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  For Laura Duane:

  Thank you for bringing Prince Charles to life.


  1999


  A Very Good Year, All Things Considered


  
    … The daisy, by the shadow that it casts,

    Protects the lingering dewdrop from the sun.

  


  
    “To a Child” (Written in Her Album)

    ~ William Wordsworth

  


  Part I


  It’s All Down the Drain


  
    A fool must now and then be right, by chance.

  


  
    “Conversation”

    ~ William Cowper

  


  April, 1999
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  As Daisy Silverman squatted in front of the toilet bowl, first depressing the flush lever and then watching as the milky outgoing spiral removed the mildew and replaced it with fresh water, the thought occurred to her for at least the thousandth time that if the fickle hand of fate hadn’t cast her as a cleaning lady, working in wealthy households and offices in Westport, Connecticut, she would have made a perfectly lovely Princess of Wales.


  This was a fantasy that Daisy had entertained off and on since 1981, the same year that the late Princess Diana had first become Princess Diana. And to this day, eighteen years later, whenever she thought about it, Daisy still thought that she could have done the job better.


  Oh, sure, Daisy had loved the late Princess, would have said that she loved her more than anybody. Well, even Daisy was aware enough not to say that; she did know that Diana’s family and friends had surely loved her more. But Daisy could legitimately claim to love her easily as much as anybody who had never met her, and that was plenty. So if Daisy felt a little competitive with a dead princess that she had loved beyond reason, what matter that? After all, there were some compelling reasons for making a comparison between the two women.


  Just like the woman who had possessed the most photographed profile in the world, Daisy had a genius for making the kind of seemingly interested, throwaway comment that left others feeling a little cheerier about their own lot in life. Although even Daisy had felt that the Princess had been pushing things a bit several years back, when she had blithely informed a widow on the dole with a flat full of small children, “Oh, yes, I just love those microwave pizzas too. Whenever the Heir and the Spare start to look a little peaked, I just nuke a couple of them in the palace micro, and we’re all set to go skiing in Klosters or windsurfing on Necker.”


  Amazingly enough, however, the Dole Woman had failed to take offense at the patronizing lie but, rather, had caved as totally to those unbelievably blue eyes as had hundreds before her.


  “Cor, tha’ one’s such a charmer, she is,” the woman had reportedly told her neighbors after the Royal visit. “An’ it’s simply loverly to think tha’ she’s got the same problems we all do. I tol’ ’er, I says, ‘If that little ’un, ’Arry, gives you any troubles—cause tha’ one do look like ’e’d be a caution, don’t ’e?—you do what I does with me Darren: you thrash ’im one good with the fry pan. Works for me, it do. An’ Darren don’ seem any the worse for it.’ Yeah. Tha’s exactly wha’ I tol’ ’er, I did. An’ wouldn’cha know it? She just kept smilin’ away, that smile of ’ers just gettin’ bigger an’ bigger all the time.”


  Sharing the same birth week in 1961—the first of July for Diana, while Daisy’s was a jingoistic Fourth—only added fuel to the mental fires that kept telling Daisy that the two of them had been separated at birth. It was just too bad that the separation had landed one of them in palaces, while the other was doomed to a life inhaling cleaning fluids.


  Truth to tell, the Silvermans, all prototypical underachievers, had always been involved in the septic business. In fact, the claim could be defended that, at any given moment in recorded human history, there had been at least one Silverman somewhere on the face of the planet who was up to his or her elbows in some form of toilet water.


  But while her late father, Herbert, had been the founding genius behind Silverman’s Stupendous Septic Service—or SSSS, for short—Daisy’s own misguidedly independent, septic-seeking running shoes had led her to become a lower-echelon employee of an enterprise called the Klean Kottage Klub. In a fast-moving society, where a need to make abbreviations for the sake of saving time was often of paramount importance, the resultant acronym of KKK often caused Daisy to experience the imaginary heat of flames on her face and to worry that she was somehow aiding an Aryan cause. Not to mention that the recent vast proliferation of businesses across the land exhibiting that worrisome triple K in the shingles hanging over their doors made her think that perhaps the Neo-Nazi movement in the country was even larger than anyone suspected.


  Actually, though, when Daisy thought about incidents such as the one involving the Dole Woman, it reaffirmed the idea in her mind—similar to assembly-line workers at Chrysler assuming that they could market rings around Lee Iacocca—that, if given the opportunity, she could make a far better go of it than the Princess had done.


  Following the shifting of the royal spotlight during the events of December of ’92, Daisy’s own sentiments concerning the Princess and her then-estranged husband had undergone a gradual but equally seismic shift of their own. Where previously she had been in a state of complete empathy with the world’s favorite beleaguered blonde, the ensuing years had altered this somewhat. Gone was the image of the poor waif, tossed in a turbulent sea and borne along by unfriendly currents beyond her control.


  Take all of the furor about Charles’s purported dalliances, for just one example. Some people reacted to this as if it were in some way out of the ordinary, a big surprise, the stuff of scandals. And while Daisy, having been reared with as fine a sense of values as the next person, didn’t condone wholesale infidelity, a large part of her had begun to wonder: Just what exactly did some people expect? After all, if you were willing to live in a country that still chose to refer to itself as a monarchy, it seemed unreasonable to demand that you be treated to a fair and equitable lifestyle. It seemed to Daisy that the British Monarchy was the ultimate pyramid corporation, and that all of Diana’s problems had started with the erroneous assumption that she could blithely leapfrog her way to the pinnacle, when even peasants, even commoners, even Americans like Daisy knew that there was only ever one person at the top of any pyramid—and that in England, that person’s name was Queen Elizabeth II.


  For some reason that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, over the years Charles and Diana had come to put Daisy in mind of Lucy and Ricky Ricardo. And while Daisy had always loved and even idolized Lucy’s spunk, it had been Ricky whose plight had commandeered the lion’s share of her sympathies.


  It could be argued that Charles, unpopular as the concept might be, had performed a lot more graciously under circumstances that had afforded him a lot less choice. Daisy was constantly amazed when someone would comment on one of Charles’s spoiled-seeming behaviors as if it were somehow surprising or proof of something. The only thing that really amazed her about him was that, with his upbringing, he did not run through life harum-scarum, waving a sword and demanding beheadings right and left.


  And it must be perfectly awful to have to go through life with the belief that no one would ever like, let alone love, you if it weren’t for the sheer accident of your birth. Which brought her back to—


  “Dai-SEE!”


  Just like those old black-and-white movies, Daisy thought, when Henry Aldrich’s mother used to scream, “Hen-REE!”


  Daisy was just giving the sunken tub a final swipe—preparing to engage in her all-time favorite fantasy where it was her winning smile that was making the masses feel temporarily more satisfied with their lot—when she heard the strident punches of Mrs. Reichert’s voice shouting to her from the master bedroom. Straightening stiffly, Daisy caught sight of herself in the wall-to-wall mirrors.


  The mirrors were of the expensive kind that only the truly wealthy could afford, the kind that took a good ten pounds off of a woman’s figure without having to go on any punishing extensive stays at a spa. This had the unfortunate funhouse effect of making Daisy, whose height had never attained a full five feet or her weight triple digits, almost completely disappear. Still, she could just barely make out the salient features of the head that was perched atop the stick figure.


  A practical wedge of a very impractical auburn shade of hair was her undoubted crowning glory; brown eyes, closer to brick than black, that some saw as warm and friendly while others viewed them as intelligent and frightening; a typical mouth, but a makeup-free complexion that was resultantly clean of blemish; and a nose, genetics’ plaything, that could be termed “ethnic” at best, but not much worse.


  “Dai-SEE!” the summons came again.


  Daisy yanked open the door and a woman, for whom no amount of distorting mirrors could ever make appear slim, all but fell into the room. A relative newcomer to the KKK, Mrs. Reichert was as wide as Daisy was tall and only a hairsbreadth taller. A muumuu by any other name is still a muumuu, no matter how much money you’ve spent on it. And all of the money in the world couldn’t keep a woman like Mrs. Reichert from committing the colossal fashion boner of wearing a twenty-seven-year-old’s long blonde tresses attached to her own fifty-something body.


  “Didn’t you hear me calling you?”


  “The water was running,” Daisy quickly covered.


  “Well, your boss is on the phone. Says she needs to talk to you.”


  Daisy formed a mental picture in her mind’s eye of MindyLou McKenna, founder of the KKK, clutching the phone receiver, her blood-red nails manicured to talon-like perfection at Kuttingly Kute Kuticles. Only to herself did Daisy ever refer to her boss as the Bottom-Feeder.


  Now she found herself wondering, with a nod and apologies to Dorothy Parker for wasting her wit on some presumably mundane thing, what fresh hell was this?


  “I can’t believe you people,” Mrs. Reichert was panting with angry effort.


  Daisy thought she might have missed something here.


  “Don’t you realize that this is my time? I’m paying your boss for you. From twelve until three you’re supposed to belong to me. I would think that would mean no phone calls.”


  Daisy ignored the blatant images of slavery, choosing instead to focus on what she knew about Mrs. Reichert, with the hopes of finding just the right thing to say to make her feel better.


  Mrs. Reichert was married to a cardio-thoracic surgeon, who spent what little time when he wasn’t at the hospital hiding out at the golf course. What more did a person need to know about another person in order to sympathize?


  Daisy hoped that she was sending a message of warmth through her eyes. “You seem to be having a particularly tough time with things today, Mrs. Reichert.”


  “What?”


  Daisy bestowed on Mrs. Reichert’s plump shoulder a reassuring caress. “It must be dreadful at times, having to go through life as not much more than a walking appendage to a much more valued human being.”


  “What’s the matter with you? Are you nuts?” Mrs. Reichert shrugged the offending hand off of her shoulder, her expression one of unvarnished horror. “The last cleaning lady I had used to get high from sniffing the tile cleanser. I had to let her go.”


  Mrs. Reichert pushed her way further into the room and began inspecting things.


  Daisy tried in vain to think of something to say that would perhaps strike more of a balance between sympathy and inoffensiveness.


  “Just look at the rim on this toilet bowl! You call that clean? This isn’t clean. You do it again right now. You can call your boss back after you’re finished,” Mrs. Reichert wound up, pushing her way back out through the bathroom door.


  The Bottom-Feeder would not be amused.


  So maybe Daisy wasn’t always letter-perfect at saying the right thing. But she still believed that all that most people really wanted in this life was for another person to listen to them for just a little while. Even if there were those few exceptions who didn’t know how to properly appreciate such a service.


  She wished that she had the kind of life where there actually was time to listen to another human being and to have that person listen to her. But there were some days, like today, when it took forever just to make it out of the bathroom.


  As she depressed the flush handle a second time, staring into the swirling toilet-bowl water, she commenced wondering idly what they were doing right at that moment.
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  One wouldn’t imagine that the reputedly staid archetypal Briton would go in much for a thing like playing practical jokes on April Fool’s Day. But one who wouldn’t imagine such a thing would imagine quite wrong.


  All over the kingdom, little boys were waking up their mums by screaming that there was snow on the ground; teenage girls were causing their fathers to choke on their muesli by claiming to be preggers; and, just miles from London, a man who was somewhere in the vicinity of fifty years of age awoke in a bedroom in one of his mother’s digs to find a breakfast tray beside him with a note on it, informing him that his presence would not be required at the embassy party that evening.


  The man’s name was Charles. His mother’s digs were surrounded by fortified walls and just happened to represent the largest inhabited castle in all of Europe, and commonly went by the name of Windsor.


  Up to this point, the Prince had been lolling about under the sheets, having grown oddly lethargic of late. But at this unexpected turn of events, he leapt energetically from the bed and, pressing a button that was discreetly hidden next to it, summoned Sturgess. The valet-slash-bodyguard-slash-confidant appeared immediately before him as if transported by light.


  Standing at attention in front of the Prince was a man who, while at the present wearing his metaphorical valet’s hat, looked as though he himself had first conceived of spit and had, likewise, invented polish. A gentleman, probably in his late sixties, he was of average height, with a reliably strong body that only reflected the beginnings of a comfortable paunch around the midsection. Blue eyes that danced no more often than one would like, and a nose with a pronounced bump in the ridge—where it had been broken during a childhood spent boxing—were the dominating features in a face whose complexion was otherwise curiously devoid of any markings of the passage of time. His pate, with a few sparse remnants of gray hairs ringing the central expanse, gleamed with a bright reflectivity that was only equaled by the shine on his shoes.


  “Good morning, Sir. I trust that you slept soundly last evening,” Sturgess said, beginning his day’s address to his boss in much the same way that he did every day. Any evidence of his native Highland Scot accent were absent at this time in the morning. Present instead were clipped consonants and vowels that were so pear-shaped that one was tempted to eat them.


  Glancing pointedly at the button that had been used to summon him, he said, “Was there something special you wished for me to do for you this morning?” He waited expectantly, one might even say eagerly, for instruction.


  With an awkward hurriedness, the Prince donned a plush blue bathrobe, transferring the sheet of paper that he was still clutching from hand to hand as he did so. He waved the page in front of Sturgess’s face.


  “This!” he cried excitedly, his expression that of a mad scientist in the throes of inventive rapture. “This, Sturgeon. Is it true that my presence will not be necessary at the embassy party for the Polodni States this evening?”


  The grin on Sturgess’s face fled like a world-class sprinter. “Oh, that. Sir.”


  “What do you mean by ‘Oh, that,’ Sturgeon?” The Prince’s own hopeful smile was much more sluggish than Sturgess’s across the finish line, but it got there all the same. “I do not like the sound of this ‘Oh, that.’”


  Sturgess cleared his throat. “I merely thought it might represent a welcome change this year in the old routine, Sir, if you quite follow me.”


  “I have not a clue as to where you are trying to lead me, Sturgeon. But I am beginning to suspect that it is to somewhere that I no longer wish to go.”


  “It is not so awful, really. It is simply that I figured, rather than making a fool out of you yet again this year, that it would be a novelty to try to paint a smile on your face, for at least a short time instead. Sir.”


  The Prince slowly lowered his body to the edge of the bed, that listless feeling flooding his limbs again, the page hanging limply from one hand. “You mean to tell me that this was all a practical joke?”


  “I’m afraid so, Sir.”


  The paper, like a feather that had been detached from a bird shot while in the midst of soaring flight, floated gently to the floor.


  “And that would mean that I do have to attend the embassy party given by the Polodni States this evening?”


  “That too, Sir.”


  Charles allowed his body to fall back onto the bed sheets, arms fully extended, as if he were only marking time until the nails were pounded in.


  “Aargh!” The Future King of England screamed.


  “I had been just a trifle worried that this might be your reaction, Sir.”
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  Daisy Silverman had once had a boyfriend who had been driven insane by the sound of her constantly running refrigerator. She herself had never even noticed the incessant hum until he had pointed it out to her, minutes prior to tossing all of his belongings into two bags and rushing screaming from the apartment, never to be seen again.


  This experience had only served to reinforce one of her pet theories. Daisy believed that each human being had their own very individual thresholds of tolerance and pleasure.


  The refrigerator had never plagued her because, as far as she was concerned, all forms of noise represented an almost universal good. Sound, to Daisy, meant that there was life. A foul smell, on the other hand, could be testimony to a high-fiber diet or just as easily mean that, somewhere, someone had died.


  For Daisy, even a whiff of cabbage could spoil an otherwise perfect spring day. At the other end of the spectrum, there had been a number of men she had dated for a time that would normally have been rejected by her far sooner had they not given off an odor of fried onions and garlic, the scents of the Italian kitchen representing her version of olfactory nirvana.


  In fact, her whole obsession with the aroma thing was all of a piece with her equal obsession with food. This was in no way surprising from a scientific standpoint, what with the nasal cavity residing in intimate biological proximity to the oral cavity. She knew that if you smelled something that you liked, that part of the enjoyment was that you were actually tasting it on the air. Of course, this likewise meant that if you were smelling shit, you were probably eating… best not to go there. Suffice it to say that Daisy often found herself being led around by her nose.


  Which explained what she was doing waiting in line, yet again, to pay for her purchases at the not-so-convenient Quik-Cart, when she could have bought her diet soda and lotto ticket at the supermarket that was even closer to her apartment in Danbury, where things were run more efficiently and where the gouging did not cut quite so deep. As Daisy tugged at the brim of her baseball cap, she looked to the head of the line where the cashier was waiting on customers. And she acknowledged to herself that the reason that she kept returning to this grim little slice of consumer hell was all due to the Lotto Lady.


  The Lotto Lady was like a human receptacle, a walking atomizer of every good thing that she had ever consumed or had a hand in preparing. On that particular night, a cloud of curry and chocolate suffused the air around her, reaching out to Daisy where she stood in line and making her wish that they had dined together. The larger supermarkets might have faster service, greater selection and lower prices, but those sterile environments had nothing on the aroma of the Lotto Lady.


  The Lotto Lady, being every inch Daisy’s equal in the vertically disadvantaged department, was clad in something deep purple and tweedy, and was the kind of woman who gave roly-poly a good name. A face with the textured character of a walnut betrayed a depth of experience far greater than what you would normally imagine based on a life lived mostly within the confines of a Cheez Doodle and Skoal emporium. Brown eyes looked out at the world from behind frameless half-glasses that were perched precariously on the tip of her nose, sometimes—especially with taller customers—creating the curious visual effect of a groundhog on February 2, peering up at the sky from out of his hole and trying to decide whether to cast his shadow or not. A large and extraordinarily loose Victorian bun crowned her, its topknot never quite successful in keeping the somewhat scraggly salt-and-pepper tendrils from escaping.


  Time in the Quik-Cart never seemed to quite keep pace with that of the outside world—moving either slower or faster, as if it were its own dimension entirely—and Daisy found herself suddenly at the head of the line.


  “Help you, dear?” The Lotto Lady gazed straight at her inquisitively. “Oops! Couldn’t see your hair. Almost didn’t recognize you under that cap.” Her speech pattern, while reassuringly susurrant, possessed an economy that revealed a distinct prejudice against the usage of first-person pronouns.


  In spite of a bone-weariness brought on by a long day in service to the Bottom-Feeder, Daisy was able to muster a warm smile of her own. “How are you this evening? I’ll just take the soda and—”


  “2-7-18-33-36-41,” the Lotto Lady finished for her, punching the numbers into the ticketing machine.


  “How did you know that?” Daisy asked, shocked.


  “Wouldn’t have to be a brain surgeon. You’ve asked for the same six numbers every week for the last three years.”


  “Yes, but you must wait on thousands of people buying numbers each week.”


  “Don’t remember all of them,” the Lotto Lady chuckled. “$3.06 for the soda and ticket. Just yours.”


  Daisy studied the eternally spinning hot dogs that were being heated under a glass enclosure set up on the counter. As usual, she found the experience mesmerizing. She would be willing to swear before a jury that they were the exact same six weenies that had been spinning for the last three years.


  “Why only mine?” she asked, absentmindedly extending a five-dollar bill.


  “Always the same. Only one.” Pronouns of the second-person variety were not as common to her as they might be either. “Others get frustrated, change a number here, a number there. Three years. Only one, always faithful.” She peered around the tiny shop as if she were casing the place for spies. For once, the place was empty of other customers. “Always wanted to know why. Why always the same?”


  Daisy strained to tear herself away from the rotating weenies. She pocketed her change. “They were my father’s numbers. It was what he left me in his will.”


  “Thought you said he was in the septic business. All those years of work.” She shook her head, whether in dismay or disgust was anyone’s guess. “And all he left you was six numbers?”


  Daisy gave a nonjudgmental shrug.


  “Thought those guys made decent money. What happened to it all?”


  “Bad investment idea. You could say that his fortunes all went down the drain.”


  “And you still play his numbers every week?”


  Daisy shrugged the shrug again.


  “What’s your name, honey?” the Lotto Lady asked, her tone growing confidential.


  “Daisy,” she replied, realizing that they had spoken at least once a week for the last three years without ever once having asked each other’s names. “Yours?”


  “Bonita.” The Lotto Lady smiled, unveiling two rows of the tiniest teeth that Daisy could ever recall having seen on an adult before.


  Bonita leaned across the counter, her face drawing close to Daisy’s, as if for secrecy, even though the shop was still empty. “So, Miss Daisy, what would you do if you did win all of that money? Just for the fun of it, pretend you only have a minute to decide.”


  Daisy looked at the poster on the door. The week’s jackpot was set at the minimum one million dollars. At $50,000 a year for twenty years—before taxes—the sum wouldn’t exactly make her wealthy beyond her wildest dreams, but it would mean that she wouldn’t have to look at another toilet bowl with a professional eye ever again if she didn’t want to.


  She didn’t even need the whole minute. “I’d go to London.” And then she paused for only the barest of fractions before impetuously adding, “And I’d take you with me.”


  The glare brought about by the marriage of fluorescent light and glass temporarily obscured brown eyes as the topknot bobbed approval. Bonita flashed another one of those childlike grins before uttering a rare, and therefore wonderful, personal pronoun:


  “I’ll hold you to it.”
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  The King of Small Talk was working the room as only he knew how. Sturgess, now wearing the hat of royal bodyguard and detective, was trailing at an unobtrusive distance behind.


  By that evening, the Prince had once again regained his famous urbane composure. Even as he shot his cuffs, adjusting the onyx and gold links, it was a mien that smacked of a palatial—and thus, suitably fashionable—ennui.


  For one who had been brought up with the belief that the laws of primogeniture ensured that one day his hand would grasp a scepter and his face appear on a stamp, he liked to listen and was surprisingly good at it. As he engaged in the usual internal debate concerning whether it would be more time efficient to work the perimeters or to simply make an energetic beeline straight up the middle, he felt his innate good humor threatening to make a comeback and take on the interloping boredom.


  “Sir!” The whinnying cry attacked from the left, tamping any good humor right back down again.


  Charles sincerely hoped that it wasn’t what he thought it was. Perhaps a horse was summoning a waiter. He strode on, determined to keep to his mission of working the edges without being sucked into the vortex.


  “Yoo-hoo! Sir!” There it was again, only much closer this time, and threatening to overtake him.


  The Prince slowly turned, with an outward smile and an inward sigh, prepared to face his doom. The visage that confronted him came as close to being that of an aging equine as any that he had ever seen on a Homo sapiens before.


  He flashed a smile that he desperately hoped was benevolent enough to mask the fact that he hadn’t the slightest idea what her name was. He wished that Sturgess were standing nearer so that he could ask him under his breath. But the bodyguard had become momentarily sidetracked by a tray of skewered chicken satay—a relatively minor failing in one who ordinarily served so well—and was thus unable to offer assistance. The Prince had been abandoned to his own recognizant devices.


  Was this one, then, Miss Tryte-Smythe, Ms. Slyte-Knyte, or was it perhaps Mrs. Austin Spyte-Blythe? Charles wondered idly. They all looked so much alike, all with their steeplechase-worthy proboscises and their other pickled and preserved parts. It really was too tiresome trying to keep all of their names straight when they were all so bloody interchangeable. As if it mattered somehow in the slightest.


  In fact, the Prince had never understood why one couldn’t simply call them all Bootsie and have done with it. Charles chuckled to himself silently as he speculated as to what his mother would have to say about it, if word were to get around that he had begun doing that.


  He tried to refocus his attention on the still nameless woman, who was turning out to be much more of a charger than the glue factory candidate he had originally taken her for. Maybe he shouldn’t always be so quick to be judgmental. Perhaps she wanted to discuss something of value, like Balzac or the Baltic States, the current state of Parliament or Peshawar.


  Now, then: What was she nattering on about?


  “… so I thought to myself, who better to ask than Sir?”


  “Pardon?” he enquired hopefully.


  “About the fertilizer problem that I was just telling you about, Sir. I thought that, surely, a man of your expertise would be just the one to ask about my troublesome petunias. Who could possibly pretend to know more about fertilizer than you?”


  He felt his hopes plummet. Not more small talk! his mind resisted. There were times when he swore that he would end up in Bedlam if he had to talk gardening with one more neophyte.


  No, it wasn’t that Charles minded listening so much. It was just that he felt that it would be nice if, only every now and then, people were to find something interesting or worthwhile to say.


  And where the hell was Sturgess anyway? Nobody could possibly like satay that much.
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  Daisy had always deemed the “ee” sound, required at the end of her name, to be particularly reprehensible. In fact, she had always found it odious when that phoneme appeared at the end of any woman’s name. She believed that it doomed a woman to a childish existence, one in which she was destined to never completely grow up; or, if she did manage to, it was preordained that the rest of the world should refuse to take her seriously. Men, on the other hand, could get away with the detested “ee”—provided that it wasn’t affixed to Louie (as in “get the car”) or Morty (as in “nu, so how big vas the gefilte fish that got avay?”). For most men, the “ee” suffix provided a welcome respite from self-absorption. And besides, from where Daisy was sitting, it looked as though the rest of the world—men in particular—already took men as a whole far too seriously anyway.


  For herself, Daisy would have preferred it had she been given a more adult and, possibly, regal-sounding name, like Catherine or simply Jane. But, she reasoned, with a Morty-like shrug, it could have been worse.


  Her father had once confessed that, during her mother’s ninth month of pregnancy, they had gone out for a pre-celebratory dinner, assuming that it would be months following her arrival on the scene before they’d get another such chance. Daisy’s mother had become typically tipsy on a single glass of wine.


  They had still not come up with a name for the baby, and the giddy Rachel had suggested to the more sober Herbert that, if the child were a girl, they should call her Goldie Silverman.


  Herbert, desperate that his child not bear a name that was in any way reminiscent of an Atlantic City pawn shop, had seized on the first thing that his eyes had fallen upon. Plucking a cheap flower from one of the equally cheap Chianti bottles that dotted each of the restaurant’s dozen tables, he had declared imperiously: “Nein. Nyet. Nevermore. If our bundle of joy has an innie, we shall name her Daisy.”


  Still, it could have been a whole lot worse, and Daisy was accustomed to making do.


  In light of the considerable disadvantages that Daisy associated with her given name, it was somewhat surprising then that her surname posed no similar problems for her. But she had always considered Silverman to be of a piece with herself, much as she did the gold Star of David that she wore on a slim chain around her neck, unconsciously fingering it with her left hand as she stood in her microscopic kitchen, inhaling and tasting the eggplant, garlic and pine nuts for the sauce that she was sautéing with her right. It was a tradition for Daisy to make a homemade dinner, no matter how busy the day had been.


  The jewelry was the sole legacy bequeathed by Rachel, who had died when Daisy was eleven. She wore it daily, much the way that someone else might wear a wristwatch, as a habit and as a requirement. It served more as a tribute to the love that she felt for her mother than it did to symbolize any depth of religious devotion.


  In fact, Daisy considered herself to be a non-practicing Jew. This tended to define more of who she wasn’t than who she was. From a purely practical standpoint, this meant that, while bacon might find its way onto her burger, no amount of talking would ever convince her that any savior had already come and gone.


  It was another tradition with Daisy, perhaps brought about by Rachel’s premature death, to try to make every moment count as much as possible. And so, as she seated herself at a plastic table built for two—a heaping plate of pasta in one hand, diet cola in the other—she reached for the top of one of the bottomless stacks of reading material that had always trailed her through life.


  The uppermost item brought a smile to her face. It was a copy of Majesty magazine, forced onto her by Bonita just prior to Daisy’s exit of the shop earlier that evening. The tiny Lotto Lady had advised that Daisy start doing her homework now if she were really serious about taking her winnings to London.


  She studied the high-gloss cover just briefly—taking in the dotty but oddly welcoming and ageless blue-eyed smile of the Queen Mother, who was being escorted on the steadying arm of Charles—before rejecting it in favor of the second item in the stack. Oh, sure, it was okay to escape with the Royals during her day job, but there was such a thing as carrying an obsession too far. And this was Daisy’s real world. She couldn’t be bothered with the likes of People magazine. She needed a more edifying fictional escape route. So she reached for Dostoyevsky instead.


  Social prejudgments that the cleaning lady does not read Crime and Punishment, coupled with the presumed tedium inherent in her job’s description, could lead a person to believe, in spite of Daisy’s professed doctrine concerning the value of time, that she was wasting hers. Such an assumption would be grossly unfair.


  Daisy was already a full year older than Rachel had been when she had died; an odd feeling, that. Thus, she recognized that it was wrong of people to live their lives as if they were part of one big holding pattern, toiling away in jobs that they hated, marking the years off until retirement. The notion that your real life might be starting at some nebulously future time was bogus. Daisy knew that most people never even lived long enough to begin.


  You must remember, though, Daisy was a Silverman by blood. She wasn’t just marking time. She liked cleaning toilets. When she was doing it, her mind was free to go wherever she wanted. Had she been saddled with more creative or intellectual career aspirations, her mind, along with her time, would have belonged to someone else. This way, she got to keep the good part. And the only thing that really belonged to the Bottom-Feeder was the one dish-panned hand.


  In fact, the Hand Thing was the only problem she had ever had with her job. And by “the Hand Thing,” she wasn’t referring to the fact that her right hand was callused or that the job enforced a radical manicure upon her or that her cuticles were hardened in such a way that she would never be mistaken for any class but her own. No, the Hand Thing was a verbal catchall, encompassing any and every activity requiring the use of both hands at the same time. As long as just one hand was needed for the performance of any given task, she could always continue plugging away at her stack of books. But both?


  Were she a circus juggler or a gastroenterologist, her job complaint would be exactly the same.


  In spite of the whole Hand Thing, Daisy was grateful for her job. In fact, it was yet another tradition with her to count her blessings every night as she performed the cleanup job on the meager quantity of dishes that she had used. Another reason why Daisy was a non-practicing Jew was that she never could sit still for spirituality. It only came to her when her hands were busy doing something, like working in soapy water.


  Daisy turned on the kitchen radio to catch the news as she was washing her pot, her plate, her fork, and her glass. The local segment brought a tear to her eye; the national tipped the tear over the edge of her lower lash; and the international report instigated a steady coursing down the front of her face.


  As she turned off the faucet and applied moisturizer to her hands she was more grateful than ever. She gave thanks for her job. She gave thanks for the legacies that she had received from both of her parents. She gave thanks for the Lotto Lady’s generosity…


  Lotto!


  Daisy looked at the clock over the stove and saw that it was 7:59. Pulling the crumpled ticket from the pocket of her jeans, she hurriedly crossed to the small TV set in the combination bedroom-living room, turning it on. She performed this hopeful and energetic little dance more out of habit than out of any concrete expectations. After all, no Silverman had ever won anything. For if they had, even they would no longer be cleaning toilets.


  On the screen, a lady dressed all in canary yellow let the numbered balls loose in their cage.


  The digital timer on the VCR ticked over to 8:00.


  And the news that Daisy Silverman heard scattered her previous thoughts, like just so many autumn leaves, out to three of the corners of the globe; while the very same news informed her that her destiny was now firmly pointed towards the fourth.


  Daisy’s star was rising in the east.
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  “IT’S THREE O’CLOCK IN THE MORNING! WE’VE DANCED THE WHOLE NIGHT THROUGH!” The chiming of the ormolu clock on the mahogany dresser signified that the Prince’s desperate rendition of the tune was at least temporally accurate, if a touch over the top in the stridently morose department.


  “Aye, Sir,” said Sturgess. “But some of us are growin’ a bit old fer this. And besides, my feet are sore.”


  Sturgess was wearing his most favored and favorite hat, that of confidant and friend. Just as Elizabeth had found solace in the counsel of the legendary “Bobo”—the senior dresser who had been her principal advisor and companion since nursery days—so Charles felt about his own valet-slash-bodyguard-slash-confidant. Pity, then, that he kept calling him Sturgeon.


  Unlike the aforementioned Bobo, Sturgess had no delusions that he would be sitting beside his employer on the throne one day. But, sharing the same country of origin, there was a natural burr and a relaxing lilt to his manner of speech that he only allowed to creep back in when it was very late at night and he was absolutely certain that they would not be disturbed. As was currently the case.


  The Prince abruptly released his partner, flopping down upon the velvet spread.


  “Man delights me not.”


  “Well, tha’s all right, Sir. Ye know, ye always have been known fer bein’ more of a ladies’ man.”


  “Nor women neither.”


  “Och, well. The whole human race then, is it? Now that could present a wee bit of a problem,” Sturgess thoughtfully replied as he removed the Prince’s oxblood leather shoes.


  “Do you think that I made that up, Sturgeon? That ‘man delights me not’ nonsense?”


  “Sure. Why not? I like ta believe that ye can be that creative with a turn o’ the phrase when ye want ta be, Sir.”


  “Well, I didn’t. That phrase was coined by some far more intelligent blithering idiot.”


  “Ah,” came the noncommittal reply.


  “Do you know what it’s like to be ineffectual, Sturgeon?” the Future Defender of the Faith queried, betraying an acute level of self-awareness far greater than that which he was usually credited with possessing.


  Sturgeon deemed it most prudent to stay mum on that one. Instead, he pretended to be thoroughly engrossed in the task of plumping up the pillows. He needn’t have bothered with the ruse, however.


  “No, of course not,” the Prince answered his own question. “How could you? You’re the most effective person I’ve ever known. They should let you run Parliament.”


  While they had been talking, the Prince had been traveling back and forth between bedroom and dressing room, and he now emerged from the latter, buttoning the top of his pajamas.


  “Do you think it possible for a quite sane person to be driven mad by attending one too many embassy parties?”


  “I suspect so, Sir,” the valet replied, turning down the covers.


  “Do you think that will be my ultimate fate, then? To get carted away before God and everybody—starkers—just because one too many horsy debs felt impelled to query me about the world’s finest fertilizers?” The Prince climbed between the sheets.


  “I suspect not, Sir. Ye’re far too practical to let tha’ happen ta ye.” And, knowing that at certain points in every man’s life, that there were desperate times that shrieked for desperate measures, Sturgess produced the universal panacea. Placing the rather ratty-looking Teddy on the bed beside the recumbent Prince, he tucked the sheets more snuggly up around both of their necks.


  The Prince yawned, languorously, his emotions temporarily mollified. “Do you realize, Sturgeon,” he wondered aloud, with an almost intellectual detachment to his tone, “that during the entire hellish evening, not once did a single soul even mention world affairs? The whole bloody planet could go to hell, and do you think that any of those people would care? Do you think it possible that nobody cares?”


  “At times, Sir, I suspect ye are the only one.” Sturgess crossed the room and, as if by magic, the lights went out. “Try to get some sleep now, Sir. It’s been a rather long day fer ye and, chances are, there’ll be another embassy party tomorrow.”


  And the Prince who, having found that life raft of a note on his breakfast tray, had begun the day with such an elevated mood, drifted off to sleep the slumber of the damned.
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  MindyLou McKenna’s voice screeched down the telephone line. “What did you just say to me?”


  “I’m sorry. Excuse me?” Daisy asked vaguely. “I got distracted there for a minute. I thought maybe I’d left something still cooking in the kitchen; but no, I realized—my mistake!—that heavenly smell is just another one of my bridges burning behind me.”


  “I don’t know what the heck you’re talking about, Daisy. Could you please just tell me what the heck you’re talking about? No, on second thought, don’t. It’d probably give me a migraine. Just get over to Mrs. Reichert’s before—”


  “In my heart of hearts, I always refer to you as the Bottom-Feeder, MindyLou,” Daisy interrupted. “And I don’t believe that I’ll be coming in to work anymore,” she added, just barely managing to keep the whoop bottled up inside until she had delicately replaced the receiver. She had never realized it before, but that whoop had been waiting all of her life to come out.


  8


  “Another day, another embassy party,” the valet said brightly, drawing the drapes and exposing a stunningly damp view of the Thames Valley.


  “Please tell me that your real name is Benny Hill, Sturgeon,” the Prince requested, unable to suppress the very unregal modulations of the beggar from creeping into his voice.
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  “Pack your bags,” Daisy announced, virtually flying into the shop.


  “How long are we staying for?” Bonita asked, as if she had this sort of conversation every day of her life.


  “For as long as the first year’s check lasts us. If we run out before next year’s check kicks in, well… we’ll worry about that when we have to worry about it. And not a minute before.”
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  “Same time, same place,” the bodyguard said as they entered the room.


  “Fine,” his employer muttered with some degree of asperity. “If you’re not willing to be John Cleese, then how about if we just all agree to call me Bootsie and have done with it?”
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  Bonita squinted through her glasses, closely examining the extensive selection of keys that were attached to an elasticized cord around her wrist. Choosing one, she inserted it, locking the door behind them. As they strolled down the street, bags in hand, she tossed the cord and the keys into the nearest trash basket.


  “Don’t you have any family that you need to tell about where you’re going?” Daisy couldn’t help but wonder out loud.


  “Nope.”


  “No family at all?”


  “Never saw the point in it. Figured on just putting one together.” she shrugged. “Making it up as it goes along.”
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