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YOU GOT MAIL




 

 

 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Listen you tight-fisted pea-brained grouse-shooting tweedy twat, you may own half the fucking countryside but you don’t own me. You think I like hounding you? You think this is fun for me? But if you think I’m just going to lie back and let you screw me over like you no doubt screw over everyone who comes into your entitled orbit of damp lolling spaniels, vintage Land Rovers and Eton-induced PTSD then you’ve got another think coming. 

DO THE RIGHT THING FOR ONCE IN YOUR BADGER-BAITING FOX-SLAUGHTERING LIFE.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Hi. 

You might want to double-check the recipient address. Far as I know, I’ve never owned a Land Rover & have definitely never been to Eton (don’t have the right equipment). Or is this a fiendishly creative scam & you’re using my response to embed malware? If so, you got me. Enjoy! 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Gawd. I’m so bloody sorry. Using a new account and mis-copied the address. Angry fingers. Thanks for replying and letting me know. Sorry you had to read that, whoever you are. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

TBH almost didn’t reply, but that was some impressive Malcolm Tucker-grade cursing you did there, & I was intrigued. Did the intended recipient kill your cat or something?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Worse. Didn’t pay me for work owed. That’s the toned-down version believe it or not. Took out all the ‘C’ words at the last minute. There were a lot of those. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

What kind of work? You don’t have to answer obvs, I’m killing time. Don’t usually strike up conversations with complete strangers I swear! 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

You deserve an answer – I did unintentionally call you a twat. I’m a freelance editor and my tweedy arse of a client commissioned me to edit his novel. Ended up rewriting the thing, pretty much from scratch. Sent it to him 2 months ago. No feedback. No payment. Nada. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Very sorry to hear that. What was the novel about? The Girl in the Grouse Shoot? 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

HA! Close! You really want to know?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Sure. You’ll be saving me from the perils of online shopping. I’ve already bought a duvet cover with David Bowie’s face on it that I don’t need. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

You can never have too much Bowie. I’d sleep under him and I’m as straight as they come. Crime novel. Not a bad plot. The remains of a body are unearthed on a country estate. Turns out to be a violent hunt saboteur who went missing in the 80s. Narrated by a landowner who may or may not have killed him …

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Well don’t keep me in suspense. DID he kill him?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Yeah. Accidentally on purpose. Like you do when you have guns to hand and the underclass try to mess with your blood sports. Supposed to be morally ambiguous but not sure I pulled that off. Hard to get a reader to root for a main character whose idea of a good time is killing baby animals.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Is it autobiographical? If so, you might want to tone down that message …

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Wouldn’t put it past him. Nah. That’s not fair. Said he didn’t do that kind of thing anymore. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

What kind of thing? Hunting or murder?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Both (I hope). Thing is, despite the tweedy twatness, I quite liked him when we met. Old bugger, generous with the booze, lives in one of those crumbling stately homes straight out of a period drama about emotionally stunted aristocrats. Said he wanted to write a novel before he died but ‘didn’t have the time’. They always say that. Worked my arse off on his manuscript, sent it to him and apart from a ‘thanks, will read asap’ haven’t heard a word. 

But you don’t want to hear all this. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

I share your pain. Non-Paying Clients from Hell are the freelancers’ curse. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Spoken like a fellow sufferer. What field are you in?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

If I told you that, I’d have to kill you. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

You’d be doing me a favour the way things are going. If you’re an assassin I might commission you. Only … can I pay you in instalments?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Ha ha. Nothing that exciting. I’m in fashion. Kind of. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Kind of? Tell me more. Just so you know, my idea of fashion is trousers that aren’t covered in dog hair. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

I’m more of a glorified seamstress. Have a small business repurposing wedding dresses.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

What do you repurpose them into? Shrouds? Doilies? 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Sorry. That was rude. I’m a dick. It sounds cool. And e-friendly. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Feel free to take the piss! I do it all the time. Hmm. Shrouds. Hadn’t thought of that. Could start a new line: ‘Till death us do part’. 

I repurpose them into whatever the client wants. ‘Give the most expensive dress you ever bought a new lease of life’ kind of thing. Get a lot of divorcees actually. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Aha. A ‘fuck you ex-husband/wife’ dress?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Exactly. Waiting for a client to pitch for a fitting right now. She’s a bit of a pain in the arse TBH, which is why I was self-medicating with Bowie merchandise. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Tell me more. Misery loves company.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

She can’t make up her mind. Been back 3 times. ‘I’ve been thinking, can it be asymmetrical? With a peplum? With a jacket maybe? Can we do it in black? No, scratch that, peach?’

Listen to me, whingeing to a stranger. I sound like a total cow. She’s got every right to be fussy. She’s the one paying.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

It’s easier to whinge to a stranger and you’ve already listened to me going on about my own shitty client. Hold on. BRB. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Sorry had to let the dog out. When she needs to go she needs to go. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

What type?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

A shit I think.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

V funny. What type of dog!!!

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Mongrel. Like her owner. Let me know if you need me to write Ms Peach a strongly worded e-mail. I’ll even throw in a few ‘C’ words for free. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

And I can help you out by badly altering your client’s tweedy suits. 

We could be a low-rent version of Strangers on a Train!

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Strangers on a Train? 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

The novel? You MUST know it! Movie as well. 2 strangers meet & then decide to kill each other’s enemies or whatever. Patricia Highsmith. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

AH – I know it as Crossed Lines. Must have read the US version. Sometimes they change the titles. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

You’re in the US?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Nah. Way more glamorous. Leeds. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

OK the client’s just texted & is on her way. Let me know how it goes with Tweedy Twat, stranger. I have to know how it ends. Also, not for me to say but might be best if you did tone down that message. Never show them that they’ve got to you. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

You’re right. You did me a favour by intercepting it. And let me know how it goes with Ms Peach. 

Shouldn’t we introduce ourselves?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

I’m Bee. You’re NB.

Strangers on the Interwebs. That way if we ever need each other we’ll have plausible deniability [image: sad face emoji]

She’s here! Wish me luck. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Subject: What the HELL is wrong with you?

Ok Bee. And thank you. You pulled me out of a dark place today. You really did. 




BEE

It’s astounding how many red flags there were, right from the start. Strangers on a Train was just the first of many. Would things have been different if we’d been less complacent and picked up on them? Maybe. Maybe that would have simply fast-tracked us into the craziness to come. Maybe one of us would have assumed the other was delusional and walked away. Then there’s this: I still don’t know what made me check that old Gmail account that day. I hadn’t used it for weeks. And who answers random e-mails from strangers? (Idiots, that’s who.) 

NB was the one who got back in touch first (<how did it go with Ms Peach? She asked you to make her a leopard-print cat suit yet? Please say yes>), but I was the one who instigated the next step, nudging us from being little more than strangers swapping silly banter into something deeper. It wasn’t intentional. At that stage, I wasn’t daydreaming about moving to Leeds, reading the Sunday papers in bed and going for long walks on the moors (or wherever people walk in Leeds). But right from the start, there was no doubt that NB and I had a good thing going: an instant ease between us, a lack of judgement that was both fun and freeing, and an unspoken pact to avoid thorny topics or anything too personal – no relationship or sex stuff. Which I suppose makes it ironic that the seeds of the next step were planted while I was on a date with another virtual stranger. I did a fair bit of that back then, rarely going further than a one-night hook-up. My best mate Leila said I was addicted to the roulette wheel of the dating app, the thrill of discovering if it would land on Oh Hell No, Maybe, or Shag. ‘Classic commitment-phobic behaviour,’ she’d say whenever she found out that I’d swiped right again. ‘Using mindless sex with strangers to fill a hole’ (Leila never missed an opportunity for a double entendre. She was also right about me). 

The date (‘Matt 36’) had suggested we meet in one of those new hedge-funded bistros in White City, a choice of venue that should have set alarm bells ringing the second the text came through. Faux animal heads on the walls, vintage oils customised with spray paint, leather-clad booths designed with Instagram rather than comfort in mind, and staff dripping with ironic tattoos and smugness. We hadn’t texted much beforehand – I’d been swamped with work; he said he hated online correspondence – so apart from the fact that he had crap taste in restaurants, I knew little about him. His profile pics had all the hallmarks of being professionally shot, and his three-line bio was as non-committal as they get: Strong. Silent. Secure in myself. Not that I was anyone to judge. My profile – Funked up. Have soul. Bring snacks – was both shite and trite, and I only used it because it made Leila crack up.

I’d arrived early, hair still damp from the shower, and picked out a booth that gave me a clear view of the entrance. Despite the nervousness I always felt whenever I dipped a toe in Tinder’s foetid waters, I was in an upbeat mood that evening. I’d delivered Ms Peach’s dress the day before (yes, in peach, and yes, asymmetrical, a nightmare to seam), and she’d shared pics of her wearing it on a girls’ night out (#transformation). She looked happy – triumphant, almost. For her the dress was a symbol that she’d left behind a marriage that had run its course, and it made all the hoops I’d jumped through worth it (and yes, I did feel guilty for whingeing about her). I considered forwarding the link to NB, but as she’d name-checked me, it would be the work of seconds for him to find out exactly who I was, and I was reluctant to mess with our Strangers on the Internet shtick. 

Matt 36 was only five minutes late, arriving as I was midway through my second ‘chocalottini’. On first impression, he was a definite Maybe: a faint trace of a Geordie accent; resembled his profile pics to a surprising degree, ordered a JD on the rocks so wasn’t a health freak. It went downhill from there. After a polite laugh when I joked about the grimacing elephant head stuck above the bar, he launched into a monologue about the drop in London’s property prices; kept ricocheting back to the subject. Rationalising that the babble was a sign that he was as nervous as I was didn’t help – that would mean two-thirds of his bio was bullshit. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I laughed as I sneaked a glimpse at it under the table. Another e-mail from NB: <SO. Would you rather be a reverse centaur or a reverse mermaid?> We’d been trading childish ‘would you rather’ silliness all day.

Matt 36 paused, mid-stream. ‘Did I say something funny?’

‘No. I’m sorry. Just nervous. I don’t do this very often.’ 

He let the lie pass, smiled and slung an arm across the back of the booth’s slippery skin. ‘Me neither. You said you’re a designer?’ I’d downplayed the success of my business to NB – no one likes a show-off – and to be fair, I still couldn’t believe how well it was doing. ‘For Frock’s Sake’ (a drunkenly conceived name) had started when I’d revamped Leila’s wedding dress as a birthday gift, more for a laugh than anything else. She’d splashed it all over Instagram, and almost overnight, requests and commissions had flooded in. It had grown to the point where I had a six-month waiting list, allowing me to quit my soul-destroying gig designing sportswear for a fast-fashion outlet. To his credit, Matt 36 listened to this potted history without letting his eyes glaze over, and then asked about my clients. 

‘I think my favourite were the couple who wanted their wedding suits turned into cushions.’ I’d thought that commission was charming and witty, and when I’d told NB about it, he had too (<but hope you took the pins out>).

Matt 36 just looked confused. ‘Cushions? Seriously?’

And with that, he went from a weak Maybe to a Hell No. If the waiter hadn’t chosen that moment to glide up, brandishing menus, I would have called it a night right then. But there was nothing back at the flat: I’d forgotten to put the Tesco order in again, and the delicious odours wafting out of the kitchen almost made up for the crap décor. I went for the poutine, and Matt 36 chose the same. When the waiter was out of earshot he leaned across the table and admitted that he didn’t actually know what poutine was, which made me soften a little towards him.

‘It’s basically a big pile of chips, gravy and cheese. All the good things.’ I only knew what it was because I’d seen it on MasterChef.

He laughed, genuinely this time. 

My phone trembled again, and I excused myself and made for the ladies’ room. The mirrors were shaped like eyes and the poor lighting made it impossible to tell if I’d reached the part of the evening where my mascara would defect to my cheeks. 

<Sorry NB. Can’t really talk> I thought for a second, then added: <On a date> It was crossing the ‘nothing personal’ line we’d adopted, but hey-ho, blame it on the booze.

For once he didn’t respond immediately. A minute passed. Then another. I was considering sending another message, something jokey this time, when in came: <Ok. Catch you later maybe. Have fun!>

I was reluctant to let him go, especially considering what was waiting for me back in the restaurant. <Actually do have a few minutes to chat if you like?>

<Won’t your date mind?>

<I’m in the toilets> 

<Hiding out? Or doing coke?>

<Coke with a capital ‘C’ is more my style. Just taking a break> 

<Doesn’t sound promising …>

<Had worse> 

<Got his own teeth?>

<Think so. Well, he paid for them anyway> 

<What does he do?>

Mr Secure-ish had told me, but I couldn’t remember. <Dunno. Something corporate maybe? Wears a suit, has a fancy satchel-type bag [image: sad face emoji]>

<A fancy satchel, eh? Maybe he’s a very old-looking schoolboy. Or a postman. Or both>

<Ha ha. A very stylish schoolboy/postman> 

<Not your type?>

<Don’t have one>

<Everyone has a type>

<I don’t. I’m an equal opportunities dater>

<Ah. Broadminded>

I tapped in: <That’s a nice way of saying desperate> then deleted it. <Let’s just say I’m not that picky>

<Really? So there’s hope for all the single neo-Nazis who run puppy mills then?>

<Depends. Do I get a free puppy?>

<No, but think of the perks. Rallies, marches, Macklemore haircuts, hanging around with large groups of bare-chested men, nights in police cells …>

<Mmm sexy. OK, so: no Nazis, neo or otherwise, property developers, vivisectionists, homeopaths, cult members, Tories, SUV owners, climate-change deniers, golfers, swingers, hedge fund managers> And then I added: <And no married men> 

That was his opening to write back: ‘That counts me out then!’, but all I received was: <good call>. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to ask him if he was married, engaged, seeing someone, but something held me back. Honestly? At that stage, I didn’t want to know. If he were in a relationship, he’d recently spent far too much time bantering with a strange woman, which, while not cheating exactly, wouldn’t have sat right with me. 

<How did you and Satchel Man meet?>

I considered fudging the truth, but why should I? It wasn’t as if I was doing anything shameful. <Tinder>

<?????>

<The dating app?>

<Never heard of it. Sad old git out of the loop>

Another red flag: who hasn’t heard of Tinder? But I let it go. Like I let all of them go until it was too late. <how old of a git? You don’t have to tell me of course. I’m prying …>

<Approx 315 in dog years. On the cusp of a mid-life crisis. Or euthanasia> 

<Dog years. Divide by 7, right?> I did the maths – of course I did. If he was being truthful, he was mid-forties or thereabouts. Acceptable. 

<Not always. It can vary if you’ve been neutered or have a pedigree. You?>

<273 years young. No pedigree though. Better get back. He’ll think I’ve done a runner> 

<Good luck. Keep me posted> 

Back in the restaurant, my food was waiting for me. Satchel Man hadn’t started eating, seemingly disturbed by the tower of carbs on his plate. I dug in, too hungry to be self-conscious. 

He eyed me patronisingly. ‘I like a woman who eats.’ 

‘Everyone eats.’

‘My ex didn’t.’

I sighed inwardly. Still, a bad relationship story was more exciting than the property market, safer than religion or politics, and he didn’t need any encouragement to spill the details, which came out with a hefty side order of bitterness. A six-year relationship, no kids, drifted apart, issues with trust, ended badly. They were selling the flat in Brixton, which explained his obsession with property prices. 

As I ate and he talked, I kept being drawn to my phone like the worst kind of social media addict. Keep me posted. ‘What did you say you do again?’ I asked, when he paused for breath.

‘Actuary.’

I stealthily tapped in: <Found out what he does. He’s in MI5. Black ops>

<Licensed to carry a ridiculous bag?>

If Satchel Man noticed I was cheating on him with my phone, he didn’t seem to care. He pushed his plate away and waved for the bill. ‘Are we going to split this, or …?’

‘Or what? Course we’re going to split this.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind paying if we’re going to fuck.’

I laughed, assuming he was joking. ‘Deal. As long as you throw in dessert.’

‘Really?’

‘No. We’re not going to do that.’

He leaned in close, invading my space. His breath was sour. ‘Should have known you’d be a time-wasting bitch. And some advice for you. If you’re going to keep doing this, best get down to hunting weight, yeah?’

He hadn’t raised his voice, but the vicious undercurrent stole my breath as effectively as if he’d punched me in the gut. With a smirk, he got up and left, leaving me with the bill. My hands shook as I swiped the card, so much so that even the self-involved waiter asked if I was okay. Was I? Nowhere close. So far, I’d managed to avoid the usual dating horror stories, stupidly thought I had it taped. 

On the way home I took a medicinal detour into a Tesco Metro for Pringles, and by the time I reached my street, my tongue was burning from too much salt. I’d left a light on, but not even Clarice’s silhouette at the front window comforted me. I showered, then made for the kitchen table, the nucleus of my makeshift studio, where my latest commission, a nineties number, was waiting to be French seamed. Work was my go-to – you can’t wallow when you’re in workaholism mode – but my heart wasn’t in it. The terraces opposite, most of which were unloved Airbnb lets or investment properties, were uniformly dark as usual, and the abandoned, apocalyptic feel didn’t help my mood. 

I edged my chair closer to Clarice, who stood out stolidly next to her more practical, adjustable dress-form sisters. When Nate lived here, he’d insisted I relegate her to the basement storage unit (‘she creeps me out’), and the first thing I did when he left was wheel her into the front room. Once upon a time, Clarice had belonged to my mum, and she’d been in my life for as long as I could remember – a headless muse made of wood and plastic. 

It was too late to message NB, but I did it anyway, thinking he’d see it in the morning. <sorry I disappeared>

He responded immediately, making me jump. <No problem. How did it go?>

Just been verbally abused by an arsehole, how’s you? <Non-starter. He was a dick> 

<Sorry to hear that. You ok?>

No. To nix the threat of tears, I changed the subject. <Can’t sleep?>

<Insomnia>

<Me too>

<Why does time move slower this late at night?> 

It’s impossible to accurately gauge someone’s tone from a one-line message, but I sensed we were creeping into more serious territory than our usual flippancy. Now could be an opening to dig a little. Where is this going? Why are you talking to a strange woman at this time of night? Instead, I wrote: <Do you ever get lonely?> Thought for a second, then pressed send. 

<Yes> No hesitation, no ‘that’s a strange question’. <You?>

By anyone’s standards I was fortunate and privileged: a career I loved, no health issues, no serious addictions (unless you count takeaway tandoori and Tinder), a best friend who loved and supported me. But. But. No matter how many times I told myself I didn’t want or need anything more serious than an occasional shag, the spectre of growing old alone, dying alone (eaten by cats, maybe – or worse) grew closer every year. I’d tried to articulate this fear to Leila, but she didn’t fully get it. How could she? Leila had two-year-old twins, envied my freedom, and while her husband Lev could be a pain in the arse at times, he was always there. As if to stick the knife in, a thunk came from the flat above, followed by the faint sounds of piano music. My landlords, Magda and Jonas, up late again. 

I saw them every morning, walking arm in arm past the window, en route to the shop. Jonas had early-onset Alzheimer’s, and I sat with him whenever Magda had to run an errand. Jonas was no trouble, mainly stayed put in his armchair, humming to himself. Their flat was stuffed with musical instruments, old books, art and photographs: the detritus of a rich, shared life. Sure, occasionally the sound of raised voices and odd noises would float down from their flat (most notably on Thursday nights, for some reason), but despite the strain, Magda’s devotion to him had never dimmed; you could see it in her eyes. Deep down, that’s what I secretly wanted: a Magda. Someone who’d stand by me when my mind and body crumbled. A soulmate, although that wasn’t a concept I bought into (or I told myself I didn’t). 

The phone trembled: <You still there?>

<Yes> And by the way, what’s your real name? Who are you, really? What do you want out of life? What do you want from me? And then there was the biggest, dumbest question of all, which I tapped in and sent because I was still half-pissed and pissed off with myself for being so pathetic: <Are you happy?>

A minute went by, then another. Then: <My life’s fucked. I feel like I’m living with a stranger. I’m looking down the barrel of another 30 years of penury. Does that answer your question?>

No throwaway humour. No self-deprecating jibes. No sarcasm. A rush of exhilaration – now we’re getting somewhere! – swiftly sobered by dismay: He’s married?




NICK

Are you happy?

It didn’t occur to me to lie or respond with the kind of nothing answer we all trot out when we’re asked this sort of inane question, knowing deep down that the other person doesn’t give a shit. They don’t really want to hear about your bursitis, your elderly parents who are losing it, or that your dog is on its last legs. And I didn’t come clean because I’d been nipping at the booze that night and my guard was down. Nope, I wanted to confess, wanted to lance the boil of self-disgust. The boil of self-disgust. Christ. And that, if further proof were needed, is why I won’t be winning any book awards any time soon. 

The morning after I lanced the boil, spilled my guts or whatever shitty metaphor suits, I woke stiff-necked on the couch, feeling both lighter and heavier: lighter because I’d finally admitted to myself (and someone else) that I was a failure. Heavier because I’d finally admitted to myself (and someone else) that I was a failure. Poll had draped a blanket over me, presumably when she got up for work, and there was something both caring and passive-aggressive about the gesture. Rosie white-eyed me from her basket, furious that my selfishness had thrown her morning routine out of whack. In the usual course of events, she and I stuck to a schedule honed for maximum time-filling:

1)	6.30 a.m.: Get up. Make Poll a cup of tea. Let Rosie out. Pretend to be awake and chirpy.

2)	7.30 a.m.: Back to bed for a sneaky hour after Poll leaves for work. 

3)	8.30 a.m.: Up. Caffeine injection. 45 mins of morning telly. (You know you’re in trouble when you find yourself watching Baby Animal Rescue Squad in your pants and having a little weep.) 

4)	Washing on. Quick hoover if necessary. 

5)	Empty the dishwasher, sound-tracked by Radio 1, just to feel young again. 

6)	Make the day’s roll-ups, sound-tracked by the World Service, just to feel smarter.

7)	Out with Rosie for her morning walk/ablution. 

As it was past eleven, I decided to skip steps 1–6 and go straight to the dog ablution chore. As I dragged on the closest jacket to hand, the phone on the coffee table seemed to eye me as balefully as the dog. Remorse flooded in, extinguishing the confessional lightness. What have you done, Nick? Thankfully, the battery had run down, saving me from the horror of revisiting the self-pitying shite I’d bored Bee with during the wee hours. What had started as a game, a challenge to see if I could make a stranger laugh, had taken over to the extent that I spent hours crafting ‘witty’ things to say to her. Bee saw something in me. She got my sense of humour. Didn’t mind – liked, in fact – when it got too dark. I couldn’t lose that on top of everything else. 

Leaving the phone attached to its umbilical cord, I clipped on Rosie’s lead and headed out. The sky was the colour of sludge, but even that was enough to spike my hungover eyes. We took the usual route: through the new estate at the end of our street (orange fake-brick insulation, leased electric cars attached to their own – mostly illegal – umbilicals); around the balding park (aptly nicknamed ‘Dog Shit Meadow’), past the Stop n Shop and a circle back to Dreadnought Street. Rosie wasn’t ready to let me off the hook. While I followed in her wake like a servile shite collector, she toyed with me, sniffing the kerb, acting as if she was just about to go, then slyly trotting on. It was pointless getting impatient. Rosie was a dog pensioner and knew her own mind. Bought as a puppy from a rescue organisation for Dylan, just after Poll asked me to move in, she was supposed to be my way into his affections: The bad news is that Mummy has a new boyfriend. The good news is: we got you a dog. Only the dog had glommed onto me for some reason. Over the years – ‘The Dreadnought Years’, I’d call them if I ever wrote a memoir (which I won’t, don’t worry) – we’d become allies of sorts. 

As we shuffled along, I composed missives to Bee in my head. Sorry for being such a self-indulgent loser arsehole. You didn’t need to hear all of that. Sorry, sorry, sorry. At least I was good at failing. At that I excelled:

1)	Failed writer: one published novel, what they used to call dick-lit back in the day. Written in my twenties, it was your typical semi-autobiographical, trying-too-hard-to-be-amusing load of wank. One reviewer summed it up as ‘smug, self-important and swarming with smarm’. Those words are branded on whatever part of the brain makes you wake up at one a.m. going ‘fuuuuuuck,’ and punched the ambition, the desire to write, right out of me. Years back, in my second year of teaching English at an A Level college, I’d spied a couple of kids sniggering over it, reading the sex scenes aloud. There were a lot of those. Poll read it of course (‘it’s diverting’ was the best she could manage), but I’d kept it away from Dylan. Didn’t want him to judge me any more than he already did. 

2)	Failed teacher: I was all right with the kids – knew how to keep their attention, make them laugh, even enjoyed the job – but didn’t have the patience to deal with the bureaucracy. That career ended when I told a school inspector to get fucked during assessment week. 

3)	Failed breadwinner: the odd bit of tutoring that drove me to drink. A stint as an assistant manager at a Blue Bay Coffee franchise (a short stint – I let the staff get away with murder). And now a sinking freelance career editing self-published novels. In the last month, I’d brought in the grand sum of four hundred smackers.

4)	Failed husband. Nuff said. 

5)	Okay-ish stepdad, but that wasn’t my call to make. Dylan would have his own views on that.

6)	Good dog owner. But that wasn’t much of an achievement, was it? All you have to do is not kick the buggers.

All of that should have chased Bee away. Maybe it had. Who wants a middle-aged loser? Fifty waved at me with its age-spotted hands, inviting me to join it in another decade of being sub-par. Which was why Tweedy Twat’s silence burned, as for some reason his project had reignited a spark doused by my early failure. Shamefully, a part of me, a small part of me, had wanted to please the posh bastard. Doffing my cap, impressed, yeah, bloody impressed, by the miasma of old money. I’d asked Poll to read it, but she was too knackered to do anything except flump in front of a mindless cooking show after a day of teaching stroppy teens. I’d slaved over it, weeding out mistakes, rewriting the sentences that went on forever, turning that mess – that piece of garbage, which, admittedly, had a good spine – into something readable. And the formatting. The bloody formatting … When I’d pressed ‘Send’, I’d cried. Fucking cried. I hadn’t told Bee that part. 

Nor, thank Christ, had I given into the temptation of going into too much detail about my failing marriage. I had enough loyalty to Poll to refrain from doing that. Except, of course, for the ‘living with a stranger’ shocker. And really, was that even true? She was still the same Poll. I was the stranger. A stranger on the brink of an emotional affair. Which didn’t elicit the level of guilt it deserved, pathetically because the novelty of anyone, even a stranger, enjoying my company trumped everything else. Early on, Poll and I had had the cheating conversation, smugly curled in bed, knowing it would never happen: If you ever want to do it, Nick, I don’t want to know.

I crossed the road to avoid a woman who was being dragged along by an overenthusiastic Staffordshire terrier, and tried to shut out the black thoughts. Rosie finally deposited her prize, naturally choosing someone’s pristine driveway. Bend, knee pop, scoop. Sometimes I found myself swinging the poop bag like it was a Prada handbag: look everyone! That dog shite you see peppering the pavement? It’s not me. I’m a responsible dog owner. 

On to the home stretch. The second we reached her gate, my neighbour Lily darted out of her front door, proffering a custard cream. Rosie knew the drill: a tail-wag, a lifting of a paw, the gentle taking of the biscuit. 

‘I suppose you’ll be wanting tea,’ Lily said to me grudgingly, like I was doing her a favour. Which we both knew I was. Sometimes I doubled-back to avoid her, but apart from the health visitor and me and Rosie, Lily didn’t have anyone else. I did her shopping for her too, which makes me sound like a saint, but really, it was just another excuse to kill time. Lily’s tastes ran to the food of her childhood – wet walnuts, tinned red salmon and puddings in tins – and I enjoyed the hunt for vintage food. For once I was glad to see her. 

Her terrace was a mirror image of ours, except while Poll had gone all out with the bling, Lily’s was an overheated cave stuck in a nineteen-eighties time warp. Rosie loved it: it smelled of decades of roasting meat and every surface was covered with some sort of cloth. Lily’s eyes were failing her and while she made the tea, I cleaned up a little, scraping off the greasy crust around the counter edges and eco-Jiffing the tea stain in the sink. 

As the tea bags stewed into Lily’s preferred industrial strength, she eyed me suspiciously. ‘You’re late today.’

‘Been up all night.’

‘Something on your mind, lad?’ 

‘Nah. All good.’

‘You look different.’

‘Haven’t shaved.’

‘Not just that.’

‘Might be coming down with something. Anyway, how’s you?’ It was easy to deflect her – she could be a selfish old cow, which partly stemmed from loneliness. She launched into a tirade about her new health visitor, who had committed the unforgiveable sin of buying almond instead of cow milk when she popped to the shop to replenish Lily’s supplies (‘do I look like the sort of person who drinks that muck? I know my own mind, me.’) As I’d learned the hard way that defending whichever poor sod was Lily’s victim de jour would only result in her doubling down, I let her rant on and tuned out, the tea taking the edge off the hangover. 

I escaped Lily’s clutches, deposited Rosie on the couch for her post-walk snooze, then headed out to my writing shed, which sagged at the end of the garden, garlanded by stinging nettles. If I close my eyes, I can bring up every detail. The rickety ethanol heater, the skull-shaped ashtray Dylan bought me for Christmas when he was going through his ‘alternative’ phase, the long defunct lawnmower, the sagging pile of books, enough spiders to populate Mars, my desk, a chip-board cast-off, rescued from a skip, wobbly-legged and shedding cheap screws, and the emphysema huff of my elderly laptop’s fan, a machine which bravely clung to life with the tenacity of a Russian miner despite the amount of fag smoke and dust it was forced to inhale. Too cold in winter, too hot in summer, and all year round, the hum of Lily’s telly in the background, which was always up too loud. Poll never crossed the shed’s threshold; couldn’t understand why I hadn’t co-opted Dylan’s room when he left for college. The reason was simple: the shed was mine. 

I sat and smoked another rollie before I opened the laptop and mustered up the courage to check the i-mails. What was it that connected Bee and me? I pictured it as an invisible strand twanging through cyberspace from my heart to hers. Fanciful as fuck, sure, but it seemed to fit. I’d been jealous when she’d revealed she was on a date (I’m not above hypocrisy), which was why I couldn’t sleep. Which was why I’d stayed up with the dog watching back-to-back episodes of Bailiff Bail-Outs, and drinking the gin that Poll kept for when her mum visited. 

I manned up, logged on and jumped to our thread, hoping against hope that while I’d been out Rosie-ing and Lily-ing Bee had been messaging. But the thread was as we’d left it last night – hanging in the wind so to speak – so instead of the dopamine rush that accompanied every new Bee missive came the heavy thud of deflation. Seemed I had chased her away with my self-pitying shite after all. So, what are you going to do about it? Mope, or be proactive? For once, being proactive won, and after allowing myself five minutes to obsess over word choice (okay – ten), I fired off: <Hey! Sorry for getting all heavy last night. Last thing you needed to hear. I’d blame it on the gin but that wouldn’t be true (or fair on the gin, even if it was the nasty cheap kind). Anyway, totally understand if you’d rather back away slowly (or run)>

I slumped back in the chair and began rolling another ciggie for something to do, telling myself not to get my hopes up, but unable to resist keeping half an eye on the thread. When Bee’s response came in a minute later, I sat up so abruptly that I sent half a packet of loose tobacco confetti-ing over the keyboard. 

<You should probably know that I’m crap at running so that isn’t an option [image: sad face emoji] Also, if anyone should apologise it’s me as I started it & you weren’t the only one who got heavy … Catch up later? Back-to-back fittings all day [image: angry face emoji] Free from around 8-ish>

I punched the air like a twelve-year-old. <It’s a date! Meet you back here at 8.30 p.m.? I’ll put the coffee on. You don’t need boozy me again. Good luck with the fittings> It would do. My brain was too sluggish to come up with anything sharper. The relief that I hadn’t chased her away made me feel a little horny if I’m honest, but what could be more of a cliché than a sad old loser wanking in a shed? You are not that guy. You can be a better person. 

Pepped up by Bee’s message, I salvaged the spilt tobacco and scrolled through the rest of my mails. Nestled within the junk was a missive from Tweedy Twat. I’d taken Bee’s advice and hadn’t sent the abusive i-mail, just another copy of the invoice: 

Dear Nicolas,

First please accept my fulsome apologies for such a long silence. I had a rather nasty fall and broke my hip and fell behind on dealing with my correspondence. I am now on my way to recovery!!! You have done a marvellous job on the book, above and beyond in fact. I have transferred the payment along with a bonus as it is clear to me how much extra work you have put in. Thank you for your patience. I so enjoyed the process and seeing how wonderfully you have brought my ideas to life. My granddaughter Poppy has promised to put the book up for sale on one of those sites popular with readers of electronic literature. 

Yours truly

Bernard Eldridge Esq.

I re-read it, then checked my bank balance. Five grand (minus the overdraft that my UBI never seemed to dent). He wasn’t kidding about the bonus. That was double what I’d quoted.

It wasn’t Poll I wanted to tell first, but Bee. Went so far as to type in: <HOLY TWEEDY SHITBALLS, BEE YOU’LL NEVER GUESS WHAT>, then deposited it in drafts. She was working – it could wait until later. Instead, I wrote Bernie a fulsome reply thanking him for the payment and sending my best wishes for a speedy recovery. A bit grovelly, but sod it. 

The rest of the afternoon passed in a kind of anticipatory, joyful haze. I paced, bunged on the Bowie – the Silent album, my favourite – and had a little victory dance to that. I was itching to get out, even thought about going for a run of all things. The cash injection symbolised a new chapter. A new hope. I could breathe. Holding back from mailing Bee was killing me, made worse by Poll’s reaction to the news: a lacklustre <Great> followed by, <Play rehearsal tonight back late>). This rote response stung more than it should. God knows why – I should have counted myself lucky I’d received a reply at all seeing as a) Poll usually kept her phone switched off when she was a work; b) our non-verbal communication tended to be terse and impersonal, as if we were hiding behind a veneer of cordiality; c) I was fairly sure that for Poll, this smidgeon of good fortune, however unusual, wasn’t enough to make up for the years of watching me spiral down the greasy plughole of failure, and on towards a future where the best I could hope for was the metaphorical equivalent of being lodged in a fatberg. And seeing as Poll preferred things (and people) to be orderly and predictable, it was no wonder that she’d backed away from the sink and diverted her energies into the areas of her life that weren’t as messy.

In the end I called Jez, an old mate from my teacher training days. ‘Pub?’

‘No one goes to the pub these days, Nick.’

‘Got the cash I owe you.’ 

‘Don’t worry about it. I’d written it off, if I’m honest.’

‘C’mon. Let me treat you. You got me out of a hole.’

‘I dunno, mate. I’ve got marking. And an assessment.’

‘All the more reason to have a cheeky few. It’ll make the pain more bearable.’ I didn’t care that I was coming across as desperate. 

I took Rosie along for the outing. The conversation between Jez and I was unusually stilted, but I was too buoyed up to think this was significant at the time. Jez had never been the life of the party, and I suppose I put his reticence down to the fact that I hadn’t contacted him since he’d loaned me money. Three pints in, Jez excused himself for a slash. Alcohol’s supposed to be a depressive, but that evening it gave me the illusion that anything was possible. Even the long-buried itch to write – for myself, and not as someone’s bargain basement proxy – was resurfacing. 

In her spot beneath the table, Rosie sighed and farted gently, as if she were not only scoffing at my uncharacteristic optimism but foreshadowing the shit storm about to hit. Jez’s phone parped out the theme tune to Frey Fights Fear, and I glanced at it, bemused to see a snapshot of Poll pulsating on its screen. I hadn’t told her I was popping out for a drink or three with Jez, but I checked my phone all the same in case she’d tried ringing me and hadn’t been able to get through. Nothing. Jez’s rang again, dovetailing with his return. I didn’t need to ask him why my fucking wife was calling him. The answer was all over his face. 

*

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

You know that thing where hours later you can’t stop thinking, why didn’t I say that? The French have a phrase for it. L’esprit de l’escalier (just looked that up). See? Even when I’m at my lowest I can be an annoying bastard.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Again, I’m SO SORRY NB. What did you say to him?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Nowt. I got up and left. Forgot the dog, so had to go back. I should have punched him or something. And I feel shite unloading this on you. It’s just … I don’t know how to feel about this.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Hey, easier to tell a stranger, right? And please don’t feel shite/guilty about unloading. I can take it. You’re hurting. And you’re entitled to hurt. Betrayal is the worst. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

You’ve been through this?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I have.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

You want to talk about it?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

No! You’re the one with the crisis.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Speaking of crises – her ride-share’s just pulled up. Wish me luck. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I’m here if you need me. Any time. Midnight. 3a.m. Whatever. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Thanks. Christ. You’re going to make me cry. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

She’s just left. She told me everything. Been going on for a year, after they ran into each other at a training course. I feel so fucking stupid. Said she’s been putting off coming clean as I was going through a rough time and she didn’t want to ‘totally crush me’. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Do you want to talk? In person I mean. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

As tempting as that is, best we stay like we are. You really don’t need to hear me blubbering uncontrollably … 

Thing is, I’m angrier at myself than I am at Poll. Should have thrown in the towel years ago. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Why didn’t you?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Lots of reasons. Inertia. My stepson, Dylan. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

You have a stepson?? How old is he? Why didn’t you tell me about him before?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Perhaps because my life is messy enough and didn’t want you to go, ‘Bloody hell, is there no end to this man’s drama?’ He’s 24. 12 when me and Poll got together. He was a bit fragile when I came onto the scene. Felt wrong to implode his life when he was younger. Still stayed after he left home though, didn’t I? Like I said. Inertia. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

We all do that. I’m still living in the flat I shared with my ex. When did it all start going wrong?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Good question. Not sure there was an exact moment. We just drifted there. Things were good at the start. Then I suppose we started taking each other for granted. Stopped having a laugh. Didn’t talk about that. Stopped having sex. Didn’t talk about that either. Fell into a routine of arse on the couch, telly on, one holiday a year in Tenby, Christmas with her family of tossers, marking time. We were seeing life as something to be gotten over and done with, not something to be … I dunno … lived.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Ok I’ve just read that back. Pretentious, moi?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I get what you’re saying. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

I think if you met Poll you’d really like her. Probably take her side. Not that there should be any sides. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

There are always sides. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

I know. I’m trying to say I’m not a saint, Bee. Trust me on that. Anyway, I’m sick of myself. I don’t ever want you to feel like you’re my therapist. 

Tell me about your heartbreak. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Ugh. It’s a sorry tale. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Were you married to him?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

No. Almost. Engaged. 

He was a buyer for M&S and I was a lowly designer. It happened really quickly. Within 2 weeks of meeting, we were living together. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

2 weeks. Wow. Love at first sight?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I suppose. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Here’s a question: how do you know that you’re in love? Not the boring scientific version that everyone knows – dopamine, serotonin etc. The other, less tangible stuff.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

You can’t stop thinking about the other person. You want to be around them all the time. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

They stop you feeling lonely. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

They have your back. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

They complete you.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

OK, I’ve got one. It feels like coming home.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Ha! Ok, you win in the cynicism stakes. Now, ON with the story. Why did you break up and what’s his name?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Nate.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Nate. I can picture him now. Facial hair? Tall? Tattoos? Hates footie but likes rugby? Speaks posh? Parents in the entertainment industry?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Ha ha! No. Short. 5 7. Same height as me. Grew a beard once, but it made him look like he was hiding something (spoiler – he was). Posh yes. Parents both civil servants!

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

And the break up? Cheating?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Yes. Just once he said, but who knows?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

How did you find out?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Same as you. The phone. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Bloody phones. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I was snooping. I





















































 

 

 
   
Transcript of the minutes of the Berenstain Society, Livestock Road, Manchester, 15/04/2019

Secretary: Kelvin Oduah. 

Chairperson: Henrietta Mueck.

Also present: Geoffrey Gleeson, Debbie Gough and Isaac French. 

Absent (with apologies): Adil Singh.

The meeting opened with the recap of last month’s minutes, followed by Debbie Gough’s reading of our Mission Statement. 

I (Kelvin Oduah) then brought up the main order of business. I relayed that on 01/04/2019 Nicolas Belcher, a male of forty-five years, currently unemployed, contacted the society [see addendum 1a], requesting ‘help with an unusual dilemma’. Taking the precautions we voted into practice at the 13/06/2017 meeting [see addendum 1b/17], I entered into i-mail and telephonic correspondence with him. 

Mr Belcher related to me that he had ‘accidentally’ formed a connection with a woman he had met via a misdirected i-mail, and, after corresponding daily for an unspecified period, they formed a strong attachment. When they finally decided to meet in person at Euston Station, she had not been present, ‘although she swore she was there, and I believed her’. He said that the woman, known to him as Bee or Rebecca, ‘repurposed wedding dresses’ and lived in West London. He had searched for businesses of this type and under this name but had found no corresponding evidence. He had explored the possibility that she was lying to him but knew ‘in his gut’ that she was a genuine person. 

Confused, Mr Belcher had re-read their correspondence and discovered several discrepancies which he ‘had found weird at the time but hadn’t taken seriously’. These included the following:

She used a dating ‘app’ called ‘Tinder’.

She referenced a (frankly bizarre) television show called Love Island. 

She continually got the titles of books ‘a bit wrong’.

She professed no knowledge of the well-known actor Jason Frey.

She believed there was no direct train line to Euston from Leeds.

She cited ‘pounds’ as currency instead of euros. 

Most notably, she mentioned that Donald Trump, the American mogul who was recently (and unsuccessfully) prosecuted for ecocide, was the American President. 

(At this, Geoffrey Gleeson expostulated, ‘You’ve got to be [expletive] joking.’ I responded that Mr Belcher had indeed related to me that he’d assumed she was joking.)

Mr Belcher said that he had ‘fallen into an Arpanet hole’ in an attempt to make sense of these discrepancies, which had eventually led him to us. He said that while he did believe there could be a ‘multitude of universes or timelines out there, the whole thing is [expletive] mad, isn’t it?’

Isaac French took umbrage at this, but Henrietta Mueck reminded Isaac that he too had once been in denial until he’d accepted the truth. 

I remarked that if Mr Belcher’s assertions were correct, this could be the first recorded instance of technological communication occurring across the mesh. Isaac French countered that ‘we know from past experience’ that the chances that Mr Belcher was ‘on the level’ were slim. 

Henrietta Mueck suggested that she meet with Mr Belcher ‘on neutral ground’ to assess his claims in person. Geoffrey Gleeson and I volunteered to accompany her. In addition, Geoffrey volunteered to embark on further surveillance of Mr Belcher, to ensure that he is not ‘another [expletive] time-waster’. 




 

 

 
      
From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

SO: Partly as reparation for the murder he got away with in A Shot in the Dark, but mostly because he’s a closet sociopath, our posho protagonist turns into a rabid protector of wildlife. Basically a one-man environmental-abuse fighting assassin, wiping out poachers, garrotting rare bird egg thieves, beheading badger baiters. Tweedy loves this of course because his self-insert character basically ends up being a renegade anti-hero. On his trail is a young detective, wily and tenacious of course, but haunted by something that happened in her past, because apparently wily and tenacious detectives ALWAYS have to have some inner conflict bollocks. Fuck knows what though. Becca says I should defy convention and make her a paragon of stability. Happy home life, no nebulous past trauma, then twist it in the end and have her letting Posho get away with his crimes. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

So the detective’s actually a secret sociopath too? 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Kind of, yeah. Or maybe she just really, really likes badgers.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I’m with Becca on this. Sounds like she’s good at this brainstorming stuff. Who knew I had that in me? [image: sad face emoji] Go Becca/me! 

What’s the next step?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

When I’ve finalised the outline, Tweedy says he’ll pass it on to his agent. Set up a meeting. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

Won’t you need an agent too? 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

I’m hoping she might rep us both. And before you offer, no I don’t want you to find out the name of Nicolas the Great’s agent. Even if he/she/they exist in my world that would feel too incestuous. Or like cheating. They’d probably turn me down anyway and then I’d be forced to sulk for at least a month. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I wasn’t going to! In any case, I don’t think Nicolas likes him that much. I thought you were feeling better about your alter ego?

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

I am. I really am. Got over myself. Is he there yet?

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

No. Train’s running late. It’s that odd kind of symmetry again, isn’t it? How you only see Becca on weekdays and I only see him on weekends.

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

You do a bit more than just ‘see’ him, Bee.

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

I know. I know. I wasn’t rubbing it in. It’s not a contest. Slowly, slowly catchee monkey. 

From: NB26@zone.com

To: Bee1984@gmail.com

Very slowly. But there is something there. Hope is not lost. And yes, before you ask, as you always do, still nowt more about Benny or Leila 2. You/Becca play your cards close to your chest. Loyal. 

From: Bee1984@gmail.com

To: NB26@zone.com

There are cracks there. I know there are. I know myself. I wouldn’t be flirting with someone in a park if I were in love. 
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