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Friday

Andy

 

 Let me introduce myself. I’m Andy Wilson, my wife’s called Becc. We’re just an ordinary couple, living an unremarkable life. Or at least, we were.

On that Friday, it all started so normally. Like we did every day, we woke up and did all the normal morning things. We got washed and dressed, had breakfast and went to work. 

The only thing that disturbed the normal routine of our lives was that I was leaving work at lunchtime. I was meeting my wife in town for an afternoon of pre-Christmas shopping.

This is what happened next.
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 I stood outside the coffee shop, waiting for Becc. The bags were heavy in my hands.

“I’m just going to the bathroom,” she had said, as we finished our drinks. “You pay, I’ll see you outside.”

It was a dark November evening; low, angry clouds scudded across the sky and the streets were busy with people wanting to get home. The shops were lit with Christmas displays, gearing up for the season of dramatic overconsumption. I peered in through the café window, our table had already been filled by one of the queue that snaked back almost to the door. 

Suddenly, one of the crowd on the street bumped into me. They were moving fast, it unbalanced me for a moment, and I staggered sideways. “Watch where you’re going,” I shouted, but they had already gone. 

As I bounced off a litter bin, I fell to one knee. I hauled myself upright and sorted myself out. Then, I heard the sound of a siren somewhere behind me. I looked around to see if I could spot it. Was it the police, chasing whoever had just bumped me? 

“Ready?” said Becc. “Let’s get back to the car, it’s freezing.” 

I turned; she had come out while I had been distracted. Her hood was pulled tight, hiding her face. She was scarved and gloved against the chill. All I could see was her breath coming out as she spoke. 

I followed her to the car, watching the shopping bags she carried in each hand swinging as she strode, purposefully, the pedestrians giving way to her. 

Her progress reminded me of an icebreaker, clearing a path through the solid press of humanity, with me following in her wake. The car park was full. I noticed an ambulance in the far corner, lights flashing, as I hurried to keep up with Becc’s long-legged stride. That must have been what I’d heard.

We got to our car. “I’ll drive,” Becc said, pressing the button on her key fob that unlocked the doors. We loaded up and left the car park, setting off for home through the evening rush. She was silent, concentrating on the nose-to-tail traffic. The heater was working overtime to warm the inside of the car.

“You alright?” I asked. She was quieter than usual.

“Sure, just concentrating,” she said, keeping her gaze on the car in front, its brake lights splitting into patterns on the windscreen as it started to rain. The wipers throbbed as they cleared the sudden downpour. We jolted as the queue stopped and started. “Miserable, isn’t it?” she added. “I’m looking forward to our time off.”

So was I. Even better was the fact that we had both managed to get the same week. Even though it was November, while I was hoping for some better weather, it didn’t really matter. We had days out planned, plus there was quite a bit of decorating that needed doing. 

It was boring, mundane stuff, but better than hauling myself into the office every day. At least we’d have some time together. With both of us working long hours, there was little enough time for us to spend together. With Becc working on Saturday and having Monday off, Sunday was the only full day we spent together. Being able to relax and enjoy each other’s company while we worked at our own pace for a week was appealing.

We turned onto our street, and I noticed that several of the houses had put their Christmas lights up while I’d been in town. It was a bit early for that. Although I was in the minority, I always thought that Christmas shouldn’t start until December. Becc swung the car into our drive and parked. I got out and went to lift the shopping from the car, as Becc opened the front door. In two trips, I dragged all the bags inside and dumped them in the kitchen. The house felt warm and comforting.

“Right,” Becc said, her back to me. “Let’s get this lot unpacked, then we can get ready to go out.” She pulled off her gloves and took off her coat. Blonde hair spilt down her back.

That was where the nightmare started. Becc had short, jet-black hair. Or at least, she had done when she had got up and gone to the bathroom in the café, less than an hour ago. As she spun around and faced me, I saw a sharp, angular face. She fixed her gaze on me, and a huge smile broke out. 

She was pretty. But it was a stranger’s face. 

“Who the hell are you?” was all I could say.    
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She looked at me. “Pardon?” she said. She sounded puzzled.

What was going on? “You’re not Becc,” I said. “Who are you?” 

“Are you messing me around?” she said. “Playing another one of your stupid jokes? Well, it’s not funny.”

“You’re not my wife,” I said it again, louder. What did she mean, another one of my jokes? That wasn’t me. I detested practical jokes, they were silly, demeaning and pointless. I think I started to shout, “Keep away from me. Get out of my house.”

“Andy, you’re scaring me,” she said. For a second, I saw fear in her eyes. Then, just like the person she should have been, the Becc steel kicked in. She stood up taller, planted her feet and crossed her arms. 

“Of course I’m Becc. Who do you think I am, then?” she said. “We've been together, in this house, for fifteen years. Surely you don't think I can suddenly become someone else.”

I felt like I was going mad, like everything I’d known was being turned upside down. Whoever she was, she had come to the right house. She even knew how long we had been together. I tried to stop my mind from racing and fought to remain calm. We faced each other across the kitchen table. Both of us were angry, neither willing to back down.

“You’re not my wife.” I said it again, as if the mere act of repeating it would somehow make her change back into the woman I knew and loved. “Becc, my Becc, has black hair. Short black hair, and her face is rounder than yours.” She looked annoyed. I was going to add that my Becc was prettier, at least I hadn’t gone there. 

“I’m sure you’re a really nice person, but you’re not her,” I added. “I've got a picture on my phone, I’ll show you. I need it anyway. I'm going to call the police.”

“Hang on a minute,” she said. “That’s a bit extreme. What are you going to tell the police?”

I was surprised by how calm she was. I was angry and scared, while she was relaxed. It must have something to do with her remark about practical jokes. Even though that wasn’t me.

“Think about it, Andy,” she said. “For a minute. You’re going to tell the police that someone who isn’t your wife is in the house you share. Even though she claims to be your wife, she has the keys to that house and has just driven you to it in the car you jointly pay finance on. A car that you recognised and got in. Not only that, she says she lives here and can prove it. She knows about you and your strange sense of humour. How stupid do you think that’s going to sound?”

I thought about it. She was probably right, but it didn’t stop me from feeling very uncomfortable. I knew that this wasn’t Becc, no matter what she said. What I couldn’t work out was why this was happening. She must have swapped places with my Becc in the coffee shop. What was her motive? We weren’t particularly well off, and neither of us worked in important or cash-rich jobs. This level of impersonation required a lot of effort, unlocking and driving our car, opening the door to our house with keys that she had. There must be some way of proving to her that I was right. I needed to call the coffee shop, see if they had found my Becc unconscious in the bathroom. Perhaps she was on the news reports? Ever more desperate thoughts jostled in my head.

“I’ll show you the photo anyway,” I said. I patted my pockets. “If I can only find my phone.” 

She was looking at me as if she knew everything about me. “Lost it again?” she asked, with more than a hint of sarcasm. “You’re always losing your phone.” 

I thought for a moment. It was true, I was always losing my phone. The real Becc would know that. She used to tease me about it. How did this person know? Then she revealed more of her knowledge of my life. 

“It’ll be where it always is when you think you’ve lost it,” she said, the sarcasm had been replaced by resignation. She was relaxed, in control, and that fact was the most chilling part about the last few minutes. 

“Look upstairs in the bedroom,” she suggested. “You’ll have left it by the bed when you got changed, like you always do. Go and get it. Show me the picture of you and someone from work who’s in on the joke, if it makes you happy. Shall I put the kettle on and make us a nice cup of tea? When you come back down, you can apologise for upsetting me. The joke’s over.”

Whoever she was, she’d done her homework. It felt like she was in control, whereas I was floundering around, trying to catch up. In a daze, I walked out of the kitchen and automatically turned left for the stairs. I had to keep reminding myself, these were my stairs, in my house. I went up slowly, looking at the carpet, daring it to be different. But everything was the same, even the chunk I’d knocked out of the bannister, where I had tried to move a chest of drawers between bedrooms and got it jammed. I’d repaired it hastily, but the damage still showed. It was on my list of jobs to fix it properly in the next week.  

On the landing, everything was in the same place, down to the books in the long bookcase that covered one wall. There was no doubt that this was my house. That meant she was the interloper. I just had to find a way of proving it. When I showed her the photos on my phone, of me and Dark-haired Becc, perhaps that would convince her that I wasn’t going mad. Unless…

I had a sudden thought; she had said that I was a practical joker, but I knew that I wasn’t. Perhaps she was the one playing a joke on me. Had she put a wig on in the coffee shop bathroom and was trying to freak me out? No, her face was different, that didn’t work. I was at home, she was the one who shouldn’t be here.

Holding that thought, I opened the door to the bedroom. I was relieved to find that everything in it was the same as it should be. The varnished wooden doors to the en-suite and the built-in wardrobes were opposite me. The walls were painted in lemon shades. There was a matching quilt and bed covers. Familiar cushions were arranged just so. My reflection gazed at me from the full-length mirror as I closed the door behind me.

Everything in the room was as it had been when I was here at lunchtime. My phone was where she had said it would be, on the bedside table. I had indeed left it here when I’d come home from work and got changed. Just like I had the habit of doing.

My gaze went to a picture in a frame on the bedside table. Blonde Becc and I squinted into the camera. It looked like a selfie, taken at the Taj Mahal. We were both smiling, our heads pressed close together.

That was the moment when I realised just what a mess I was in. You see, I had never been to the Taj Mahal. Not even with Dark-haired Becc. We’d talked about it but had never got around to going. At lunchtime, as it had been for several years, the picture in the frame had been one of me and Dark-haired Becc, taken on a beach in Greece. 

It was then that I knew for certain. It wasn’t Becc who was in the wrong place. 

It was me. 

A hundred new thoughts came crashing into my head, joining the ones already there. My relief at seeing the familiarity of my house vanished. If I wasn’t where I was supposed to be, then where was I? Had I somehow been transported to some sort of parallel universe? It was an explanation, even though the idea seemed more like science fiction. How could I be in some alternative world, where everything physical was the same, but my wife was different? What else could explain what was going on? But how had I got here? And how could I get back? When had I travelled? 

It must have been outside the coffee shop when I had been bumped by someone in the crowd. That was where things had all started to go wrong.

I picked up the phone. It looked the same as mine. I swiped the screen and was relieved when my PIN code unlocked it. Even though I was now sure it was a waste of time.

Behind me, I heard someone coming up the stairs.

I had to think of a plan, fast. Hoping the right Becc came through the door wasn’t going to cut it.

There was only one thing I could do.
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The door opened. Blonde Becc stood there. Was it concern or annoyance on her face? 

I put the phone down.

“Well?” she said. “Tea’s ready downstairs. Are you back to normal yet?”

I smiled at her. “OK, you win,” I muttered. 

Blonde Becc relaxed. “Good,” she said. “Mind you, that was one of your better ones. You sounded so convincing. I guess that you’re not going to show me a picture of you with some dark-haired woman now?”

I shook my head. “No.” I took her in my arms. “I never thought you’d fall for it,” I said. “Sorry.”

She leaned into me, relaxing in my arms. I kissed her neck, ran my hands over her back. It was eerie; she felt, smelled and tasted identical to my Becc, wherever she was. 

That made me realise something. If I were here, then where had the Andy who should have been here gone? Was he with my Becc? Was she even now trying to work out why I was acting weird? 

This was all getting far too complicated. I had no idea how to behave in this new version of my world. So far, quite a few things had been different. There was Becc, the picture by the bed and my history of practical jokes. But some things were the same. The layout and décor of the house, our car, the code to unlock my phone. 

What else was I going to discover? Was I stuck here forever, or would I suddenly find myself back where I should be?

To give myself more time to work out what was happening, I decided it would be best to go along with my new wife. All I had to do was keep the pretence up that I belonged here. 

How hard could that be?

“OK,” Becc said. “You’re forgiven. Let’s go and get that tea.”


Friday

Becc

 

I’m Becc Wilson, and I think I’m losing my mind. It all started when Andy and I were Christmas shopping last Friday. He left work at lunchtime and met me in town when I finished at three. We did some shopping and then went for a coffee before going home. And that was when it happened.  

I had a feeling that something had changed when I came out of the café, and Andy was nowhere to be seen. I’d been expecting to find him waiting for me. I’d told him to pay and go outside while I visited the bathroom. Other people wanted the table. I looked back through the window. Another couple were in the space, he wasn’t there.

There were lots of people in the street, all dressed to deal with the November weather, a mass of dark coats, hats and scarves. I looked around for him. Where had he wandered off to? That wasn’t like him. Some people might have said he was boring, but I would have described him as dependable. If he said that he’d do something, it happened. Perhaps he’d misunderstood me and had gone straight back to the car. At least I had a set of car keys; if he wasn’t there, I could wait in the warm until he turned up. I set off towards the alley that led to the car park.

“Gotcha,” someone screamed in my ear. I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Andy was laughing as he hugged me. “That wasn’t funny,” I said.

“Lighten up, Becc,” he said, as he backed away. “Where’s your sense of humour gone?”

“Never mind that,” I answered, my heart rate returning to normal. I’d spotted something. “Where’s the shopping?”

“You’ve got it,” he said, a puzzled look on his face. 

I showed him the bags I carried. “I’ve got these,” I said. “What about the rest of it? Have you left it in the café?”

“Well spotted,” he said. “There’s no fooling you. It’s OK. I’ve already put them in the car.”

So that was why he wasn’t where I’d assumed he would be. The car park was only around the corner. But I’d asked him to pay and wait for me outside.  

Why had he done something different? And what was the point in doing that? We had finished shopping and were going back to the car now. We’d only stopped for a coffee because I’d fallen in love with the festive cakes in the café and we weren’t eating till later. It wasn’t logical, or Andy’s normal behaviour.

“Right,” I said. It was pointless to stand in the cold arguing about it. “Let’s get home then.”

In the car, Andy was silent. I glanced across at him, he was gazing out of the window, as if fascinated by the lights. “Are you OK?” I asked. There was a pause. 

“Yeah, sorry,” he said. “I was thinking about work.”

“Can’t you forget about work for a few days?” I said.  

He was silent, staring out of the window at the lights of the town.
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Standing in our kitchen surrounded by shopping bags, it all started to get really weird. That was when I knew for certain that things weren’t quite right. We had got all the shopping in, although some of what Andy had bought wasn’t what he had said he would be getting. Not only that, I thought there were a couple of bags missing. The central heating was working flat out and the house felt warm and relaxing. A week’s holiday beckoned, we should have been headed to the airport to get some winter sun and recharge after a hectic few months. But money was tight, so we were staying home and redecorating instead. I pulled my coat off and removed my knitted hat.

Andy looked at me for a few seconds. “I like your hair like that,” he said. “It suits you.” Where had that come from? My black hair had been cut short for so long that Andy had stopped remarking about how it looked. “Thanks,” I said. “Why mention it now?”

He shrugged. “Can’t I compliment my wife? Are we still going to Drew and Millie’s for dinner?”

“She sent me a message earlier. We’re meeting them in the pub,” I said. “She didn’t feel like cooking, with them flying on holiday tomorrow.”

“Oh, yeah,” he nodded. “Where was it again?”

“India?” I said. What was up with him? We had been going with them, up to a short time ago. “They’re going to India while we spend the week decorating.”

“I knew that,” he said. “You’re not jealous at all, I can tell.”

I hugged him. Now that he had taken his coat off, he felt thinner. “Are you OK?” I asked. “You feel like you’ve lost weight.”

He hugged me back. “Since this morning? Maybe I’m working too hard. Race you to the shower.” He span away and headed for the stairs, laughing.

That was at least three things in quick succession. He was thinner than he had been, he always let me go first in the shower and he never, ever ran anywhere. Plus, it seemed like he’d forgotten that we had originally intended to go to India with Drew and Millie. Something was wrong with my Andy. I wondered if either of them would notice it.

When I made it to the bedroom, Andy was singing in the shower. That was something else for the list. And there was an empty shopping bag on the bed. Andy had bought something I didn’t know about. That must have been why he’d put everything in the car before we’d met. I stopped myself, I was getting paranoid. It was probably a Christmas present that he didn’t want me to see. He came out of the bathroom, wearing a towel, he was definitely thinner. I decided to ignore it. 

“My turn,” I said, squeezing past him. He made a grab for me. “Later,” I said.
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An hour later, the four of us sat in the pub. We’d walked down, hand in hand under lowering clouds. The street was in darkness. I was looking forward to putting our Christmas lights up. We were always the first in the street to do it, Andy hated doing it before December had started, but he did it anyway. Bless him.

When it had started to rain, we dashed the last few yards. Now, heavy rain lashed against the window as we chatted over drinks. Drew and Millie were our oldest friends. Andy had been at school with Drew. When I first met him, he had just started going out with Millie. I liked her straight away, but Andy wasn’t so keen. Her attitude annoyed him; he thought she was spoiled and had Drew wrapped around her finger. He called her the “posh bird”. 

She, in turn, mocked him for his lack of ambition. He said he was happy doing what he did. He told me that he was concerned for his friend, but I reckoned that, as Drew was obviously happy with her, he should leave it. Anyway, Drew seemed more than capable of looking after himself.

But not tonight, maybe Andy was just making an effort to talk to her? Perhaps it was another thing for the list, but they were actually getting on. He joined in the conversation, and they chatted without all their usual bickering. But I did notice one thing. Andy never said anything specific; he only spoke in generalities. It was like listening to a politician trying to get elected.  

“What’s happening with Andy?” Millie asked me, when the boys had gone to get more drinks and order food. “He’s not his usual abrasive self. And it looks like he’s lost a little weight. Have you said something to him?”

She’d seen it, too. I shook my head. “No. I’ve noticed a few strange things about him. He seems to have had a personality transplant since he left for work this morning. To be honest, I’m worried about it.” 

Her eyes widened as I quickly told her what had happened since I had come out of the café. “It sounds ridiculous, but it’s almost as if he had been swapped with someone else while I was in the bathroom.”

“Leave it with me,” Millie said. “I’ll see what I can find out. Don’t tell Drew, he’s just as likely to ask him straight out.”

Before I could ask her what she was going to do, we were interrupted by the return of Drew and Andy, with more drinks. I looked Andy up and down before he sat. Millie was right, his clothes did look looser. Before I could mention it, the conversation shifted to India.

“Are you excited?” asked Andy. When Drew said yes, Andy said something weird.

“You should be, it’s brilliant.” The way he said it suggested that he knew from experience, which was crazy.

“How would you know?” I asked. “You told me you’d never been before we got together. If work hadn’t had to cut back on overtime, we were going with them. You said it would be the trip of a lifetime.”

Andy looked flustered. “You know what I mean, it looks brilliant,” he said. “I’ve researched it online, ready for when we were going. I’m as disappointed as you are, Becc. I hope you have a fantastic time, I really do. And, I want to see lots of pictures.”

I had to leave it at that. It was just a turn of phrase. It was only when you took it with everything else that felt wrong, it all added up. Then the food arrived. Andy had got me a steak with my favourite, onion rings, so that was the same.

“How’s work, Andy?” Millie asked, as we ate. Of course, that was the usual flashpoint between them. I knew what she was up to. It would be interesting to see how he responded.

“It’s good,” he replied. “Of course, I can’t tell you the details, but I think we’re onto something really big.”

“What, in the local council planning department?” she said. I thought I saw him tense, just for a second. As if he’d said too much. “Yeah, well,” he smiled. “It’s important to me.”

He turned to me. “Is your steak alright?” he asked.

“Excellent, as always,” I said. “How’s yours?” He had ordered steak tonight, he often had fish, largely because he liked the mushy peas that came with it. I thought they were foul.

“I haven’t had a steak like this since, well, I can’t remember when,” he said.

“You had steak last week,” said Millie.

“Yeah, well, since then,” he said, as we all laughed. That was one more thing for the list.


[image: ]



The rain had stopped when last orders were called. The evening had gone quickly. After agreeing to meet Drew and Millie when they got back and wishing them a great holiday, we walked home, arm-in-arm. I did a little digging of my own. “You and Millie were getting on well,” I said. 

“Why not? I like her,” he replied.

Oh, yes. There was definitely something going on with my Andy. 

While Andy was in the bathroom, Millie sent me a long text. “There’s defo something weird, like Stepford weird,” she wrote. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say Andy was a slightly imperfect clone. Drew thought so, too. He said some of what Andy was talking about didn’t line up. There is one way to find out if he’s different…” There was a laughing emoji and a couple of others. “If you know what I mean.”

She’d put her finger on it. Despite my doubts, I couldn’t help liking this new version of my husband. The bigger question was, what could I do about whatever was making him act out of character? 

“Thanks,” I texted back. “I might have to try that. Stand by for all the details. Have a great holiday. XXX.”

I was poised for Andy to grab me when he got into bed. In a strange sort of way, I was looking forward to it. After Millie’s suggestion, I wanted to know if there was anything else about the way he behaved that was different. Instead of getting some action, he just lay there. Then I heard him start snoring.

That wasn’t happening to me. Andy, my Andy, didn’t snore. Nor did he ignore me and fall asleep. I dug my elbow into his ribs. To his credit, he woke up pretty quickly.


Andy

I could hear the woman I thought of as Blonde Becc rummaging around in her side of the built-in wardrobe. “It’s my turn first in the shower today,” she said. “Don’t forget we’re going out.” 

“Drew and Millie, a drink at the pub, then dinner at their place?” I said. That was what I had been expecting, before all this weirdness started. They were going on holiday tomorrow. We should have been going too. Finances being what they were, we had cancelled ours. But it looked like this Andy had already been to India, which was where my Drew and Millie had been headed. My head was starting to hurt with the effort of trying to work out what was real and what to say.

She nodded. “That’s right.” Wearing a towelling robe, her hair tied up, she headed for the en-suite and the door slammed. I heard the shower start.

It was weird. She might not have been my wife, but her shower routine was the same here. But were Drew and Millie the same? I unlocked my phone again. I needed to get up to speed on my new situation. What was stored on my phone seemed to be the logical place to start trying to get some clues about this life.

I scrolled through my phone, my contacts, then I skimmed the pictures. There were a lot of names I knew, but a few I didn’t. It looked from the pictures like I led a different life here. At least I recognised Drew and Millie from the list. I was just about to look at the news feed when Becc came out of the bathroom, in a set of green and gold lingerie. She looked incredible, thinner than my Becc, her body well-toned. I got up off the bed and she backed away. 

“Too late, buster,” she said. “I’ve done my make-up.” She dodged quickly into the walk-in wardrobe. I didn’t know what she was expecting; I was only going to get clean clothes from the drawer. It looked like that was another thing I needed to relearn.

While she dressed, I had a shower and put on clean jeans and a jumper, over a T-shirt. The person I was starting to think of as ‘other Andy’ was a size smaller than me and the clothes were a bit of a squeeze.

I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Millie. Why couldn’t I have had an easier introduction to my new life? Drew was OK, we had been at school together and had a relaxed, close friendship. Millie was hard work. I couldn’t take to her, she seemed to be overbearing and manipulative, with a healthy dose of superiority. She laughed about my job with the council, she said I was wasting my life and couldn’t get why I was contented with the way things were. For some reason, Becc liked her. 

That was the Millie and Drew I knew, these might be different. I could hardly ask Blonde Becc if I got on with them.

My best plan would be to keep quiet, say as little as possible and pick up on clues from everyone else before opening my mouth. I had no idea how different they might be.

We walked to the pub, it had stopped raining, and stars shone. We had only gone a few doors when I saw a large tabby cat, in a neighbour’s garden. Becc saw it too. “Look,” she said. “There’s Buster.” She called it over. It casually strolled towards us. Becc bent down to stroke its head. I knew Buster, except that he was white, with a ginger patch on his face. 

He seemed friendly enough, he was arching his back and rubbing around Becc’s legs as she stroked him. I leaned over to join in. The cat hissed, arched his back and tried to bite me. Becc thought it was hilarious. “He’s gone off you,” she said, between her giggles. Did the cat sense that I didn’t belong here? There were more Christmas lights in the houses. The pub was decorated, but I kept quiet about how I hated it when Christmas started before December.

The pub was busy inside. Drew and Millie had got there before us and grabbed a table. As we walked towards them, they looked similar to the people I knew, with a couple of minor differences. Millie, still slight and very pretty, got up and hugged Becc. Her hair had got longer and darker, and there were no glasses. She looked at me, “Hi, Andy,” she said.

“Hey, Mills,” I replied, without thinking. My Millie was always called Mills. She looked at me, then there was that awkward moment, where I didn’t know whether to hug her or not. Drew saved me.

“Alright, buddy,” he said, standing up and giving me a bear hug. It certainly seemed to be the same Drew, this was his usual greeting. He had regrown his beard.

“You’ve put on weight,” he said, as we pulled away.

“Maybe a little,” I said. I looked at him, he was grinning. 

“Well, it can’t be my cooking,” added Becc. We all laughed. My Becc was an excellent cook, maybe this one wasn’t so good? 

Drew and I went to the bar. “Mills alright?” I asked him, as he ordered drinks for himself and Millie. I glanced around, trying not to be too obvious. The layout was the same, the décor different. There was no screen in the corner, and the games machines seemed to have vanished. It was just full of people, eating, drinking and chatting.

“Yeah,” he said. “She’s looking forward to seeing you, as usual. She loves your discussions about what you get up to at work.”

That sounded ominous. I got a terrible feeling in my stomach. I didn’t have the first idea about what I did here. I was a planning officer for the council in my reality, and all Millie ever did was mock it. What did I do here that she found so interesting?

I ordered a glass of red wine for Becc and looked at the selection of beers. None of them was familiar to me. I just doubled up on what Drew was drinking.

“Trying the Hogs Breath again, are you?” he said, with a laugh. “After you blamed it for your headache last time.”

“Maybe it was the end of a barrel,” I said. “I thought I’d give it another go.”

“Fair enough,” said Drew. “You can get the first round in, with the extortionate wages you get from your government job.”

That was the sort of thing my Drew would have said. It sounded like I might do the same sort of thing here. As I got my wallet out to pay for the drinks, I had a sudden panic, would my cards work here? Should I pay cash? Were the notes the same? It was all very confusing. 

“What are you doing?” Drew asked.

“Paying,” I said. What had I done now?

“You told me you weren’t using cards anymore,” he said. “You said that it was all on your phone. Apparently, it was the future.”

Was it? Had Drew just unwittingly saved me from embarrassment when my cards didn’t work, or my cash was exposed as fake? I pulled my phone out and found the banking app. Holding my breath, I waved it at the machine. There was a pause, then it bleeped. I almost fell over as I saw the balance on the screen. Whatever Andy did here, he wasn’t short of money. Then I saw what the drinks had cost me. Maybe he wasn’t so well off after all.

We took the drinks back. “Why have you got me red wine?” asked Becc.

“You like it,” I said. Had I made another mistake?

“Oh, yeah, right,” she smiled. “Good thinking. We’re staying here to eat. Millie’s not cooking.”

“I couldn’t be bothered,” she said. “Early start.”

“Any excuse,” said Becc. 

“I’m relieved,” added Drew.

Millie went red, punched Drew on the shoulder and we all laughed again.

“What do you fancy, Becc?” I asked. “Steak?”

“Steak,” said Drew. “And you reckon you can’t afford to go to India?”

I hadn’t looked at the prices on the menu, it was just a habit. My Becc liked her steak, with onion rings. It must be different here. She saved me, again. “We decided to have something special,” she said, “to make up for it. Steak would be great, no onion rings though. Unless you want mine, I know you like them.”

I was just pondering how she knew that when Millie dropped the bomb.

“Did you hear what happened in town this afternoon?” she asked. “It was all over the local news before we came out.”

“What was that?” asked Becc.

“There was a murder, in Moulton Street car park,” Drew said.

That was where our car had been parked. It must have been why the ambulance was there. Except for one thing. I was just about to correct him on the name, it was Bolton Street. I stopped myself as I realised that was another difference.

Millie punched him on the shoulder again. “Shut up, Drew. I’m telling this,” she said. 

“It’s abuse,” said Drew. “She’s always doing that.”

“Man up,” I said. It seemed like the right thing to say. It must have been, because Drew grinned.

“That’s terrible,” said Becc. “Things like that never happen around here. Who was it?”

“We were there, it must have been just after,” I added. “I heard the ambulance arrive while I was waiting for Becc outside the coffee shop. We saw it in the car park when we were walking back to our car.”

“I never noticed,” said Becc. “And we didn’t watch the news tonight.” I wondered if she would mention that it was because we were arguing. “What do you know about it, Mills?”

“It was awful,” said Millie. “Apparently, a man was stabbed.” She shuddered. “Right in front of everyone doing their shopping. His name was Henryk Tavy. According to the news, he was some kind of research scientist.”

I tried to keep my face blank, but inside I was screaming. I was sure that one of the contacts on my new phone was called Henryk. I’d noticed it because it was an unusual name and I didn’t recognise it.

“What about the person who did it?” asked Becc.

“He just vanished,” she said. A couple of witnesses said they thought he ran into an alley, towards the shops. But there were so many people about, they soon lost sight of him. The police don’t know who it was. Apparently, they have no idea about the possible motive, either.”

“Maybe it was a mugging gone wrong?” said Drew.

“Whatever it was, that’s awful,” said Becc. “Poor man.” She must have felt my body stiffen, next to hers. She looked at me, “What’s up, Andy? You’ve gone pale.”

“I can’t believe we were there,” I said. “We walked up that alley from the café to the car park. And just before, while I was waiting for you, someone bumped into me, outside the coffee shop.”

“And you reckon it was the murderer, running away?” said Drew. “Talk about wanting to get involved. You haven’t learned from what happened last time you were involved with the police.”

“I know,” I said, while not having a clue what he was talking about. “I’d make a lousy witness, I’d be joining up all the wrong dots, saying what I thought instead of what I saw.” What did he mean? What had happened, ‘last time’? How could I find out?

Drew drained his glass. “Never mind the maudlin talk,” he said. “Shall we get another pint and order?”

“In a moment,” I said. “Was there anything else?” 

She shook her head. “Just a request for witnesses. They said inquiries were progressing.”

“Enough,” said Becc. “I’m starving.”

We got more drinks and ordered food. While we waited, the other three were talking, but I couldn’t concentrate. The name Henryk went over and over in my mind. I had to look at my phone. If I’d been right and Henryk Tavy was a contact, I wanted to see if there was anything about him in my call history or if I’d had any text messages from him. Surely it couldn’t be the same man? I excused myself and went to the gents.

In the privacy of a cubicle, I looked at my phone. I had been right, there was a Henryk T there, and according to my call history, we’d spoken almost every day. There was even a chain of text messages from him. The last one was timed at about half an hour before Becc had come out of the coffee shop. 

“STOP,” was all it said. 

What was I going to do now? Would the police come around to question me? Once they had looked at his phone and seen that, they were bound to. At least I had an alibi. I had been with Becc. Would that be enough? She’d only left me for
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