-thieving ways make him the next Indiana Jones. Look at Georgie, she’s always giving things a second and third chance and then ends up in relationships with people who treat her like shit,’ Julian says, his cocked eyebrow daring me to contradict him.


I wish I could dispute this, but that pretty much sums me up. Moral of my story: don’t date out of boredom and never sleep with men out of mild curiosity (especially if they are known to their friends as ‘Two-Minute-Michael’). The biochemistry of the orgasm is a cosmic joke whose purpose is to blind you and bind you. Usually to people whom, if they were your co-workers, you would avoid on public transport.


‘It’s not like I deliberately overlook bad behaviour!’ I protest feebly, ‘It’s just that sometimes it’s hard to know if someone is cruel or if they just suffer from severe honesty.’ That sounded less pathetic in my head. ‘Am I supposed to stay alone indefinitely? The last time I tried waiting for someone amazing all it led to was eighteen months of celibacy. I started calling my vagina the Batcave.’


Rose chuckles at this, while Julian looks repulsed.


‘I really liked He Who Shall Not Be Named and I was miserable. Who else have I really been emotionally invested in? Alexi, maybe. God, that was a long time ago.’


‘Is he the one who stole your gap year fund?’ Rose asks.


‘Yeah.’


I met Alexi when I was seventeen. He was my first love, though due to my subsequent betrayal at his hands I rarely voice that aloud. Older, French, sophisticated, he was a compulsive liar and cokehead whom I trusted implicitly for eight months due to mind-boggling naivety and the mistaken belief that I am a good judge of character. I have since learnt to be wary of men who wear wraparound cardigans. It is not a sign of ‘je ne sais quoi’, but of sociopathy.


‘Well, I’m with you on choosing bastards over cobwebs. Every girl needs to experience one douchebag as a rite of passage into womanhood. But you should limit yourself to one, Georgie! You need more faith that men aren’t divided into idiots versus dickheads. Even at my lowest points with Mark, I never thought that. If anything, it made me realize that things can only improve. There are good, funny, kind, hot men out there. I’m sure of it.’


Rose, a serial monogamist, hasn’t casually dated nearly as much as I have. I imagine that in a few years’ time this refrain will have been beaten out of her by the vagaries of life, but maybe it is a simple matter of choosing quality over quantity. In matters of the heart, that has never been my speciality.


‘I’m sure that’s true, but they seem to scatter like cockroaches in a lit room when I’m around. No matter. Positive thinking! It’s October so to all commercial intents and purposes Christmas. People turn into complete sluts around the holidays. I have high hopes!’ I lift my glass in a toast to anticipated vaginal victories. ‘To sluts!’


‘To sluts!’ they chorus loudly.


A stern, bug-eyed woman in her late thirties, clad in a hideous furry yellow jumper, Russian army hat and skinny jeans, turns around from across the room to give us evils. I smile and wink. Impervious to my charms, she rolls her eyes before turning back to her stony-faced companion. It must be irritating trying to have a decent conversation with drunken twenty-somethings cackling and swearing in the vicinity. However, she is what I most fear becoming. Humourless, bitter and freshly abandoned by the feckless dole-rat, last-chance-before-sperm-bank boyfriend who has been cheating on her for years, with only her bar work to support the acting career she secretly knows will never take off. In short, the withered husk of scenester dreams, in ironic mohair. But maybe I’m projecting a little.


From now on, things are going to be different, I swear to myself. The first term of my last year of university has just begun. It is time to put my annual resolution to develop a super-strong work ethic, by finally developing it. This year I will be productive, in work and in love, though if I have to choose between the two, I will of course choose work. A man might keep you warm at night, but so does a radiator. It seems a more reliable solution than some handsome poet. However, I’ll stay open to meeting someone fantastic who I genuinely fancy. This year will be different.


*

Thus far, this year is not shaping up to be different. I work as a waitress a few times a week for different events around London, at a company that may as well be called ‘PoshSlaves4You’. They mostly cater to well-bred people who don’t like to be served by those ghastly commoners who drop their h’s, or worse, by Poles.


It’s poorly paid grunt work, but the odd art opening makes it more bearable. I generally entertain myself by eye-fucking the hot clients and eating as many canapés as is humanly possible. This is a subtle art form that requires lurking behind potted plants and the ability to masticate with minimal jaw movement.


The one I’m working at now, however, has a number of drunken men misbehaving as if at a Dionysian feast, rather than a Savile Row shop opening. As I tour the room with my precariously balanced champagne flutes, it is immediately evident who ‘The Savile Row Man’ is. The party overflows with minted banker types fulfilling every cliché one can apply to the financial sector. It seems not only has the crisis been forgotten, but so has self-awareness, good manners and the realization that a large number of people still hate them. I assume this blissful state of self-satisfaction was achieved by imbibing gallons of Cristal and rocking out to Chris Brown in Boujis.


The company they keep are even worse. Faux-nymphomaniac gold diggers hang on their every word. Their collagen blowjob lips pout in supplication, silently confirming that these men are God’s gift to women. Nods and smiles and titters and tits are all that is required of their better halves.


As a result, these hapless men believe that sexual harassment is a hilarious, panty-dropping tool of seduction. Unfortunately, our outfits leave us vulnerable to vulgar comments. We girls have been made to wear Santa’s Little Slut baby-doll slips and simper when someone asks us for the tenth time if we’d like to sit on their lap to see what our gift will be. Why Father Christmas would expand his empire into Biro-sized erections is a mystery.


At any rate, the champagne flows; the testosterone rages; and sometimes, as now, someone’s dick is whipped out. I don’t know if any of you have experienced the joy of a portly five-foot-three man-child in a £3,000 suit, skipping like a cracked-out leprechaun, his cock and balls on full display. It is not an impressive sight. I stare in morbid fascination at the tiny, shrivelled ballsack adorned with a button mushroom, utterly perplexed. Why would you do this? Why, when mystery is the only conceivable advantage that your genitals possess?


‘Ooh, she’s not impressed! Are you a lesbian? Are you a dyke?’ The expression of open revulsion on my face has antagonized Merry Micro-Peen. He attempts to stare me down, rather ineffectually as I tower over him in my heels.


‘Does my dick offend you, dyke?’


At moments like this, I wish I were a dyke. He has one hand behind his head in a pin-up pose, the other pretending to tweak his nipple through his suit while thrusting his zip-throttled todger arrhythmically to the laughter of his friends.


‘I’m not impressed. But that isn’t. Because. I’m a dyke.’ I bite out witheringly, while forcing myself to stare at his deformed, impertinent third thumb.


I’m tempted to lose control of the champagne glasses I’m carrying, showering his exposed genitals in Veuve. I seem to do this regularly enough by accident. Somehow I refrain, paste a smile on my face and walk with slow and furious dignity through the crowd.


Am I a beacon for twats? My mother is always going on about our personal auras interacting with other people’s auras, attracting or repelling them energetically. I usually don’t subscribe to this theory as it implies some responsibility on my part but my mood has been foul tonight so maybe there is some truth to it.


‘Bloody motherfucking shitfaced cockhead!’


‘Hey … are you all right?’


I look up into laughing hazel eyes, framed by sooty lashes. Strong nose. Tall. Longish, golden-brown hair, the colour of toast – my favourite foodstuff. Even in my burning fury the pervert in me is aware that this is one hot toddy, but I’m too irritated to care.


‘I’m great, just surrounded by men who think that because I’m carrying a tray I’m fair game for visual assault!’ I’m aware that my face is screwed up in an expression of demented hate. ‘Champagne, sir?’ I spit out with an edge of hysteria.


‘Yes please, mademoiselle,’ he drawls teasingly as he takes a flute from my tray. ‘I heard you muttering something. Seems you’re not too keen on Benjo.’


Despite my best intentions, it is difficult not to notice how very attractive he is. If you like an appealingly crooked smile or a light Scottish brogue. Luckily I am resistant to the charms of conventionally good-looking men. By some strange whim of fate, I prefer to date people shorter, fatter, uglier, older, weirder or who are emotionally disabled, with the occasional borderline-psychotic combination of the above. Maybe those are just the only ones who have asked me out.


‘You associate with that misogynist?’


‘Hey,’ He’s looking at me more seriously now. ‘I apologize for my friend. He’s being a prick but he’s just very drunk, his girlfriend broke up with him last night.’


‘Yes, well.’ I say curtly.


It’s hard to direct your anger at something so pretty. I’m not usually such a humourless bitch, what’s wrong with me?


‘Can’t say I blame her,’ I add in bitter afterthought.


Though the man is handsome, his taste in mates is seriously questionable. Why do some men think that if a girl dumps them (probably for excellent reasons), it excuses their subsequent appalling behaviour? They go one of two ways, becoming either aggressively bitter or unbearably whiney. Though women bear the stigma of the bunny boiler, we deal with the demise of relationships with far more emotional maturity, as was demonstrated in that book Get Fat, Get Spiritual, Get Fucked or whatever it was called.


‘You’re right, of course. I’m sure you’ve never done something stupid drunk,’ he says with a wry grin. ‘Though I admit his is an extreme case.’


‘I am the soul of class and restraint, actually.’


To be fair, I am usually doing someone stupid drunk, rather than something. But technicalities are always best left unexpressed.


‘Yes, class and restraint always come to mind when I hear someone swearing like a sailor,’ he laughs and runs his hand through his shaggy hair. ‘I’m Scott Montgomery.’


Good name. I hate this cocky bastard. How dare he throw that in my face? If men would learn not to highlight a woman’s rational inconsistencies, the world would be a far better place.


‘And I’m leaving. I can’t respect a man with such poor taste in mates.’


Spinning on my heel, I catch sight of his startled expression before I march off into the crowd with the fake purpose of the directionless.


I had meant my tone to be more jocular, but residual anger hardened my words, making me sound like a bitter, humourless old hag. The kind of person I fear becoming most, but at this point I have no option but to go with it. ‘Never surrender! Never apologize!’ is my motto and also the reason why I am a terrible waitress.


I’m going to regret this in the morning, I think.









[image: ]


Grace Kelly Lounging in a Boudoir in Shanghai


I awake, in some pain, having bled onto my sheets. Fantastic. That does go some way towards explaining my temper last night. I never have PMT; the week before I am largely unaffected. I am far more likely to bite someone’s head off when my innards are twisting, my knickers are stained and my breasts may explode. There’s no fighting the insanity of oestrogen. The womb is more powerful than the will, as I believe they say in Star Wars. Something to that effect, anyway.


Oh well, I only acted like a massive bitch to that rarest of birds – a very attractive man hitting on me. He might only have been trying to mollify me but I prefer to think the glimmer of chemistry between us wasn’t imaginary. Though even if he was chatting me up, he probably didn’t really fancy me; there was an extremely favourable ratio of men to women, the likes of which I will probably never see again. I am twenty-four years old and I’ve been dating since I was sixteen. Only three really good-looking men have ever actively sought me out, so if this trend continues, in a few years it will happen again – barring dramatic weight gain, resurgence of teenage acne, et cetera.


It shouldn’t be this difficult, I think, as I drag my aching carcass to the bathroom. Dating the type of boys you meet drunk in pubs and clubs hasn’t worked out for me terribly well. And though there are packs of hipsters, they have the off-putting attitude that if you were worth knowing, they would have slept with you by now. These types limit themselves to incestuous partner-swapping within a circle of highly individual friends who all look like they were spat out of Urban Outfitters, though they never shop there.


It doesn’t help that I went to an all girls’ school followed by a Womenswear degree where most of the men are otherwise inclined. There are, of course, straight guys in fashion, but they are highly in demand. They may not realize it at first, but within a month it becomes apparent that many of the well-dressed women around them are rarely approached. I am always surprised that more heterosexual men don’t go into fashion. Seducing the girls is as easy as shooting koi in an ornamental pond.


If your peer group has failed you it is hard to meet new men in London. People are less confident in approaching others unless they are formally introduced by a third party or are totally wasted. And call me old-fashioned but I take exception to someone grinding up against me in a club before saying hello, often before having a clear view of my face. When you discount the perverts, drunkards and those good eggs not cheating on their girlfriends, it leaves you with a very narrow pool to choose from on a Saturday night.


Sarah, a friend of mine who has been coupled up with a lovely man for some time, suggested I take a crack at Internet dating. As she described it, ‘If I could, I would be all over that shit … You can have total control! It’s like window shopping for dick!’ She is the only person I know who sees the grim meat-market reality of OKCupid as exciting.


I pretended I might give it a go, though I’ve secretly already tried it. Let’s face it. Failing at finding love online is not something anyone wants to broadcast. I probably didn’t help matters by saying on my profile: ‘Willing to lie about how we met,’ in the ‘About Me’ section and posting a funny-not-sexy picture with my face obscured. It is hard to advertise yourself effectively when consumed with residual shame. A few dates later, I deleted my account. They were not in-and-of-themselves catastrophic, just wasted hours of polite tedium and a scramble during awkward silences for the kind of lame conversation I last used while babysitting.


In any case, it seems I am just as cowardly behind a computer screen as I am in real life. I fall into the same pattern – throwing out my net, being passive, waiting to see what hapless creature stumbles into it and then being totally underwhelmed by my catch. Like a fisherman who catches only anchovies, I am desperate for a cod. Or a salmon. Or a Scotty McWhatever he was called. With his hair of toast.


My stomach grumbles and I dismiss these thoughts as the crazed unrest of a hungry mind. The blues can always be alleviated by something involving cheese, or if the hour permits, booze. If there is one upside to the first day of your period, it is the guilt-free consumption of fat in all its glorious varieties. When someone invents boozy cheese, my life will be complete.


Weekends being life’s greatest pleasure, it is particularly maddening that mine is to be ruined not only by The Curse, but also by my flatmate. I can hear noises in the kitchen; I hesitate on the stairway, hoping that she will return to her room before I die of hunger.


Anastasia is one of those people who is superficially normal, but if you were to talk with her for, say, the length of a dinner party, you would soon realize there are cracks in her sanity. And if you were to live with her, you would soon realize that she is in fact totally unhinged. However, I was desperate for a place to stay when my previous housing fell through and I thought, how bad can an acquaintance-of-a-friend-of-a-friend be? The answer is very fucking bad.


Stacy, as she prefers to be known (an early warning sign: Stacy is a name for a child’s doll circa 1994, not an adult human woman) is twenty-seven and one of those perpetually out-of-work actors subsisting on, I presume, family money. She claims to be from White Russian stock originally – hinting, but not outright inferring, that she might be related to the Anastasia, of Disney and historical fame. She does not believe in banks, cash-points, Eastern Europe, personal space, laughter, starchy root vegetables, the rights of the poor, council tax or central heating.


She does believe in Epigenetics, something I had previously never heard of. From my Google research, I have found it to be rather different from the theories she has subjected me to. In essence, she thinks she can exercise the power of the mind to control her physical sensations. Stacy insists she can regulate her body temperature as though she were a Tibetan monk, even when her lips are blue and the downy pelt on her arms is standing on end like a field of wheat. All this would be harmless New Age quackery I would have no problem indulging, except that the flat is always freezing. She refuses to admit she feels the arctic chill seeping through the Victorian windows of our little terraced house near London Fields. We are currently engaged in a silent Cold War, where I run around turning on all the radiators as soon as I notice she is out, which she promptly switches off again as soon as she returns.


She also believes in water fasts, which apparently ‘can heal all ailments the body can experience’. These fasts consist of temporary bouts of starvation, lasting anywhere from seven to fourteen days. Unprompted, she informed me that if I would only follow a water fast for six weeks, I could have the body I have always dreamed of. This was the turning point where I mentally shifted her from ‘Annoying’ to ‘Evil’.


What irritated me the most was her presumption that my dream body must be her dream body – that of Doutzen Kroes. Aside from the fact that if I lost that much weight my breasts would look like punctured piñatas, you can get really creative with a ‘dream body’. Maybe a thigh gap is not that important to me. Maybe swimming underwater for prolonged periods of time is. Maybe what I really want is gills.


During her fasting periods, if I come near her with food or liquids other than water, she will glare and find a corner in which to purify her energy, which I have selfishly polluted. Smoking cigarettes inside is obviously against the rules. Smoking blunts, though, is always allowed. I’ve never been that into ‘The Devil’s Weed’, to use my Mum’s terminology. People who claim it is equivalent to alcohol are kidding themselves. Even if I share one joint, there will always be a moment where I wish I wasn’t high. It takes a lot for me to wish I wasn’t drunk. Anyway, since living with Stacy I’ve lost interest in it entirely, in case her crazy is somehow catching. I don’t know why she bothers – I’ve never met such an uptight stoner.


‘All right, Stacy?’ I say. I have relented my pathetic stakeout and stumble into our little kitchenette. It is spotlessly clean, as usual.


It is one of Stacy’s stipulations that the dishes be washed immediately after usage. As she does not often eat, this is supremely convenient for her, rather less so for me. She does spend a lot of time in here, standing by the kettle with a mug of hot water and lemon (plus a tiny squirt of agave syrup if she is feeling indulgent) watching my meal preparations with an air of vague superiority. I am convinced she is thinking that if she ever deigned to cook, she would do a much better job of it.


I am currently wrapped up in a sexy ensemble of stripy long johns, a cashmere scarf I found on a bus, a thick jumper, a giant woolly cardigan and knee-high clashing ski socks. Last night’s MAC eyeliner has migrated under my eyes. I look like the result of a passionate encounter between Alice Cooper and Pippi Longstocking, raised by ‘Stitch and Bitch’ enthusiasts.


Stacy is wearing a silky Chinese robe, loosely belted to reveal her sternum and coltish legs, holding a glass full of what looks like pondscum. She looks like Grace Kelly lounging in a boudoir in Shanghai, holding pondscum. She is forever attempting to make me try her algae-vitamin concoctions but I refuse on the grounds that I want to nourish the taste buds I’ve not yet killed through smoking and anyway we are not living in L.A.


‘I’m perfectly well, thank you, Georgina.’


Stacy always calls me Georgina, though she knows full well I hate it.


‘Oh dear, you’re not looking very well this morning. Late night? There’s some more barley-cayenne-asparagus in the fridge if you want. It’s good for spots, puffiness and dark circles. I’ve never suffered from those symptoms, as they are usually related to liver strain and as you know I rarely drink. It would do you a world of good if you took a shot every morning and made some lifestyle changes.’ Stacy smiles tightly and looks at my face as if she is concerned.


‘Yeah, I was working late. I’ve got hideous cramps. I think I need a bit more sustenance this morning. Thanks though.’ I crack open some eggs and resist the urge to smear yolk on her perfect complexion. The fresh spots on my forehead have elected to co-ordinate themselves with the bobbles on my red scarf.


‘I never get cramps. It’s one of the benefits of fasting.’


Even her uterus is perfect, damn her. She probably sheds three drops of blood on a super-slim tampon and is done for the month.


‘Yes, you’ve mentioned that. Do you want some omelette?’


‘No, I want to keep myself fresh for my date with Cosmo.’ Stacy wrinkles her nose in delicate disgust.


She is the only person I know who speaks about food as if it sullies her. I cannot understand this mentality. I have felt genuine angst in debates over the great, imperative, eternal question that wakes truth-seekers up in a cold sweat in the middle of the night: Food or Sex. Gun to your head; no caveats. For ever.


Would you choose a constant supply of fantastic sex with only flavourless gruel for sustenance? Or three-Michelin-star-worthy feasts and eternal celibacy, no masturbation allowed? The additional variable of weight gain or loss might influence your decision. Heart disease is no joke, while sexathons would keep you spry well into your nineties. Though being so well fed, would you cease to care? The smell of scrambled eggs with cheddar, mushrooms and chives wafts up at me. At the moment, I would choose food.


However, if Michael Fassbender suddenly appeared in the kitchen half naked and tried to ravish me, I’d be back to square one. It’s an insolvable quandary, you see, best tackled while impassioned and drunk.


Stacy’s persistent whining about her date’s choice of venue interrupts my reverie. Apparently, though it is super-expensive, it lacks the panache necessary to impress someone of her calibre. I was once taken for a Valentine’s Day meal at McDonald’s, bitter disappointment flavouring an otherwise tasteless fish burger, while I reflected gratefully that at least I didn’t know anyone in Kilburn. So I can at least admire her for having standards.


‘I don’t think I’ve met Cosmo, what’s he like?’


Stacy has shown no sign of leaving, so I resign myself to the verbal one-upmanship that her conversations usually consist of. Luckily, she rarely wants to speak to me, preferring instead to float about, wandering in and out of various classes. She takes ballet, spinning, yoga and Pilates. I’ve yet to see her leave for an audition and suspect that ‘acting’ is something she pretends to do until she finds a husband.


‘He’s new. An investment banker, very tall and dashing. He stopped me as I was getting out of a taxi and insisted on taking my number. He said I look just like Julie Christie in Doctor Zhivago and that if he didn’t find out my name, he would regret it for the rest of his life. So attractive when men are confident, don’t you think? Gianpiero is still in Milan, but I’m visiting him next weekend. I’ve chucked Lucas. He was trying my patience – always wanting reassurance that I would stop seeing other men. And you know how I can’t stand lying.’


No one likes a needy man, but as a general rule, I think it’s rude to complain about how hard it is to juggle three boyfriends to someone who struggles to pin down one.


‘Poor Lucas. Oh well, clingy is never a good quality,’ I finally say, impressing myself with my self-restraint, as I scrape my omelette onto a plate.


Sometimes, when Stacy isn’t around, I simply take a fork and pick at the hot pan standing up, often burning my tongue in the process. It is one of the lazier customs I’ve developed in an effort to minimize the washing up, but it leaves me with a feeling of contentment. I feel like a caveman by the fire, savouring my kill. It’s probably for the best that I have a flatmate, if only to protect me from developing stranger behaviours. My father has a habit of trimming his toenails and then flushing them down the toilet, which never entirely works, so there are always a few yellowish shards stranded at the bottom of the bowl. At least I have a genetic deficiency to blame.


I would like to think Stacy is exaggerating about all these men, but they do fall prostrate before her. She has a complicated, high-maintenance-bitch thing that they find irresistible. Her vague manner translates into a certain mystique and she plays hard to get effortlessly, as her disinterest in the rest of humanity is quite genuine. It also doesn’t hurt that she is whippet-thin, with caramel blonde locks down to here, legs up to there and penchant for going braless.


‘Clingy is the one character defect I cannot abide. Yet all the men I date turn into absolute octopuses. I encounter it all the time.’ She sighs dramatically, inspecting her manicured nails. ‘I’m off to Bikram now. They also have a 5 p.m. if you care to sweat out those toxins later.’


Stacy sashays languorously off and I continue stuffing my face, a mustard trail running down my chin. You would think that living with someone so skinny would be a constant source of thinspiration. You would be wrong. If anything, looking at her makes me hungrier.


I do, however, resolve to start a protein diet. Tomorrow. Never start a diet on the first day of your period, or, for that matter, with a hangover. You are not only guaranteed to fail, you will do so with glorious abandon. No gluttony can compare with that of a woman who really believes that, starting tomorrow, she will never allow herself sugar again.


Protein diets are the only ones I’ve been able to follow for more than two days, as I love meat of all varieties and on those you can supposedly eat it in unlimited quantities. They are best started either before or after a relationship, as the resulting halitosis, constipation and pungent urine can be off-putting for even the most ardent of suitors. I mentally check my diary. Alone last month, alone today, alone for the foreseeable future. Perfect timing.
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Produce-Related Prostitution


I am multitasking while at Sainsbury’s, chatting to my mother on the phone. I like to tick her off my to-do list along with discount chicken fillets. The conversation, like all post-weekend run downs of the last few months, begins something like this:


‘So, have you met any interesting people recently?’ she asks, by which she means men.


‘No, Mum, still no,’ by which I also mean men. I had a great night dancing with some friends from university at a small bar with great disco that is a haven for queers. She will not be interested to hear that I’ve spent my weekend consorting with drag queens, however fabulous, rather than marriage prospects. In her eyes, if I don’t have a rock by twenty-six at the very latest, she will have failed me as a mother. That leaves me a year and a half to find and master-manipulate an appropriate victim into thinking I will make a good wife.


I have repeatedly attempted to explain to her that in this day and age many girls are encouraged in their career aspirations and that, furthermore, I don’t know if I want to get married, but this is of no consequence to her. Having never really worked, she is convinced that it is a miserable state and if at all possible it is better to have a husband, an allowance and good friends in a similar position to spend it with.


Wandering aimlessly into the organic section, I subtly eye up a boy in his mid-twenties with a Roman nose, floppy blond hair and punkish army boots just the right side of white supremacist. His basket is demonstrably short of meat and dairy products, so I deduce he might be vegan, but I consider it something that we can work through. I rearrange a bag of onions over my hamburger patties.


‘But who knows, maybe I’ll meet my future husband reaching for the same pepper in the next ten minutes,’ I say, just before his cute, dreadlocked girlfriend catches him up, slipping her hand into his. They grin at each other, skin a-glow from love and all the vegetables and pulses they have doubtless consumed.


Mum snorts down the phone, this single noise conveying both the depth of her exasperation and her diminishing hopes of ever having grandchildren.


‘What sort of people will you meet at 2 p.m. on a Monday in Hackney? Stay-At-Home Dads and The Unemployed, that’s who.’ She enjoys answering her own questions.


‘That or an off-duty rock star. It’s within the realm of possibility!’


And that’s when I see him. A man who, indeed, looks very much like an off-duty rock star, political poet, fringe-theatre actor or similar.


Have I ever mentioned my weakness for older men with curly locks and facial hair? It could be due to my childhood obsession with Inigo ‘You killed my father. Prepare to Die!’ Montoya. Or the result of the Pavlovian association: Santa Claus = bearded older man = cadeaux. Julian thinks I’ll end up with a Captain Birdseye doppelgänger. I really do get weak at the knees for just about anyone sporting the requisite level of hirsuteness.


This one is wearing an expensively distressed leather jacket. Black curls swing just below his ears. His luscious beard protrudes a few inches from his face like shrubbery. This is my kryptonite. Beneath the beard, his face is quite handsome. He has chosen to disguise his chiselled features with the only thing marring this vision of absolute deliciousness: heinous plastic-rimmed aviator-style bifocal glasses favoured by rapists, paedophiles and hipsters.
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