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Chapter one

Bess





The gallery phone chirps. I can see from the caller identity it's the library. 

There's only one person who can be calling The Port Derrum Gallery and Tea Shoppe from the library and only one reason. It's the moment I've been waiting for.

I run through the wide arch in the wall that joins the gallery to the café. "Lutek," I hiss at the man behind the counter in order to engender a sense of urgency in a way that doesn't interrupt the customer's morning tea, like shouting at him might.

I swipe open my phone and locate the TikTok app before handing it to him. "We're on."

I scurry back behind the gallery desk and assume my pose. Picking up Pictures of Us by Selena MacBride, I open it to a random page and read.

Not waiting to check if Lutek has got his shit together and is filming – because Lutek has worked for me for nearly a year and if he knows what's best for him, he will absolutely have his shit together – I click my tongue and growl, place the book, cover up, on the counter and pick up the ringing phone.

"Yup?" I say with a touch of feigned impatience, but also with a hint of grandiosity, because I am the heroine in whatever drama is about to unfold. 

I push the speaker button as Mistral from the Port Derrum library says. "Bess? It's Mistral. From the library. Okay, so there's two teenagers making out on the beanbags in the children's area? Ed's not here and I've tried to talk to them, but they don't seem to be able to hear me above their lip smacking. Story Time's in ten minutes. Do you think you can –"

"Yes." I replace the phone in its cradle and bend to retrieve the pump action water pistol stashed under my desk. I give it a shake to test I reloaded it after the last library dry humping incident, then I stride out of the gallery and across the road, Lutek scuttling after me.

"Mind the books," calls Mistral from behind the issues desk as I march past.

I don't need to mind the books. I am a crack markswoman and have never sustained a single occurrence of collateral damage since I acquired my Fast-Fill Soak Shot 5000 two years ago.

I pump the gun as I walk past the newspaper section and an elderly man looks up at me from the classifieds. His eyes bulge and his bottom lip drops away from his top one. It's video gold and I hope to God Lutek has caught it on camera.

The teenagers are pressed into a blue beanbag and are doing a good job of testing the structural integrity of its seams.

I take aim at their heads and wait for them to come up for air.

Then I take no mercy.

My first blast gets the boy in the eyeball and he jerks his head backwards, extracting a hand from under the girl's shirt to intercept the stream of water.

I swivel and aim for the girl's hair, which gives the boy time to gather his vocal chords.

Before he can shout anything that might offend the sensibilities of the other library users, I discharge a burst into his open mouth.

He chokes and splutters.

The girl holds her hands up in surrender.

It's my line.

"Get," I growl and flick my head towards the door behind me.

On my way out, I wink at Mistral standing at the issues desk.

The video has over a million views in the first hour.








  
  

Chapter two

Bess





Ihover in the opening between the café and the gallery, bored by the sluggish gallery foot-traffic and watch one of my café staff, Jeanette, clearing tables. 

"Is it Classics Day over at the library or something?"

Jeanette glances at me in her mad rush towards a recently vacated table, puts the dirty crockery into a pile and pushes it to one side so she can clean the table's surface. She blows a strand of greying hair out of her eyes. "What? No. Why?"

She's wearing a dark green Victorian dress complete with lace collar, bustle and a multitude of tiny buttons up the front.

"No reason. Apart from the whole Little Dorrit thing you've got going on."

She peers down at her front and laughs. "Oh this." Jeanette’s laugh has the hint of a giggle to it, which is very sweet and endearing in a middle-aged woman. Given she laughs at nearly everything, Jeanette is sweet and endearing most of the time.

She balances the crockery in both hands and staggers towards the kitchen as if the whole thing weighs twenty pounds instead of her needing to compensate for the pile's lack of stability. "Just thought I'd air out my Sunday best."

Jeanette is a raging atheist and therefore has no need for a Sunday best, let alone a Victorian one, so it's anybody's guess as to what her proclivities might be on a Sunday. Playing parlour games, or steampunk karaoke maybe.

I've told her at least five dozen times not to hurry, and at least two dozen times more than that to bring a tray with her so that she doesn't make a liability of either herself or my not inexpensive serving ware, but Jeanette is admirably committed to chaos.

"I think you look very nice, Jeanette," says Lutek as only Lutek can. Lutek is exceptionally lovely to everybody, all the time, regardless of whether they deserve it or not. Even me.

He sensibly wears a black T-shirt, black jeans and a black barista's apron. Spooning some jam on top of a clotted-cream scone in the Devonshire way, he pushes it to the front of the counter.

"She looks very nice for someone happy to celebrate the repression of pre-suffrage women," I say to her disappearing back.

Lutek laughs. "Bess. Your brain is sharp as always. It's charming."

It's not charming. At best, it's on the abrasive side of moderately witty.

Either Lutek is dredging perilously close to a new 'insufferable' depth in his brand of niceness, or he's brown nosing on account of me being his boss and someone who scares him a little bit. I give him the benefit of the doubt and choose to be gracious. "Thank you, Lutek."

Jeanette takes longer than usual delivering her stack of used crockery. She is no doubt caught up in some minutia that has little consequence to the everyday running of the café, like arranging the goods in the refrigeration unit in colour order.

At some point she'll remember she has more important tasks, like serving customers, that are probably the priority and then the panic over the stuff that she now needs to urgently haul arse over will set in.

I sigh. I actually have nothing to do and could probably help out a bit.

The most exciting thing to have happened that morning since I emptied my water pistol into a couple of randy pubescents was the post-Story Time rush, which the café experienced and the gallery didn't.

A stroller filled with little, sticky, grabby hands has no place in a large room filled with pottery figurines and glass pendant earrings. And thankfully everyone understands that without the need for me to glower passive-aggressively. If I didn't own the gallery, I'm not sure I could justify my existence for the last two customer-free hours.

Picking up the scone Lutek's finished dressing, I take it to Carlos.

Carlos is our weekday regular, resident poet, and an original of the Port Derrum creative set.

The town, quaintly clustered between two headlands on the south Devon coast, has a reputation for nurturing the artistic temperaments of people like Carlos. The rep is courtesy of the hippies that gravitated to the area in the 60s due to the notoriety of the 'shrooms that grew symbiotically with a particular species of tree in the Port Derrum woodland. And also because of an earl who fancied himself a white Jimi Hendrix and the next great musical messiah. He had land. He wanted followers. A commune was inevitable. It also helped that his property bordered the mushroom-laced woodland, so it was win-win for everyone.

The commune no longer exists, but the mushrooms are a cottage industry now that everyone wants their drugs free-range and organic.

It isn't the only thing to have survived.

Just like all good cockroaches in any kind of political apocalypse – Thatcherism, Brexit – the artistic movement in Port Derrum refuses to roll over and die quietly despite everyone's best efforts.

If rural Devon is a great, white, Tory whale, Port Derrum is the rainbow barnacle stubbornly clinging to its left arse cheek.

"Darling girl," Carlos says as I place the scone on his table. "You bring light to a fractured and stultified world." 

Ordinarily ‘Darling girl’ might trigger my allergy to being patronised, but because Carlos is very old, frequents my business more than anyone in Port Derrum, and like all nobs is an unconscious slave to the verbal tics of the very posh, I let it slide. Also, I'm distracted by mentally noting to look up ‘stultified’ on my phone. 

This is the problem with poets. They speak a language that's impenetrable to normal people.

"I'll have to take your word for it, Carlos."

He leans towards me and whispers, "You must know anything I say might convey the meaning inherent in the words. Or it might not."

I do know. Carlos likes to swing between the literal and cryptic to keep MI5 on its toes.

If MI5 were watching him, they would have given up years ago having never found the cipher to his baffling verbiage.

"See that woman there?"

Carlos nods towards the gallery.

There's no one in there.

"Which woman?"

"The one in the string bikini."

The only woman in a string bikini is one of Jeanette's whimsical pottery figurines that are surprisingly popular with London weekenders. 

"She's been watching me ever since I got here. She's not even hiding it. Likes to wink at me whenever I look over."

Carlos is also on the neon end of the eccentric rainbow.

"Let me have a word with her," I say, intending to swivel the sculpture around so that she couldn't possibly be mistaken for a scantily-clad government operative.

As Jeanette scuttles past me with a plate that should hold an innocuous arrangement of standard-fare brunch food, one of the eggs twinkles, which is somewhat disconcerting.

I take the plate off Jeanette just as she's about to place it in front of the waiting customer and return it to the chef in the kitchen.

"Elly, in most parts of the universe, even the bits where unicorns frolic, eggs Benedict doesn't come with a garnish of orange and turquoise glitter. Call me fussy, but my expectation of a mouthful of egg white is that it doesn't crunch or turn the toilet bowl into a disco the next day."

I grab a spoon and do my best to remove the little shiny pieces without damaging the egg.

"I am a glitter artist, Bess," Elly says with solemnity and I almost do my best in trying not to roll my eyes, "who chefs as a day job. I find glitter under my toenails. There's going to be some collateral damage."

Elly’s toddler son, Jackson, adores all things glitter and so his mum decided to embrace his obsession as her artistic direction. Which is utterly delightful. Except for when it’s a major inconvenience.

She leans over an English breakfast to arrange the bacon, and several pieces of glitter wink at me from within the tight black curls of her hair.

"Not if you're wearing the hair cap I told you to wear there won't."

"I get a red line around my forehead. I look like I've just recovered from a frontal lobotomy."

I grab the box from a shelf, remove a cap and hold it out. "Put the cap on, Elly, or you'll be a glitter artist with no day job."

Elly continues to plate up. "I'm an ethical glitter artist. It's biodegradable, so it's probably edible."

I gather my strength. "Elly? Look at me."

She puts the pans in the sink and has the bad grace to place a hand on her hip. 

"This is what I think of you prioritising your vanity over my business." I don't say anything else. I stare at her, gathering my features into the most meaningful I'm Not Impressed By Your Attitude look I've ever mustered. I make it last a full thirty seconds, which is pretty impressive and should make Elly melt into a puddle of acquiescence.

Except she's an artist. And Gen Z. Which means she's both very precious about her medium and has no respect for authority.

Which then means all this amounts to is a staring contest.

Fortunately, thanks to having more eye degeneration than her due to my being older and thereby having to wear contacts, I win.

"Fine." She holds out her hand.

I slap a cap into her palm and turn to leave the kitchen. I throw, "Grow a fringe," as a parting comment.

Elly returns serve with a "Hello! Fro!" that I should have seen coming.

I return the eggs Benedict to the customer, apologise for the delay, and try to do some good service stuff like asking if there's anything else they need, because I begrudgingly value the profitability of the café part of my business highly. It's the bit that makes most of the money, after all.

The gallery does fine, but most of the general populace have a taste for tea and scones. Not all of them have a taste for the way in which Port Derrum’s often eccentric artistic community chooses to express itself.

“Ah, Bess?” says Lutek on my way back to the gallery. “Can I have a minute?”

I raise my eyebrows at him and walk in behind the café counter.

“Gerard’s asked for studio space in my workshop.” Lutek’s workshop is a shed out the back of the gallery that he rents off me for half of what he might pay elsewhere.

“Do you have space in your workshop for him?” I know very well what’s about to come. Gerard is one of the artists who contributes work to the gallery. He makes stained-glass suncatchers and takes commissions for windows.

“No.”

“But you said ‘yes’ anyway?” One of the things about Lutek is that because he’s exceptionally nice to everyone, all the time, he can’t say “no”. I mean, he’s physically capable of saying “no”, he just can’t bring himself to. “Lutek, the only person you always say ‘yes’ to is me, because I’m your boss and everything I request you to do in relation to your job is therefore reasonable. Even if it isn’t.”

“Right. It’s just that Gerard’s rent is going up and he can’t afford it anymore. He’s found a cheaper place to live, but there’s no space suitable for him to set up a workshop.”

“Agh. This place.” Port Derrum, being in Devon, is a poster child for the cost-of-living crisis. One of the reasons I set up the gallery and café was to protect the local artistic movement after many of them were forced out of town due to no longer being able to afford to live here. 

The gallery allows an income for their creative passion, the café provides a living-waged day-or-weekend job for some of them, and the three flats above offer affordable housing for those really in need, like young, solo-mum Elly.

“So you want to split the rent?”

Lutek rubs the back of his neck and smiles apologetically. “Yes. If we can.”

My “Alright” comes out on a sigh. Needs-must scenarios like this one seem to be occurring with more frequency lately. “I’ll draw up some new paperwork.” I give him a clap on his upper arm. “You’re a good man, Lutek.”

Out on the street, two middle-aged white women look through the gallery’s external door, then push it open and step inside. They are tourists, or day trippers. One wears bright white zip-up sneakers and has the distinct look of a pottery buyer.

The other, glancing around and not approaching anything to have a closer look, wears a mauve shirt and has the distinct appearance of a Devonshire tea imbiber who would quite like to bugger off next door at the nearest opportunity.

I glide over to greet them, then head behind the gallery counter so as not to hover, turning the woman in the string bikini on the way.

They peruse the smaller, cheaper creative pieces near the gallery door that have been strategically placed for impulse buying on purchase or pre-exit, like sweets at the supermarket counter.

There is, apparently, a whole psychology behind the placement of goods in such stores to optimise buying potential. It would be irresponsible of me not to try and replicate it, given that the gallery represents a large proportion of Port Derrum's creative community.

The two women wander about, pausing intermittently to look and touch, towards the larger art pieces in the back. They stop at an oil painting that causes most people to halt their slow shuffling and voice an opinion.

The painting – one of mine – is filled, frame to frame, with a garishly-coloured group of women laughing, one of whom wears a white T-shirt with "Mass hysteria" printed across the front. The title of the painting is Smashing the Patriarchy One Punchline at a Time, which is, admittedly a mouthful for a painting title, but I like it and so it has stayed.

It's been hanging for five months. It will hang for another five months if I don't change it out for something else. People don't want to buy protest art. They want quaint depictions of the Devon coastline, or the art created by clients from Jeanette’s art therapy classes.

And that is precisely what they get at The Port Derrum Gallery and what mostly keeps it afloat. My paintings are the sideshow at the back of the exhibition space. An amusing diversion, a conversation point, a brash push in the direction of the art that is pleasant and inoffensive to the eye and which browsers didn't know, until that point, they wanted to buy.

So my art serves its purpose. Not the purpose I intended when I began my artistic journey, but it's a purpose.

The mauve-shirted woman leans forward and reads the artist's, my name, aloud. Then she says, "Someone get this poor woman a cigarette and a massage."

I stifle a laugh. As far as amateur art criticism goes, this is one of the gentler ones, but is no less entertaining than the disparaging ones. I mentally store it to share with Ed later.

By the time five minutes has elapsed, the woman with the zippered shoes places a ceramic mug on the counter that she would like gift wrapped and I feel a disproportionate amount of smug.

After two years of running the gallery, I can usually spot their partialities a mile off. Unfortunately for me, because I'm the only one working there at any one time, I have no one to say things like, "Told you the man in the cravat would buy the crocheted nipple warmers."

Gloating isn't as rewarding when you have an audience of zero.

The woman fingers a metal bookmark, the top of which has been laser cut into the shape of a robin, extracts it from the front counter display, and places it next to the mug like a chocolate-bar afterthought.

Shopper Psych 101.

I put the transaction through and once they've made their way through to the café and ordered their teas, I walk to stand beside Lutek. "Sold one of your bookmarks." 

He beams. Lutek has always worked with metal, but it's the first time he's made anything quite so delicate.

They are ridiculously pretty, to be fair, and have all the makings of a gallery bestseller.

In the street, a classic silver Jag pulls up. I recognise it. The owner's not the only toff in the county to brandish a hood ornament like it's a trophy awarded for winning the being born extremely privileged lottery, but he is the only one to adorn it with the number plate WEPN.

"Brilliant. The Odour comes to honour us with his beneficent presence."

I should offer him more deference, seeing as I wouldn't be able to house my business without him, but he makes it so hard to like him. I have tried. I just gave up easily, because – and there's no gentle way to put this – he's an A-grade dick.

Theodore Pinkerton is the son of a minor peer. And maybe because he's twenty-six and has more money than he knows what to do with, but more likely because of his dickheadery, doesn't so much as swagger as parade.

He climbs out of his car and, I kid you not, props a leg on the bottom of the car door frame while he rolls up the sleeves of his shirt. His gold watch catches the sun and flashes like the beacon of wealth it is. Then he grabs the jacket he doesn't need, due to it being the middle of a summer that's actually behaving like a real summer, and slings it over his shoulder, where it dangles from a single hooked finger.

In real life.

Shutting the car door, he briefly peers at his reflection in the window, before turning his face to the sky, closing his eyes and running his fingers through his hair!!! 

To be fair, his mid-brown hair is thick and just long enough on top to require the odd bit of finger combing, but –

– come on!

The saunter he contrives for the walk to the gallery is, objectively, an exceptionally good one.

I walk in a perfectly normal fashion over to the gallery to meet him.

Jason Travers, one of the local lads with an inclination to drive faster than necessary, steps into his path and The Odour holds a finger up at me, as if I am to put myself on hold while he talks to him. Theo winds his arm back to do that hand slap-cum-grip thing white men do to look street, and claps Jason on the back. Then they turn to look at The Odour’s car.

I do not put myself on hold. I continue in my gallery duties as if two dudes waxing lyrical about a classic car has absolutely no importance to me. Which it doesn’t.

Several minutes later, shoes scuff against the bottom of the open gallery door.

"Chica!" The Odour throws his jacket over one of Jeanette's figurines, which gives him leave to open his arms. Before I can dive roll out of the way, he pulls me into a hug that is too tight and too long to be anything but presumptive and over-familiar. "You are looking as luminous as ever, my sister."

I should have seen it coming. It's been his way of greeting me for two years now, despite my singular discomfort.

"Theodore."

I give him a single tap on the ribs, which is the most I can manage from my arms-pinned-to-my-sides position and the most reciprocating I'm willing to do, and wonder how long before I asphyxiate in several-hundred-pounds-worth of eau d'ouche.

He rubs my back in ever-increasing circles, which prompts me to say, "I smell you brought your friend with you. How is Giorgio?"

The rubbing, mercifully, stops. "Christian Dior. Actually."

When Theo issues a descending hum on an exhale like he's settling in for the night, I say, "He's a bit bubble gum-y."

He drops his arms and I take a large step backwards, knowing his cologne will cling to the little hairs in my nostrils for hours afterwards and there's actually no safe distance out of its fall-out range.

"He's not bub– it's not bubble gum-y. It's a rugged, crisp blend of caramalised sugar and cardamom with notes of grapefruit and bergamot. Actually."

I don't say anything. I don't even humour a lip twitch.

He adds, "Unapologetically bold," and shoves his hands into his trouser pockets.

There's certainly no disputing the boldness, but I want to contend its lack of apology. Instead, I say, "That it is, Theo. So. What can we do for you today?"

He places a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze. "Oh, you know. Just the silent co-owner popping by to check in on his favourite unbankable."

I give his hand a pat for the business' sake, then remove it for my sake. 

What he means is the majority share of the building housing the gallery and tea shoppe and the artists' flats above is his pet investment, his charitable cause. Theodore Pinkerton is a patron of the arts, which looks very good on Instagram.

Swivelling on his heels, he fingers each of the pieces of art as he steps past. "How's the hustle?"

"Sales are starting to increase now people are here on holiday. The cafe's turnover is up fifty percent on last month. We should be over seventy next month." It's an impressive increase, but standard for seasonal tourism.

"Savage. I knew I made a commitment to the right cause when I invested in you." He stops by my glorious, six-foot-long oil painting of a reclining Sleeping Beauty being kissed by Rapunzel. Sleeping Beauty's hand is wound in her tresses.

Hands in pockets, he leans in to read the price tag, then straightens with a snort. "Nobody who holidays here is going to pay two and a half thousand pounds for a Disney-princess lesbian-fantasy, Bess."

I don't bother to say he's missed the point of the painting entirely, that it's meant to be subversive, not a sexual fantasy. If he can't understand that just by looking at it, he won't understand why I might have painted it.

"What you should be showing is ornamentation like this." He thumbs the screen of his phone and turns it around with a single-handed flourish like he's doing a magic trick. It's a photo of a painting depicting a young couple partnered in a dance, viewed from a high angle. 

Ah. So that's why he's here. 

"It's by one of my London associate's wives-in-waiting, who's all mio amore for painting in oils. Look at it," he says completely unnecessarily. "It slays. It's vivid, it's got a beautiful innocence about it, it's–" 

"Shit."

Theo turns the screen to face him. "It's not shit."

"It is shit. The woman's face is squashed and out of proportion, and the perspective's all wrong. Their arms are nearly half as long again as they should be. And even if it wasn't shit, she's not local. This is a gallery for Port Derrum artists, Theo."

Sing-songing my name, Theo moves ever so slightly into my space and turns the dial up on his smile from 20 watts to 100. "I told him you'd sell it for her." The problem with his smile is that he has too many teeth, like the dentist who applied his veneers over counted. He looks like a hyena.

This particular smile can mean only one thing. On occasion, Theodore Pinkerton tries to flex his guilt-making muscles to remind me he's pushed a lot of money my way without expecting much in the way of a return.

And on those occasions I remind him he might own seventy percent of the building, but he owns zero percent of the business. Except I do it with a more direct communication style.

"No. Untell him."

"I don't want to untell him, Bess. I want to support my boy."

His boy. "Your associate's girlfriend."

Theo concedes with the smallest of pauses. "Right."

"Support her by sending her to some art classes to learn the basics. When you open a gallery in London for London artists, you can sell her stuff then. This one's for Port Derrum art, which is what the out-of-town punters want and buy."

Theo eyes me for a beat, smile still in place, then he throws one hand in the air in surrender. "Aight. I'm just the landlord. You know best."

He turns to finger more of the art and the hand that remains in his pocket idly plays with his car keys. For a man who's extraordinarily aware of how he presents himself most of the time, he is extraordinarily unaware of what his wrist action makes it look like he's doing.

Naturally, I leave him to it.

Without taking his eyes off a delicately-rendered Port Derrum landscape that should sell before the week is out, he says, "Would you be killer and order me a flat white?"

Theo is a mere ten paces further away from the café's front counter than I am, so covering those extra couple of metres to order his own flat white shouldn't be much of an inconvenience.

But I suppose I have it in me to be 'killer'. I do need to keep up a reasonable working relationship with the man after all.

Tugging my forelock behind his back, I make my escape into the café. 

I tell Lutek to make the coffee "to go", then gaze off into the middle distance to try to restore my equilibrium. I get two, blessed Theodore-free minutes before he saunters into the café.

"Lutek! My man! I've been meaning to ask. What sort of a tag is Lutek?"

Lutek beams. "Polish."

"You look Polish." Theo waves an arm in the direction of Lutek's head. "–all that strong Slavic bone structure – but you don't sound it."

"I've lived in Port Derrum since I was seven." 

Two years younger than me, Lutek's more local than half the town – the retirees, the young couples wanting to give their children a wholesome upbringing, the life-crisis-ers coming to Port Derrum to 'find themselves' and finding a committed relationship to the local artisanal fungi instead.

"Nice one, chica." Theo has the indecency to wink at me. "Giving it to the local Brexiteers. Black girl in the kitchen, too. Heads must spin." He steps back and places a hand on his chest. "Or can I not say Black? I'm never quite sure what's the new 'offensive'." He also has the indecency to raise his pointer fingers to invert-comma the word "offensive".

Ugh, he's a dick. Like I'd employ people purely to be politically provocative.

...

I mentally store the idea for consideration at a later date. "It's not the use of 'Black' that's the problem, Theo. Calling her a girl is a little, I don't know, infantilising?"

Lutek hands Theo his coffee, which gives him leave to ignore my comment in favour of removing the plastic lid to sniff the surface and hum a closed-eyed approval. "You make one savage brew, my man. You should be bottling that talent and selling it."

He puts the lid back on and walks backwards towards the door with two fingers pointed at me like a gun. "Bess," he says with a smirk and a wink and I will him to trip over and learn just how savage a freshly-made brew can be when decorating a shirt front.

He doesn't. He saunters competently back to his car without incident and guns the engine just loud enough and long enough that every single head in the café turns to look at him.

I can feel a headache and a G'n'T debrief with Ed coming on.








  
  

Chapter three

Ed





The garden at the rear of Bess' gallery and café is scraggly in summer growth and neglect. Against the back wall, Lutek's workshop issues the crackle and spit of metallic artistry within.

It is wholesome and steadying and I breathe it in before telling myself I am a big, brave boy and if I can damn well take on Bess Harvey, I can damn well reach her to do it.

I push open the door to the internal stairwell that gives access to the flats above and the roof above them, and wish for approximately the sixty-third time that Bess preferred to have post-work debriefs in the pub like a normal person, or within the four walls of her flat where falling to your death isn't on the list of imminent dangers. Or any list.

But this is her chosen space to unwind and I must endure it if I want to spend time with her.

I absolutely want to spend time with her.

Opening the door to the roof, I spy Bess in the far corner, reclining in a sun lounger. I can't help but stop and hold my breath and watch her before the impulse to be near her takes over.

I can't see her face. I can't see much of her from this angle, in fact, but I drink in her presence anyway.

Bess Harvey has a loud presence. Even when she's not saying anything. The things she does with the intention she gives them is...bold. And it's hard not to admire her for it.

Take now for instance. She takes a sip from a glass and raises a pair of binoculars. This is because Bess is, apparently, an "avid urban bird watcher", but in reality, a G'n'T and a nosy squiz at other people's lives from the comfort of a sun lounger on the gallery roof is how she prefers to relax at the end of a working day.

Voyeurism is not a particularly laudable pastime, which I have pointed out to her, but in typical Bess fashion, she's completely unapologetic about it. Her rule is no looking at anything conducted in private: No windows, no back yards.

I have also pointed out to her that being a voyeur with one principle is probably cold comfort to those she spies on. It didn't make her voy – or whatever the verb form of voyeur is – less, though.

Bold is not part of my vernacular. I am uncomfortable with the idea of behaving loudly, but it makes Bess exceptional. Sure – misguided and somewhat startling on occasions, but exceptional never-the-less.

No longer able to resist the pull into her orbit, I make my way over to her. The spare sun lounger squeaks as I lower myself into it.

Without removing the binoculars, Bess acknowledges my company by saying, "Mrs Kavanagh is digging another hole in her front yard. Haven't seen her husband since the winter."

I don't respond. The notion is utterly ridiculous and we both know it. But Bess pursues it anyway to get a reaction, or for entertainment, but most likely for both.

She adjusts the focus. "She dug one two days ago, but there's nothing growing out of it. It's just a mound of dirt. Much easier to dispose of parts, I s'pose, than an entire body at her age."

Of course I'm entertained. She is always entertaining, but I play my part anyway by clucking my tongue. "I think my eyeballs just got friction burn off the back of their sockets."

"Still, her roses could do with the fertiliser. Waste not want not."

The whole thing's a marginally good distraction technique. But she's only delaying the conversation I need to have with her. I pull in a slow lungful of air through my nose. My exhalation has a hint of sigh to it. "Bess?"

"Yes?"

"Do you think next time there's inappropriate behaviour in the library you could have, I don't know, a conversation with the patrons?"

I wait for her to point out it's not her job to police my library, and yet she is called on to do exactly that whenever I'm absent, so she'll do it her way if she damn well wants to. This, unsurprisingly, is not our first Bess-metes-out-vigilante-justice-in-the-library rodeo.

Instead, she says flatly, "Doesn't make for good sport."

Good sport. I want to be mad, and I know my role as library manager is to be mad, but I just can't find it within me to be anything other than mildly irritated and somewhat amused.

She lowers her binoculars and I see her extraordinary face for the first time in twenty-four hours. It's like being bathed in the first rays of sunrise, which might be a bit of a cliché, but it absolutely has that effect on me. She has almond-shaped eyes, accentuated by flicks of eyeliner in each corner. They are light hazel and utterly heart-arresting when they fall on you.

She reaches for the thermos by the side of her recliner and her light-brown hair slides off her shoulders to obscure my view of her face. I won't go as far as adding another cliché such as "and it's like the clouds shrouded the sun", but I am tempted.

The ice cubes tinkle as she unscrews the top. Pouring a drink into the thermos' lid, she hands it to me and holds her glass for a clink.

Her eyes meet mine and my heart arrests. But only for a breath before I re-assume my role and pull my cup out of clinking range. I throw in some eye narrowing for good measure.

She shrugs. "Suit yourself." She takes a sip from her glass then plucks a crisp from the open packet on the table between the loungers.

I thumb the TikTok app open on my phone and hold the screen out for her to see. "Today's stunt wouldn't have anything to do with this, would it?"

The video shows an interior of a plane. The plane Bess was in during her recent return journey from visiting her parents after their latest attempt to reboot their marriage by moving to The Isle of Mull in The Inner Hebrides.

The camera jerks and there's a chorus of startled screams. 

A woman clutches the armrest with white knuckles, her eyes screwed tightly shut.

The man next to her crosses himself.

The footage continues to jump, people continue to loudly express their fear, and the camera swivels around to Bess' face.

She does not look impressed.

She says, "This is the worst turbulence I've ever experienced in my thirty-odd years of flying, and you know the thought that's most pressing in my mind right now? It's not 'I'm too young to die', or 'If I get out of this alive, I'll stop my selfish ways and volunteer at an animal shelter'. No. It's 'I'll be really pissed off if we crash and I don't get to finish this book'."

She thrusts the cover at the camera, the title and author big and clear. "The only romance I allow in my life is through the medium of fiction. This book is really bloody good and I need to know how it ends." She says the last words through the gritted teeth of frustration and impatience.

Bess pulls the book out of shot. The camera shudders violently and an oxygen mask appears in front of her face. 

The chorus of screams ratchet up a notch in volume and pitch.

Turning her head towards the aisle, she shouts, "Shut up everyone, I'm trying to read!"

The video ends.

Neither Bess nor I say anything for a moment.

I know I shouldn't probably be amused by it, but it's so very hard not to be. I make a semi-decent display of pretending not to be anyway. "Your unlimited ability to show sympathy for your fellow human beings constantly amazes me."

Bess waves a dismissive hand. "It's not as if we were actually going to die. When was the last time a passenger jet crashed on British soil?"

She's not wrong, but I am obliged to call her out on her flippancy. "And you took it as an opportunity to exploit their suffering for your own exposure?"

"I didn't expect exposure. I expected the five people who follow me to think it as amusing as I did. It's not my fault it went viral and made the author a kajillion dollars in book sales."

"Right. Which, based on today's stunt, has also turned lucrative for you. How much did the author of whatever book you got in shot pay you?"

She places her glass to her lips and says the words quickly before taking a drink. The "five thousand pounds" is loud and base-y in the near empty glass.

Five thousand pounds? 

I voice my incredulity by saying, "Five thousand pounds?"

"It's the going fee for an influencer on Booktok with a large following, okay?" She says with mild petulance. "I don't set the market rates." She aims the binoculars at Mrs Kavanagh again, but she must have gone, because she raises them to scan the row of houses behind.

I allow this new potentially lucrative reality for Bess to sink in for a few seconds. And as much as I think I should be disapproving, I'm right back at admiration. I tell her as much.

She lowers the binoculars and looks at me. "Because I'm an entrepreneurial badass?"

"Pretty much. God, what I'd give for being paid what I'm worth, let alone five thousand pounds a minute." I am, like all people employed in a female-dominated industry, woefully underpaid for what I do. "Or do you actually read the books you pimp? So it's more like five hundred pounds an hour. Which is less hitman and more lawyer, but – " I wag my head from side to side, calculating the amount. "– still an unbelievable rate of pay."

Bess sniffs. It sounds defensive. Probably because it is. "I...no comment."

I can't let that lie. "You push a product you haven't actually sampled?"

"I read the first couple of pages and it didn't grab me. Look, ultimately it doesn't matter."

"No. Not if you have absolutely zero integrity."

Ignoring me, Bess says, "At the end of the day, I'm an artist and what I'm doing with those videos is a form of art. The authors – or their publicists know this." She raises a finger. "For which, I finally get remunerated. Do you know how much money I've been paid in my entire artistic endeavours? Zero. Once, a painting I did of a stained-glass roof depicting male genitalia, raised twenty pounds in a charity auction for the coastguard. I'd called it 'Crass Ceiling'."

I snort. "As in 'glass ceiling'?"

"I was eighteen, okay? And I thought I was being exceptionally clever."

I can't help but laugh. "It's not unclever." 

"It had one bidder."

"Your mum?" I say through a grin.

She offers a wry smile back. "At the end of the night, after she handed over the cash, she gave the painting back to me so I could 'sell it and make some money', she said. I raised twenty pounds pity cash and my mother couldn't even hold up her end of the maternal bargain and pretend to like something her child made. The bloody thing's gathering dust in the attic."

"Well, at least you're consistent in your artistic vision. Aggressive and provocative."

After a pause, Bess says, "Lutek's scared of my art. He says I have a very angry vagina."

I can't help myself. "You know there are creams for that?"

She frowns and flicks her eyes to my face, which I'm sure is radiating the self-satisfied smugness of all jokesters who think they've delivered a tiny bit of genius with their wit. Because that is exactly what I've done.

Bess breaks after two seconds of trying to stare me down. She always breaks with me. My job in the relationship is to hold her actions and words to account, because she needs the ballast, and to make her laugh.

Making her laugh produces more serotonin than an hour's cardio with a chocolate bar chaser.

I say, "You sold that painting last year. That one with the flower that almost didn't look like a giant vulva. That's not nothing."

"Oh yeah. I did, didn't I?" 

While the painting was of a flower, given it was pink and given her history of creating feminist art, it was somewhat confusing to most people. She insists it genuinely wasn't meant to be symbolic. I believe her. It was...is a beautiful painting.

"Okay, in my entire artistic career, I've made four hundred pounds."

"Five thousand, four hundred pounds. If today's video does actually constitute art."

"It's creative. Ergo it counts."

I take another sip and say through the crunch of an ice cube, "You know what it makes you now, though?"

She says, "An influencer," at the same time I do, but her tone is more reverent and mine is more like what someone would use after they've been spoon fed a teaspoon of earwax, because influencing is about hustling people out of money they don't have through narcissistic-driven propaganda.

"Look," she says. "My job has always been to facilitate the purchase of other people's art. This is no different."

"Apart from the fact you actually believe in the artwork of your peers.”

“I believe in the books. Mostly.” A breeze threatens to unseat the packet of crisps and Bess anchors it with the binoculars. 

“I hope you made sure there were no identifying features in the video?"

"Yes. All Port Derrum signage has been blurred out, don't worry."

"Good. I wouldn't want a ring from my manager about any unofficial library promotional material. Councils can be a bit touchy about that."

"I might be willing to post my deepest and darkest thoughts about romance to the social media masses, but I do have standards about protecting you." She offers me a lopsided smile. “I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble for allowing me to film in the library.”

Allow her. Bess doesn’t ask for permission to do, well, most things – this particular thing being no exception. 

“So, are you going to change the name of your TikTok channel now that you’re actually promoting romance?”

“No. My viewers know I believe in fictional romance, and that the channel name relates to romance in the real world.”

She’s being contrary. Stubborn. And absolutely, typically Bess.

“But do they? You have a whole lot of new followers now.” Bess’ TikTok channel, ‘Romance is Dead’, is dedicated to calling out the lack of romantic behaviour in males of her – our – generation. Up until her return flight from Scotland, she's been largely ignored. And when I say largely, I mean spectacularly. As in one long digital flatline.

Now she’s an accidental BookTok sensation, her messaging might be received as a little mixed.

“I’ll…just have to make sure they do.” 

Before I can gather any kind of smug response about her last sentence being an indication of her knowing I’m right, she says, "The Odour honoured us with his presence today."

Ah. This is probably why I have been called to a G'n'T debrief, despite the high chance of me taking her to task, or as much to task as I ever can, over her wielding a pump action water pistol in my library.

I have mentioned to Bess that turning your co-owner's first name into a mockery of the way he smells, aftershave or no, is not a respectful or healthy way to approach a business relationship. But I have also met the man. So I only mentioned it the once. "Oh?"

"I'm surprised you didn't hear the slap of flesh on pavement from all the swooning in his wake." Bess rolls her lovely eyes.

"And what grievous offence did he commit today?"

"He called my painting of Rapunzel kissing Sleeping Beauty 'Disney-princess lesbian-fantasy' art."

I snort. "Are you really surprised?"

"No. And you know what? If he'd meant 'sexual fantasy for lesbians', I wouldn't have a problem with that. But that is not what he meant."

I am tempted, for the nth time, to ask Bess why on earth she went into partnership with him, but I already know the answer. When she wanted to offer local artists more security and a reason to stay in Port Derrum, she didn't have the capital to buy the building she wanted to set her business up in. Mr Pinkerton was interested when no one else was. He was young and privileged with money to play with. And despite some objections to his personality, what clinched the deal was him agreeing to a nominal profit margin. Low rent for the gallery and café business, as well as the flats above.

Theodore Pinkerton's willingness to make an investment without getting much in the way of a return has allowed the Port Derrum creative community to thrive when it might otherwise have died.

It's very difficult not to respect him for that – regardless of objections to the inflated way he presents himself – and to admire Bess for making it happen because of the love she has for her artistic fraternity.

There is one question I've never asked, though. "How do you even meet someone like that? A gentrified person who's happy to throw money at you?"

Bess sighs. "He's a second cousin twice removed, or something, of a university friend of mine – Olympia Fulton. She hooked us up."

"Is she also from the realms of stratospheric wealth?"

"As nobby as they come. But where he's a total arse, she puts the 'fab' in 'I'd die for her'. How they're related, I don't know."

"They don't sound very related." I study Bess' profile. I don't need to study it. I know it intimately after a year of observation, but I find it increasingly difficult not to look at her whenever I'm around her. She has a little mole in the hollow of her cheek. I fight the urge to run my finger underneath her cheekbone, feel the tiny soft swell of that mole. "Why didn't you ask her for the money?"

Bess raises a pointer finger and gives it a single shake. "Never buy property with your friends. Quickest way to become unfriends." Then she sits up straight and leans towards me with her eyes narrowed. "You know what he did today? He tried to get me to sell some painting done by, and I quote, a 'wife in waiting' of an investment banker – or some shit – he's trying to impress or buy favour with. Why he has to is beyond me. He has everything already. All of it." She sweeps an arm in the direction of "everything" and slumps back into the sun lounger. "God!"

"Would you like me to offer an adroit comment about the assumptive behaviours of the entitled? Or...cluck in sympathy? Hug?" I proffer the last option with maximum irony and absolutely no delusions of hope. Bess is not a toucher, least of all a hugger.

"No. I'm done now."

I'm not. It's very difficult not to be cynical about extreme white privilege when you come from a brown working-class family. "Bess?"

"Yes, Ed?"

"You're not worried he's a liability?"

She side-eyes me with an amused twist to her lips. "Theo? He might be a complete and utter twonk, but he's totally harmless and I have a lot to be grateful to him for. I just wish he wasn't a complete and utter twonk, so I don't have to be begrudging about my gratitude."

Two sparrows, a male and female land on the table and eye the packet of crisps.

Keeping her eyes on them, Bess pulls out her phone and swipes the screen. In the big wide world of social media exposure the plane video has thrown open for her, I'm guessing no opportunity can be wasted.

While the male turns his head from side to side, weighing up his chances of stealing some food, she pulls a hanky out of her pocket, dips it in her drink, then, unfathomably, wipes away her eye makeup with the confidence of someone with an extremely steady hand – all while keeping her camera trained on the birds.

The sparrow hops forward and retrieves a crumb, then hops back to his companion and feeds it to her.

Bess swivels her phone around to face her.

"Hi romance lovers. As you all know, I live for fictional romance in books because in real life, romance is a dying art. Or it is in the human realm at least. In the animal kingdom, males have to make all the effort to get the attention of the females. Think of a peacock, or fireflies with their flashing lights. Even male pufferfish make an effort to attract a mate, building circular sand sculptures to protect future eggs. Best circle wins the girl.

"What do human males do? Nothing. Worse than nothing. They think complimenting their little moustaches with a scraggly mullet makes women swoon. All it does is make them look like paedophiles that have been teleported in from the 1980s."

I stifle my groan. Not because I disagree with the paedophile comment, but because she's, yet again, conveniently tarring all men with the same convenient brush. The untruth of it is...wild. And unintelligent. She is being wildly unintelligent.

"Women, on the other hand, are gorgeous. We take every effort to make ourselves look nice, to look attractive. Why? Why on earth do we do that when men make no attempt to reciprocate?" She holds up a finger. "You know what I say? Don't swoon, don't flirt, don't even look at them. They're not worthy of our attention. Let's take a leaf out of their book and not bother to make any effort either."

She ends the video and does things with her thumbs, which presumably means she's posting it to her TikTok channel.

Then she places the phone on the table, locates her liquid eye liner and compact mirror in her bag and carefully redefines her lovely eyes with her trademark winged flick at the edges.

"Some effort you're not making."

"What? I'm doing it for my benefit, not yours or any other man. TikTok viewers want real people, authenticity, not humans augmented with filters and the lie of a makeup face mask."

"But it's not real is it? You actually aren't being authentic on your videos, because everyday-life Bess wears 1950s eye liner."

"I take your point." She finishes her second eye and tucks everything back in her bag. "And I'm going to conveniently ignore it."

I laugh. It is as much born of defeat than amusement. Nothing I can say, nothing I have said, will dissuade Beth from her crusade. 

I absolutely respect her right to have a life independent of men. She doesn't even need a reason. But if she is going to give one, it better be grounded on firm quantitative or qualitative data, otherwise the librarian in me cannot let it lie. 

And, okay, maybe the part of me that's romantically invested in her also cannot let it lie.

Bess rakes a hand through her hair and settles back into her lounger. "Look. Two weeks ago, before I became an unintentional BookTok star, my video would have got a dozen views and an equal number of disparaging comments. Now, it'll hit the hundreds of thousands, meaning young women who previously didn't know they had a feminist lurking inside somewhere will realise I’m right – romance in the real world is dead."
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