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      ‘The real evils, indeed, of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself …’
      

      Jane Austen, Emma. 1816.

   



      
      



      ‘Emma Burden must have had something going for her. I mean, by the time she had graduated from high school she had slept with both a uni lecturer and a cop and been on the cover of News World …’

Shady Brown, graduating student.

Unpublished interview for the Allandale High

School Annual. 2006

   



      
      
      MY EXCUSE

      
      If a man and woman are to fall in love, they must, of necessity, both understand and practise the meaning of two words: compliance and antagonism.
      

      
      As I am a young man, you might argue that I could know nothing of such things but, let me assure you, having fallen under the spell of a woman who knew a great deal about the art of love and taught me all that she knew, I would disagree.

      
      Young as I am, I have learned that compliance is vital in that lovers must learn the joy of sharing;while antagonism is equally necessary in that if lovers agree about everything, what friction will ignite the flame of their love?

      
      Indeed, the test for true lovers—that is, abiding and eternal lovers—is that they must reach an understanding that certain characteristics of their partner will remain forever disagreeable to them. Harder still, they must also understand that their partner should do the same for them.

      
      Given the rarity of such understandings (and therefore of true lovers!) a band of amorous French law makers invented the term
         crime passionnel, or ‘crime of passion’, making it excusable for a jilted lover to murder his or her partner.
      

      
      Very cunning, but surely true love should never lead to death—other than one lover dying for the other—should it?

      
      Which brings me to my attempted understanding of Emma Burden, and my own dilemma in love.

      
      As I have said, I am a young man, but being a journalist by profession, I am also the author of, and a character in, this
         sorry tale. I am therefore likely to be judged by my readers on three grounds: my inexperience, my poor writing and my lack
         of professional ethics.
      

      
      My inexperience I can do nothing about. We all either are, or have been, young. And since I consider the appreciation of a
         writer’s style to be entirely personal, I will not pursue that issue. But, as to any claim that I may have acted unprofessionally,
         I freely admit my guilt. I also admit to being ignorant, gullible and vain.
      

      
      But for all my faults, which I freely acknowledge, I did not act alone. In fact, I had a more than willing partner. For that
         reason, I should make some attempt to excuse myself of full responsibility for the litany of horrors recorded here. And that
         excuse (written with a knowing wink in the direction of those French law makers) is simply this: I never met anyone like Emma
         Burden.
      

      
      Whenever I was with Em, I was in a state of confusion, both intellectual and sexual. She was at once moral yet immoral, honest
         yet deceitful, socially familiar yet intellectually independent. She was a little girl, a teenager, a woman, a self-proclaimed
         virgin and a practising slut. But for all the confusion she caused me, I never regretted knowing her, which is the very basis
         of this narrative, as you will presently learn.
      

      
      Rafael Innocenti

   



      
      
      THE FIRST INTERVIEW

      
      I first interviewed Emma the week after she turned twenty-one. She was working in a bookshop near my office, so we arranged
         to meet at a local café. I made it my business to visit the place the day before. Interview or no interview—it could have
         been with Diana, Princess of Wales (dead or alive)—I would not have met her there if the coffee was bad. I’m particular about my coffee.
      

      
      ‘You’re wearing Avancé,’ my partner Julia smirked as she caught my cologne at breakfast. ‘What are you up to today?’
      

      
      ‘Not much.’

      
      ‘You’re lying,’ she said. ‘I can always tell when you’re lying.’

      
      She was right, of course. I was shitting myself with excitement. An interview with ‘Bad Burden’ was a coup, the biggest story
         I’d ever covered, so I hadn’t intended to say anything. Jules was a journo too and the interview may well fall in a heap.
         But Jules was determined, reaching for me as I left the table. ‘Raf,’ she said, ‘tell me.’
      

      
      
      ‘It’s Emma Burden,’ I said. ‘I scored that interview I’ve been hanging out for. A series, actually. Starting this morning.’

      
      ‘Liar!’

      
      ‘It’s true. So help me.’

      
      ‘No!’

      
      ‘Yes. Hence the Avancé. And I’m wearing my CKs. Not that you noticed.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me …’

      
      By way of response I pulled the old dab-the-lips-blow-a-kiss number and slipped out of the apartment with a breezy ‘Later.’

      
      Jules and I had been together for almost two years. We had a lot in common and the sex was still good. I’m not sure what mattered
         most, the shared life or the good sex, but two years is a long time. Maybe too long. The word ‘love’ had been muttered, although
         not by me.
      

      
      When I arrived at the café, a good-looking blonde was seated at a table overlooking the adjacent park. Last I knew Emma had
         red hair, but having seen her face—and sometimes considerably more—plastered over the media for the past couple of years,
         I could tell who she was. All the same, she was better looking than I expected. Beautiful, dare I say, and beautiful isn’t
         a word that I use often. In fact I was a surprised to find it in my vocabulary.
      

      
      We said ‘Hi’, etc and I sat opposite her, my back to the park. I was interested in her, not some bag lady feeding pigeons.

      
      She ordered tea and a ham and cheese sandwich on white. No crusts. I couldn’t help thinking that this was a tad ordinary for
         someone so infamous. I had my usual short black.
      

      
      
      As soon as the waitress left, Emma leaned across the table. ‘What the media said about me is all lies,’ she whispered. ‘I’m
         not a slut and I never was. You’d better put that right.’
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ I said, as cool as you like. ‘Sure …’ Then I reached into my jacket and took out my recorder. I preferred taping.
         It kept my hands free.
      

      
      She saw what I was doing and flashed a smile. She had nice teeth. White and even. ‘Taping, are you?’

      
      ‘Is that okay?’ I flashed a smile back. I had good teeth too, but I’d paid hard cash for mine. Crowns. I had to keep up appearances.
         It was my job.
      

      
      ‘Taping is fine,’ she shrugged.

      
      ‘It means that I can’t lie, doesn’t it?’ I sniggered.

      
      ‘That’s what they all say,’ she said, raising her eyes to catch mine. I felt my dick jerk in my CKs.

      
      Our order arrived.

      
      She reached for her cup. She was wearing clear nail polish. Nice. I would have expected red. So there were contradictions.
         Good.
      

      
      ‘Life’s too short,’ she said. ‘Taping is faster.’

      
      ‘You’re too young to be thinking like that,’ I said, and immediately regretted it. Who the hell was I? Her father?

      
      ‘So, will you be fair?’

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘Like, will you write this up properly?’

      
      ‘Properly?’ I raised my eyebrows, feigning ignorance. ‘What do you mean, properly?’

      
      ‘Will you tell the truth?’

      
      ‘Cross my heart.’ Who was I now? Her scout master?

      
      ‘Where do you want me to start?’ she said.

      
      
      Right about then I smelt something like hot biscuits coming out of an oven. A memory of childhood. A non-specific yearning.
         Not unpleasant, though vaguely threatening, like a wave of nostalgia. I looked over her shoulder, expecting to see my mother,
         her red apron streaked with flour. But there was nothing. Not so much as a kitchen door ajar.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’

      
      ‘At the beginning,’ I said. Not my best line.

      
      I pressed Record.

      
      ‘Well,’ she began, nibbling at a corner of her sandwich, ‘well, I wouldn’t call what happened between me and Aden Van Dorn
         sex. It was more of a spiritual experience.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I spluttered, gagging on my coffee.

      
      ‘You heard me,’ she said.

      
      ‘I didn’t expect to get to the intimate stuff so quickly.’ I answered. ‘You caught me off guard.’

      
      ‘I doubt that you’re ever off guard.’ This was deliberately provocative, delivered with her knee nudging mine. If I was supposed
         to respond, I didn’t. Not obviously at least.
      

      
      ‘Go on,’ I managed.

      
      She smiled, shrugging ever so slightly, and resumed. ‘Like I said, my time with Aden was more of a spiritual experience. Which
         doesn’t make me a slut. Not like those journo bitches tried to make out. Any girl who has sex as good as we did would know
         that it was spiritual. More spiritual than physical, if you know what I mean.’
      

      
      I didn’t, but considering how I was faring, I held my coffee in both hands.

      
      ‘Besides,’ she said, ‘why would anyone call me names when it was Aden who started it?’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s not what I heard.’ I was pleased with this comeback. It took the heat off me and put it squarely back on her. Good.

      
      ‘That’s not what you read, you mean. The bitches …’ I waited, she returned. ‘I mean, how could anyone hold me responsible when he was going on twenty-seven
         and I was still in high school?’
      

      
      This was not entirely untrue. As half the world knew, Emma hadn’t turned eighteen when she first met Van Dorn. Then again, there are girls who
         are eighteen, and there are girls who are eighteen going on twenty-eight. The way I read it, Emma Burden was the latter.
      

      
      ‘And for the record,’ she said, ‘I was a virgin. Until Aden, at least. Pure as the driven snow, as they say in the classics.’

      
      ‘Honestly?’

      
      ‘Honestly what?’

      
      ‘You were really a virgin before Aden?’

      
      ‘That interests you?’

      
      She had me. ‘For the story.’ I mumbled. ‘The truth …’

      
      ‘Bullshit,’ she said, staring straight at me. ‘You were thinking, Does she still put out? You were, weren’t you?’

      
      I pressed Stop. Like a seasoned professional. ‘Emma,’ I said, ‘you agreed to this interview, so either we get on with it or
         I call it off. Which would mean that you lose the best part of ten grand. You don’t fool with an international magazine, least
         of all The Mailer. Okay?’
      

      
      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘We were talking about the classics, right?’

      
      ‘Fair enough. Books it is. What do you read?’ Tempting as the opportunity to talk about her sex life was, I needed to keep
         this interview grounded. I didn’t want her to think it was only about sex. Although it was. Because she was.
      

      
      
      ‘I read novels. Classics, not crap. I guarantee that I’ve read more literature than those airheads they sent to interview
         me. I bet they never read a real novel. I bet they never had a spiritual experience either.’
      

      
      She couldn’t help herself. She just had to talk about it. I sat back, sipped my coffee, and let her go. This was all good.

      
      ‘Not with a real man. Not a university lecturer like Aden. Not a man who had a PhD in Literature. With a brain, that means.
         Those journo bimbos wouldn’t know how to handle a man like that.’
      

      
      ‘So,’ I said, ‘if you hate journalists so much, why are you talking to me?’

      
      She reached for her tea—which had to be cold—then turned her attention to the park. ‘Because you agreed to write a fair article.
         At least that’s what you said on the phone.’
      

      
      ‘So why would you trust me?’

      
      ‘Because you’re a man. And I can talk to men.’

      
      ‘One thing, before you go on,’ I said. ‘Are you with a man at the moment? In a relationship?’

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I live alone. In a flat.’

      
      ‘Okay, fine. But you like men, is that what you’re saying? You trust men?’
      

      
      ‘More than women. I trust you, for example.’
      

      
      ‘Me?’ I had to laugh. ‘But you don’t know anything about me.’
      

      
      ‘I’m good at first impressions.’

      
      ‘And your first impression of me was …?’ The question was irrelevant but I wanted to know. I could always do with an ego boost.

      
      ‘Your name’s Innocenti, isn’t it?’

      
      This wasn’t what I’d been hoping for. ‘What’s my name got to do with anything?’

      
      
      ‘That was a joke.’

      
      ‘Ah!’

      
      ‘Okay, enough with the games. You want the truth, right?’

      
      ‘It would be nice.’

      
      ‘The truth is that I’m talking to you because you’re the first man who has asked me to.’

      
      What she said made sense. It was the very reason that I wanted her story. Sure, Bad Burden’s sorry tale had already been all
         over the tabloids. Every wannabe journo, whether male, female or any port between, had covered it. But when the dirt was out,
         and fully exploited, one might think, and grubby Emma was no longer front-page news, it was the women’s glossies who had picked
         her up and hung her out to dry.
      

      
      Did she really sleep naked? they wanted to know.
      

      
      Did she really carry small change in a condom?

      
      Had she really done time for soliciting?

      
      There was hardly a woman’s magazine that didn’t show Bad Burden on the cover. Somewhere along the way the human being behind
         all this had been sexualised, trivialised, cannibalised—by her own gender.
      

      
      That’s why I wanted to write her story. The real story.
      

      
      The truth about Emma …

      
      ‘And you sounded good on the phone,’ she went on. ‘You sounded older …’

      
      Shit!

      
      My bloody phone voice. Julia was always on at me about that. Deep. Resonant. Confident.

      
      ‘And you looked good.’

      
      I glanced up. ‘You’ve only just laid eyes on me.’

      
      ‘I looked you up on Google image.’
      

      
      
      Shit!

      
      I felt myself redden. I’d seen that photo. It wasn’t even me. There’d been a stuff up. He was a male model, I’m told. I’m
         not ugly, but …
      

      
      ‘There,’ she crowed, seeing me colour. ‘And you’re shy.’

      
      ‘So, do you or don’t you trust men over women?’ I needed to claw back.

      
      ‘I know a bitch when I meet one.’

      
      ‘What? Those female journalists? Weren’t they just doing their job?’

      
      ‘Their job? You call that a job? Writing about my underwear? Calling me a slut? Making out I killed a cop!’

      
      ‘You’re overreacting, aren’t you? I mean, you agreed to be interviewed by them. You knew what you were getting yourself into.
         And I bet you were well paid.’
      

      
      She began prodding what remained of her uneaten sandwich with her fingertips, her nails filling with dough. ‘You should have
         seen them,’ she said. ‘Their buttons loosened to show off their lacy bras. Their tits … You know, I don’t usually notice women’s
         tits.’
      

      
      She caught my eye. She had blue eyes. Paler than mine. Nice. ‘I didn’t imagine you would,’ I said.

      
      ‘Some women do.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Some women look at women’s breasts. “I wish I had tits like her,” they say. I don’t think like that. I’m happy with my body.
         I know how I’m built.’
      

      
      ‘Explain that. Explain, “I’m happy with my body”.’

      
      ‘I’m pretty well built, aren’t I?’

      
      I shook my head. Not playing, I was telling her. Not fair.
      

      
      
      But she wasn’t done. ‘I look good in T-shirts.’ She picked dough from beneath her nails. ‘I think it’s funny when I see men
         perving at me.’
      

      
      ‘Were you wearing a T-shirt when you met Dr Van Dorn?’

      
      She laughed outright. She had a nice laugh. Genuine. ‘That’s pretty good, coming from a man. That’s a woman’s question.’

      
      ‘I’m transsexual.’

      
      ‘Yeah, sure. So am I.’

      
      We looked at each other. Another one of those moments. I pulled out, so to speak.

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell you. I haven’t told anyone this before. Not that they haven’t asked. But I’ll tell you because
         you say you want the truth. And for once …’
      

      
      ‘For once? You didn’t tell the others the truth?’

      
      ‘Not necessarily. Not if I didn’t feel like it.’

      
      ‘And you feel like it now?’

      
      ‘Now I’m prepared to tell it. It’s all over, you see.’

      
      ‘It’s all over? You need to explain that.’

      
      ‘Well, Aden’s gone, Craig is gone. And my father’s dead. They were the men in my life. Oh, and Bob, for a while. But he didn’t
         count.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘You need to understand that everything changed when I met Aden. My life. Everything. Like a new beginning, a new life. A
         new me.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘But, that’s all over. I know who I am now. Really.’

      
      ‘Can we start from the beginning then? Of that new life?’

      
      ‘Well, when I first met Aden, the change started. Like I never dressed the same again. From the first minute I saw him, every
         thing was different.’
      

      
      
      I thought that she might be setting me up. Getting ready to make a fool of me. She had done this to other journos, made fools
         of them, lied to them. By her own admission, obviously.
      

      
      So I got in first. ‘What’s that Aretha Franklin song?’ I said. ‘The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face. Was it like that?’
      

      
      ‘That’s just a stupid love song,’ she shot back, already aware that I wasn’t about to be taken in. I think.

      
      ‘There’s millions of stupid love songs like that. All bullshit. Waa, waa, waa … I been done wrong … Waa, waa, waa …’
      

      
      I was surprised. I agreed with her.

      
      ‘I’m not into that. Not fooled by that,’ she said. ‘My love for Aden was spiritual, like I said. That first time, in the lecture
         theatre, hell, I took all of him in. In a second.’
      

      
      ‘So was it really love at first sight? Or more lust at first sight?’
      

      
      ‘Is there a difference?’

      
      How the hell would I know? I reached for my coffee. The cup was empty. I gave her my full attention.

      
      ‘That first time, when I first saw him, I was wearing a white “I love New York” T-shirt. Pretty tight, I admit, but in those
         days I liked my T-shirts tight. A stonewashed denim skirt, red leggings, and a new pair of ugh boots, still white. I was carrying
         a red vinyl shoulder bag with the usual girls’ stuff in it—make up, mobile, etc—but that day I’d put a notebook and pen in
         as well.’
      

      
      She stopped, apparently distracted by the doughy fingernail thing.

      
      ‘Go on …’ I encouraged.

      
      ‘I will,’ she said, ‘but I need to correct something first. People have been told that I only wore tight T-shirts to stir
         up guys. That’s not true. Not on this occasion, anyway. This was my first day at uni and I wanted to look special, you know?’
      

      
      ‘You mean arty-farty?’

      
      ‘Yeah … That’s it. You’re not stupid, are you?’

      
      ‘Tell me,’ I said, avoiding the unanswerable, ‘why were you at uni in the first place? Weren’t you still at high school?’

      
      ‘My school ran this program called Quick Start. It allowed advanced—gifted, you might say—final-year students to study at a tertiary level while they were still completing high school. I was one of
         them. I was bit older than the others in my class. You see, we had lived in the Philippines since I was two. My father ran
         a business there, something to do with oil shares or something, I don’t know, it didn’t interest me, but we were very well
         off. My mother worked there too. She owned a fabrics business, dealing especially in silks. We came home when I was thirteen
         and my school made me repeat a year. Not that I needed to.’
      

      
      She had one of her dreamy spells, staring out over the park.

      
      I waited.

      
      ‘I’ve always got good marks,’ she said, coming back. ‘Especially in English. I read a lot and I’m a decent writer too. Creative,
         you understand. Some girls reckoned that I was only good at writing because I’m a born liar.’
      

      
      ‘Why would they say that?’

      
      She looked away again. Was this a performance? Was this pretension? Was this about putting me in my place, making me wait
         for her? Or was Emma Burden not some mindless airhead? Did she really take the time to think—if she chose to, that is?
      

      
      I waited again.

      
      ‘Hmm … maybe they were jealous? Anyway, my reading and writing got me into this Introductory Creativity and Literature subject at the local uni. I couldn’t start at the beginning of the year, in first semester, because there were
         some high-school units I wanted to finish, so I enrolled for second semester and they let me in.
      

      
      ‘I was looking forward to meeting new people and all that, as well as being treated like an adult, and since I didn’t have
         to wear my school uniform—cool—I got my father to drop me down the road from the campus and walked in like I owned the place.’
      

      
      ‘Your father dropped you?’

      
      ‘He was retired. Like I said, we were well off. And my mother wasn’t around; she died.’

      
      ‘Really? I didn’t know that.’

      
      ‘Nobody bothered to ask.’

      
      ‘Okay …’

      
      ‘She died when I was twelve. That’s why we came back from overseas. No more silken princess, my father said.’

      
      ‘He called your mother that?’

      
      ‘He called me that. I was always his little princess. When we lived in the Philippines I used to dress up in Mum’s fabrics and parade about
         the house. Boss the servants about. The house was full of maids. It was a weird life. So much money. So much power. It’s a
         wonder it didn’t go to my head.’
      

      
      I didn’t bite.

      
      ‘When we came home there was only Dad and me. School was all right, but since I’d been away so long I had no friends in the
         neighbourhood. After school there was just the two of us, Dad and me. We shopped together, watched TV, ate, hung out. He was
         always with me, you know …’
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘You were close?’

      
      ‘Until I met Aden, you understand.’

      
      
      ‘I’m learning.’

      
      ‘So, that first day, I was kind of early for the lecture but I’d been on campus before, during orientation week, so I knew
         where the theatre was. The uni was a nice place. Old, sandstone with stained-glass windows like in a cathedral, and a tower
         and colonnades and little secluded patches of lawn surrounded by stone walls. So I found a quiet spot and sat on the edge
         of a fountain to have a smoke.
      

      
      ‘This was a stone fountain. The base was about three metres round with a statue of a naked woman in the middle. She looked
         like Botticelli’s Birth of Venus.’

      
      ‘Cool.’

      
      ‘So while I was sitting there, these little birds came down and started splashing around. Sparrows, maybe, cute. Dipping their
         beaks into the water then putting their heads back to gargle and wag their tails. I’ll have to remember this place, I thought.
         It’s nice. You notice nice things sometimes.’
      

      
      ‘As if it was your own special place? Your own special quiet place?’

      
      ‘It might have been. If I hadn’t met Aden that day, I might have gone back there, yes. But I had to go to the lecture, so
         I flicked my cigarette, picked up my shoulder bag, and left.’
      

      
      ‘Tut, tut,’ I wagged my finger.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You should dispose of your butts properly.’

      
      ‘Wasn’t my fault there were no ashtrays. The uni should have been more environmentally sensitive.’

      
      I said nothing.

      
      ‘Anyway, there was a bit of a crowd outside the lecture theatre so I hovered around the edges. Were these students losers!
         I stood near this girl wearing a tweed skirt, flat brown shoes and thick yellow stockings. And a black velvet headband. I mean, it wasn’t just that her clothes were bad, they weren’t
         even colour co-ordinated. “How did you go in Philosophy 105 last semester?” her daggy friend asked her. “I didn’t do very
         well,” she answered. “Dr Gibbons doesn’t like me.” I’m not surprised, I thought. Look what you’re wearing! Then someone pushed
         the door open and we went in.
      

      
      ‘The theatre wasn’t big. I guess it held about fifty people. The seating sloped towards the front so I found a spot at the
         very back, in the middle. I didn’t want to miss anything. Like, I wanted to look down on all of the students—not meaning to
         sound uppity—and the lecturer too, whoever he or she might be.
      

      
      ‘I’d hardly sat down when the room went quiet and this man walked in. The lecturer, I could tell. He was beautiful. I mean,
         you’re good-looking, but …’ By way of compensation, she reached out and patted my thigh.
      

      
      I pulled back, threatened. ‘Emma,’ I said, getting up, ‘could you excuse me? I promised to make a call at twelve. I’ll only
         be a minute. You might like to step outside for a cigarette.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t smoke,’ she said.

      
      ‘You just said you did. The fountain?’

      
      ‘I also said that everything changed after that day.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said with a silly dip of the head. Then I reached for my mobile and stepped out into the park.

      
      ‘It’s me,’ I said when Julia answered.

      
      ‘You still got your pants on?’ she said.

      
      ‘Ha ha!’

      
      ‘So, apart from the head job she’s no doubt given you, how’s it going? Have I been vilified yet?’

      
      
      ‘I haven’t mentioned you,’ I admitted.

      
      ‘No, I bet you haven’t. So, sex aside, how’s it going?’

      
      ‘Not easy. You should have warned me.’

      
      ‘Hey, don’t blame me for this. You were the one who was always asking for this assignment. “The Burden story needs a man’s
         perspective,” I think you said. “And I’m that man.” Sure … So where are you up to?’
      

      
      ‘She’s about to tell me how she met the lecturer.’

      
      ‘Aden Van Dorn? What a tosser he turned out to be.’

      
      ‘I didn’t do enough homework on him. Tell me, what did he look like?’

      
      ‘A lot like you actually—if you were a window-dresser. Tall, black hair. Good-looking. But over the top, up himself. Had a
         clothes fixation. Very New York metrosexual, you might say. Anyway, boring … Tell me about her.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘What do you think of her?’

      
      ‘Not too sure yet.’

      
      ‘How about her looks?’
      

      
      ‘She’s all right. You’ve seen her on TV. In the mags.’

      
      ‘Who hasn’t? Has she flicked her long red hair yet?’

      
      ‘It’s blonde. Now anyway. And no, she hasn’t.’

      
      ‘She will. Watch out for her, Raf. What’s she wearing?’

      
      ‘Clothes.’

      
      ‘Glad to hear it. Go on.’

      
      ‘I don’t know. White blouse, a skirt.’

      
      ‘Are her boobs showing?’

      
      ‘Didn’t notice.’

      
      ‘So they are.’

      
      I said nothing.

      
      ‘What about her shoes?’

      
      
      ‘Heels. Black.’

      
      ‘Not red?’

      
      ‘Ha!’

      
      ‘So is she hot?’

      
      ‘You know the answer to that.’

      
      ‘Is she?’
      

      
      ‘Kind of.’ I was on dangerous ground.

      
      ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Are you speaking for the entire male gender, or is that just your dick’s opinion?’

      
      ‘You didn’t say no to my dick this morning.’

      
      She grunted.

      
      ‘Jules, the girl’s …’

      
      ‘She’s a woman, Raf.’

      
      ‘Look,’ I said, ‘if I was up to no good, I wouldn’t be making this phone call, would I?’

      
      ‘Oh, it’s like that, is it? So, if you bonk the housemaid at your next Men of the Press conference in LA, you’ll keep it a secret. Is that what you’re telling me? Hell, Raf, you need to do better than that. I
         thought we were an item.’
      

      
      I said nothing.

      
      ‘Raf?’

      
      ‘I’m here.’

      
      ‘How come you phoned?’

      
      ‘I needed to hear your voice.’

      
      ‘Bullshit.’

      
      ‘I have to go.’

      
      ‘Sorry, I’m jealous is all.’

      
      ‘Tonight …’

      
      ‘Wait …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Raf, has she made a move on you?’

      
      
      ‘Julia!’

      
      ‘So she hasn’t laid a hand on you.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Raf …’

      
      I rang off, the lie hot on my lips.

      
      ‘Since I’m a man,’ I said, turning the tape back on, ‘and since I’m not gay …’

      
      ‘Thank God,’ she laughed.

      
      ‘Following on from what you said before about Aden being beautiful, I don’t know what you mean by that. Tell me, how do you
         define beautiful in a man?’
      

      
      ‘The way he’s put together.’

      
      ‘Fair enough. But what about his character? His attitudes? His emotions? Isn’t that all part of the definition of beautiful?
         Or is it just physical? What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ she gasped. ‘What got into you in that park? This is so different from before.’

      
      ‘I ate some wheatgerm,’ I laughed.

      
      ‘Well, like you said, a man’s character is part of how he’s put together. That’s what I think, anyway. A beautiful man is a package. You can’t discount his body. Or
         his attitudes. Or his emotions. Or his talents either. He’s a whole person. An integrated being.’
      

      
      ‘Okay …’

      
      ‘That applies to women too, of course, but women don’t turn me on. I already told you that.’

      
      ‘So a beautiful man, a man with character, intelligence, wisdom, talent, couldn’t be a hunchback? Couldn’t walk with a limp?
         Is that what you’re saying?’
      

      
      ‘You’re being silly.’

      
      
      ‘I’m not. I want to hear your opinions on these things.’

      
      She sighed and looked over the park. I waited.

      
      Finally she said, ‘You must know that beauty is subjective. I mean, my father looked like a penguin when my mother married
         him, and I don’t mean because he wore a tuxedo. He had bandy legs, huge feet, a massive nose and horn-rimmed glasses. What
         the hell Mum ever saw in him, I’ll never know.’
      

      
      ‘We’re all a bit embarrassed by our parents,’ I admitted. ‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Friends?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘No girlfriends?’

      
      ‘Not really.’

      
      ‘Boyfriends?’

      
      ‘I already told you I was a virgin before I met Aden.’

      
      ‘Having a boyfriend doesn’t mean that you’ve had sex.’

      
      ‘That’s what you were implying.’

      
      ‘I wasn’t. Can we return to your parents?’

      
      ‘If you like.’

      
      ‘Tell me about your mother.’

      
      ‘Now she was a true character. One of those women who dyed her hair black, wore too much make up and gold hoop earrings, but
         her real beauty—her inner beauty—still shone through. Even as she got older. More so, maybe. And she was sexy.’
      

      
      ‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘I could never call my parents sexy. How I was conceived is a mystery to me. Besides, some things are
         too horrible to think about …’
      

      
      ‘Sorry?’ she said. ‘I’m not following you. Sex is beautiful no matter how old you are.’

      
      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘My mother always told me that. And when she died, my father told me too. We talked about things like that. Him and me. Sex
         is not something to be ashamed of, you know.’
      

      
      ‘No, no. Of course not. I wasn’t implying that. It’s only …’

      
      She stared out over the park. When she was ready she turned back to pat me on the hand. ‘I think we should start again,’ she
         said patronisingly.
      

      
      She was right to say that. I’d been talking bullshit. ‘Can we?’ I said.

      
      ‘I think we’d better. Back with Aden?’

      
      And I thought I was running this show.

      
      ‘Back to Aden’s first lecture. My first sight of him, right?’

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘Well, when he came into the theatre, the first person I thought of was Mr Darcy.’

      
      ‘Mr Darcy?’

      
      ‘From Pride and Prejudice.’
      

      
      ‘Ah …’

      
      ‘So you know the book?’

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘Pride and Prejudice. Jane Austen. Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Darcy …’
      

      
      ‘I read it at school, I think.’

      
      ‘Oh, I could never forget. I think of characters in books as if they were real. Okay?’

      
      ‘I’ll try to remember that.’

      
      ‘Always have, always will. And I reckon that Elizabeth Bennet was a bit like those journo bitches. Too stitched up to notice
         a great arse when she saw one.’
      

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      
      ‘Until she married him.’

      
      ‘Darcy?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘They were very upright in those days. Straight.’

      
      She checked to see if I was joking. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘Anyway, Austen’s first description of Darcy always got to me. She
         says that Elizabeth Bennet first saw him at a ball. “He drew the attention of the room by his fine, tall person, handsome
         features, noble mien …”’
      

      
      ‘You’re quoting that?’

      
      ‘Yes. So?’

      
      ‘Do you often do that?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Quote from novels?’

      
      ‘To make a point.’

      
      ‘Amazing.’

      
      ‘I can remember nearly a whole novel by heart.’

      
      ‘No wonder they fast-tracked you into uni. So was Aden as good-looking as Darcy?’

      
      ‘Well, yes. You see, I knew what the first part of that quote meant, like how a good-looking man could draw the attention
         of a room. I know “fine” and “tall” aren’t exactly difficult concepts but I didn’t understand “noble mien”. So I looked it
         up: “Appearance, bearing or posture”. That was so Aden.’
      

      
      ‘Okay. So Darcy was like Aden. Or vice versa?’

      
      ‘Absolutely!’ She slapped me on the thigh so suddenly that I jumped. ‘One and the same man. So cool that everyone in the room
         who saw him stopped whatever they were doing to check him out.’
      

      
      ‘Who? Darcy or Aden?’

      
      ‘What’s the difference?’

      
      
      She wasn’t joking. This was a genuine question.

      
      ‘So,’ I said, eager to pursue this madness, ‘seeing Aden walk into the lecture theatre was much like seeing a dream of Darcy
         come true?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes.’

      
      ‘So dreams are real?” I asked, innocently enough. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

      
      ‘Well, the act of dreaming is real, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘It’s only a dream.’

      
      ‘But in reality, you dreamed that dream, didn’t you?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So dreams are real.’

      
      ‘Ah!’

      
      My exclamation was only partly in response to my confusion. The smell of fresh biscuits invaded the room again. I drifted
         for a second, carried away, trying to remember.
      

      
      ‘You’re not concentrating,’ she sighed, pushing back her chair and folding her hands on the table. ‘We need to sort this.
         Here’s a question. Is the imagination real?’
      

      
      I pulled myself together. I had to think about that. ‘Yes and no. The imagination is an abstract concept. You can’t touch
         it, or hold it …’
      

      
      ‘You can’t touch or hold love either, but they’re both real, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So there you are. The imagination is real too.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘So what’s the difference if I saw dreamy Darcy in Aden? In the flesh? It’s all the same, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘I need to think about that,’ I said, confused. ‘I don’t usually dream about guys.’

      
      
      ‘Just as well,’ she laughed, her hand on my thigh again.

      
      ‘So, moving on, Aden was beautiful. Right?’

      
      ‘Sure, but I’ll get to him in a minute. I was just going to say, I’d seen guys like that in the mall.’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Dreamy. Beautiful. Women do a double take when they see them walk by. Like look back at them. At their arses. I don’t know
         if the Darcys of this world know that women do that, but I reckon they might. I mean, we all have mirrors, don’t we? So I
         reckon Darcy might have known how good-looking he was. And what effect he had on people.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘But the real question is, did he know how to use those good looks? Did he know how to make mileage out of them? How to exploit them to the max?’
      

      
      ‘You mean, he might have exploited you?’

      
      ‘He might have. Or I might have exploited him. I mean, I wasn’t exactly unwilling. As Jane Austen says, “The gentleman pronounced
         him”—that’s Darcy—“to be a fine figure of man … And he was looked at with great admiration for about half the evening.” Or
         something like that.’
      

      
      ‘Emma,’ I said, leaning forward, ‘weren’t you telling me something about Aden?’

      
      ‘I was! You haven’t understood a word I’ve been saying, have you?’

      
      ‘I’m not a literary person,’ I said.

      
      ‘Well, we’ll have to fix that, won’t we?’

      
      Fat chance, I thought, but I settled for pulling a silly face. ‘Aden?’ I said, reminding her.
      

      
      ‘Aden? You mean, you want me to tell you how he made me feel when I saw him? That first day?’

      
      
      ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘But before you do, should we take a break? I need fresh coffee.’

      
      I had another short black. Emma had a strawberry malted. Whatever …

      
      ‘Before we start again,’ she said, seeing me fiddling with the recorder. ‘I know that your name is Rafael Innocenti, but what
         should I call you? Rafael is nice but way too … too posh.’
      

      
      ‘My friends call me Raf.’ This was a lie, only Jules called me that, but I figured Emma would open up more if we were on familiar
         terms.
      

      
      ‘Raf?’ she said, a little surprised. ‘That’s nice. Okay. I’m ready. You’re turned on, aren’t you?’

      
      This wasn’t meant as a joke—at least I don’t think it was—so I said nothing and pressed Record.

      
      ‘Okay. Aden came into the theatre and rested his books on the lectern. He looked around at us. By that I mean he swept his
         eyes over the audience and parted his lips. Was that a smile? He was so cool, like he was looking us over and thinking, Not
         a bad crowd, then he touched a switch on the lectern. The theatre was dimmed but a spotlight focused on him.
      

      
      ‘He raised his hand and pressed one finger to his right temple. It occurred to me that he had a headache, but he made as if
         to shake it off. The spotlight was so bright that his black hair shone like silk. It fell almost to his shoulders and I noticed
         that it was parted in the centre. This wasn’t obvious, not like a bum part. It was just right. There was also the hint of
         a curl. More of a subtle wave, actually. I imagined that his hair must have been very curly when he was young but most likely
         it had grown out. That happens to certain boys during puberty. It’s usually the sign of an exceptionally virile man in the making. Or so the magazines say.’
      

      
      ‘Do they?’ I muttered, finding it hard to imagine Julia writing such shit.

      
      ‘I couldn’t tell the colour of his eyes. Blue, I hoped, or violet, but his skin was clear and pale. Like yours, see?’

      
      ‘I spend a fortune on face cream,’ I chuckled.

      
      ‘Yeah, sure. But his skin was even paler, although that could have been the harsh light. Still, there wasn’t a blemish. And
         he had cheekbones to die for. I actually wondered if he shaved.
      

      
      ‘He rested his hands on the lectern, draping his fingers over the edge facing us. Then he took a step back and put one hand
         to his mouth, touching his lips with his fingertips. He had full lips. Not red. More purple. Deep rich purple. A man’s lips.
      

      
      ‘He cleared his throat and reached for a glass of water on the lectern. He sipped from it and ran his fingertips over his
         lips. Then he replaced the glass and stepped up to the lectern again. But he didn’t start talking. He took his time. He adjusted
         his cuffs. He was wearing a black, long-sleeved skivvy.’
      

      
      ‘Cashmere?’ I wondered aloud. The cliché seemed to fit.

      
      ‘How did you know?’

      
      ‘Lucky guess.’

      
      ‘Well, it was. He wore a magnificent black leather coat, falling almost to the ground. He was about 180 centimetres tall.
         I half stood up and saw his black boots.’
      

      
      ‘Docs?’ I guessed again.

      
      She nodded, unaware that I was taking the piss.

      
      ‘Anyway, he cleared his throat again and prepared to speak. He did this in three distinct movements. He turned his head to
         the right. “My name is …” he said. He turned his head to the left. “Dr Aden Van Dorn …” He turned his head to the front. “I am your lecturer.”’
      

      
      ‘Very smooth,’ I said, stifling a laugh.
      

      
      ‘He was.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t think that he looked, well, too posey?’

      
      ‘Hell no. Why would I think that?’

      
      ‘Just asking.’

      
      ‘But why?’

      
      Big mistake! ‘To be honest, he sounds pretty theatrical. As if this was all a performance. I hate that. I’d rather people
         were natural. I’d be more convinced.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ she gasped. ‘I was convinced!’
      

      
      Evidently, I thought, but I said, ‘You were there and I wasn’t. Besides, I’m a man. Might be a gender thing. You know how
         men and women sometimes read situations differently?’ She was staring at me hard. I felt decidedly uncomfortable. ‘What?’
      

      
      ‘Do you mind if I ask you a question?’ she said.

      
      ‘And what might that be?’

      
      ‘Raf,’she said, ‘do you know what the word education means?’

      
      I laughed. ‘That’s your question?’

      
      ‘That’s my question.’

      
      She was dead serious.

      
      ‘It means teaching someone something,’ I said, hiding behind my coffee. What the fuck did I know?

      
      ‘Just as I thought,’ she crowed, clapping her hands. ‘You don’t know.’

      
      Now she was pissing me off. ‘So what does it mean?’ I asked, evidently bored.
      

      
      ‘If you’d read The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie …’ she started in.
      

      
      ‘I saw the movie. Maggie Smith. In her prime you might say.’

      
      
      ‘Then you should know that Miss Brodie defines education as “e” meaning “out of”, “duco” meaning “I lead”, and “ion” meaning
         “the act of”.’
      

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So the word education means the act of leading out.’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So, Aden led me out …’

      
      A trickle of coffee escaped my lips. Emma leaned over and wiped it off.

      
      Shit!

      
      I’d met this girl/woman/siren/nympho/murderess hoping to get a good story. Hoping to get a new angle on what had become a
         very tired scandal. And here she was teaching me about life.
      

      
      I made a mental note to be more careful in future. In spite of the fact that this Aden Van Dorn creep had fucked her over
         good and proper, and in more ways than one, Emma still had him on a pedestal. Stuffed if I knew why, but that was what these
         interviews were all about: To uncover the story that the tabloid sensationalists had embroidered so much no reader could separate
         victim from predator.
      

      
      ‘Did you have any good teachers?’ she said. ‘I mean, teachers who changed your life?’

      
      ‘I was pretty sweet on Ms Holiday in Year Nine, but that doesn’t mean she was a good teacher. She was, you know …’ I made
         the big tits gesture.
      

      
      ‘No, doesn’t count. That’s just a boy thing.’ Big tits obviously didn’t cut it for Emma. ‘I think your problem is that you’ve
         never seen a good teacher at work,’ she said, patronising me.
      

      
      I copped it. I had a story to write.

      
      
      ‘Aden was still inspirational, even if he did appear a little over-rehearsed.’

      
      ‘So it was a performance?’ I couldn’t resist.
      

      
      She ignored me. ‘But then again, when he turned his head to the right then the left, the spotlight projected his perfect profile
         onto the screen behind him. And his voice …’
      

      
      ‘Meaning his tone? Or what he said?’

      
      ‘Both.’

      
      ‘Like my phone voice, you mean?’

      
      ‘That’s hardly the same thing.’

      
      ‘That’s a matter of opinion, but there you go … Um, I was wondering … is there a statue of this man somewhere?’ I turned to
         scan the park theatrically. ‘Where can I worship at his shrine?’
      

      
      ‘You’re laughing at me,’ she said, putting her cup down.

      
      ‘I just wish I was more like him.’

      
      ‘Now I know you’re joking, but you do look like him, a bit. Except not so hot. Or hungry-looking … You know,’ she whispered,
         leaning across the table, ‘I got so excited looking at him that I had to bite the handle of my bag.’
      

      
      ‘Incredible.’

      
      ‘Maybe so, but I was much younger then. Anyway, when he was ready, he gripped the lectern with those magnificent hands, and
         began.’
      

      
      Finally!

      
      ‘“Welcome to Creativity and Literature,” he said. “My topic for this inaugural lecture is The Juices of Life: The Origins of Creativity.” So I dug my pen out of my bag and started taking notes.
      

      
      ‘“Creativity has been in our blood since we first crawled out of the caves,” he said. “According to the French artist Francois
         Gilot, even gorillas caged in zoos make marks.” I scribbled that down, though I couldn’t imagine this god crawling around in a cave. All the same, my hand was shaking. I was in a university
         lecture theatre. I might not be a gorilla, but I was making marks!’
      

      
      ‘Emma,’ I said, leaning back and pressing the Off button, ‘I think it’s time I was making tracks. I’ve got to get back to
         the office and type this up, then there’s a hundred and one little jobs I have to do before …’
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to explain,’ she said. ‘We’ve had a good innings and broken lots of ice, so to speak. Besides, I didn’t tell
         you but I’ve got the day off. I told my boss that I was going to the doctor. So I’m going shopping. You understand, don’t
         you?’
      

      
      What was there to understand about shopping?

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Next time …here? When?’

      
      ‘What’s today? Monday? How about Wednesday? Say two? I have to work through lunch hours. It’s our heavy trading time. All
         right?’
      

      
      ‘All good. Here, this coming Wednesday at two.’

      
      We stood together. There was a moment: that lean-in-but-stick-your-butt-out-so-there’s-no-genital-contact sort of moment.

      
      A lost opportunity, I know, but safe.

      
      I went back to the office and typed up what I had on the tape. When I was done I slipped down to my local coffee place and
         read it.
      

      
      The interview was shit.

      
      Wednesday, I thought. Wednesday I’ll be on the ball. In charge. Blah, blah, blah … I went home and made sushi. It was shit
         too.
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