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ONE


he was one of the nicest guys you’d ever want to meet and had reached an age when he could take solace from the fact that he no longer had the whole wilderness of his life ahead to worry about. Especially in a business where sometimes you had to hurt people and you blamed yourself for wondering if you’d hurt them enough so that they couldn’t hurt you back. But one of the facts of life he well and truly had learned was that adversity does get rid of loneliness. And then makes you really lonely.


He was living more than comfortably in New York City during a period when pornography was getting respectable, exercise had come into vogue and guys and girls were jogging all over Central Park. If you saw a little group of people you thought had collected to sympathize with a mugging victim, it was often the mugger himself who’d been apprehended by a small crowd of fit and decent New Yorkers and more than a female or two among them. He once witnessed such a gathering and instead of an ambulance for the victim, a paddy wagon came along to relocate the culprit to jail.


‘Hey, what the hell happened.’


‘He tried to steal the lady’s handbag. She held on to him.’


In short, this king of cities was becoming a better place to live and merited its reputation as the world’s capital of money and entertainment. Not to mention beautiful women. In fact as he peered out of the window one day, breaking the law with powerful binoculars, he focused on a spidery window cleaner high on a skyscraper, then zoomed towards a street corner near one of the first bargain erotic lingerie stores he had established, spotting in the distance a stunning female creature whose mere existence by the store inspired him to feel he was engaged in one of the best businesses in the world.


He savoured the comfort that this was a metropolis where, if you didn’t stand too close to the edge of the subway platform and if you gently minded your own activities and mumbled ‘Have a good day’ in as many directions as it might be called for and made a heap more than a few dollars and kept to routine and didn’t let computerized bills drive you out of your mind, life could, at least for quite decent stretches of time, be sweet. As his had become with a still pretty wife and three children grown up and gone off into their own lives with the youngest just graduated from college, while Muriel, their mother, was free to attend a plethora of social activities between her beauty appointments and fitness classes. And they both knew, as seasoned New Yorkers, that you needn’t say please to tell someone to get the fuck out of your way.


From the thirty-seventh floor of his newly built apartment block, he could watch the air traffic of helicopters and planes vectoring across the sky. Walking from room to room was a constant pleasure as was looking out over the city with a map and then, consulting a detailed guidebook of buildings, finding out what he was looking at. North to where the trees of Central Park ceded to Harlem and where, in this increasingly democratic New York atmosphere, white people might venture. But south to Wall Street, anybody of any colour or creed could try to make money, placing their bets on stocks and bonds and sitting on their asses waiting and hoping for a kill, but most ending up losing their shirts in a bust and, if they were stylishly dressed, having to cash in their cufflinks as well.


The thing he liked best about being comfortably rich was lounging in bed while Muriel was at a yoga class. He waited for Ida, the maid, to bring breakfast and then watched from his propped-up pillow as the sun arose over Long Island and gradually hit the towers of Manhattan. It was his best time of day for inventing lingerie language to knock the market for a loop, and he never failed to find it awe-inspiring to come up with a name, like Japanese hug-and-tug silk knickers, for his latest creation. But then looking east to Brooklyn, where there were plenty of chimney stacks, he felt less inspired. The stacks were a reminder that whoever was sending up those smoky fumes maybe wasn’t glamorous but was probably making money. Maybe even lots of it.


Then in the early evening, when he came home after his workout at the Game Club, it was Martini time. Into a shaker full of ice cubes, he poured his careful quantities of gin and vermouth and added a couple of squeezes of lemon. Filled a Baccarat glass and played Mozart and Mahler on the piano. On a third drink, he toasted old friends and lovers gone till the tears came, then cast his eyes west over Central Park to dream past the Hudson river to Weehawken and speculate upon the future locations that still lurked out there for a lingerie boutique or two. And from that side of the river, one thing was for sure, it was limitless expansion.


He would occasionally contemplate having a big mansion and estate one day. Away from the fumes and grime, the fire engines and police sirens reminding him of injury, murder and death. Plus, what the hell, it would really show them that he’d made it in New York, which you could easily think of as the lingerie capital of the world. With all his bank loans paid off, his credit rating purring, he’d even tested establishing outlets in the smaller boondock towns far out west where, price reduced, you could sell a heap of silk chemises, lace-trimmed camisoles and housewives’ see-through boudoir wraps.


Meanwhile, the daily feasting upon the panorama of this soaring megalopolis was a treasuring preoccupation. It made him feel that a city he had arrived in as a bit of a hick was now his personal preserve to enjoy. A place in which he always felt that there was nothing he wanted and could pay for that he couldn’t get. And what he didn’t want or didn’t like, he could easily avoid. Or at least have the offenders whacked. Like the multiplicity of sneaky knock-off artists nosing rat-like in his new-season lingerie designs. Which, why not admit it, he purloined himself out of the erotic stratosphere of Paris and Milan to race back home with and put them on his own cutting tables. But that part of the business also provided the deep satisfaction he got from beating the competition with his own obviously superior quality and style and leaving them standing scratching their privates next to a mountain of inventory. But what a persistent endless bunch of conniving buggers they were.


He liked to choreograph his day. Following breakfast in bed and reading all the news that was fit to print, then taking a bath in the British manner, a Radox muscle soak, his ablutions done and further indulging in leisurely grooming, he carefully chose a shirt and tie to sport with his Savile Row suit and finally descended as an anglophile to the lobby of Midas Towers. Even on a sunny day always carrying a tightly rolled umbrella. Avoiding eye contact, tapping his way through the building’s damn nice lobby. Four sumptuous leather sofas flanked by palm trees in large ceramic pots. A selection of papers and books to read. The latter being tomes that no one in their right mind would want to open never mind steal. And no visitor could avoid seeing the sign engraved in brass on the concierge’s desk,


ALL VISITORS STRICTLY MUST BE ANNOUNCED


The management maintained that using the word strictly added an air of exclusivity. Which not even the police could ignore for less than three minutes before they drew their guns. One thing he’d learned early in the practice of business was to make damn sure you always knew who was coming to see you, plus have more than a hint of their agenda. And to put a stop to all wishful thinking that the folk coming were rich, charming and good-looking investors ready to back you to the hilt. Of course all they really wanted to do was board your gravy train.


Another big realization was that in trying to be the latest in New York was a waste of time. Because you were already old hat as soon as you were the latest. However, he was among the first to sign up for this ultramodern condominium Midas Towers, publicized as ‘Better Than Tomorrow’s Best’. And there was no doubt that the apartments were palatial without any sign of stinting.


Sometimes it amazed him that where he lived could matter so much. He still kept and spent time semi-secretly in his first down-market windowless office near the Flatiron Building, where he hung out alone for endless hours daydreaming and listening to music. And what the hell, it was always a bolthole for times if they ever got really bad. And if times stayed good, then it was a reminder of his long struggle up the ladder of success. But aside from his socialistic sensitive feelings, he was proud of where he currently lived. In the lobby of Midas Towers, he could gaze at the fresh flowers in vases on the marble-topped tables and sniff their scent while being lulled by the fountain of water spouting from the mouth of a stone cherub. He especially liked the idea that a waiting visitor, or more likely his wife, anxious to get to the theatre on time, could, instead of being irritated, read an out-of-date copy of Who’s Who in America. He supposed too that the little verbal amusements provided by the Irish doormen, who were not that keen on his British affectations, were thrown in at no extra charge.


‘Good morning, Mr Johnson. So nice to see you looking just as well as you did yesterday when it didn’t rain.’


‘Ah, but it does from the fountain there. If you stand too close without an umbrella, the spray would ruin your shoe shine.’


Of course this play-acting was just to reassure himself, even in these safer times, and with now somewhere like an eagle’s eyrie to peacefully lay his head, that he could continue enjoying all that he had fought so long and hard for without some son-of-a-bitch street marauder relieving him of his life if he refused to be relieved of his valuables.


Nathan Langriesh Johnson, one-time door-to-door lingerie salesman, founder and chairman of Nathan Johnson Lingerie, had reached the top and intended to stay there.


TWO


Nathan was proud of his wife and their accumulated years of faithfulness, his grown-up children already past coming to grips with the world. And his dedication still intact to them all. His existence entirely for their benefit. Even digging into his pocket to pay their parking fines. But he could get philosophical enough in his occasional depressions to recognize that no matter how all-encompassing love and devotion were, there still existed the other side of the coin. Which when you didn’t know why you were feeling so goddamn far down in the dumps, you realized you were. Then thinking maybe you wouldn’t be much admired or loved if you started to limp, blow your nose or fart at the wrong time. Or really worse, go bankrupt or give into temptation to cheat in the shape of a stunning female human being. There in front of him nearly every five minutes during fashion shows, with at least one of them immediately available for the asking.


He had to contend with such temptation in two upcoming shows, one in Paris and another in Milan. Travelling alone and staying at damn nice hotels. Front-row seating along the catwalk. Italian women had such expressively pleasant faces. He could later, gathered for champagne, say, ‘Hi honey, you looked really great, here’s where I’m staying.’ He knew that if he didn’t care that his solemn marriage vow in forsaking all others would have to be fatally broken, he’d be in bed with this dazzling piece of ass. Yet he held fast. Ready to resist absolutely, so if any such creature appeared on the scene, all he’d do was smile and nod.


Yet even with its emotional risk foreign travel was what he most loved. Simply to watch others in another culture enjoy life. Plus, in Paris, it wasn’t all that bad to have breakfast alone in bed. The French had a big head start on the road to pleasure by simply accepting life as it is. Just as it went by you on the boulevard as you sipped a late afternoon aperitif. Planning where you’d dine that evening and crowning your day with fraises du bois in some fabled restaurant. Continuing the pleasure with an Armagnac and coffee in a neighbourhood bistro. Fellow habitués nodding their approval as you savoured a moment. Then, comfortably leg-weary, back to sleep at your hotel to awake to breakfast. Three thousand miles away from home. Perusing the International Herald Tribune. And that the bad news you left behind in America was now far too far away to concern yourself with.


For there were, back in New York, some of his friends for whom he felt sorry. Held in parlous straits by the legal pincers of a once-optimistic marriage. Now facing a bitch who, finished with her castrating, was making sure there was no peaceful place left for men to lay their heads. His own smaller domestic considerations seemed like nothing to trouble about. Such as on sunny days sporting his brolly, one of the few things that made Muriel noticeably cringe. He made it even worse when he would point out that it provided others with a little entertaining glimpse into the more secretly sophisticated life of the city. If it were in fact a sunny day, and with his tightly rolled umbrella pecking his way along Park Avenue, it would get a smile or two from those court tennis players popping in and out of the Racquet and Tennis Club. Or indeed, if you were up near their part of town, the Knickerbocker or Union Club men.


Already a member of the Game Club, which was more devoted to athletics than social ascendancy, he never found himself deeming it useful to belong to any of these more exclusive clubs, as much as the idea attracted him. He guessed anyway it would be unlikely he’d ever be proposed for membership. He read enough to know that these so-called chaps or blokes missed nothing about the right way to be wrong in how you dressed or behaved. But there was something about the sexual overtones in designing and manufacturing lingerie that you didn’t boast to those of the stuffy socially registered that it was your line of trade. However, he took a certain satisfaction that his tightly rolled umbrella produced in these gentlemen such a simpatico sense when he walked by. As if you might be hearing words spoken on an English grouse moor. Damn high bird and well shot, sir. But Muriel, ever downright blunt and practical, thought that they more likely would be saying, what a goddamn asshole.


Boy, that was no fun to hear. But the umbrella situation did at least remind one that one was a confirmed social climber, having made a study of every rung of the ladder. Being rich was the first step. The next was being very rich. But he had learned that every rung above you had, as you reached for it, some fucker aiming his footwear to stomp on your fingers. And his umbrella did once start a conversation. A guy, giving him an appreciatively amused look, did at the same time run into a fire hydrant. He commiserated with the chap, perhaps too much out of good manners, and suddenly I’m telling him I’m in lingerie. Well, not in lingerie, but in the lingerie trade. And you never saw a guy so pleased to hear it. He was a transvestite who knew all about harness bras, thigh straps, lantern-sleeved shifts, bodices, and high-voltage coloured microskirts. The guy accepted his card.


‘Nice to make your acquaintance, sir. I’ve actually been to one of your stores.’


Those last eight words were beautiful to hear. Of course it was to such as this aficionado that one owed more than a small part of one’s annual profits. Which, as it happened, were being computed at present by his eccentric accountant Reginald, who reminded him that the number thirteen had recently become significant in his life.


‘With that contract signed, Nathan, it makes a total of twelve stores. I’m not superstitious, but maybe it’s a good idea to avoid any needless invitation of bad luck. Don’t set up a thirteenth store somewhere without opening up a fourteenth at the same time.’


Reginald also suggested that perhaps it was time, as they had just added a swimwear line, to go upmarket across the board and call some of his more erotic lingerie sleepwear instead. Which would allow for the stores to be more elegantly regarded. Although he hoped it had already been noted he was a man of dignified steady routines. Taking his walks. Dedicated to finding architecture he could appreciate everywhere and anywhere in the city. And having a concern for the genuinely homeless. Only chasing those irascible bastards who suddenly in the street took to insulting him and his umbrella. And only losing his temper during the annual panic he felt monitoring his tax liabilities.


‘Nathan, a couple of little numbers here, a couple of little numbers there. Cut travel expenses a bit, and the IRS shouldn’t start growling too loudly at us.’


Although he didn’t much like Reginald’s reference to the ‘too loudly’ bit, he trusted his accountant to act correctly in all things financial and to be a board member of the company. But he wasn’t going to be like other superstitious New Yorkers in avoiding this bit of notional bad luck, magnified all over the city by there being no thirteenth floor in apartments and hotels. Even so, he thought he should waste no time and maybe fly to Texas to open a thirteenth store in Houston and a fourteenth in Austin, where rumour had it there was a coterie of lingerie fetishists, who might throw a welcoming party.


Then maybe even call the outlets ‘The Thirteenth’. Anyway, it was well known how brash New Yorkers could be. But coming as he did from an upstate town where his family, from all of whom he’d grown estranged, had a brush factory for a couple of generations and owned a little bit of property as well, he would have to be regarded as gracious. He felt his own modest social bona fides gave him a degree of vested interest in this otherwise rude city. In college he at least ended up pledged to the second-best fraternity and even kept unrevealed their mildest secrets from Muriel.


‘Muriel, why can’t other guys’ wives be like you.’


‘Well, maybe they are. They may just need better husbands.’


It got his gorge when he overheard in the steam room of the Game Club some member, whose face was unidentifiable in the mist, saying, ‘The guy who invented the harem was a genius. No lawyers, no bullshit, just I’ll have that one, maybe in triplicate, tonight.’


He found himself on the verge of saying, ‘Hey buster, why didn’t you wait and find and marry the right one?’ And here he was in a business where nubile young women were frequently a temptation. Yet wearing a gold wedding ring and keeping his distance with a degree of courtliness not always appreciated by ambitious models, one or two of whom dropped heavy hints, especially at fashion shows, that maybe they were ready to open their legs to advance in their profession. And to those amenable girls, he would invoke equally heavy hints of observing his principles of dedicated faithfulness to his wife.


Of course from his gold ring, they probably knew it. Although, because his business depended upon it, he let it be known that he took a twinkly-eyed interest in the passing drama of attractive women coming that season to New York and not least from the Midwest state of Iowa. One of whom, modelling his swimwear and lingerie, was, with her unusually long, softly smooth-skinned legs, a statuesque charmer. Suddenly flashing her come hither look that instantly incited a warming glow between your legs. In photographs, unless told to smile, she wore a smouldering sulky pouting look. My god, did this sell lingerie. But on longer observation there was a sense of sadness, a look of loss and loneliness in her face. When seen first standing in front of his desk, looking for a job, she did say she was a hick from out west and actually shook a few hayseeds out of her hair. Which fell on a new store’s lease he was just about to sign.


‘That’s right, Mr Nathan, I’m from Iowa. Sorry, I mean Mr Johnson. How much more of my clothes do you want me to take off. Everything underneath is real.’


She had, along with the most beautiful hands, ankles and feet, a body that made him draw in his breath and try not to have it heard too loudly as he exhaled. As she put her black skirt and blue sweater back on, a gentle sorrowful softness came into her voice as she described the most dire disaster in her life.


‘They blew up my dog Gesundheit with a shotgun for crapping on their lawn. I told them I hoped they had crabgrass growing there for the rest of their lives. I know it has nothing to do with this job, but that’s why I came to New York. So I wouldn’t have to get to know my neighbours. Like the kind who shot my dog.’


And Nathan backed away. Realizing this girl with her beauty could get any job she liked in New York. Moisture in her eyes made them glisten a strange green.


‘Do you mind, Mr Johnson, if I ask if you are an egotistical reactionary. You know the kind. Who for no reason flies the American flag on his front lawn.’


He thought, holy Christ, with no front lawn, how do you answer that one? Then having put on her coat, she picked up a dog’s leash draped over a battered Gladstone bag. He could just make out a tag that read Gesundheit. She seemed embarrassed as she looked up and saw his tears. Still welling. And one dropped. He had a dog too, which when he was a boy someone had shot. Putting the small hole of a rifle bullet in its head instead of the large devastation of a shotgun. Then from her suddenly changed expression, it was almost as if she had confessed the worst thing in her life.


‘Sorry about the question, Mr Johnson. I really am. It was meant to be funny, but I guess it’s not. But these people who shot my dog were egotistical reactionaries and thought the sun shined out of their asses. I guess I also came east because I lived so far from the ocean and wanted to walk the beach and collect seashells. Anyway here I am loyal and reliable and without an agent, doing forty-two sit-ups a day and, while going to acting school, trying to work my way up in the job market, and too honest for my own good. So let’s have it straight. Any chance of a job.’


‘No problem.’


Although taken aback by her bluntness, he could hardly get those two words out fast enough. But boy, he would sure have to watch his step. As models went, most were, given time, such a goddamn huge problem before they really became an intolerable pain in the ass. If they weren’t prima donnas on the make, then they were unreliable the instant they thought it suited them and thought they were destined to aspire to better things than lingerie.


‘And Mr Johnson I’m not one of those people who’ll soon be telling you sad-faced that my agent just phoned to tell me the good news of a better job.’


He believed her. And she said to call her Iowa. And to excuse her a moment to powder her nose. Which gave him plenty of time to think. Here was someone who might contradict what in his business could give a bad impression of women. There were girls, and now he had to think of them as having hayseeds in their hair, who, perhaps not quite like this Iowa girl, crowded aplenty into New York. Girls who still hadn’t lost all their innocence and to whom you could be considerate and kind, as you might be to your own daughter, but of whom you had to be scrupulously careful in other ways. With this Iowa, as he began to practise calling her, he found she could make him laugh and it left him wanting to spend more time in her company. She had, along with her wit and verve, a tenderness that could glow like embers in her strangely sad green eyes.


‘You see, Mr Johnson, I don’t want to appear too familiar, but I believe in a love that distance never breaks, nor other lives can ever intrude upon.’


And that was Iowa. From whom he immediately found he had to hold himself emotionally steady when she said those words. Especially during her training period over the next few weeks because he thought he once detected a sudden look of affection in her face. He had to remind himself to keep hands off. For as more weeks passed in close proximity, he was finding it harder and harder to not fall in love. Particularly as it had already happened. Which meant not accepting an invitation to dinner at her apartment when by chance they were at a lingerie fashion shoot on her side of town. It was getting late in the evening and she, it seemed mischievously, winked.


‘Hey, I’m a damn good cook, especially of spinach and sirloin steaks. What about it, pops. From all these books around the place, I know you love architecture and looking at different buildings. Come on over to my apartment. It’s in an authentic bunch of brownstones and practically right around the corner and halfway down the block.’


It was the first time he’d ever been called ‘pops’, which shook him. But then he’d never before been invited anywhere so enticingly. And somehow architecture and calling him pops took care of having to tell him to his face he was an ancient old fool. Even though at the Game Club, he could do fifty sit-ups to her forty-two. Nor had he ever so disappointedly refused an invitation he was so desperate to accept. If she in turn were crestfallen, she gave no sign. He knew a lot of male folk were under the impression that the lingerie business, for all its bitter competition, could be a bit of a lark. But this was not one of its moments. How could he say he had a jealous wife? He was corruptible and nothing could be further from the truth that he did not want to go. And that was the not-inconsequential conundrum.


Trying to not let her know he was hanging on her every word. Then she reached into her pocket, held out her arm and chuckled as he watched what seemed to be a bean jump in the palm of her hand.


‘You see, pops. A Mexican jumping bean. You try to figure out which way it’s going to jump, and that will test your ability to predict the future. Here, it’s a present for you.’


Meanwhile watching too many times and guessing wrong which way his Mexican jumping bean would jump, he was trying discreetly to delve into her past. The first shock was that she briefly worked as a salesperson for an undertaker and quit when asked to model as a scantily covered corpse in a coffin. Then as a hat-check girl in a semi-fancy restaurant. She moonlighted occasionally as a singing nightclub waitress earning enormous tips but constantly getting fired.


‘Pops, I guess you want to know why I’ve taken this pretty low-paying job and never lasted anywhere very long. At least when I wasn’t wearing much. And I hope it’s not going to be a problem for you, I always got fired because I wouldn’t shave off the hair in my armpits.’


‘No problem.’


Again it didn’t take him long to put those two increasingly popular words together. After having her brownstone address checked out and knowing which were her windows, he let her witness his signature on a couple of leases. The prospect of arriving in her street on the West Side with an armful of flowers and a bottle of champagne alone provided many a moment of pleasant fantasy. Looking up to see her face looking down. Maybe she could be impressed by watching him step out of the longest limozine in town. No, maybe not.


‘Iowa, I imagine that not many of your evenings are free.’


‘Well, pops, I get dated a lot. So I sometimes prevaricate to exactly say thanks but no thanks. And I don’t explain that I’m just a hick, still in my emotional bare feet. I’m good at humility. But all I really want is to stay alive long enough to torture myself one day with motherhood. That’s right, I’m nuts. But I don’t like to seem ungrateful when they ask if I’d like to own the Empire State Building or have a palace built for me in Mexico, with a swimming pool in my boudoir and closets full of clothes.’


‘Iowa, you could have nearly anything you want in this town. And omit the word “nearly”.’


After some of their conversations, he felt like he was standing in his emotional bare feet. Wondering which finger was the one she was wrapping him around. And holy Christ, when she sat cross-legged in a diaphanous black chemise, a white horizon of tooth in view between her parted lips, the hardened lingerie man flipped his foot-thick cast-iron lid. And although this had become a dangerous dream, being one of her suitors with his less lavish lingerie gifts declined, it was, for all its disappointment in Iowa’s case, the sweet side of the lingerie business. Because the other side was the ripping off and wholesale larceny by either staff or suppliers and if not that, then the logistical design deadlines always descending and frequently finding yourself quoting to yourself as one of his most ardent competitors did, ‘This business is in fact a fucking nightmare without the fucking.’


The ardent competitor was, according to more than rumour, getting plenty of fucking and all he, Nathan Johnson, could safely do was dream. Or think that maybe Iowa, as they got to know each other better, did have a solution. Suggesting, hey gee pops, don’t look like that at me, all sad and down-in-the-dumps miserable, cheer up and get out your jumping bean. Watch it jump and laugh. But of course what he really did when down in the dumps was what he always did.


He retreated to his hidey-hole. Marking time in his secret office listening to Mahler and then in a moment of courage emerging from the lair and, starting from the Flatiron Building, commence to walk the fifty city blocks down Broadway, which went straight as an arrow to Bowling Green and Battery Park. From there take a ride on the Staten Island Ferry. Cross the grey waters of Upper New York Bay. Seagulls criss-crossing the sky. Then on return the same buildings rearing up anew against the heavens. It was nearly pleasant to feel sorry for yourself.


‘Hey, pops, none of my damn business, but where do you sometimes disappear to.’


‘Ah, Iowa, if I told you, you’d stop wondering, and I’d be disappointed that you had no reason to think of me anymore.’


But he had now to be conscious of showing Iowa too much attention. Making excuses for having her summoned somewhere to be alone with her. And he dutifully practised resisting the temptation. Reminding himself that there were, although few, compensating occasions with Muriel, when he was glad to be with her in her less shyly demure moods. She would be tight on too many Martinis and peeling off the latest of the firm’s black satin leotards.


‘See any tits today as good as these, Nathan.’


‘Honey, none as ripely and appetizingly beautiful as yours.’


That kind of action, if he were to be realistic about the timeframe, could have been somewhat longer than a year or two ago. He knew too that Muriel wasn’t past using, as Ida the maid did, a vibrator to occasionally amuse herself. Nevertheless, his divorced friends thought it was astonishing that, married as long as they were, they could still behave so affectionately and sensuously and show each other such genuine warmth. Which their friends should have realized was because they meant it. Leading him to have embellished in capitals on all the jewellery he gave her,


TO MURIEL


AND HER BEAUTY


IN BODY AND SPIRIT.


Every year now, for at least the last six years, he took real pleasure in buying her a new, personally customized Buick convertible with To Muriel engraved on the dashboard. He took quiet satisfaction too that on the occasions of giving her presents, and without even opening them, she would always smile and rush to throw her arms around him with a kiss. There wasn’t much of that kind of reaction going on among his friends, especially one of whose wives, having opened her present and seeing a diamond necklace and bracelet, asked, ‘How much are these pieces of crap really worth, Harold.’


And Harold, who happened to be a good actor, his shoulders heaving and his hands up clutching his face, broke down in tears.


‘It bankrupted me, honey, and we’re broke.’


Trouble was it was true. By an impetuous raising of his hand at a Sotheby’s auction, or was it Christie’s, Harold was the highest bidder and kept confirming it by raising his paddle and shaking his head up and down. The gems he bought trying to please an ungrateful wife were the real thing, provenance proved, originating from the French crown jewels. And for this poor pal, Nathan had to guarantee a bank loan.


‘Nathan, you’ve saved my life, you really have. If there is ever anything I can do for you, please just let me know.’


The wife, finding out the jewels were real and worth more than their apartment, the ownership of which was in her name, sold them and the apartment pronto. A dealer then robbed her blind over the jewels. She beat it to Monaco, set herself up in a suite at the Hôtel de Paris. As the last of the money ran out, she boarded a Hollywood film-producer’s yacht and sailed out of Harold’s life, to finally get dumped ashore on the island of Trinidad. Meanwhile, Harold became Nathan’s hottest lingerie rep and reorganized his sales team. On the side, he made a pot of money overnight currency trading, moved to Monaco with an Asian beauty and was rich enough to buy and sail his own yacht. You never knew where justice was going to strike next, and a low-calibre person get their just deserts.


There were, of course, in Nathan’s own life everyday small matters which, although they didn’t impoverish him, he found irritating. As pleased as Muriel could get over gifts of gems, she was socially ambitious and niggly over aspects of his table manners. Like not breaking a slice of bread into smaller pieces before buttering it. An occasional belch didn’t go down well either, despite his maintaining it was very British upper class as it showed all present you enjoyed your meal.


Anyway, if his friends suffered hostility in the form of domestic standards at the hands of their wives, as far as the general treatment he got in his marriage, it really couldn’t be better. Even as the express elevator shot upwards past the floors of Midas Towers, he felt an increasing sense of well-being, knowing his current home high up in this spacious apartment had become a safe, tried-and-true oasis where Muriel’s voice could be heard.


‘Hi honey, how were the prima donnas today?’


In a few moments he would watch a basketball game on TV and sit back with a Martini, shoes off and even sometimes, rare as they might be, the soles of his feet gently massaged by Muriel. OK she read it in a magazine at college that it made husbands happy and admitted ripping the page out. But did actually, these years later, try it exactly four times in five months. And finis. But who’s counting, when you know that for such wifely ministration feminists would jeeringly have you hung drawn and quartered? Which thought always led to a second Martini and eventually to a third. Then he could, with a glass still in his hand, look down from his high perch in this city and convince himself, especially in a winter blizzard, that for a few hours at least, he was in supreme harmony with the world, free from care and sorrow. A baron of business and numismatically victorious. And if a bitch of a problem suddenly came up, he could resort to his secret office downtown to figure out the remedy. And wear snowshoes to get there.


And when he did have a third Martini, he didn’t think of blizzards or snowshoes and they would almost always repair to one of the guest bedrooms. Which did, the way Muriel could occasionally behave, test the bedsprings and distract the mind. Because boy, even with the diversionary amusement he was currently enjoying with Iowa, manufacturing and retailing did sometimes need that kind of horny wild distraction. For in no business on earth was it more difficult to remain numismatically victorious or was the competition faster at ripping you off. But the right amount of commercial hostility can keep you vibrantly alive. And you could in seeking retribution expect to hear, ‘Hey Nathan, what are you accusing me of. My own erotically creative genius.’


It was true. Every one of these guys had a wise-guy answer. And you could always count on them being ten centuries ahead of your own plans to rip them off. Plus you better be ready to kick a guy hard when he’s down to make damn sure he stays there, with his head well and truly buried in a bushel full of out-of-fashion foundation garments. Although the bottom line was always money, sometimes it was satisfaction enough just how scared shitless you could injunctively make the opposition. Even knowing, terrified as they were, the bastards were going to try to rip you off anyway. As they settled after he sued, Steve, his lawyer, would purse his lips, frown and say, ‘But Nathan, wasn’t it nice to think that they were for all those months trembling with fear and maybe at least morally examining their conscience.’ One took no pleasure in victory, simply relief. And it was only tempting sometimes to ask Steve if he ever examined his conscience at three hundred and seventy-five dollars an hour. But Steve, who had kids at college and was a fencing member of the Game Club, in turn reminded him that as long as people couldn’t be relied upon to be honest, he was going to be highly paid. Even though honesty was always the best, fastest and most ruthless way to profit. But reputation counted above all. And those who got to know Nathan Johnson concurred that whatever else he might be, he was a straight shooter and a damn nice guy right down to his non-existent bootstraps.


But he did want, as he said for the sake of survival, to avoid giving a totally wrong impression. Advising his pals, in hearing of their own problems, to not let people get away with ratting and betrayal. Let them know that in due time they were going to be tracked down. That sometimes you had to consider calling in the heavies to squeeze the air out of a few lungs. Of course the pulmonary deflation business wasn’t a threat he would ever use himself, although he admitted to knowing a couple of underworld types, who still kept in touch and made him aware of how glad they were he was so successful. Plus always asking him if they could do him any favours. ‘Mr Johnson, is there anybody bothering you that maybe we could have a conversation with.’


The lingerie business, no matter how successful, would never get the Johnsons into the Social Register, where Muriel astonishingly had recently made hints of hankering to be listed, just as she felt she had now to occupy an even higher apartment in a taller building. She even thought of soliciting to join the Colony Club, not realizing that it could take years of kissing selected asses of members who might, after a couple of years, propose you. And he, Nathan Johnson, already knew how very hard it was to dissuade people from approaching those who really didn’t much want to know you. In spite of the fact you’d made your first few million, they still could take comfort and perhaps even a distinct pleasure in keeping you at a galactic distance.


Maybe they, reconsidering a little as you nudged up into your first one hundred million, would target you as a donor at charity dinners. Until that socially all-conquering billion. Even then, on your way, you had to shed a million here and a million there for a dozen good causes to even get invited to tea at the Colony. And maybe not ever be invited again. So he relished being smiled at by such lady members as he launched himself right past that club with his tightly rolled umbrella tap tap on the sidewalk down Park Avenue.


Ah, but he knew the cause was hopeless and reconciled himself on their leisure pursuits to bring them whatever class distinction Muriel craved. The Game Club actually had a fancy-enough country club on Long Island Sound. Could go sailing, play tennis and shoot skeets. But then maybe buy a great big mansion somewhere. Pebbles hitting up under the mudguards of your car as you entered the gates and motored up the tree-lined drive. And there ahead, whoopsie doodle, was your lavishly landscaped English country house. Meanwhile attend more dances and special dinners at the Game Club, which indeed as a building alone was a vast palace into which you could fit a few other socially snooty clubs. And whose founders, dedicated to the manly arts, established it as the first temple of athletic achievement in the city. But he wished the members wouldn’t grin so much in their photographs in the club magazine. Although he knew it was de rigueur not to exhibit a downtrodden spirit. But Muriel using his chequebook could at least go mix instead at the big charity balls. While he still could happily retreat to and operate out of his original windowless room down the street from the Flatiron Building, not giving a good goddamn, its slightly shabby furnishings belying the size to which his business had grown and the amount of money he had made. And the logo that was now making him famous:


NATHAN JOHNSON LINGERIE


NEXT TO YOUR SKIN SINCE 1989


And he did donate a chunk of cash to the New York Botanical Garden as their lady fundraiser was so charming.


While not getting anywhere with the Social Register, or the Colony or the Union or Knickerbocker clubs and caring less each day, Muriel and he were interested in nature and had become members of the National Geographic Society. Enjoying a passport to the world and meeting equally nice people like themselves, members of what he referred to as the doctor and dentist class. In their wanderlust, Nathan, the new mogul, taking a break from lingerie, they flew off to the Galapagos Islands and saw the giant tortoises about which Nathan, never one to get too excitable, was impressed. ‘Hey, Muriel, look at the goddamn size of these goddamn things.’


Alas, he couldn’t be more profound since Muriel’s reply was simply, ‘Yeah.’ And now getting more venturesome, they next chose an exotic jungle safari where, just as he feared he might be bitten by a deadly puff adder he nearly did step on, he instead got firmly nipped in the ass by a lion cub. And all the while sitting on the portable lavatory during his single most enjoyable time of the day for splendid concentration. The playful little beast straying into the tent out of the jungle and just about to be followed by its mother. Although more a pinch than a bite, the tour guide instantly chose to shoot the mother and the playful creature dead.


What surprised him most about getting back to civilization was his pleasure at seeing Iowa. Who in the interim had taken up ancestor worship and visiting St Bartholomew’s Church to listen to the choir. She was detail-specific about the location to convince him that not only had she been there but had reconnoitred the Waldorf Astoria lobby, which he’d recommended she should see as one of New York’s great interiors. But she was also feeling homesick for the Midwest, where you could hear the trains crossing the prairie and their whistles at night wailing in the distance. And where the morning dew could be so thick on the grass and the horizon meets the sky in every direction. He was tempted to tell her she’d remained on his mind all throughout his travels and he’d rehearsed so many stories to relate on his return. And now here she was, alive and near. Her breath so sweet. He forgot everything he was going to tell her as he leaned as close as he could. Just to take her muskiness back into his own nostrils. Fill his lungs with her magic elixir. Even her mild little criticisms could make him want to hear them said again.


‘Hey, pops, here you are back, a crumpled face in an old crumpled hat. Wait, your face isn’t that crumpled. Sometimes disgruntled and that’s what I meant to say. Don’t worry, the hat looks good on you. Only you need a haircut. But I got to go now. Important shenanigans to attend to.’


His whole being leapt to the suggestion that she could care if he got a haircut. And then crushed he was as she gathered up her things, headed for the door and before closing it, curtsied and at the same time gave a little wave goodbye. She was gone for the weekend. An eternity. And now, even in the considerable air-conditioned comfort of Midas Towers, he did look around him every time he sat on his bathroom throne in case his own cat, called Neutered Snooky, jumped on him. Recalling at the same time the way that poor little lion cub had thumped to the ground as a 30-calibre bullet hit it between the eyes.


At last Iowa was back on Monday and barging unannounced into his office. He told her of the lion adventure. Nodding her head, she agreed he’d had a close shave that might have turned more than a few of his hairs white. He sometimes wondered if Iowa knew what she, an employee, was doing to him with her easy camaraderie as he in return tried to perfect his heel-clicking and bowing to ladies. All encouraging him further in his pursuit of English behaviour. But if he had no more dangerous safaris to tell her about, other big changes had come into his life.


THREE


It started on the cruise ship. While in his deckchair having his morning beef tea, with a school of dolphins off to starboard, he had seen a Sotherby’s ad in the International Herald Tribune. He knew previously that this fabled auction house sold anything from wine to watches, but was unaware that they also dealt in property, including an imposing country mansion. Set in its own timbered acres with a large lake. Eight main bedrooms, servants’ quarters, nine full and two half baths, all reflecting superb design and craftsmanship. There it was in the photograph, palatial, built of fieldstone, sitting high on a hill above a forest of trees and surrounded by terraces. And the further particulars that most caught his attention were in large capital letters:


FULLY FURNISHED AND READY FOR GRACIOUS COUNTRY LIVING


And like a shot he pursued further and better particulars of this residence, described as a Tudor example of a battlemented manor house situated in its high position overlooking its forested acres, and decided to see it pronto. It was a weekend and Iowa had gone to Mexico. He provided an excuse to Muriel that he had to be away vetting new store locations in Yonkers. So there he was. Heading off north on the Saw Mill River Parkway, driving far enough upstate to reach towns still blessed with rural ambience. Hawthorne, Pleasantville, Chappaqua and farther north, beyond Mount Kisco, to stay overnight at an inn. Next morning in Westchester a tweedily attired, entertainingly amiable real-estate agent took him in his Cadillac to view Blueberry Hill.


‘Sure glad to get you out here on a nice sunny day like this to see it in all its glory, Mr Johnson. The drive is five hundred and sixty-eight yards long and as you can see gently curves out of sight between its tonsured lawns on both sides, pine trees and shrubberies and part of your parkland as it were to give you complete privacy from the public road.’


Nathan caught his breath. For there it sat, a veritable castle. The drive circling round to deliver you to the front door under a stone portico. A dream so many times contemplated. That of becoming a country squire. Even dismounting from one’s horse and striding in riding habit into this large marbled entrance hall hung with a massive crystal chandelier. Ceilings fifteen feet high. Marble main staircase, oak-panelled drawing room.


‘Call me Hal, Mr Johnson. Beautiful things to look at surround you everywhere. And all standing on eighty-seven and a half spectacular woodland acres. Boating, fishing and swimming. You reach the lake by a long winding drive half a mile away down through the woods. Come on. Climb aboard. We’ll drive down in a jiffy and take a peek.’


And seeing the isolated peaceful serenity of it all he didn’t even mind if the nineteen-acre pond called the lake held a few snapping turtles.


‘There it is, Mr Johnson. Take a favoured look. A pure, springfed lake. Healthy exercise on your own forest-enclosed private doorstep. In complete personal seclusion. A lawn down to your diving pier.’


Blueberry Hill was just as Mr Jones claimed it was, a paradise beyond paradise.


‘There you are, Mr Johnson. Surrounded by the unspoilt view. And that’s where I used to live, under that rooftop you can just about see way out over there. Some of my kin are resting their final rest in the small cemetery you might have noticed on the hillside coming in the front drive. Grew up here as a boy and I know these woods like the back of my hand.’


Mr Jones could become a friend.


‘Now if we put it into brief words, Mr Johnson, and I know you’re a man of taste, with that smartly rolled umbrella. I put it to you that this majestic edifice with its old-world elegance, museum-quality interior and incomparable fittings of cast bronze makes for the purchaser a permanent lifestyle statement. And we do have some further good news. At a little extra cost that we can discuss, you can acquire an additional one hundred forested acres adjoining the eighty-seven and a half, all of which is part of the unspoilt view.’


‘Well, thanks.’


‘No problem, Mr Johnson. I used to own that parcel. Left to me by my parents. And the present owner would like to sell at a modest price and I couldn’t see it go to a nicer person. You come back here now on your own and have another think and a look-see.’


At the inn, over a couple of Martinis, he did sit and think of the hand-carved finishes to the woodwork, and the custom-fitted granite. And to put it in Mr Jones’ enticing words, a celebration of British taste in the grand manner. Nathan did return alone the next day, and the next. A worker called Newt was in attendance. Wow. There was plenty more to see. A whole array of agricultural buildings. A bullpen. A milking parlour. A steward’s house. An icehouse. An entire wing for servants. Each time now as he drove along the pebbled drive, spotting the small cemetery upon the hill and heading out the gate of this mansion, he was getting increasingly nervous, firstly that he could go bust and then secondly that someone making their own permanent lifestyle statement and with more robust financial backing would snatch away from his grasp this dream becoming more magical by the minute.


‘The owner’s instructions, Mr Johnson. To sell. And I always prefer that it’s to a nice person. There is of course a bit of mystery about the banker who built this house and lived here as you might imagine an English lord would. Imported the stone from a castle in Scotland where the laird had minions who at dawn in the summer would dry the lawn with towels so His Lordship could enjoy his barefoot walk in the morning.’


Nathan wasn’t yet thinking of barefoot walks, but back at the inn he sure was ensnared. This rambling old white clapboard hotel, surrounded by its own lawns and trees and perched on a hill, was the kind of place he could, as a local squire, call in on and shoot the breeze with another squire. But hold it. There might already be among the present guests someone who was interested in buying the property. But he sensed Hal would have said so.


Meanwhile solitary to himself, in the lonely rambling hotel, he was really missing the casual presence of Iowa. But it was an isolated feeling, twiddling his thumbs and taking an after-dinner Armagnac and coffee in the residents’ lounge before retiring. Then in his room he spoke to Muriel for half an hour on the phone with the subterfuge that he’d found a perfect lingerie outlet and location for maybe two or even three new stores in an upmarket area of Putnam County.


‘Haven’t you already got enough on your plate, Nathan.’


‘Honey, when on the plate you already got plenty of potato, why not also a truffle or two.’


That remark about a truffle was supposed to make him sound like a hotshot instead of the plodding stick-in-the-mud that he mostly felt he was. These nights he’d stopped having dreams of hippos, rhinos, water buffalo, elephants and leeches, and instead dreamt of leaving things like briefcases crammed with leases and other important documents on trains and planes, which last night had changed to being on a jammed-full bus and needing to get off. Unable to find out how to signal the driver to stop at the next stop. The crowded bus continuing farther and farther past his destination while he hysterically pulled on cords and pushed buttons. Struggling in his dream, shouting out complaint. The driver, a girl, stopped the bus and fought her way back through the packed passengers to remonstrate. Then, to his utter astonishment, suddenly told him that if he got off so would she and they could go swimming together. And that voice sounded just like Iowa’s.


‘Hey pops, come on, let’s you and me plough some waves and do a few flip turns.’


The dream made him realize he was in a simmering panic over the purchase of this fabulous mansion, Blueberry Hill. Next morning he parked his gleamingly polished Daimler in British racing green out front of the mansion he intended to buy, with Hal Jones waiting to close the deal.


‘Here’s the descriptive inventory of the appraised contents, Mr Johnson, including the magic clock you can see through and can’t see what force turns the hands. All of which are available. Along with Newt, the caretaker, who’s been here many a year, trustworthy as they come. I can say there’s been a little bit of a recent bull’s rush for this property, which may not be everybody’s cup of tea, as you see by its size as we stand here, but it sure is nearly beyond describing for its sumptuousness. My client wants someone who’ll love the place as much as she did, before her husband so tragically died. Including contents, seven and a half million. What about that?’


‘Five million seven hundred and fifty thousand.’


‘No can do. And as I’ve said, in the past few days and from Thursday’s ad in the New York Times, there’s been more than just some nosy interest. What do you say, Mr Johnson. I’ll give you a few minutes to mull things over. Take another look around while I go make a couple of calls and I’ll give you a shout.’


Nathan Johnson, now a squire, heading up the grand staircase to the marble-floored landing. Facing a great mirror in which one could survey oneself and one’s English voice of authority could echo beyond the vista of the front hall below. But Christ almighty, seven and a half million. Could start the business all over again and open a load of new lingerie stores. Or even sell out of lingerie and retire to Palm Beach. Could also go broke and end up renting someone’s garage to live in. Mulling things over, he remembered something Iowa mentioned when they spoke about her English accent.


‘Pops, before an asteroid hits us on the head, you winced just that little bit when I said that taboo word, which I’m not going to say again unless it’s with my perfected English accent.’


And the word was ‘cunt’. And he was shocked. And here he was, miles north of New York City, thinking of his nearly lowliest employee. And while on the verge of taking a step so big that he could fall into an abyss as deep as the Grand Canyon. One thing had to be said about Hal, he sure knew how to screw down the victim in a deal with non-rust screws. Locking Nathan into the most important secret he had ever kept from Muriel in their lives together. Her birthday coming up. He’d already made enough excuses why he was away in Westchester and he did nearly blurt out a hint why, but she interrupted because she was always instantly in a hurry to do anything she thought beneficial to her looks, health and, last but not least, her brain.


‘Nathan, I’m in a rush. I have an exercise session, an appointment with my shrink, then a facial and lunch with Claudia at the Essex House.’


Claudia, her best friend, had just taken her recently divorced husband to the cleaners, practically landing him in a rooming house with not even one of his early-Georgian mahogany library armchairs to sit on. And talking about chairs, Muriel might not think highly of some of the furnishings being thrown in with the sale. That they were not her style. Indeed even he, not too much worried about such things, thought they could be considered a little garish for a building of such grandeur. Still the whole allotment and variety could be the perfect surprise for Muriel. According to the appraisal, though, every item of furniture was priced expensive. Plus maybe, if Muriel turns up her nose at them, not that easy to sell off. Especially the shelves of books in the library, a few of which he examined. But he might keep the two copies of the Social Register, in which the owners were listed with their address at Blueberry Hill.


There the name was, along with a litany of abbreviating letters listing the many clubs to which they belonged. The Newport Reading Room and Princeton graduate, after their name. And he had to translate Bgt. Cda. Dar. Mds. Myf. Nrm. Nscd., which were spelled out in an index. The last initials standing for The National Society of Colonial Dames. And what was the Newport Reading Room? Maybe a lounge full of sophisticated society magazines. Of course he could have Njl. after his name, which could stand for Nathan Johnson Lingerie. Just as the Newport Reading Room, who knows, could be full of pornography. And even though they themselves hadn’t made it into the Social Register, a mansion of such significance made him an aspiring member of the landed gentry, plus any wife had to think it was a pretty good birthday present. And quoting ole Hal, ‘Now Mr Johnson, isn’t it fantastic, the terraces alone. Just to stand out here, the breeze on your face and gazing out on the primal unspoilt miles. What the hell more does a guy want than his own personal paradise kingdom.’


‘Well Hal, I guess you’re right. If you can afford it. And that’s exactly what I’m beginning to have to consider.’


No need to listen to ole Hal any longer. Nathan’s mind was fully made up subject to price. He was now remembering that on his ramblings round the mansion there were even glass jars of preserved peaches left on a larder shelf. Also stocks of hay and straw in the barn. Buy equipment. Get a tractor. Sow lettuce, potatoes, tomatoes and spinach. Farm a bit. Why not. Of course you hear it said that there are plenty of ways to break your ass but if you’re really in a hurry, there is no faster way of doing it than on a farm. The children, see more of them. And meet their friends. They’d all have a real ball, if they don’t break their asses first. They could help dig up the potatoes. Pull the weeds up from around the roses. Get stabbed by thorns. Teach them the meaning of life. Could hold picnics by the lake and fireworks for the Fourth of July. Orchestrated events.


‘Watch this one, kids, the golden cascade firebomb, keep back, keep back. Now did you see that, I told you it was really something.’


‘Hey, but Mr Johnson, it blew your fly open.’ Exactly what one would expect to happen when there’s always some smartass kid kibitzing.


Hal at every turn seems to have some new blandishment to offer. ‘Mr Johnson, I can truly say that you’ll find here a real tranquillity. Big old owl with a five-foot wing span lives out there in the trees. On most of this land only Indians have ever trod with their bows and arrows, over all of which you’ll be the sole lord and master.’


Nathan Johnson taking one deep sigh before he did his damndest to knock off a few hundred thousand. Or even a million. The only defence against Hal was to behave just like him. Hal was a real charmer. No doubt about it. Might even suggest giving him a Nathan Johnson Lingerie franchise if he ever wanted a change from the real-estate business. His persuasiveness could sell burlap underwear to Fifth Avenue dowagers.


‘And if ever you have an inclination, we can introduce you to a few good ole folk to play bridge with, plus the stables you’ve got here for horses and ponies, to go riding with. A bit of foxhunting. And a few of us play polo around these parts. That’s right, those are polo mallets there sticking up in the umbrella stand.’


Standing in the stone-paved entrance hall at the foot of the flying main marble staircase and just beneath the chandelier, that if it fell on you you’d never thereafter need a house to live in or toes to worry about. Hal pointing his finger could sure change the subject fast. From snapping turtles to polo mallets. Two choices now. To break your ass. On a tractor or on a polo pony. But then, dead in your coffin in this joint would make a damn good place for a state funeral. And no doubt about it, there was no beating Hal. Affably charming as he is, he is aware he’s got a fish on a hook and exactly how to reel him in.


‘Ah, Mr Johnson, you deserve Blueberry Hill, you really do. And who knows, in a business way this is all potentially big development one day. We may not in our lifetimes see it that way yet, but consider what you leave your heirs. The house may be a corporate headquarters. We’ve had that kind of enquiry. So, what about a simple six and three-quarter million.’


‘Hal. Six million.’


‘Well, thank you. I think we could be getting there. And I guess if I were to be philosophical about it I’d have to say it matters a lot where you live. Yessiree. And with the kind of people around you who have a sense of the elegance and gracious style in which they also live, worth every penny of six and a half million.’


‘Hal. Six million two hundred and fifty thousand.’


‘Six million three hundred and seventy-five, and you’ve got a deal Mr Johnson. Is that a nod I perceive of, yes.’


‘Yes, Hal, it is.’


‘Done. Congratulations Mr Johnson. I see you have your chequebook out. So now why don’t we just mosey on down this way along the hall and over this fine carpet of yours and down these couple of steps where you can sit on your own chair in comfort right over there and be at your own desk where I can lay out the contracts of sale with which I believe you are already entirely acquainted. Scribble in a few numbers. And you can take procedures on their way, and in your wife Muriel’s name as I understand. Nice to do business with you, Mr Johnson.’


‘Ditto, Hal.’


Just to stand up again from behind this desk, the stunning reality seems unreal. He, Nathan Johnson, owned this. Everything. The carpet. The massive chandelier. The books on the shelves. The pebbles on the drive. The lawns. The forest. And he nearly wondered at one point if he finally agreed the price just to shut up ole Hal for a minute. Then finding writing the cheque more than a little bit disquieting, a deposit of six hundred and thirty-seven thousand five hundred smackeroos. Locking him into finally having to sign the biggest negotiable instrument he’d ever written. A little scribble of numbers on a small piece of paper light as a feather you hand over in exchange for a massive mansion, its contents, land, a million trees, a whole heap of barns and a lake. A final resting place free of charge to lower your coffin into. And for certain you also owned at least one big goddamn long black snake.
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