





SUPERBIA

I find the fact of the relationship between Tabitha’s brother and
mother having been tarnished by a mutual disfavour that is the
product of money less surprising than the news that she has a brother
at all. After all, they, the Abbott-Whitneys, have, over the years,
fallen upon a certain hardness of times. In the glory days, Tabitha’s
great-great-grandfather owned a shipyard that built warships for
the Crown and merchant ships for his own trading company. As
the warships conquered the world, Great-Great-Grandfather
Abbott’s merchant ships ferried loot home — comestibles and
desiderata and as much high-profit exotica as natives could be
swindled out of — all of which was sold in shops he owned on high
streets across the land. Tabitha’s great-grandfather lost the shipyard
to industrialisation — too slow, compared to his competitors, to
take up working with metal instead of timber — although he did
manage to acquire a bank by marrying Tabitha’s great-grandmother.
However, the bank was lost a prompt generation later by Tabitha’s
grandfather, as were the shops, misfortune he consistently blamed
upon the Great Depression rather than his own disinterest in all
matters not leisurely. Tabitha’s father died some years ago and, in
accordance with his will, the last of the Abbott-Whitney empire, the
once-grand but now humbler trading company, was sold, and the
proceeds placed into trusts, one of which will make for a reasonable,
if inglorious, inheritance for Tabitha when she turns twenty-five.
Tabitha’s mother, suddenly penurious relative to her expectations
in life, was compelled to exploit her patrician looks and perfectly
rounded vowels, marrying Tabitha’s stepfather, a come-lately titan
of industry who desired an association with old money, or at least
the impression of it, to rid his own fortune of some of its nouveau
sheen.

The next picture Tabitha ofters me depicts Zach on a beach,
wearing board shorts and a happy, perhaps slightly sheepish, smile

that aggravates me for no immediately fathomable reason and
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which I find myself wanting to strip from his face, although the
photograph suggests I might be starting something I could not win.
[ jealously eye Zach’s pectorals, round and full, wondering why my
own refuse to grow the same way no matter how many hours |
labour at the gym, and I say, ‘It was steroids, wasn’t it?’

‘My brother doesn’t do drugs, darling’

‘Look at those arms,’ I snort. “That’s roid muncher big time,
Eenie’

“You're just jealous’

‘I am not’

“You're so utterly obvious sometimes, Jason.

I pull a sulky face at her and say nothing, which is not something
Tabitha ever particularly likes to hear, and when the silent treatment
I accord her persists even after she coos sexily, ‘Come on, babes,
don’t be like that, she kicks my shin once more.

‘Ow!’ I yelp. ‘Do it again and I'll rip that shoe apart, I swear to
God’

‘So I'll buy another pair, darling. I have your credit card,
remember.

‘How could I forget? The bill came today; I say, snatching my
Visa statement from my jacket pocket. I wave it menacingly at
her before unfolding it and saying, “The usual suspects. Clothes,
clothes, a facial, and, oh look, more clothes. And what the hell is
this “Acrylic Nation” item? You haven’t taken up painting, have
you? I don’t want any paint on my floorboards. They’re parquet de
Versailles panels.

‘Think before you speak, will you?’ says Tabitha, closing her
eyes and spearing her fish viciously with her fork. ‘Do I look like
the sort of girl whose goal in life is to paint the Mona bloody Lisa?
[ have a life, darling.’

‘So what’s Acrylic Nation then?’

‘Nails, she says, downing her knife and flexing her immaculately
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buffed and squared and clear-lacquered fingernails at me. ‘All the
girls are getting their nails done at Acrylic Nation.

‘I beg your pardon?’ I cry, glaring at her. ‘One hundred and
fifty pounds for nails? Theyre only going to break anyway!” I
figure a hasty calculation in my head and add, ‘That’s, like, four
hundred bucks back home. Entire families live entire weeks on less
than that’

“That’s ridiculous.’

“Well, mine did’

‘Oh my God, darling, I've heard all your tales of woe. One
would be most grateful to be spared a repeat of the agony. You
know, you bloody Australians tell us we Britons whine incessantly,
but I think you really ought to listen to yourselves some time. I
daresay you might be rather unpleasantly surprised.’ She shoves the
remaining photos in her stack at me, glaring into my expression,
for I am glaring into hers, and she says, ‘Don’t just sit there. Look
at the photos’

‘No, I say petulantly. ‘I don’t care what your brother looks
like”

‘Just look at the bloody photos!” she hisses.

Discomtfited by the stares being turned anew in our direction, I
relent and do as she insists. As [ flip through the photos, the orange
dates superimposed by the camera become progressively more
recent whilst the images evidence Zach growing progressively
thinner. Though he does not look ill — not exactly — the contrast
between the oldest and most recent is startling.

“What’s he coming here for?’ I say with a frown.

“This and that. He has to sort out his trust fund and a few other
odds and sods’

‘He’d better not be coming here to die; I say, waving the photos.
‘I don’t want him dying in my flat’

‘Don’t say things like that about my brother’

10
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‘I mean it, Eenie. Nobody’s going die in that flat but me. It’s
my flat’

‘Phooey to your flat. You love it more than you love me, don’t
you?’

‘Don’t make me lie; I say. “What’s wrong with him, anyway? Is
he sick?’

‘No, it’s some religious thing. Well, he calls it a religion. I think
it’s a cult’

‘A cult? What does that mean? He’s not into sacrifices and stuff,
is he? I don’t want any blood on my floors. Theyre =

‘Parquet de Versailles panels, interrupts Tabitha wearily. ‘T know,
darling. The whole bloody world does.You do carry on about them
so. Anyone would think theyre the only Versailles floors in the
whole of Belgravia. And, I assure you, they’re not’

“Whatever, I mutter, slapping the photographs down on the table
and standing. ‘I have to get back to work. I'll see you tonight?’ I say,
and because I do so more to avoid the awkwardness of a ‘goodbye’
than to solicit a reassurance that I actually will, her ‘no’ surprises me
back into my seat and the news that she is leaving on a jet plane again
tonight causes me to lean forward in it so that she might appreciate
my fury up close. ‘But you’ve been gone a month, I hiss. “You got
back in this morning, and you're flying out again fonight?’

‘I work when they tell me to work, Jason, she says imperiously,
leaning back in her seat to restore the distance between us. ‘I can’t
make people run their photo shoots around the diary of my insecure
and completely selfish boyfriend.

‘Fiancé, I say testily. “Where are you going?’

‘New York.

‘But you were just in New York, I protest. ‘For the shows.

‘So I'm going back then, she says with a shrug. ‘T'll only be
gone a week!

‘But what about me?’
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“What about you?’

“You spend my money, you live in my flat,’ I say.“When do I get
my quid pro quo?” and I hardly think this an unfair question when
she earns as much money as she does for her modicums of labour.
It pays to be beautiful, which she is, far more so than being smart,
which I am. All the same, she cries poor and cries loudly and cries
often, because blow costs so bloody much and cabs cost so bloody
much and the mortgage she has on that small flat in Chelsea cramps
her lifestyle so bloody much, and that, in any case, spending my
money is so much bloody easier. She sometimes goes on to say, ‘I
need to save up for my nest egg, but whenever I dare to suggest that
I too might treasure a nest egg to hatch in the future, she looks at me
and says, ‘Men don’t nest, darling. Not the real ones, at any rate.

But the sound of my present discontent clearly fails to resonate
with her, for so heated is the look she gives me that I wonder if
the air is quivering because I have become dizzy from the spiral
of adrenalin she has cued in my nervous system or whether it is
her fury convecting the space around her. Now she leans forward
too, close enough that I might lick her nose and taste her Chanel
foundation, if only I knew enough bravery, and she spits, ‘Quid pro
nothing, darling. I'm not a whore. If you want that sort of thing, I
suggest you find one’

‘I just might, I snap.

‘I don’t care, she snaps back.

I stand up again abruptly, unsettling the too-low table and
causing tableware to clash and topple cacophonously. ‘I'm leaving
now; I say.

“You haven’t paid, she says.

‘Maybe you’d like to for a change, I say.

She sighs and pulls out the credit card I gave her. ‘Oh, darling,
if you insist.

+

12
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Whereas lesser justifications foundered against my conscience —
everybody cheats did not quite ring true, and it doesn’t mean I don’t
love her seemed overly trite —Tabitha’s departure for New York
the same day of her return to London after more than a month
away sufficiently maddened me to overcome the inertia that had
militated against my urges to solicit sexual release elsewhere.

The call I made several days later to Lila — whom I call, very
affectionately, Madge, short for ‘your majesty’, and who, in return,
calls me, less affectionately and rather more cloyingly, ‘my favourite
customer’ — to arrange an appointment with one of her girls, was
one I had contemplated for some months, and one I was finally
able to make, having found the exculpation I needed in the
rationalisation that, although I was certainly in love with Tabitha, I
was not seeing enough of her to forget about Bella.

[ first began patronising Lila’s establishment, Ladyfingers — so-
named after Ladyfinger House, the grand old Clapham mansion
out of which Lila has operated for forty years — two years ago, after
my friend, Turner Hunt, tired of me complaining, ‘My balls are blue,
man.

‘A hooker a week will keep the glow in your cheeks, he had
assured me in his cocky New York twang, and because he was two
years older than me and had been in London commensurately
longer, my belief in his wisdom was so unshakeable that paying
for sex never — or at least not until much later — troubled me as a
practice that could besmirch my name as readily as it ruddied my
complexion.

Lila’s girls soon became an expensive habit rather than an
occasional thrill. After all, release had become a certainty I could
diarise down to the quarter-hour of its happening, rather than
existing as a mere hope held at the outset of an evening that I might
get off sometime before its end; and I no longer needed to concern

myself with saying the right things to women, because I did not
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have to say anything at all if I did not wish to. Moreover, I had
become enamoured with the variety Lila proffered like a hostess
with a tray of sweetmeats: buxom blondes and leggy brunettes;
delicate Asian girls who could speak perfect English but who
would whimper about my prowess in oriental accents if directed
to; Nordic ice-maidens who could be as mean as they looked; even
grey-haired, Sharpei-creased corpulence for those — not me — who
liked that sort of thing.

But then Lila offered me Bella and, just like that, variety no
longer interested me, for I desired only her. It also began to cost
more than five hundred pounds an hour, taking, as I did, a present
for her on my every visit, which during one period before I met
Tabitha was several times a week. But, most gallingly of all, for all
my desire to avoid talk, I discovered myself talking to her more
than anyone else in my life, despite knowing it was costing as much
for me to open my mouth as it was for her to open hers. A shrink
would have been cheaper, but I suppose that was not the point.

Bella and I have not seen each other since Tabitha and I
met, and because we shared no formal goodbye —1I just stopped
coming — such was my guilt over the unceremoniousness of our
dissociation that I sent her a diamond watch along with a card
that read, simply, ‘Sorry” Unsure of the propriety of my conduct
given the affection I have always appreciated between us, as Bella
enters the room right now — the bed of which I am sprawled upon,
still fully clothed, because I like her to undress me — I am feeling
somewhat apprehensive that the magic I want Bella to make with
me this afternoon might prove to be a little less, well, magical and
rather more legerdemain.

But so astounded am I by the change in her appearance that
instead of wondering whether or not she is angry with me, I marvel
at how her face is all cheekbones and shadows now, rather than

rosy babyfacedness, and her body sleek and feline rather than soft
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and grabbable. Her hair is longer too, well past her shoulders, and
she has forsaken platinum blonding for a chestnut shade of brown.
Altogether, she seems so much more glamorous than wanton that I
find myself suffused with an even greater measure of intimidation
than lust, which, together with the impassivity in her face, makes
me wonder whether coming back was a bad idea after all. But then
she smiles at me, rearranging those shadows newly scalloped into
her face, and she breaks into a sexy little shimmy. This, the Bella I
know, reassures me that I am alright and that being here is okay, and
I grin at her as she says, ‘I knew you'd be back’

‘1 gave that to you, didnt I?’ I say of the negligee she is
wearing.

‘T'm flattered you remember, she says.

‘I’'m more flattered that you're wearing it, I reply.

She leans in to kiss me, redolent with Diorella, my favourite
scent, and she murmurs, “You always were a smooth operator, Jason
Roche’

It has been a while since we have done what we do,but our bodies
have forgotten little: we grapple and grope and groan extravagantly,
playing our passion out in every corner of the room. After we are
done — done twice, in fact — Bella lies back in the bed and asks to
indulge in a cigarette. | say no and that smoking is a deplorable
habit, whereupon she articulates her complete agreement, before
lamenting the misfortune of the universe that willpower cannot be
expressed as easily as opinions and lighting up anyway.

‘I know you like to suck on things, Bella, but does it have to be
cigarettes?” I cough, waving curls of smoke out of my face. ‘I never
knew you smoked’

‘T haven’t for years, but life’s been stresstul lately. 'm only
smoking a few a day though, she says, and I wonder why she sounds
so proud until she adds, ‘I did a pack a day when I was a teenager’

‘Is that a lot?’

15
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‘It’s not a little’

‘Oh, well, I say. I suppose you couldn’t help it if you were young
and dumb back then. I eye the cigarette she is waving around and
add, ‘And possibly even now.

‘And you never had a puft when you were a teenager, right?’

“Well, I might have had a puff, but I didn’t do a pack a day, did
[? I couldn’t aftord to. I was too busy satisfying things like hunger
pangs to think about luxuries like nicotine cravings’

‘Oh God, moans Bella. ‘Here we go again. This fixation you
have with your childhood. Some people don’t want to grow up.
But you? You can’t because you won't let go of what’s been and
should already be gone. Everything in your life is measured against
those insecurities you insist on carrying around. Everything. And
how can that make for a healthy adulthood?’

[ narrow my eyes at her.‘Are you trying to analyse me?’

She smiles sweetly at me. “Why — do you mind?’ I raise an
eyebrow, whereupon she kisses me on the temple, and says, ‘Sorry,
I'll try harder to restrain myself. But the temptation is just too
much sometimes. People like you only exist in textbooks usually.
One in the wild is quite a coup. No oftence intended.

‘Complete offence taken. Are you still doing that course of
yours? Sorry, I should have asked earlier, shouldn’t I? No offence
intended.

‘Don’t sweat it, she says mildly. ‘I think we both know the
only person youre really interested in is yourself! Despite this
pronouncement, she proceeds to tell me about her professors and
her classmates and her study load at City University, where she is still
trying to finish her psychology degree, all of which are conspiring
to tax Lila’s patience over the ever fewer hours she works. ‘T think
the only reason Lila keeps me on, she says darkly, ‘is because I have
regulars’

‘Like me’

16
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‘Like you used to be, Jason. You haven’t been a regular for
quite a while. Or is this you telling me you’re going to be regular
again?’

‘T haven’t decided. But I can’t say I find being referred to in
terms of a bowel movement all that inviting’

Bella pokes her tongue out at me, and I waggle my own back
at her.

She giggles and sighs, “You're so juvenile. Anyway, not to look
a gift horse in the mouth, but why are you back here? I'm sure I
heard you got engaged.

‘T'm sure you did, I say.‘But I’'m bored.And horny.A combination
of both’

‘Poor Jason, she says, smiling slyly and patting my cheek.‘Can’t
get no satisfaction from the future wife unit. That’ll make for a long
and happy marriage’

‘Don’t jinx me, yeah?’ I say sharply, my good humour turning
bad this instant, a mood swing of the sort people see get the better
of me more often than they should.

A scowl pinching my facial muscles painfully tight, I climb out
of the bed, taking the sheet with me, and head for the shower.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ calls Bella from behind.

‘No, I say peevishly, even though, really, I do.

Under water as hot as I can bear, I feel lousy enough that I
do as I normally do not here at Lila’s and shampoo my hair, even
though it means using a bottle of something overpoweringly floral
and unctuous. I am rinsing for the third or fourth time, unable to
budge the residual smell or stickiness, when the door to the shower
recess opens and Bella climbs in with me.

‘I thought I told you I was done?’ I say in a cool voice.

“You did; she says, gently brushing hair oft my face. ‘This is for
free’

“You shouldn’t give freebies, Bella, I say in immediate

17
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admonishment. ‘Ever. Freebies only come with cheap things. Are
you cheap?’

“You already know I'm not, she says, handing me a tiny bottle
of shampoo she has brought with her. ‘Here, use this. To get that
other crap out.

I relax my unfriendly expression. “Wow, you read my mind.
That course of yours is really working.’

‘T'm going to be a psychologist, Jason, not a psychic’

“What’s the difference?’ I say, happily squeezing and working a
blob of her gift — bright yellow and sweetly citrus — into my hair.
‘Either way, youre trying to do the impossible and get inside a
person’s head, aren’t you?’

“You and your cynicism, she sighs. “You sound more like Turner
Hunt — God rest his fucked-up soul — every time I see you.

Tl take that as a compliment, I say.

“You would, she says. ‘Anyway, there’s no need to get inside
your head to know you hate the new shampoo. Everybody does.
Lila switched brands to save money. She says if people don’t like it,
they can just not use it. And then she’ll save even more money.The
cheap old bat’

‘She’s not that cheap,’ I say.“The first thing she said to me when
I came in was your hourly has gone up to five-eighty since I was
here last. Inflation, she said, and I was, like, Madge, you must think
we’re living in Argentina if inflation is your excuse to jack another
eighty pounds an hour out of people’

‘I'm not seeing any more of your money than I used to, if
you're thinking ill of me, Bella says promptly, soaping my back.

‘The thought never crossed my mind, I chuckle.

‘Sure it didn’t; she mutters. ‘Anyway, it’s not her fault she had
to hike her prices. It’s those Eastern Europeans working on Sloane
Avenue. Theyre cheap. Not cheap cheap, but they’re a damn sight
cheaper than this place. And they’re gorgeous to boot. People are

18
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saving themselves the trip south and a bit of money by not coming
down here. If that’s not economy in these tough times, what is?
Lila’s business has taken a hit, big time. Turn around, I'll do your
front’

‘Are times tough?’

‘For some people they are’

‘For you?’

‘I’'m a student, Jason. Poverty is a given.

‘How could I forget?’ I mutter. ‘Anyway, I'm sorry’

She frowns. ‘Sorry for what?’

‘For not coming for so long.’

“You pay me, Jason,’ she says with a bemused look. ‘I don’t take
anything you do or say personally’

“Yes, but I didn’t pay you while I didn’t come, did 12’ I say.

She looks at me quizzically. “What are you saying exactly? I
should be angry with you?’ After staring at me for another moment,
she hurriedly adds, ‘I can swing it if you want me to.You pay, you
get. I know some people like angry’

I sigh.‘I bet you didn’t even miss me while I was gone.

Bella laughs and kisses me again, a short and affectionate peck,
and says, ‘Of course I did. What’s not to miss? You’re possibly the
most beautiful man I've ever laid eyes on, you spend as much time
talking to me as you do on top of me and I get to charge you for it.
And the best part is you’re completely vanilla.You just climb on top
and grind away. There’s no doubt about it — you’re easy to do’

[ grunt. ‘Maybe I should get you to tell my fiancée that. Sex
with me must be hard labour in the gulags for her, the frequency I
get it these days. How did you know about her, by the way?’

“Who, Tabitha? I heard from Lila’

‘How does she know?’

‘She knows everything, Jason. That’s her job.

‘Because hardly anyone knows we'’re engaged, I go on, perhaps
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a little rabidly. “Tabitha wouldn’t even have an engagement party. All
we did was have dinner with her family. And wasn’t that a disaster
and a half. Her mother hated me, her stepfather was under the table,
and she and her sister were arguing all night about I-can’t-even-
remember-what, that’s how pointless it was.

‘But doesn’t everyone have an engagement party?’

“Well, we would’ve if Tabitha had wanted one, I insist. ‘I’'m not
a cheapskate, you know. I give her everything she wants’

‘I know you do, says Bella calmly. “When’s the wedding?’

‘T'm not sure. Why, do you want an invite?’

Bella rolls her eyes. ‘If it was anyone else, I'd laugh because I'd
know they were joking. But you? I wouldn’t put it past you.

I blink at her.‘So you do want an invite?’

‘Not on your life. I just want to know if you’ll be back. Cash-
flow projection.

‘Cash-flow projection?’ I say. ‘Is this what theyre teaching in
psychology these days? Not that [ should be surprised’

‘It has nothing to do with psychology, Jason. It’s called looking
after number one.You must have had a plan to get where you are
today.

‘Sure [ did, but don’t go comparing yourself to me.You’ve never
been anything but comfortably middle-class your whole life, and
you’ve got the accent to prove it

‘That’s .. she splutters. “You're ... oh God, whatever. I'm not
going to argue with you, not when you’re in one of your martyr
moods.’

‘Anyway, I'm sorry if it wrecks your cash-flow projection, but I
can’t promise you I’ll be back. When I got engaged to Tabitha, I said
I'd stop coming here. And I did. Until now. Things happened, and,
you know, here I am again. It could happen the other way around
next time. Life is fluid. So I don’t make promises. I set goals for myself,

and I have plans to make sure I reach them, but I don’t do promises’
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‘“What’s the difterence?’

‘Everything. Goals are what you think you want to do. Promises
are what you know you have to do. Fail a goal and you can just
rethink what you originally thought you wanted and just want
something else instead. Make a promise and break it, though — how
do you get around the fact that you've failed? That you're a failure?
And who wants to be a failure?’ I say, raising my eyebrows at her.
‘Not I, pussycat.

Now Bella sighs. ‘Jason, youre a complete mindfuck sometimes,
she says before clambering out of the stall. She hands me a towel
and kisses me lightly on the lips again and says, ‘T’ll see you when I

see you, if I see you, and then she is gone.

I do not visit Bella again whilst Tabitha is away, although I do
contemplate the idea a number of times more than several. In the
end, I am glad for my self-control, for Tabitha apologises to me
upon her return, a rarity indeed, and avers that she loves me too,
an act of even greater infrequency. You only went the one time, 1 am
able to reassure myself happily, and to mark my acceptance of her
apology — or perhaps to assuage my guilt at having gone back to
Ladyfingers (just once) — I promise her dinner at Little Black Book,
a new restaurant in Mayfair that is so hot not even Tabitha and her
almost famousness can secure a reservation for it, but which I can
since my credit card company loves me enough to arrange a table
for me.

Despite my most resolute efforts, however, I find myself on
the appointed night —as I had very much dreaded, like any law-
fearing sod — late for our date, held up at work by a risk review
committee scrutinising recent trades of mine. The sweat left behind
by the inquisition mingles with the sweat of my haste as I hurtle

through the foyer of my mansion block. I exchange niceties with
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old Mr Peyton — a neighbour whose first name I do not know but
whose rubbish I take out every Monday and Thursday, for it pains
me greatly to see him struggle with the weight of anything when
he struggles quite enough with his rheumatism — and then I skin
my way through the closing doors of the wooded-and-brassed-and-
chandeliered lift, whereupon I immediately regret my impatience,
for I find myself sharing the car with Oliver Haddington, one of
my neighbours with whom I get on less well.

Oliver accused me of taking ‘his’ spot on the street outside our
block several years ago, to which I objected with what I thought to
be perfectly reasonable hotness and a few perhaps less reasonable
expletives to emphasise my insistence that no part of the street
was any more his than it was mine. When he threatened to kick
my car’s headlights in if I dared dispossess his again, I immediately
submitted to the waxing of rage that made my eyeballs pulse in
their sockets and punched the lights in his balding head out first.
A police interview, string-pulling by my friend Lyndon’s well-
connected father, a grovelling apology and several of Oliver’s
Harley Street rhinoplasty bills later, my lingering comeuppance has
been years of strained relations with him, though tonight, at least,
we share the lift with animosity no greater than a glacial silence,
until he gets off, unscathed, on two, and I proceed, unprovoked,
to three.

‘Sorry I'm late, I yell as I let myself into my flat, spying two
suitcases by the hall table, plain black and small, which T know
cannot be Tabitha’s since she travels only with oversized Louis
Vuitton. ‘Eenie!’ I shout again. ‘T said I'm sorry. We’ll still make it if
we hurry’

When Tabitha, at last, emerges — from the living room — I say,
as abjectly as I can, ‘I'm so sorry, babe’ But she asserts over my
apology, without a trace of ire, ‘I've cancelled the booking, darling.

We can go another time.
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‘“Why?’ I say, fretting that this is the quiet before the tempest.
“We’ll still make it if we ... I begin before I stop when I notice a
man hovering in her shadow.

‘This is Zach, says Tabitha, taking the man by the waist and
pushing him forward into better light. She sees my confused look
as I appraise him — jeans-clad and brown-jumpered and number-
one-blond-haired — and adds, “Zach is my brother’

‘Zach, I say, with a frown, ‘is early’

‘“We had a tailwind ... Zach begins.

“Two weeks early, I say.

Now Zach looks confused. We both look at Tabitha.

“Two hours, two weeks — what’s the difference?” says Tabitha
lightly. ‘Honestly, Jason. The point is, he’s here now. So let’s make
him welcome, she adds, giving me a steely look. ‘Darling’

I reluctantly submit to her truculence and ofter Zach my
hand.

‘Hey, mate, I say.

‘How do you do, he says, his smile hesitant, though his handshake
is considerably more assertive, a vice-like grip that is as firm and
mannerly as my own, and also so cool and dry as to inimically mark
his gentility.

‘I've booked for Thierry’s down the road, by the way, says
Tabitha. ‘T know it’s a little suburban for your pretensions, darling,
but Zach’s tired and I'm starving, so you’ll just have to suffer. In
silence ideally, if you can manage it

I pull a wordless face at her.

“We're off to a good start already, she says pleasantly. ‘T’ll show
you the guest room before we go, Zach. Jason, carry his bags’

‘Me?’ I say with no little indignation.

‘He just got off a plane, darling. He’s tired’

‘And I just got oft work, I say, giving her a hard look. ‘I’'m tired

>

too.
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‘Jason doesn’t need to carry my bags for me, Mo, says Zach.I’ll
manage’

‘No, says Tabitha with gritted teeth. ‘I'm telling you, you’re
tired. Jason will carry your bags for you. Come on, I'll show you
the guest room. Jason!” she yells.

‘Alright!” T yell back.

I trail Tabitha and Zach grouchily, listening to her tell him to
treat the flat —my flat — like his own, and that the maid comes
three times a week, which means he need not worry about any
messes he might make, except for things spilt onto the floors, she
warns, which have to be cleaned up straight away because Jason is
absolutely infatuated with his floors, just ask him and he’ll tell you
all about them.

“You have a very nice flat, Jason, says Zach.

‘Thank you, I say in a pleased voice.

‘It’s not his,” sniffs Tabitha. ‘It’s the bank’s’

‘It’s called a mortgage, Eenie; I say.

‘Of course it 1is, darling, she snorts. “The only one in
Belgravia.

‘It’ll be gone by next year, I say. ‘Once I get my bonus.

‘Chickens, darling;’ she says sternly. ‘Unhatched. Counted’

Inside the spare room, Tabitha apologises to Zach for its size,
even though I think it is plenty big, and Zach says as much with
a furtive look at me. Then Tabitha apologises for the lack of an
ensuite as well, and Zach insists this is not a problem for him either,
and I say, “This isn’t the Ritz, Eenie, and she snorts, ‘And doesn’t
it show; and I immediately feel my face redden and my temples
start to throb. I open my mouth to unleash a torrent of abuse — the
sort of manifestation of extreme fury that occurs every so often,
every too often probably, and which Tabitha regularly suggests I
consider controlling with some sort of medication, preferably one

taken three times a day — but I take a deep breath and lift my hand
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to my face, to massage my tense jaw, and I just manage to fulminate
nothing. Instead, I am about to suggest, in as civil a tone as I can
contrive, that perhaps she should move to the Ritz herself if she is
so unhappy here when her mobile shrills in the next room and she
charges out after it.

‘The room is fine, Zach says nicely to me. ‘Don’t listen to
Tabitha.

I sigh.‘I try not to, but it’s hard to ignore her’

Zach chuckles, then bounces on the bed, saying, ‘Big’

‘Big is better, I say.‘But don’t use its size as an excuse to entertain
any guests. [ don’t like strangers traipsing around my flat’

“What guests?’

‘Nocturnal ones. The lady kind.

‘Don’t worry. I've given up women’

“What, for your cult?’

‘Sect, he corrects immediately. ‘It’s not a cult, it’s a sect.

‘That’s very ... disciplined of you. Still, you have a hand, I
suppose. Two of them, in fact. I think that’s what they call choice,
isn’t it? Or variety, I suppose, if you're anything like me.” Zach stares
at me, perhaps a little startled at the effrontery hazarded in my
attempt at humour, and I say, ‘Joke, man, joke, and another wooden
moment ensues before I add, ‘I wish I could give up women.
Honestly, they suck sometimes, and not in the way you want them
to’

‘Maybe you don’t need to give up women, he says, an air of
distraction muting his words as he casts an eye about the room
again. ‘Maybe you just need to give up Tabitha. She can be a bit of
a harridan, I know’

[ feel my face reddening again.‘Shouldn’t you be on your sister’s
side? Or is this your reverse psychology way of telling me you don’t
like me?’

‘I don’t know you, he says, turning back to me and blinking
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through a perplexed expression. ‘One was merely pointing out the
obvious about Mo, I would have thought. I love my sister, but that
doesn’t mean I’'m fond of every little thing about her. He scrutinises
me for a moment, before going on, ‘Although, as for liking you or
not, I must confess that Mother has always insisted a great deal
about a person can be learnt from a first impression. Gut feelings
being what they are and all”

I do not reply immediately, and I eye him eyeing me eyeing
him, and then he gives me a look as if to say, “Well?’ to which I
respond with a look as if to say, “Well what?’ before he, actually, says,
‘Aren’t you going to ask?’

‘Ask what?’

“What my first impression of you is. My reply is a grunt, and so
he goes on, unbidden, ‘My first impression of you is that youre not
much of a people person’

I grunt again. “You know, I'm getting the feeling Eenie’s been
telling you stories about me. And maybe they haven’t been very
nice ones.

‘I don’t listen to Tabitha’s stories, he says promptly. “They’re
often less fact than fiction. I prefer to learn things for myself’

‘That'd be where the first impressions come in, right?’

Zach shrugs now, seeming almost apologetic. ‘They help’

“Well, in that case, can I give you another one then? I think the
first impression you just got of me might have been a dud’

Zach laughs.

‘I wasn’t joking this time, I say.

‘I know you weren’t, he says, still laughing.

‘My God!” wails Tabitha from the next room. ‘Can we go yet,
Jason, or do you want me to starve to death? Is that what you want?
Because that’s what youre going to get. 'm going to keel over
right here and die of starvation, Jason, die. Can you hear me?’ she

screams.
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‘No, I can’t!’ I scream back.

“You and my sister, says Zach carefully. “Your relationship is
very ...loud’

‘I prefer to call it passion.

‘Jason!” screams Tabitha again, more hysterically this time.
‘Jason!’

“We’ll be right there, Mo, Zach calls out.

“You keep calling her Mo, I say.

Zach looks blankly at me and I look blankly back at him and,
eventually, when he submits to the awkwardness before 1 do, he
cocks his head and says, ‘I'm sorry. I thought you were just making
an observation.

‘T was, [ say, trying not to sound too surly, ‘but I thought you
were going to tell me why you call her Mo. I didn’t think I needed
to ask a question to get the answer.

‘My apologies again, he says with a raised eyebrow. T'll endeavour
to acquire some mind-reading skills before we converse next.

“Try psychology, I mutter. “That seems to help some people’

Zach gives me a befuddled look and says, ‘I’'m not sure I know
what you mean, and I say, ‘It was a joke, and he says, ‘I don’t get it,;
and I say, ‘Never mind, and suddenly [ am gripped by a desire to
have Bella here to share the joke with me.The feeling is so intense
I imagine her laughing with a clarity that causes me to zone out
altogether until Zach prods me and says, ‘Earth to Jason? Hello?’

‘Sorry, what were you saying?’

‘I was answering the question you didn’t ask.’

‘Right, right . . . what question was that?’

Zach stares at me. “Why I call Tabitha Mo.

‘Right, right,’ I say again, nodding. ‘And what was the answer?’

He replies, after a long pause, ‘It’s Mo, as in eenie, meenie, miney,
mo.

[ ball my fists, hard, and try to focus on what Zach is saying,
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desperate to shake the mind-twisting feeling of feeling vaguely
vague, and I mutter to myself, No more drugs, concerned that I
am blanking out this way with greater frequency of late.

“What drugs?’ says Zach.

‘Doesn’t that annoy her?’ I say.

‘Doesn’t what annoy who? The drugs?’

‘What drugs? I'm talking about Eenie. Calling her Mo.
Annoying her’

‘Look, I haven’t a clue what you’re on about, Zach says, shaking
his head. ‘I'm feeling rather schizophrenic here, in fact. Or maybe
that’s just you.

‘Jason! Zachary! I'm dying!’ Tabitha screams suddenly from the
door, her concluding word shrieked at such an inhuman pitch that
the Haddingtons’ chihuahua downstairs starts to bark.

“We’re right here, Tabitha, I say. “There’s no need to yell”

‘That’s exactly why I'm yelling, says Tabitha crossly. “We
shouldn’t be right here. We should be at dinner. Honestly, darling,
youre as bad as a child, and if | wanted one of those things, I'd
squeeze one out, not get engaged to one.

‘I don’t think she’s happy, I say to Zach as we tail Tabitha
obediently.

‘I think you’ll find she never is, Jason,’ he says, sounding a sigh
so deep that I am unsure whether his is resignation or despair.
‘One day, when you’ve come to know her well enough, you might

wonder like I do if she ever could be’

Thierry’s on Kings Road is Tabitha’s favourite place to eat when she
1s too tired to ply her smiles and sweet-talk on the scene — occasions
which, it must be conceded, arise none too often. Though I profess
no particular fondness for the restaurant myself, it is close to my

flat, and charmingly bohemian, and it also serves French fare that
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is both reasonable and reasonably inexpensive, a fact for which my
increasingly precarious finances are grateful tonight.

The mood is mellow and murmurous this evening, the
inoccupation of the tables tightly spaced around us lending a less
claustrophobic feel than usual. The lethargy of the room is mirrored
in Zach, whose exhaustion is apparent in his swallowed yawns and
the oddness of his sentences ending more loudly than they begin
as he pushes the last of them out with belated summonings of brio
and breath. Still, he remains admirably gracious, even as Tabitha
needles him with too many questions about what on the menu
appetises him and what incivilities he endured on his economy-
class flight home and whom he is planning to call upon whilst he
is back, along with all else that comes to her mind, which is almost
the same as what comes to mine, except for the precise details of
what he was doing in Japan, a topic she avoids assiduously.

Tabitha’s behaviour, it soon occurs to me, is quite unhabitual
for her, not when she is actually, if not entirely happily, tolerating
talk about things which have nothing to do with herself. Indeed,
the stifling attention she pays Zach only grows more so during the
meal when Zach demonstrates an unwillingness to eat, pushing
food listlessly around his plate, and causing her to alternate between
exhortations to partake and interrogatives to explain his refusal.
After several insistences of, ‘I'm eating, and, “What’s the hurry?’
Zach finally says, ‘I can’t.

‘There’s no such thing as can’t; says Tabitha.

‘Don’t lecture me, Mo.

‘Did you hear me?’

“Well, did you hear me?” he says, placid in the face of her pique.
‘I said I can’t. The temple forbids the lily herbs. No garlic, onions,
leeks or scallions. All of which are rather abundant in French food,
in case you hadn’t noticed’

‘But you’re not at the temple now; says Tabitha.
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“Yes, but I've grown accustomed to their absence. I'm finding
the flavours quite overpowering.’

‘Don’t screw your face up at me, Zachary. You didn’t tell me
about this — how was I supposed to know? What’s wrong with the
lily herbs anyway?’

‘They arouse lust.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘They make people horny’

‘I wasn’t asking for a translation, snaps Tabitha.‘l know what you
meant. But look around you, darling. Do you see people rutting like
animals on some bloody David Attenborough special? Are women
slinking around on the tabletops, shaking their backsides at men
wailing like tomcats? Am I panting over my cream of bloody onion
soup? No, no and no again, darling’

I snort. “That’s not a fair question, Eenie. The only thing you
pant over these days is new shoes. Sometimes I wish I could turn
myself into a pair. I might actually get laid that way’

‘Jason?’ says Tabitha faux-sweetly.

‘Shut up?’ I say.

‘I you wouldn’t mind, darling’

‘Christ, Tabitha, Zach says wearily. “You're such a control freak
sometimes.

‘And you're a bag of rattling bones, Zachary! Isn’t he, Jason?’ she
adds, shooting another glare in my direction.

‘Well, youre a lot smaller than you used to be, Zach, I say
reluctantly, recalling his brawn of yore in the photos Tabitha shared
with me.

‘That’s right,’ says Tabitha, rewarding me a look of approval.

When dessert comes — but only for me, since Zach insists he is
full and Tabitha never partakes — Tabitha waves at people on a table
that has just been seated, and she leaps to her feet and says, ‘Make

nice. I won’t be long’
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Zach and I are left to stare after her as she long-legs across
the room and air-kisses a woman who is nearly as tall as she is
and just as blonde. My eye lingers over the ensuing tableau — for I
find it fascinating to watch her affect such animation as she never
does with me — until the people she is with become aware of my
scrutiny of them and I look away hastily. I notice Zach staring at
me again, and I stare right back.

‘So Tabitha tells me you met in rehab, he says finally.

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Not at all. It’s just unusual’

[ shrug. ‘Only boring people do things the usual way’

‘Mmm. And you got engaged in January?’

‘February’

‘But you met in January?’

‘That’s right’

He nods in an oddly sedate manner. ‘Again, unusual’

“You keep saying unusual like it’s a bad thing, I say, sitting back
in my chair and fixing him with a tired frown. ‘If I was a paranoid
person, I might think you don’t like me very much’

Zach shakes his head quickly. ‘If you were a paranoid person, I'd
apologise for giving you that impression. I assure you I'm trying to
like you as much as I can’

“Which is how much exactly?’

‘As much as I need to while I work out whether you’re going
to be bad for my sister or not, he says, meeting my forthright
expression with one of his own. “Youre marrying her, after all. For
better or worse, one finds oneself feeling a certain anxiety’

‘Because I made a bad first impression?’

‘Because I know even less about you than I do about your
intentions.

‘Fair enough, I say, pausing long enough to mull this over. “You

could always just ask me straight out though’
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‘Fair enough, he says too, before going on to ask me, with no
pause at all, ‘Jason, are you going to be bad for my sister?’

‘Define bad, I say.

‘Bad as in not good, he says, leaning forward onto his elbows.

“Well, 'm hoping not, I guess, I say.

‘So is that a yes or a no?” he says with a quizzical look.

‘I suppose it’s neither, I say cautiously. ‘It’s more of a promise
that I'll do the best I can. ’'m not a saint, you know. If you need me
to be to qualify as good for Tabitha, then maybe bad is what I'll be’

Zach considers this, then relents a conciliatory nod, all at once
seeming more at ease, the set of his shoulders not quite so square
and his scrutiny of me not so intense.

‘Very good then, he says. ‘One is reassured.

“What, that’s it?” I say, mildly incredulous, as he reaches for his
water and takes a sip. “You're just going to take my word for it?’

‘“Why shouldn’t I?” he says. ‘If you tell me your intentions are
good, it’s not my place to disbelieve you’

‘Good intentions don’t always have good endings, I point out.

‘True. But that’s Fate. And I’'m not about to second-guess her’

‘That’s very understanding of you, I say.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing, it is his turn to say now.

‘Not for the person youre understanding, I say. ‘For you? I'm
not so sure. Nice guys tend to cop it in the nuts, if you know what
[ mean’

‘I’'m not that nice, he says.

“Youre nice enough, I say. ‘Or youre very difterent from
Tabitha, at least. And Amabel too.

‘Thank you, he says, smiling faintly. ‘I think.

I laugh, and then so does he, but a lapse follows our levity,
and as we look around ourselves again, I observe that we are the
only diners with a serve of silence on the table between them.

Though I am not averse to the tranquillity of Tabitha gone, I find

32

Superbia pages001-.indd 32 6/5/09 9:45:13 AM



(vl .
Jwxuria

myself newly anxious to impress a certain goodness upon Zach,
which I can only imagine the lack of conversation foiling, and so
I say,'How long are you in town for then? Tabitha said you’re only
passing through’

‘I'm not sure, he says. ‘I'm here to tie up some loose ends.

‘Tabitha mentioned a trust fund.

“Yes. Something like that.

‘So you’ll be staying a while then?’

‘Could be a few months, could be longer.” He studies me shortly
before going on,‘I get the impression that you didn’t expect me here
tonight. I'm also getting a sense you’d rather not have me in your
flat. Mo said I could stay, and I didn’t realise she hadn’t . .. anyway,
[ hate to impose upon you like this, but it’s just that it would be
inconvenient for me to stay elsewhere. Gratis, I mean. But, it I really
am putting you out, I'd be happy to move into a hotel once

‘No, no, I say. ‘It’s fine. Tabitha’s friend is my friend’

‘Brother, he says. ‘I'm not her friend. 'm her brother’

‘That’s what I meant. Stay as long as you like. Eenie wouldn’t
have it any other way. How long are you going away for anyway?
When you leave again, I mean.

‘Oh, I'm not coming back, he says. ‘I'm tying up some loose
ends and seeing some old friends, and then I'm going back to the
temple for good’

‘Temple?’

‘Buddhist temple. A Shingon Buddhist temple’

‘Oh, you mean like that Monkey Magic Tripitaka kind of
crap?’

‘No, he says evenly. ‘I mean a Shingon Buddhist temple’

I hold my palms up. ‘Sorry, just trying to picture things, yeah?
What do you do at this temple anyway? Praying and chanting and
shit like that?’

‘I meditate, do chores, take lessons. Shit like that.
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‘Right, right,’ I say, jiggling my leg under the table and racking
my brains for something else to say. Finally, I ask, ‘Are you sure you
don’t want dessert?’

‘No, thank you. I really am completely full’

I turn my gaze back over to the people Tabitha is laughing with
and I say,'How long do you think your sister will be? Should I get
the bill?’

Zach looks over to the other table too, and he says, after careful
scrutiny of them, ‘I couldn’t say. I've no idea who the people she’s
with are’

‘Ditto, I murmur.

‘Shouldn’t you?” he says in a pointed voice. “Youre engaged to
her, after all’

‘She knows lots of people, I say matter-of-factly. ‘Even if she
introduced me to all of them I wouldn’t remember who they all
were anyway.

Zach glances at his watch, rubbing at an eye. ‘Maybe we should
go then. We’ll leave her here with her friends. Whose company she
seems to be enjoying a great deal more than ours anyway.

‘That’ll piss her oft, I say.

‘T'm perfectly aware of that, he says. ‘That’s why I'm suggesting it.

I grin. ‘Evil. A great idea, but evil. And not very Buddhist-like
if you ask me’

Zach nods contritely. ‘I know. The ninth precept of the juzenkai
1s “I will not hate”. But I wanted to be in bed hours ago. I'm sorry
it I've been disagreeable tonight. I'm afraid my manners have a
tendency to go out the window when I'm tired’

“What’s the juzenkai?’

‘The ten beneficial acts. I will not kill, I will not steal, I will
not commit adultery, I will not lie, I will not exaggerate, I will not
denigrate, I will not equivocate, I will not be greedy, I will not

hate, I will not perpetuate error over truth, he recites, with such
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fervour that [ am forced to wonder whence the energy to do so
was summoned if he really is as tired as he says he is.

When the bill arrives, Zach reaches for it, insisting, ‘Allow me.

‘No, no, I protest. “You’re a guest.

‘I know [ am.That’s why the least you can let me do is buy you
dinner.

‘Okay, I say with a shrug, although I add a belated, “Thanks,
at the very last polite moment, when, as Zach hands a credit card
to the waiter, I realise he is the first person who has bought me a
dinner since a time I cannot remember well enough to remember
at all, except to say it was some time ago.

Zach signs the voucher when it comes back, and I, stickybeaking
as he does so, notice that he leaves a very large tip — bigger than
the one I would have left, and I have always regarded myself as a
very gratuitous person — and then he stands and says, ‘Shall we?” and
[ stand too and say, “We shall’

As we clamber into a black cab, Tabitha rushes out of the
restaurant after us, crying, ‘Wait for me!” She flurries into a seat as [
give the driver directions, and I am expecting, not without reason,
for her to blow up at us. But all she does is look unhappily at Zach
and say, ‘I leave you alone with him for five minutes and you'’re
encouraging him already’

Zach does not reply, just looks away, out the window.

‘Encouraging me how?’ I say as the cabbie starts off.

‘Sedition, says Tabitha grimly, and then she too looks out her
window, and I look into my lap, where I spy a speckling of sauce
on my trousers, just off-centre of my crotch, and I mutter, ‘Bum,
and, at this, Tabitha returns her attention to me,looking where I am
looking, and she, muttering also, surprisingly subdued for someone
normally so strident, spites, ‘Serves you right. Trying to leave me
behind like that’

+
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After our togetherness at Thierry’s on the night of Zach’s arrival,
the three of us —Tabitha, Zach and I — practise our apartness in
the ensuing weeks. Zach is still bunkered in his room whenever I
leave for work — though he must be awake, for I hear noises when
I press my ear against the door — and when I return at night, he
is either absent from the flat altogether or already asleep. Tabitha,
meanwhile, flees overseas again, to Phuket for nearly three weeks:
six days shooting a spread for logue, according to the note that
appears on the kitchen bench as abruptly as her vanishing, followed
by a twelve-day holiday to recover from it.

I do not hear from Tabitha whilst she is gone — she never rings
home, though I never stop hoping —and it is only some weeks
later, on an evening that I am home earlier than usual, too tired for
my customary after-work gym session, that [ encounter Zach again.
[ am lolling in bed, trying not to fall asleep as I muster energy for
dinner out, when he steals into my room and announces himself
with a suddenness that startles me upright. As I yelp and curse, he
says, ever so politely, ‘Awfully sorry but do you have some trousers
I might borrow? My sister said to come to you without hesitation if
I needed anything’

The mention of Tabitha sends a flare of alertness through me,
and I say to him, as nicely as I can, ‘Sure thing. If they’ll fit you. I'm
a thirty waist.

‘I can see that, he replies. “You must do a lot of cardio’

‘Not really. T just have a hyper metabolism. Where are you
going?’

“To catch up with an old friend. A good friend’

‘Can’t be that good, I say. “You’ve been back, what, nearly three
weeks? And you're only seeing them now?’

‘T've been putting it off. It’s complicated.

‘Sounds like a yawn,’ I say, actually yawning. I gesture in the

direction of my closet. ‘Help yourself. Whatever you want.
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Zach disappears into my walk-in closet and at once makes the
awed and slightly muftled remark, “You have a lot of clothes’

“Tabitha has more, I say, yawning again.

“You still have a lot of clothes, he says.

He emerges some minutes later with a white silk Gucci shirt
in one hand, and a pair of camel-coloured cashmere Gucci trousers
and a Gucci belt in his other.

“Would you mind if T borrowed a shirt and belt too?” he asks.All
your pants are flat-fronts. And narrow-legged. [ haven’t anything to
match’

I shrug. ‘Knock yourself’ out. But, if T was you, I'd ditch
something in that little ensemble you’ve chosen.You’ll look like a
Gucci whore if you walk out in all that

‘A Gucci what?’

“Whore, Zach, whore. Although in your case I suppose you'd
be a Gucky whore since I know you tofty types like your cutesy
in-joke pronunciations and stuff’

‘T've never pronounced it Gucky in my life, he says mildly.

“You liar, I grumble.

Zach 1is distracted, at this moment, by the three photographs
lined up on top of my dresser. In the centre is a recent photo of
Tabitha and me in Paris, on the terrace of a triplex on the Champs
de Mars belonging to a photographer friend of hers. I look good
and she looks better, and the smiles on our faces belie the fact
that we were screaming at each other just minutes earlier in the
bathroom, after she said to me, in front of her friend as he was
showing us around, ‘See, darling, this is a real apartment. To the
left of it is a photo of myself and Turner Hunt — whom I would
call my best friend, except that he is dead — arms slung over one
another’s shoulders at Goodwood, and although it is obvious from
our lopsided smiles that we are both more than a little bit drunk,

the photo was taken from far enough away that it cannot be seen
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that our pupils were enormous from the LSD we were tripping on.
And, on the right, is an old picture of me and Lyndon Hulme, whom
I do call my best friend — but only because Turner is dead — even
though I have not seen him since March. The photo was taken in
Sydney, when we were both sixteen and at school together. I look
ridiculously young and Lyndon looks ridiculously sunburnt and it
is impossible to know that, at the time, even though we were part
of the same group of alpha males at school and I pretended to like
him, I actually abhorred him with unreasonable vengeance.

‘Is that Lyndon Hulme?” asks Zach.

“Yeah, you know him?’

‘Not well. But I went to university with Jocasta, his wife

‘Thank you, I know who Jocasta is, I say, gritting my teeth at
the mention of Lyndon’s wife. ‘I know who she is and I hate the
stupid cow’

“You carry a lot of anger, Jason,” he murmurs, taking the photo
of Lyndon and me and scrutinising it carefully. ‘I don’t think it’s
healthy. You’ll take years oft your life. You and Lyndon must go a
long way back.You look fifteen here’

‘Sixteen, actually. Year ten. We went to school together for a
few years’

‘I didn’t know you went to Rugby’

‘I didn’t. His father came out and ran one of the big Australian
banks for a while. And when [ say ran, I mean ran it into the ground.
Then, of course, he ran home, tail between his legs, taking Lyndon
kicking and screaming with him.

Zach sighs. ‘Let me guess. Extrapolating from your exceedingly
articulate expression of dislike for Lyndon’s wife — and I quote, “I
hate the stupid cow” — I take it you don’t like his father a great deal
either’

‘On the contrary, Zachary. I think his father’s a legend. He lost

a few billion dollars of other people’s money and got paid multi-
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millions to do it. If that’s not genius, what is? Plus, he got me my
break in the City. Pulled a few strings for me and got me onto the
FX desk at Deutsche.

‘Deutsche? That’s where Lyndon works, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. Except he’s still there. Lyndon, I mean. Me, I was gone
from there in a year. SG gave me a better package and I jumped, and
then Goldman gave me an even better package and I jumped even
faster, and now Hames & Wesley are paying me even more than any
of them, so there I am.You know, when I came to this town, all I
had was the clothes on my back and my father’s suitcase — and that
had nothing more in it than a cheap suit and a testamur I couldn’t
even afford to have framed. I was sleeping on Lyndon’s couch’

‘And look at you now’

‘That’s right,’ I say, nodding vigorously. ‘Progress has been made’

‘T have no doubt, he says with a doubtful look. ‘If you don’t
mind me asking, if you were as poor as you say you were, how did
you and Lyndon go to school together in Sydney? I can’t imagine
his father placing him in anything other than a public school’

‘They’re called private schools in Australia. And, to answer your
question, I was very, very good with a rugby ball. When you're very,
very good with rugby balls, you don’t have to be rich’

Tsee’

‘Of course, I'm also very, very smart. And very, very good-
looking’

Zach smiles thinly at me. “You’re very, very a lot of things, aren’t
you?’

“Yes, I say brightly. ‘It’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Ah; says Zach.‘Another one of your jokes.’

‘In a non-jokey sort of way, I say.

‘I think that’s what threw me. Self-deprecation as humour I'm
familiar with. Self-aggrandisement, not so much’

“What can I say?’ I say. ‘I’'m one of a kind.
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Zach laughs this time. ‘So are you still very, very good with a
rugby ball?’

‘Me? No, I don’t play anymore. Haven'’t for years. It’s a waste
of time’

‘But that’s the point of recreation, isn’t it? To kill time.

“Yes, but I never played for recreation, did I? England’s going to
lose, by the way. The Rugby World Cup, I mean. I don’t know why
you guys are even trying. You lack pizzazz.You lack panache’

‘“We’ll see about that, he replies evenly. “We may not be great
showmen, but we are solid sportsmen.

‘Solidly boring, I snort.

‘Anyway, why did you play rugby at all if you're so oftended by
its unrecreational aspects?’

“To get into that school. To make the right friends. To get places.
Why else?’

‘And, having made it, you don’t need friends anymore?’

‘T have all the friends I need, I say, springing oft the bed, pushing
past him and rifling through my clothes myself. I turn up a white
poplin Hussein Chalayan shirt — a size too small for me, if the truth
of my inclination to flaunt my efforts at the gym be admitted — and
thrust it at him. “That’ll work better with those pants. And you
won’t look like a Gucci whore! I pull out a pair of trousers and a
slinky knit, and start dressing to go out myself.

‘I thought you were tired, he says.

‘T am. But I've still got to eat. I've got nothing in my fridge.

‘Oh yes, the inside of your fridge. One of the less impressive
sights in your otherwise lovely flat. I did notice some beers and
frozen dinners in there though’

‘They’re not going to do me any good. The beers are for
washing my hair with, and the frozen dinners are for breakfast’

‘I'see, he says in a tone that suggests the opposite. ‘So where are

you going tonight? Somewhere nice?’
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‘Somewhere somewhere, I say.‘l haven’t decided’

‘Oh.Who are you going with?’

[ shrug. ‘Tl find someone. If I don’t, I'll eat by myself. It’s
nothing I haven’t done before’

‘Oh, he says again. He pauses, long enough for me to think
that he might have left the room, but then he says, “Well, since your
plans don’t appear to be set in stone, or set at all, actually, if you'd
like, I’'ll make you something to eat before I go out. It’ll only be
something simple, but =

“You can cook?’ I say, turning around.

‘It’s an essential life skill.

‘T've managed to get by without it

‘That must be because you're so very, very smart, he mutters.

[ laugh involuntarily. “Thank you, I say.

Zach closes his eyes. ‘I was trying to be droll, Jason.

‘No, I meant thank you for offering to cook me dinner. That
would be great. I'd really appreciate it’

‘Oh, right, he says, momentarily taken aback by my earnestness.
“Yes, well, you're very welcome. He starts out of my room, his arms
full of my clothes, and says, ‘I’ll call you when it’s ready.You can go
back to your nap’

‘I wasn’t napping. I was resting my eyeballs’

‘Go and rest your eyeballs then, he says as he disappears out
the door.

[ wilt back into bed, and though I resume my battle not to fall
asleep, I eventually lose and do.When [ finally reawaken, the hands
on my watch tell me it is nine o’clock and the pangs in my stomach
tell me it would like to grind something other than itself. I curse
Zach and sit up, sending a square of paper on my chest fluttering.
In fine cursive, the note from Zach tells me I was fast asleep when

he came back so he left me to sleep and dinner on the kitchen

bench.
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I hasten to the kitchen — checking my answering machine
en route, in case there is a message from Tabitha, which there is
not — where I discover an elaborate arrangement of food laid out
on lacquerware not mine. The meal — rice, a selection of cooked
and uncooked vegetables, along with small mounds of pickles and a
bowl of miso soup — is colourful yet oddly austere, perhaps because
of its considered layout, which my unartistic sensibilities perceive
to be rather artful.

Another note from Zach on top of the food tells me it is shojin-
ryori — ‘the vegetarian food of the monks’ — and that I will probably
need to reheat the miso in the microwave. He also apologises that it
is a vegetarian meal, although, he adds, ‘since you're very, very smart,
no doubt you would have anticipated this’

Even though, in truth, I might have declined Zach’s offer of
a meal had I very, very smartly recalled his vegetarianism, upon
sampling something green and pink I realise that my very, very picky
palate is very, very pleased, and as I ponder Zach’s warning that the
meal would only be ‘something simple’, it seems plain that what is
before me is nothing of the sort. I wonder why he would bother so
much when far less would have sufticed, but I find myself unable
to arrive at a satisfactory explanation, not even after contemplating
the impurest motives I can attribute to a personality as benign as
his appears to be, and an indeterminate period of monomaniacal
cogitation later, as I pick up the chopsticks and mumble a grace, I

begin to cry.

Though I return to bed before midnight, my fatigue must be greater
than my nap had caused me to presume for [ fall asleep immediately.
However, I wake again in the early hours of the morning to an
aching stomach for, nice as Zach’s art-directed meal was, its size did

not match its beauty.
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I plod out to the kitchen and microwave one of my frozen
dinners, but after downing several glasses of water in the interim,
I find myself replete, or at least unable to stomach the masses of
gummy pasta and watery bolognese that slop out of the sachets. I
end up disposing of the meal and appropriating a green apple from
the selection of fruit that has appeared — as if by magic, but more
likely by Zach — inside the fruit bin of one of my fridges.

As I return to my room, wondering why I do not recall the taste
of cold apples being so gratifying and contemplating the propriety
of stealing another, I am startled by a woman, swathed in a towel,
who scampers out of the bathroom.

She freezes at the sight of me, airing a squeal before giggling,
‘Hello’

‘“Who are you?’ I say, apple poised mid-air before my mouth.

‘'m Emmeline, she says, splaying her hands across her body
to keep her towel in place. ‘I'm a friend of Zach’. You must be
Jason? I'm sorry 'm running about like this . . . you must think 'm
terribly rude and ...I don’t know what ...I mean, I ...you have
a very nice place’

“Youre dripping on my floors, I say. ‘Theyre parquet de
Versailles panels.

‘Sorry; Emmeline says, blushing. She transfers her weight
from one foot to the other and back again, but makes no keener
movements than these.

[ continue to stare at her — pleasant face, breasts possibly a bit
green-appley underneath that towel (I take a bite from my own
at this prompt), nice skin tone, not so nice knees — and she goes
redder, and I say, “You're still dripping’

She mumbles, ‘Sorry, again, then waves half~heartedly before
hastening — on tiptoes, like it will make a difterence — back to
Zach’s room.

I return to bed, but there I toss and turn and fret about the
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water on my floorboards so unduly that I haul myself back out
from between Porthault sheets — not Pratesi, since Tabitha insists
they are so mainstream these days as to be ‘common’— and clear
away the puddles of water using the special floorboard mop in the
hallway closet. Though my maiden turn does facilitate the onset of
a deep and happy sleep, it also brings me undone the next morning,
causing me to rise so belatedly that I am still in the shower when I
should already be at my desk.

Zach is propped at the breakfast bar, reading a copy of The
Telegraph, when I clatter into the kitchen, the sound of my leather
soles seductive against my Versailles floorboards, dashing my hopes
of snaffling another piece of his fruit to eat on the run.

‘Thanks for dinner last night, I say.“You didn’t have to go to so
much trouble. I owe you one’

Zach looks up from his paper at this. ‘Oh, really? Perhaps one
might call the favour in now then. Be nice to Emmeline next time
you see her, will you?’

‘Emmeline?’ I say. “That’s the girl who was running around my
flat last night, right? T don’t know what youre talking about. I
wasn’t not nice to her’

“Well, she says you weren’t very friendly’

‘I wasn’t very friendly?’ I echo, slightly taken aback.‘Geez, she’s
a bit sensitive, isn’t she? I only told her she was dripping all over my
floors. Which she was. I can’t help it if I'm honest.

‘T don’t think it was what you said. It was the way you said it’

‘“Well, it wouldn’t have mattered if you’d listened to what I
said to you the first night you were here. Remember? No nocturnal
visitors.

‘I thought you were joking.

‘And I thought you said you’d given up women.

“Yeah, yeah, he grumbles.

‘Anyway, she caught me by surprise. I'm paranoid about
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randoms gallivanting about my flat. In case you haven’t noticed, my
furnishings are a little bit pricey’

‘Emmeline isn’t random, says Zach crossly. ‘I've known her
since I was ten. And, furthermore, I assure you I didn’t plan on
bringing her back here. Had I known you’d make such a fuss about
it, I would have planned not to. It just happened.

I harrumph loudly. ‘Shit happens, sure. But getting your end
away? That never just happens, Zach. Sex has to be procured.

‘Procured?” he says, eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t think I like the
aspersion that casts on my character. Or Emmeline’s’

“Touchy. Anyone would think you'’re still going out with her,
Zach!

‘Well, 'm not. Even if [ wanted to, she hasn’t forgiven me
for .. .she just hasn’t forgiven me.

I smile knowingly at him. ‘I spy, with my little eye, someone
who left someone else behind for a cult?’

Zach scowls. ‘It’s a sect”

‘Anyway, I think youre being a little hard on yourself. I mean,
she’s sleeping with you. If that’s not forgiveness, what is?’

“Your understanding of relationships would appear to be
very approximate if you think sex augurs forgiveness, Jason. Very
approximately wrong, I might add’

I shrug. ‘Sex is sex. Speaking of which, isn’t it forbidden in
Buddhism?’

‘Adultery is forbidden. But sex isn’t. Not technically’

“What about untechnically?’

Zach gives me a pained look. ‘Not everything in life is always
as straightforward as yes or no. Sometimes there are almosts and
maybes.

‘Oh, you mean like almost pregnant?’ 1 say. ‘And maybe for
sure?’

‘I suppose so, he says. ‘Although, since it’s almost nine o’clock,
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maybe the maybe I'd be more inclined to contemplate right now if
[ were you is being late for work.

‘Shit, I mutter, looking at my watch.

‘Yes, he murmurs, returning to his paper.

And then I am gone, just like that, fleeing kitchen, flat and
block in double time, and sprinting the full three-block distance
to the Eaton Square carpark where I keep a space for my Aston
Martin.

The Aston is, in truth, an act of improvidence [ can ill-
afford — at least until my next bonus comes through, which is why
I am behind in the lease payments — but I was offered a parking
space when I started at Hames & Wesley and I had considered
declining it because I did not own a car a greater act of foolishness
than buying one to fill it up.

It i1s nearly ten by the time I pull into my space underneath
the Hames & Wesley tower in Canada Square. I run for the lift
and jab impatiently at the call button and valiantly fight the urge
to close the lift doors on people too ploddery for my patience,
but I know any reprimand I get —if I receive one at all — will be
a gentle one. I am, after all, an employee most beloved for the
extraordinary revenue stream I contribute to the bank’s coffers.
Indeed, my profitability is nigh unconscionable given that foreign
exchange is a zero-sum game and every profit made by one person
is necessarily matched by another’s loss. My capital ability to ruin
other people’s finances is why my base salary at Hames & Wesley is
one million pounds, and why my bonus, two years ago at Goldman
Sachs, was more than triple that.

My title at Hames & Wesley is simply foreign exchange trader,
because the bank favours discretion in the things done in its name.
But [ am,specifically,a proprietary trader, or ‘prop’. This qualification
means that, unlike my colleagues on the corporate desks, I do not

service bank clients; and unlike the interbank traders — within the
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ranks of which I began my career — I perform no trades that create
the ‘currency market’ as people know it. Rather, my job is simply
to take the money the bank entrusts me with and speculate it into
the largest sum all the other rapacious men — and a few rapacious
women — in the market will allow me to; after all, if the imperative
of investment banking is to screw retail clients out of a great deal
of their money, and to screw institutional clients out of a great deal
more, then the prop desks, as they exist in the zero-sum universe,
are assuredly the means by which the banks can attempt to screw
each other.

Free from parasitisms requiring strict business hours of me, I
have gradually availed myself of episodic liberties: late arrivals, early
departures, extended lunches. From time to time my boss, Edward
Edwards, whom we all call simply Old Edwards even though he
is not yet forty, commands me into his office to lecture me about
professionalism and the way things are done at Hames & Wesley. He
likes to remind me that the bank is traditional and conservative, which
is to say it is still privately held, and boasts a coat of arms, and
is run by gentlemanly executives with double-barrelled surnames
who are so distressed by the passing of the 1980s that they cope
by acting like the 1980s never ended at all. On such occasions of
reprimand, I always feign contrition and make efforts to ameliorate
my conduct, but it is never long before I lapse again. After all, not
only is Old Edwards not fearsome enough a man to entrench
anyone’s obedience through tyranny — least of all mine — the truth
is, when an employee contributes as greatly as I do, management
will overlook almost any misdemeanours I choose to test their
patience with. In fact, management used to brook more than
misdemeanours, though this ended the day Turner Hunt died.

WhenTurner was still alive — and head of prop FX trading — they
turned a blind eye to all the shenanigans, big and small, we, the ‘prop

boys’, got up to. They ignored “Turner’s Titillation Time’, which was
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him reading porno fiction from a stroke magazine out loud during
lulls in our days. They pretended not to notice our habit of taking
long lunches and returning with loud voices and bibulous smiles.
When Turner’s indecency incited a sexual harassment complaint,
his victim was ‘promoted’ out of the dealing room whilst he was
taken out to lunch for a reprimand. Absolutely nothing was too
much for management until the November day last year when
Turner collapsed in the toilets and died on their Carrara marble
in a puddle of his own vomit. Then the latitude of their tolerance
contracted, and sharply.

I was placed on compulsory leave for three months —‘Sort
yourself out,’ came Old Edwards’s edict, for I was doing nearly the
same thing that had wrought Turner’s demise — and management
further communicated their displeasure by mailing me a bonus
cheque of just £600,000. A fine sum, certainly, except I had lived
in expectation of four or five times as much and had pre-spent
accordingly.

I might have complained,and I did.And I might have walked, but
[ did not.As Old Edwards pointed out, I was fortunate to have a job
to return to at all after the tremor my and Turner’s misbehaviours
had sent through the orderly world of Hames & Wesley. I have shut
up and stayed put, and this year, with my act rehabilitated, I have
made the bank more money than last. I am expecting a nonpareil
cheque at bonus time, but with the silly money season still seven
weeks away, and it being never too late to lose part of a bonus, or
even all of it, | am feeling inordinately guilty — by my standards, at
least — as I hurry the home stretch to my desk this morning.

As I flump into my chair, I note that Jon Myles, who replaced
Turner Hunt as the head of prop FX, is not at his desk, nor is Anna
something-or-other, the newest member of our team. Old Edwards
put Anna on the desk because he thought a feminine influence

would ‘calm’ our hijinks, but I suspect that the only effect on hijinks
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Old Edwards has accomplished is facilitating married Jon’s hijinks
with the comely Anna. The other person on our team, Norman
Price, is at his desk, but he is older than I am and less senior than
[ am and makes less money than I do, and therefore despises me
and ignores me. I am not fazed by his hostility though, since my
feelings towards him are equally contemptuous and I reciprocate
his disregard every morning.

I abbreviate my usual morning routine to put myself back on
schedule, checking my business emails first and saving the jokes
and smut for later, then speed-reading several market bulletins
before phoning my contacts at other banks. My counterparts and
I exchange hearty greetings and dirty jokes and market talk, in
that order, and, if the other person is not too busy, the dialogue
proceeds to gossip about other people and other banks and maybe
even ourselves, for we all boast egos we will happily stroke for
ourselves if no one else will do it for us.

The trader [ speak with most often, usually last on my round of
calls, 1s Dominic Babbitt at R oyal National Bank, with whom I have
dealt ever since we were both ‘market makers’ at the beginnings of
our careers. We talk shop at least once daily, and, on slow days, our
multiplicity of personal calls to one another often spiral out to
hours’” worth of chitchat and badinage. But despite this swapping
of personal lives over phone lines, we have never actually met in
person, which, though it would seem a peculiarity to some, is not
peculiar in the market at all.

‘How’s my favourite prick in the world?’ I say when he picks
up, the greeting I always give him.

‘T'm hungover and I lost a hundred and twenty thousand quid
overnight on a stoppy, Dominic croaks.“You do the maths, dumbass;
he says, the endearment he always gives me.

‘Sucks to be you, I say.

“You're very late today, says Dominic with a yawn.
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‘Says who?’

‘Says me. I called earlier. Had a hot tip for you.

‘Oh, yeah? What’s the word?’

‘It’s too late now, but one of my guys in Frankfurt heard a
rumour that a European hedge fund was about to dump sterling in
large. I key up a graph of GBP/USD levels, and although I can see
the rate has pulled back some thirty points in the last few hours,
it is not a depreciation commensurate with a hedge fund selling
megabucks. I point this out to Dominic and he says indifferently,
“Yeah, well, you know market talk, mate. Half of it’s bullshit and the
other half is even bigger bullshit. The only time it’s true is when
you get lucky’

“You made some money though, right?’

‘I clawed back some of last night’s loss, he admits. ‘But it’s
nothing to jump up and down about’

“You never go broke making a profit,’ I say.‘A wise man taught
me that’

Dominic yawns again and mutters something about wise
men being nothing compared to him — I think I hear dumbass
mumbled again — and then we trade opinions about where the
market is heading today. Dominic is weary and not so garrulous,
so our conversation is brief. Afterwards, I complete a quick trade
with a trader I do not like at a Swiss bank, to establish a long
position on EUR/GBP, which I hope will be the ruin of his day,
or maybe even his week. Then I pull out the Financial Times and
read it slowly.

Elsewhere around the room, traders are busy — some frantically
so — but our desk is subdued. Norman is brooding over a spreadsheet
full of numbers, scrutinising some trend analysis or else modelling
a complex, and hopefully profitable, trading strategy. I, meanwhile,
am reading cartoons. But, unlike Norman, I have already made my

budget for this year — exceeded it by one hundred and ten percent,
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in fact —and I have begun to work very hard on not working
very hard because doing too well this year will simply breed an
expectation of doing more than too well next year.

I indulge in a long lunch at noon, returning to my desk nearly
two hours later, and late in the afternoon, I close out the position
[ established this morning, making fifty thousand pounds in the
process. Reckoning this to be a goodly result for the day, I put my
computer back to sleep and say goodbye to the people I deem
worthy of a farewell. No one passes comment on this early departure
bookending a day begun late — though I suspect my ears will have
reason to incandesce once I am gone from here — and I head for
the Chelsea Harbour Club to do my usual weights session. But en
route it occurs to me that the gym is where I least desire to sweat
tonight, especially if I will be returning to a flat without Tabitha in
it afterwards, so I pat my jacket, to be sure of my wallet in an inside

pocket, and then change course for Clapham.

Lila is, of course, thrilled to see me again at Ladyfingers, and Bella is
even more pleased at my reappearance, or at least this is the reason
to which I attribute the vim with which she pleasures me.

I lie in bed afterwards prattling my usual unimportances with
her, though tonight I also gloat about the certainty of my bonus
this year being most ample indeed. I refuse to abide her smoking
this evening, however, reiterating the concerns of my last visit that
she would appear to want to give herself cancer, and when her
resultant grouchiness is not ameliorated even by my tickling of
her, which I have always considered to be an infallible gambit for
beguiling women — except, perhaps, against Tabitha, who is not
ticklish at all — to encourage the treacle back into her enunciation
of her vowels, I say, “You look great, Bella, you really do. The hair,
the body, everything’
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‘Really?’ she says, eyeing herself in the mirror fixed over the
bed. ‘Are you sure I don’t look too drab? Lila says I look drab. She
says brown hair is drab. God, that’s even an ugly word — drab. She
wants me to start bleaching it again’

‘Brown worked for Cindy Crawford, I say. ‘And Stephanie
Seymour. My two favourite supermodels of all time. Nobody
would ever call them drab.You look a bit like Cindy, come to think
of it.You just need brown eyes, a few more inches in your legs and
maybe an inch or two oft your bust. And a mole, of course.

‘So what you're saying is that I don’t look anything like Cindy
Crawford at all”

“Yes, but you've got that Cindy Crawford je ne sais quois about
you.’

‘And what je ne sais quois is that?’

‘It T knew, it wouldn’t be je ne sais quois, would it? But, you
know, you've got that look — red-hot yet romantic. You're the sex
and the grocery shopping together afterwards, you know what I
mean?’

‘That’s ridiculous, says Bella with a titter. ‘Apart from the fact
that getting rammed by shopping trolleys and being scowled at by
a checkout bitch is not romantic, what would you know about
grocery shopping? You don’t even go to supermarkets.Your cleaner
does all your shopping for you’

‘How did you know?’

“You told me.You broomed your old maid and got a new one
because the old one kept buying generic toilet paper instead of
the Andrex you wanted.You said your bum was raw and puffy from
being sandpapered by the cheap stuff. And those were your own
words, I might add’

‘Oh, I say, trying to recall sharing such detail. ‘Did I really tell
you that?’

‘“Yes, Bella says dryly.‘And, no, I can’t believe it either’
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When our time is up — I try never to stay more than two
hours — I whistle my way down the hall as I head for the exit. But
my high spirits turn to horror when I collide with the six foot six,
boulder-shouldered frame of Tabitha’s stepfather, Lloyd Miller, as
he emerges from the sitting room Lila calls the Renoir Room after
the large Renoir —‘An ungodly sum, Lila said, when I committed
what Tabitha would call an act of ‘unforgivable gaucherie’ and asked
how much it was worth — hung on the wall facing the door.

Lloyd pales when he sees me too, which I do not presume is a
loss of complexion he sufters too commonly given his reputation as
a ruthless operator who loses nothing if he can help it. He recovers
more quickly than I do though, and he says with forced congeniality,
his hand outstretched, ‘I know you, don’t 12’

‘Jason, I say, enduring the crushing grip of a hand I am unable
to crush back, no matter how I try, since it is half as big again as
my own.

‘That’s right, he says, nodding. ‘Jason. Tabitha’s friend.

‘Fiancé, I say.

“Yes, he says. ‘I remember you.You came to dinner.

‘Thats right] I say. We stare at each other for a moment,
appraising the likely consequences of our meeting like this, and
then I say, supposing that he is in as much trouble as I am, ‘Look,
this is awkward, but I don’t see why it should be. I'm a man, you're
a man. We can just be men about it. Right?’

Now Lloyd laughs loudly, a surprisingly genuine laugh, and he
slaps me on the back with more force than is necessary, and says, ‘I
like you. Coming or going?’

‘Going, I say.

He nods,and says,’Me too, and we lockstep to the side gate — the
same one through which we entered earlier — that leads out to
the narrow, leafy lane where visitors to Ladyfingers are availed of

discreet parking.

53

Superbia pages001-.indd 53 6/5/09 9:45:15 AM



SUPERBIA

‘How’s Tabitha?” asks Lloyd.

‘I'm not sure,’ I say. ‘She’s gone more often than she’s here’

‘Just like her mother, he sighs. ‘Always in Paris or New York or
that mouldy dump of hers in Dorset. Is it Dorset? Wherever it is,
it’s not here, where I want her. If I didn’t know better, I'd think she
didn’t like me. Mind you, it’s my own fault, isn’t it? If I didn’t keep
so many homes outside of London, maybe she wouldn’t have so
many excuses to be away.

Recalling the numerous occasions on which Tabitha has
bemoaned the frequency of her mother’s complaints to her about
how much she detests her new husband, I say, ‘I doubt it, before I
can stop myself. Lloyd narrows his eyes at this, but lets my remark
pass. Instead, he asks, as we step out into the laneway, “Who’s your
favourite?’

‘In there?’ I say, jerking my head back in the direction of the
house. ‘Bella’

‘“Who?’

‘Isabella. I call her Bella’

Lloyd shakes his head. ‘Don’t know her. I always see Olivia’

“Who?’

‘Olivia. Blonde girl. French. Jugs like melons. Calls herself a
grand cockpot or something’

‘Oh, her.Yeah. Amazing rack. I think it’s grand cocotte though.

‘That’s what I thought. My French is bad, but isn’t a cocotte a
casserole?’

‘I thought it was the casserole dish.

‘So she’s calling herself a dish, is that it?’

‘No. She’s grand. That makes her a big dish, I think’

Lloyd laughs, but then asks, “You know her well?” with such
transparent jaundice that, were he not Lloyd Miller and I not
intimidated enough to tread carefully, I would point out to him

that she knows a lot of people ‘well’.
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‘No, I say instead. ‘She’s not my type. I like them more ...
svelte”

Lloyd snorts. ‘I like a bit of meat on mine. Those bony
types — you’ll hurt yourself on them if you’re not careful’

We arrive at his car, a royal blue Rolls Royce behemoth, and
he shakes my hand again. ‘Good to see you, Jason. It would have
been better not to, he adds without any warmth, ‘but I'm glad that
we see eye to eye about men’s business at least. You’ll make a fine
husband for Tabitha’

‘Thank you, I say as he gets into his car.

As I leg into my Aston, a few cars further down the lane, I
ponder if this turn of misfortune is, on second thoughts, actually a
stroke of luck — if this dirty little secret he and I now share is not
just the thing to make him an ally, of sorts, who will help thaw the
chilliness of Tabitha’s mother and sister towards me. But then he
nearly takes my door oft as his car roars past mine, and so I think

maybe not.
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