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‘Murder – what’s not to like?’

Jacey Darbon looked up from her notes and smiled. Her flatmate, Ruby Agostini – post-punk whirlwind – moved from her bedroom to the kitchen, carrying a magazine, a bottle of moisturiser, her phone, and a coffee. If Ruby had wanted to, she could have juggled those things. Some people find life easy.

Jacey balanced her pen on the back of her thumb and gave it a flick hoping to see it spin neatly back into her grip. It fell to the floor. It always fell to the floor.

When the mirror on the opposite wall, hung to make the flat feel less cramped, confirmed the smile was gone, she returned to her notes.

​‘Murder... so many exciting possibilities.’

Ruby reappeared at the door. ‘That’s controversial. Hey, why do you look sad?’

‘I can’t do it.’ 

‘Can’t do what?’

‘Write a speech.’ 

‘You don’t need to write a speech.’

‘I’m not like you, Ruby, I can’t wing it. I don’t deserve to win, but if I do... picture me standing on stage, babbling in front of authors who expect verbal fireworks.’ She sank onto the sofa and dropped her pitch to match Ruby’s. ‘I’ll ruin the whole occasion.’

Ruby knelt beside her with a comforting smile. ‘Who cares what other people expect? It’s the Poison Ink Crime Novel Award, not the Nobel Prize for Literature. Do things your own way.’

‘I care.’ 

Ruby shook her head but kept the smile. ‘You care too much. You always do. Think about it.’

‘I have thought about it. Ceremony tomorrow. Speech embryonic. Head pounding. If I don’t get this done and I win, I’m screwed. If I don’t win...’ She picked up and waved a rent-arrears letter. ‘We’re both screwed.’

Ruby took the letter, rolled it into a ball, and threw it across the room. ‘I know things are tight, but we’ll be okay. Look out the window while I put my face on.’

‘Why do you want me to look–’

‘Just do it.’

‘You’re a bully.’

‘You’re spiralling. I’m pushing you clear.’

‘What if I–’

‘We leave in twenty-five.’ 

Ruby’s bedroom door closed.

Jacey’s phone buzzed.

––––––––
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09.02: Delivery Service

Your package arrives in 15 minutes.

––––––––
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What package?

Jacey tried to scroll, but this was the only message from that number. The sender was listed as Delivery Service, but which delivery service? She checked her accounts. Nothing ordered. Another failed attempt to scroll. 

Why do I feel this is a bad thing? Ruby wouldn’t.

She looked at Ruby’s door.

She’s right. I’m spiralling.

She went to the window.

A stone’s throw away, a toucan perched on a branch, proudly displaying reds, oranges, and purples, while below it a puma peered out from behind blades of tall tropical grass. These animals belonged to one of the many murals in Camden Town – murals that, together with a dragon climbing the wall of a shop selling Chinese goods and a witch flying from a tattoo parlour window, put smiles on the faces of passers-by. 

Those unimpressed by structure could look to the people. Across the road in Café Dash, students from the Slade School of Art took turns painting the menu board, while poets chalked their innermost thoughts onto the tables. In the bank next door, a clerk wore their hair like an erupting volcano, and at the corner burger stall, ageing punk servers drew glances with body piercings that challenged human anatomy. Everywhere you looked, teens slung rainbow rucksacks over logo tees, stagey types wore quilted jackets as if in a West End musical, and hipsters added their crafted, vinyl touch. 

The people of Camden Town were kind-hearted, creative, and magical. They, along with the famous markets that detonated colour when you looked their way, might have triggered sensory overload for some, but for Jacey – who used the vibrancy of Camden to stir the imagination – it was the only place to call home.

Ruby’s robust faith in the therapeutic power of Camden had pushed Jacey to the window. But out of misplaced defiance – Jacey defying herself rather than Ruby – she looked at the window, not through it. 

To one side, by the wall, the screwed-up rent-arrears letter loomed large. Close by, a copy of her shortlisted book appeared pallid and thinner than it should. Had the book been sentient, it would have been avoiding eye contact, its pages curling inward as if hiding a secret. 

The flaking paintwork on the window frame only reminded Jacey that of the five shortlisted authors, she had the least experience, the worst connected agent, and the smallest publisher. The other authors weren’t household names, but their books were on sale in most bookshops along Charing Cross Road. She imagined walking into Foyles, finding the pile of featured titles by the door, and seeing her face looking down from a Recommended Author poster. It felt wrong. Her face was school lab technician, not celebrity. Her clothes were second hand stall, not Regents Street. Her book was... was Jacey Darbon, not Tolstoy. Whoever suggested submitting her script for a prize must have been sleep-deprived. The judge who’d shortlisted her story had surely confused similar titles. Only one person believed she could win: Ruby. Energetic and optimistic Ruby. One problem. Whether giving opinions, offering advice or spouting spontaneous ideas, Ruby had a habit of being only half-serious and half-right.

But always the best half of each. 

Another text arrived.
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09.02: Delivery Service

Your package arrives in 15 minutes. 

––––––––

[image: ]


09.07: Delivery Service

Your package arrives in 10 minutes.

––––––––
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They have the wrong number.

She picked up her notes and cleared her throat.

‘There are some wonderful ways to kill people.’  

Ruby’s face appeared. ‘Did you say something?’ 

‘Ignore me. I’m still working on my speech. Like you once said: garbage is–’  

‘Outed when spouted. We leave in twenty.’  

Outed when spouted. That’s a new one.

With tension gripping her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose, squinted, and adjusted the distance to her notes. 

‘Judges, agents, fellow authors and readers...’ Crap. ‘Dear Friends, it’s a great honour to stand here this evening...’ Cliché. ‘I’d like to thank my agent, Lucy, for her hard work and...’ Crappy, goddamn cliché. ‘Being chosen by such a distinguished array of judges is a humbling experience, humbling, bumbling, crumbling and garbage, GARbage, GARBAGE!’

Three thoughts arrived almost at once: her failure to write a speech, her headache, and the unexpected delivery. Then, as her half-Italian, more-than-half-bohemian flatmate moonwalked with ease between her bedroom and the shared bathroom, she tripped over the coffee table simply by turning. Reaching down for support, she came face to face with the rent-arrears letter.

She threw her notes to the floor. 

She didn’t see them land.

Light reflected from the paper in the usual way, but Jacey’s real and perceived worlds had separated so far that she saw the room refracted, transformed, as if submerged beneath waves. The letters of her speech mingled on the page like odd-shaped pebbles tossed about by shifting currents. She found the sofa. 

Her blurred spells often came with only mild discomfort – but not this time. The pain struck first above the eyes with a spiteful stabbing in the frontal lobe – a shrewd place to begin an attack, with the victim’s judgement an early casualty. Next, a flanking manoeuvre swept past the parietal lobe targeting the remaining emotions in the limbic lobe – the suspension of happiness and optimism triggering the collapse of morale. Her occipital lobe fell, and her focus shifted in and out like a malfunctioning camera.  

She began a well-practised mantra. 

Apply logic.

My retina is normal. 

My optic nerve is complete. 

There is no physical reason my world should look like this. 

He can’t do it again. 

When I open my eyes, everything will be back in focus. 

Ten, nine, eight...

‘Zero.’

Her phone buzzed.

––––––––
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‘Plan B.’ 

The sofa – the only significant piece of furniture in the reception room – seated two when ignoring issues of personal space. It offered the best view of the framed pencil drawing hanging on the opposite wall. The drawing showed Ruby’s left-handed cut-out guitar resting on its stand beside a pile of books. Left-handed Ruby had insisted that Jacey learn to play that guitar, despite it being, from Jacey’s point of view, back to front. Ruby had also explained the relative merits of right and left brain as applied to writing songs and detective novels: that music and murder are opposites – or at least symmetrical concoctions of Yinish and Yangish ingredients. 

‘Murder is part of a destructive cycle, music is creative,’ Ruby insisted.

‘You can’t learn Taoism from thin texts written by pseudo spiritualists,’ Jacey argued. 

Jacey knew the left-right question meant a lot to Ruby, so she’d persevered with learning the guitar. The drawing – a surprise gift from Ruby – provided encouragement, but it was also a portal connecting Jacey to Ruby’s mind. Her energetic and optimistic mind. 

Nestling into the sofa and looking at the sketch – Plan B – would usually lift Jacey’s mood. Not this time. She couldn’t forget the ceremony. She couldn’t stop imagining herself standing on stage before an audience of her peers, making people yawn. 

She could barely see the picture anyway.

Plan C added sound and touch. She picked up the real guitar from its stand, sat the way Ruby had shown her, and tried a G Major. Achieving only the sound of a distressed fly, she carefully replaced the guitar and walked calmly to the kitchen.

She grabbed a box of paracetamol for Plan D. 

‘Unstable equilibrium. Once you start falling...’

She opened the fridge. 

‘Bitter or lager?’ 

Back in the reception room, she found a blank page in her notepad, placed a painkiller, and next to it wrote:





I only have two friends, and one is a stick insect






It didn’t matter that she could barely see the letters; she could still place another painkiller on the next line and write.


My eyes have let me down at the worst time






A third tablet went down.


Unless I make it as an author, I will contribute nothing to the world – and I need the money



A fourth. 


I did something terrible



A fifth.

She paused to check her grip and study the pencil. Did it need sharpening? She rotated the ring on her finger.

And I’m a killer 

––––––––

[image: ]


She would have written a sixth line, but the pad, pencil and tablets flew across the room hitting the wall.

‘Jesus, Jacey! You promised you wouldn’t do that again!’

‘I’m sorry.’

Ruby paced the room at speed. ‘Promise again!’

‘I promise.’

‘Promise that this promise is real and that you’ll be okay!’

‘I promise.’

Ruby slowed enough to collect Jacey in a hug. ‘What happened?’

‘I got confused. I’m okay now.’

‘Did you look out the window?’

‘I looked at the window.’

Ruby held her friend at arm’s length and waited until their eyes met.

‘Was your last promise real?’

‘Yes, Ruby.’ 

Jacey, seeing the need to switch tracks, squeezed Ruby’s arm and released herself. 

‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Anything.’

‘You are confident and carefree. I’m the opposite. How do we get on so well?’

Ruby’s expression softened. ‘Babe, I thought you knew physics. Opposites attract. Now I have a question. You have great ideas for crimes and how to solve them, but what if you had to solve a real crime? Say a murder. How would that go?’

‘I think we both know how that would go. I’d fall apart. It’s one thing writing about blood pouring from a wound, but if I ever saw it, I don’t think I’d cope. Does that make me a fraud?’

‘No way! People write about aliens without going into space. What’s the difference?’

‘I’m the difference.’ 

~~~~~~
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A musician placed his amp on the drive of a million-pound property and scanned the pristine garden. 

‘Upper-class, Rhododendron bastards.’ 

A bird sang in a nearby branch. 

‘Don’t tweet at me with your commuter belt, bourgeois superiority.’ 

He increased the volume setting on his amp and played the opening riff of ‘Rock and Roll’ by Led Zeppelin. 

The property owner, who’d been looking over the final draft of a novel since dawn, clicked save and raced outside.

‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Chill out. I’m playing a rock classic.’

A curtain twitched across the road.  

‘That’s enough! Stop!’ 

‘Okay, okay. If you’re not a connoisseur of fine rock, it’s your loss. I’ve been paid anyhow. This is for you.’ 

The musician threw a small rectangular package to the author as if he couldn’t wait to get rid of it. 

‘My number’s on the back in case you need an act for weddings and the like.’

The author marched inside, the package hit the sofa, and the desktop screen woke from its brief sleep.

~~~~~~

[image: ]


A thump on the door of a South London terraced property announced a second delivery. The occupant, another writer, paused their Sunday morning Godfather DVD and hid the bags scattered on the sofa. After looking through the peephole, they cautiously opened the door and checked the surroundings. They found a package, the shape and size of a brick, pinned to the wooden door with a pair of scissors.

~~~~~~
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The third recipient arrived at a pet shop.

‘You’re lucky I called. You can tell whatever moron thought it was funny leaving a parcel in a vivarium that I nearly called the police. And that’ll be ten quid for handling.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s in there with a venomous lizard. Get it yourself if you prefer.’

‘How did you know my number?’

‘It’s on the package.’

‘Here’s ten pounds. I’m sorry about this.’ 

‘Do I know you?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘What do you do? For a living, I mean.’

‘I’m a writer.’

‘That figures. If this happens again, I won’t be calling you.’

~~~~~~
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A papier-mâché beetle, the size of a full-grown giant tortoise, waited on the fourth recipient’s doorstep. Local dog-walkers discussed the model that had frightened their pets: a creature so skilfully crafted it had torment in its bulging compound eyes. When the door opened, a timid silence crept out and neutralised the buzz of the villagers. Author Four stepped into the light, saw the audience, and stepped back into the shadows.

‘What happens next?’ an onlooker said. She didn’t have to wait long. The show ended with the beetle hauled rapidly inside a hallway littered with books old and new. A message on the beetle read: Look in my head.
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Ruby chasséd to her bedroom and back again with her makeup. At other times she might pirouette or pogo, but she always moved as if she held gravity, rather than gravity holding her. Those moves reminded Jacey of when they’d first met, in Café Dash – the day she now referred to as Ruby Tuesday.

~~~~~~
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‘There are no tables,’ Ruby had said as she performed a slide glide between two ageing hippies to appear next to Jacey. ‘Can I sit with you? What’s your name, what are you writing, and why do you look so sad?’

Jacey had considered claiming she was waiting for someone, but when she looked past the pierced eyebrow and the copper eyeliner into Ruby’s eyes, she said, ‘Yes, of course. I’m Jacey.’ She held up her notes. ‘I’m writing garbage. I just had my twenty-fifth rejection, and I can’t afford my rent.’

‘I’m Ruby.’ 

‘Nice to meet you.’

Ruby frowned. ‘You don’t sound Italian.’

‘I’m not Italian.’

‘Your eyes are Italian.’

‘Oh.’

They sat quietly, sipping their drinks, while Jacey covertly studied her companion’s reflection in her spoon. The warped image looked alien, so it was a relief when the girl spoke, and Jacey could face the undistorted reality.

‘I recommend you try saying your words out loud,’ Ruby said. ‘I find garbage is revealed when spieled.’

The words on Jacey’s notepad that day had described a young woman of Jacey’s age who looked a little Italian. This woman rose early because she couldn’t sleep and drank coffee to stay awake. She trudged through the world dodging clichés, with little chance of escape save for some dramatic upheaval – something like the arrival of a benevolent whirlwind bringing energy, a degree of uncertainty, the promise of adventure, and a useful tip for avoiding garbage.

‘Sounds like good advice. Do you write?’

‘Yeah. I write songs for my band.’ Ruby smiled. ‘You say you can’t afford your rent?’ 

~~~~~~
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Ruby and Jacey’s eyes met in the mirror. ‘How are you feeling, babe?’’

‘I’m fine, don’t worry.’

‘Good. About the speech. Give them a little anecdote from when you were a kid and how you got into writing – they’ll be happy with that. I’ll be right there in the bathroom drying my hair if you need me. We leave in ten.’

You said twenty about five minutes ago.

Jacey’s shortlisted book – her relatively garbage-free book – half covered the invitation letter from the judges’ panel. Would that letter have arrived without Ruby’s optimism and endless encouragement? If only they’d met sooner. Too many chaotic paragraphs had endured a silent birth before entering the paper-recycling bin. Too many agents’ replies had begun, I read your submission with interest, BUT... The advice she’d received on Ruby Tuesday had made a difference. And now, facing an acceptance speech where intonation, facial expression, and body language would be in full view and garbage would have nowhere to hide, Ruby had helped again with a simple and solid plan.

She retrieved her notes.

‘Fifteen years ago, I loved painting by numbers and Lego. These days, unless there’s a gun, a sharp instrument, or a vial of poison, I don’t want to play. What changed? It was when I first picked up a copy of–’

The jarring, rattling, street door buzzer raised her pulse. 

‘Do you want to get that, Ruby?’ she shouted. 

Only the muffled drone of the hairdryer. 

Jacey opened the door. 

‘Jesus!’  

With the sun rising above the rooftops across the street, a silhouetted figure towered above her with a sharply rectangular torso that could have been cut from sheets of steel. Based on shape alone, Jacey might have felt threatened, but when an ice-cream van drove by playing its happy tune, she smiled. Nobody gets mugged to the merry chimes of La Cucaracha.

The shadowy bulk shuffled across to shield Jacey’s face from the sun. It took a moment, but when her eyes adjusted, she saw a stranger wearing a familiar yet surprising uniform.  

‘Spock, I presume,’ she said. 

The caller raised an eyebrow between realistic Vulcan ears. ‘Your presumption is correct. I have a delivery for Jacky Darbon.’ 

His immaculate costume and velvet tones helped Jacey to relax. ‘Thanks, but it’s a soft C – as in ace. Jacey.’  

‘Fascinating.’ 

She took the small rectangular package and raised her eyebrow. ‘You’ve done well, Spock. Set a course for... for Starbase Thirty-Nine in the Gamma Quadrant. You have your orders.’ 

‘Understood,’ he replied, and with no hint of emotion added: ‘Although Starbase Thirty-Nine is in the Beta Quadrant.’  

Jacey stopped him as he turned to go. ‘The package, Spock – who sent it?’ 

‘I can tell you it originates from one of your species, although Federation protocol prevents me from elaborating. Live long and prosper.’ 

There were few places where a man dressed as Spock could blend into the crowd without raising an eyebrow, but Camden Town was one of them. The markets attracted self-assured sellers offering goods to equally self-assured buyers – neither group would be distracted by the occasional alien. 

As the ice-cream van reprised its song, Jacey closed the door.

Shampoo sample? No – the package was addressed by hand and had been delivered by a fictional character. If this had been one of her stories, the contents would be a menacing threat or a bomb. Spock had an amiable demeanour, but did that make him trustworthy, or merely a proficient actor with something to hide? She felt the parcel’s weight and shook it gently. She sniffed it.

Open it now and risk breaking a nail, or search for scissors.

‘Scissors.’

Finding scissors in a flat of this size should have been easy – only one drawer in the living room and three more in the kitchen – but she shared with Ruby, and Ruby had a theory that being organised was an illness. 

‘Familiarity breeds germs,’ Ruby would say when Jacey complained about losing things. 

Thanks to Ruby, the storage in the flat had a life cycle. It evolved, died, and reappeared in new locations. A valuable item could visit drawers, boxes, plastic bags, and coat pockets in the space of a week. Jacey preferred keeping things ordered and efficient, so their compromise involved a little space for her – off-limits to Ruby – under the sofa. 

The scissors were a shared item and didn’t qualify for that space, so after a fruitless search, Jacey examined the package again. 

Breaking a nail on that. Ruby probably has the scissors. I’ll wait. Toast.  

The gas cooker with grill, a seventies relic, required a match to light and this time resulted in two burned fingers and no flame. 

Package... or chocolate spread? 

She pivoted and opened the fridge.

Jesus, Ruby, the chocolate spread was full last night. And why would you put the scissors in the fridge? 

Another attempt to light the grill, this time successful.  

She grabbed the scissors, went to the reception room, and began to cut.

Ruby appeared. ‘You ready?’ 

‘You said ten minutes a couple of minutes ago.’

‘Pretty sure I said five.’

‘I need to open this.’

‘Get on with it, then.’

Jacey opened the parcel to find a mobile phone and a note.

I didn’t order a phone.

The layout of the buttons – unfamiliar. No scratches or anything that might indicate it was an old phone of hers that had somehow resurfaced. Had she left it somewhere? With someone she knew? Reluctantly, she had to concede that it had never been hers. The folded sheet of pale blue paper beckoned but remained folded for a time after she picked it up.

––––––––
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Miss Darbon.



​At two o’clock this afternoon, stop whatever you are doing, turn on the phone, enable data and open the only app on the home screen (it will not open before 2.00). Log on using the username and password below, select ‘change password’ and choose something nobody could guess. A game involving yourself and several others will follow. It will challenge, surprise and perhaps shock you.



There are prizes. The first is money – it will keep the materialistic of you on board. The second could prove more valuable. Currently, all invited participants enjoy liberty, but for one of you, the door to a free tomorrow is on the verge of slamming shut. The second prize is the right to keep that door open.



Sometimes, fiction and reality overlap. Do you know what I mean? One of you does. If you don’t, and if you are a righteous person, you have nothing to fear. If you are not a righteous person, get ready to feel the heat.



To start the game, here is part one of a three-word clue.  



SALT.



More details to follow. Hope to see you online.



Émile.

PS: You may dispose of the phone and ignore this note without penalty, but by logging on, you swear, on the happiness and health of those you love, that you will NEVER reveal the dialogue and/or meaning of that dialogue within the app to ANYONE.



Username: Spock. 

Password: Forseti321




––––––––
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​Jacey had never met an Émile or Emily or Emelio. She researched Forseti.

Norse God associated with justice. 

She turned on the phone and saw a single app as expected.
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Tapping it achieved nothing.

‘Clever little icon knows the time.’ 

She counted.

‘Five. The five elements? The five...’

The letters had to mean something.

‘N – I – C – P—A.’ She shrugged. ‘P – A – N – I - C. Panic!’

She collected a lettuce leaf from the fridge, took a bite, and considered her options. A game involving yourself and several others will follow. Sounded like fun. It will challenge, surprise and perhaps shock you. Not so much. 

As was her habit, she reeled off a few synonyms for shock: upset, nauseate, traumatise, horrify. All valuable in a fictional world, not in real life. 

Panic.

She saw the rent-arrears letter and turned to her second-best friend. ‘What do you think, Twiggy? Should I do this?’ 

Twiggy, her Indian stick insect, rocked from side to side. According to her stick-insect-keeping guide, this little dance – as Jacey offered the lettuce – helped the insect judge distance by the method of parallax.

‘You’re smart, Twiggy, but I don’t think you can help me with this one.’ 

The letter paper was higher quality than her usual tea bag tissue, so perhaps the author was doing well. Yes, the page margins were parallel to the paper’s edges – her own printer couldn’t do that. 

If you are a righteous person...

She put down the note, reached into her rucksack and pulled out several sheets of paper.

––––––––
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Wife Kills Husband for

Laughing Incorrectly.

––––––––
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It was the bundle of newspaper cuttings she used to overcome writer’s block. Another:

––––––––
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Texas Executes Innocent Man in 

Case of Wrong Kitten.

––––––––
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And another – the one that inspired her nominated book:

––––––––
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Author’s Son Suffers 

Mysterious Incineration.

––––––––
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Mysterious... or clever. 

Jacey imagined the heat and smoke – the smell of burning. 

The smell was real! 

‘Toast!’

She saw smoke coming from the kitchen.

‘Ruby! We need a new smoke detector!’

She turned off the grill and took a few breakfast biscuits to the reception room. With one newspaper cutting still in her hand, she picked up the note. 

Sometimes, fiction and reality overlap.
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An unfamiliar-sounding phone rang in the Buckinghamshire stately home known as Vervain, the grounds of which – thanks to an accidental collaboration between geography and history – formed an almost perfect circle when viewed on maps. If this circle were a lens, it would focus over three hundred years of architectural heritage, a thousand years of aristocratic tradition, more than its fair share of the nation’s wealth, and the purity of a carefully regulated bloodline. At the focal point, absorbing those energies like a perfectly black surface in sunlight, stood Barbara Victoria Goddard: Baroness, respected member of the House of Lords, and principal judge for the Poison Ink Crime Novel Award. 

She found the phone under a cushion and lightly touched the cup holding her first flush Darjeeling. It was the perfect temperature but wouldn’t be for long. She heard a voice.

‘I’ve got the sea. Do you want me to deliver it? Just give me a time and a place.’

‘What do you mean, why would I need the sea? Who is speaking please and why are you whispering?’

‘Sorry. I think I dialled the wrong number.’

‘Yes, I believe you did.’

She moved to a wall panel and paused for a moment, finger poised, before pushing a button that made Clarkson, her devoted butler, jump to his feet.

‘Clarkson, prepare the Rotunda.’

Lady Goddard left the drawing room and began a journey deep into her family’s history. The corridor housed a selection of portraits, and she spoke politely to each as she passed: her father, Colonel Archibald Winston Berck; her mother, Lady Berck; her grandfathers – The Reverend Berck (in small silhouette) and General, 1st Viscount Dickleburgh. Next came her one acknowledged grandmother, Lady Dickleburgh, followed by a variety of titled ancestors going back over three hundred years. She stopped at the last: a small portrait of a German ancestor named Tobias Hess.  

‘Dearest Tobias, I promise that today, as with all days, my thoughts will be with the less fortunate children of this world and how their lives might be bettered. I expect to depart this sphere before long, but I understand my obligations and promise to find a worthy successor who carries the blood of our caste. Thank you for your guidance.’

She entered her Juniper Room to prepare for her visit to the rotunda, and for a few moments, those familiar with the traditions and routines of the Baroness might have felt that the house was holding its breath. Finally, the grand old stately home seemed to sigh, as out through the south doors, the lady wafted with a column of warm, fragrant air. Her velvet inner robe loyally supported her neglected body, while her outer, translucent chiffon layers fluttered like an autumn leaf searching for a place to settle. 

On her head and glistening in the sun, was perched a coronet topped by six silver juniper berries. Around her, the butler stopped humming, the gardener rested on his shovel, and the accountant gripped her car keys to prevent them from jangling. A path led the Baroness into the woods – just far enough to make the house feel distant – and there she paused outside a white, two-storey, stone rotunda with a dome and four-column portico: grand in design if not in size. Something, or someone, opened the double doors, and the leaf disappeared inside as if swept by the breeze.

Four colourful tapestries on the inner walls marked the cardinal directions. On the first rested a mermaid, submerged – woven as if in peaceful meditation, her hair twisted by the currents. The next tapestry, ninety degrees around the wall, revealed a hint of female form. Part cloud, part ghost, this ethereal body appeared to swirl as a vortex around a fabric sky. The third might have been a garden gnome, if not for the anguished expression and lack of a pointed hat. Carrying burden rather than a fishing pole, this creature bore the weight of underlying chaos and looked barely able to balance on its ground. The fourth depicted a lizard, or a dragon, or the flames of a sentient fire with sunspot eyes and solar-flare limbs. Poised and ready to spring, this image – the rotunda’s guardian – faced the entrance doors to welcome, but also to warn.

Sixteen Greek fluted columns – their capitals decorated with acanthus leaves and scrolls – framed standing statues of assorted gods. Taking up the remaining spaces around the wall were eight tall racks of shelving. Four held seasoned tree branches neatly cut to uniform length and stacked ready for burning. The rest supported bundles of dried plant stems, each tied neatly at both ends with twine. Two staircases, one each side of the entrance, served a circular viewing gallery directly below the dome. 

A raised, circular black-stone open hearth dominated the marble floor. Above it – and looking out of place surrounded by the classical and the mythical – hung a steel frame fitted with three video cameras, each trained on the hearth from a different angle. High on the wall, three giant television screens loomed.

‘Clarkson, embolden the fire, position the sacred text and bring a bundle of Sycamore.’

He already had his switch finger poised. In the hearth, an innocuous yellow flame like a trembling hand grew to become bold and symmetrical, blue like a pilot light and the size of a giant’s forearm. Next, he placed a book on a stand and opened it to a page appropriate for the occasion. After a bow from Goddard toward the flame, he pushed a slider dimming the internal lights and collected the Sycamore. 

‘The Sycamore, my lady.’ 

The Baroness approached the hearth. ‘In the name of goodness and wisdom, laissez le feu, Salamandre. I come seeking the wisdom of the ages and guidance for the journey begun by my ancestors, that I might ease the pain of forsaken children.’ 

She added the sycamore to the flames as carefully as laying a baby in its crib, then added a sheet of paper. As soon as it caught, Clarkson reduced the gas.

‘I ask you, Salamandre – with a faith that has grown with each passing generation – where should I direct my charitable donations? Ought I follow my intuition and give to the Maius Bonum Trust over my family’s needs?’

The flame grew and rose straight. When Goddard approached and brought her hands close as if caressing the fire, it stayed straight.  

‘You have answered with grace. I give you my word that I will follow your guidance with a contented heart and a resolve as honest as a flame.’

Clarkson coughed. 

‘Is there something you’d like to say, Clarkson?’

‘The time, my lady. Your guests will be arriving.’

~~~~~~
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Ruby came in. 

‘You’re looking very fine-line,’ said Jacey.

‘Is that the fine line between hippy and hooker?’

‘I was thinking creativity and chaos, but you have a point.’

‘I’m glad you’re feeling better, Ace. Stop being hard on yourself and give up trying to be a perfectionist. Who was at the door?’

Jacey read the note to Ruby – all but the username and password.

‘Who sent it?’ Ruby asked.

‘I have no idea.’

‘You must have a theory.’

‘Nope. I’m a bit freaked out, to be honest.’

Ruby grinned. ‘You have an admirer.’

‘Admirer? Where did you get that from?’

‘Someone’s trying to impress you with some crazy deal. I bet it’s that guy from the laundry.’

‘We barely talked.’

‘Don’t ditch the phone; it could be fun.’

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘You ready to go?’ Ruby asked, slipping on her shoes.

‘More or less.’

‘More or less. I know what that means.’

Ruby ran her fingers through her short, spiky hair, collapsed onto the sofa like a felled tree, and kicked off the shoes.

‘No, really,’ said Jacey, ‘I need a minute to finish my breakfast. After that, we begin the test.’

Jacey perched next to her bemused flatmate, who asked: ‘What test?’

‘The Sunday Morning test. Most people have nothing to do on a Sunday morning unless they go to church or work in a store. They can choose. They can visit the gym, watch TV, write a song, go to a gallery or commit murder. It’s up to them. That makes Sunday mornings a test of character. They’re revealing.’

‘Okay, how do you think we’ll fare in your test?’

‘I’m scoring high. I’ve already spoken with an alien, and we’re about to explore nature, get exercise and talk about art and philosophy.’

Ruby frowned. ‘You talk about art and philosophy. I’ll talk about the Danish guy who hit on me at the gig last night.’

‘Danish, well done. That leaves Austrian and Guatemalan.’

Ruby nodded as if receiving a compliment and grabbed the extra biscuits. ‘We should go now.’

Jacey picked up her bag and checked its contents. 

‘Is this yours, by any chance?’ she asked.

‘Why would I leave a spent match in your bag? It’ll be one of yours. You’re the match expert, you with your little match constructions for your little sticky friend.’

‘It’s the wrong type.’

‘Maybe a member of the band dropped it in there.’

Jacey glanced at the copy of her book.

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Are we seriously having this conversation, babe?’

Jacey found some paper and began writing with the match’s blackened end. She managed one word before exhausting the Carbon:

Mysterious.

A much-needed sensory adventure waited on the streets of Camden Town, an adventure that delivered extra theatre in Ruby’s company. The aromas of incense, exotic fruits and coffees took their turns amongst the spectra of sounds and colours. Across the street, a steady line of visitors left the underground station. How often, thought Jacey, do people leave other stations in London with a smile on their face?

‘Want a coffee, babe?’ asked Ruby.

‘The coffee in the flat we just left costs a tenth as much.’

‘True, but this tastes ten times better than filtered.’

‘It has an anti-drip function,’ protested Jacey.

‘Look, I know you’re struggling with that speech, so why don’t you let me write it?’

Jacey laughed. ‘That’s very kind, but I want to show my appreciation, not kick arse. Flat white, please.’ 

‘Whatever you say tomorrow, you’ll still get the cash, and you’ll sell a tonne of books. You’ll have enough money for your half of the rent and think of the coffee machine you could buy. Bean to cup!’

‘It’s not that simple, Ruby. The award-ceremony audience will be literary types. They’ll expect poetry. If I stand on that stage and speak, I’ll let everyone down.’ 

Ruby’s smile couldn’t hide her frustration. ‘You don’t owe them anything, so you can’t let them down. Here’s your coffee – now forget the ceremony before you drive me nuts.’

As the pair walked through Camden Lock Market, Jacey watched Ruby enjoy exchanges with traders and random shoppers. Ruby gave a little girl dressed as a princess a high five. 

‘Did you know those people?’ Jacey asked.

‘No. But I do now.’

‘Ladies, ladies,’ said a stranger who moved into their path. ‘You two look amazing. Can you spare a minute and complete a survey for me?’

‘Sorry,’ said Jacey. ‘We don’t have time. We’re expecting a bus any second, and if we don’t catch this one, it’s going to set everything back. My friend’s rehearsing later.’

Ruby shook her head, grabbed Jacey’s arm and pulled her away. ‘What was all that about?’

‘What?’

‘You gave your life story to a complete stranger.’

‘I was being polite. He obviously needs people to do his survey, but we were turning him down.’

Ruby laughed. ‘You’re incredible.’

‘Why do you always laugh at me when I’m polite.’

‘Not when you’re polite, when you give people too much information in case there is the tiniest chance they might be offended if you don’t.’

‘What should I have said?’

‘Two options. Say nothing and walk away or say get lost and walk away. The dude stood right in front of us.’

‘Okay.’

They looked at earrings and dream catchers, clutch bags and vinyls. They passed a street entertainer dressed as Peter Pan, hovering several feet above the ground, and a scruffy guy with a patch over one eye juggling laptops. Jacey smiled as a young man on roller skates weaved in and out, scattering tourists like a bull in Pamplona. Spotting a bus heading for Parliament Hill, Ruby broke into a canter while Jacey struggled to keep up – her shoes put her at a disadvantage. 

Behind them, a man in a Dragnet trench coat pressed a trilby to his head, dragged on a cigarette, and struggled to keep up with Jacey – his smoking and five whiskeys a day put him at a disadvantage. 
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The staff at Vervain were told that to keep the house flourishing, they must follow a schedule that saw each fireplace lit at least once a week, in rotation, independent of whether a room was in use. They warmed different rooms on different days, including during the summer months, and although visitors to the house understood that heat rises causing convection currents, they couldn’t help but perceive the movements of air – this way with one door opening, that way with another – as a sign of spiritual wanderings, or for the more nervous, of doom. 

The room where the three judges had gathered was an inner chamber with no windows. Despite the availability of electric lights, the baroness lit the room with candles when the tenor of the occasion permitted. As the bickering competition judges put forward their arguments, the swaying candle flames increased the tension and triggered a release of spirited hormones.

‘This is ridiculous,’ Lupinski snapped. ‘The ceremony’s tomorrow and we still don’t have a winner. Stamp, Stone’s book... I read it with an open mind. It’s crap.’

He slammed a copy of the book onto the table.

Goddard smiled. ‘You are a judge, so you must be more diplomatic. Stone is well intentioned, so look for the good in his work.’

Lupinski moved on. ‘And this one,’ – he slammed down a second book – I assume the author has something on you, Jessica; why else would you have nominated it?’ 

‘For God’s sake!’ 

Professor Jessica Stimson, the third judge, snatched up the book with as much venom as Lupinski’s throw-down. When she stood, she towered above Lupinski. When she raised her voice, the wine glasses trembled. 

‘You’ve missed the point completely. This one...’ She mimicked Lupinski’s exaggerated intonation but paused. After a little shake of the head, she calmed herself and continued, ‘...is an exquisitely clever story, even if slightly lacking in maturity. Stamp? I agree it isn’t good writing, but it’s trendy, it’s exciting, it has a church-run criminal cartel, and it’s what people want.’

‘I haven’t missed the point, Stim... Jessica. I’m not stupid.’

‘And you’re not a writer. Whose idea was it to put a magician on the panel?’ 

Lupinski clenched his fists. 

‘A renowned magician. They don’t call me The Great Lupinski for nothing. And I have a published book.’

‘Self-published – with more pictures than words. And you chose that name yourself.’

Lupinski produced a small white ball, the size of a walnut, and held it over the table in front of Stimson. 

‘This is your ability to read me,’ he said. The next moment, with a twist of his wrist, the ball had disappeared. 

The moment after that, with perspiration on his palms, the ball rolled onto the table. 

‘Besides, you’re not a writer either – not of fiction.’

Stimson’s face reddened. 

‘For God’s sake! I’m a professor of English Literature!’

The Baroness, her lips as pursed as she could manage, clapped her hands. ‘That’s enough, both of you. This simply won’t do.’

Lupinski laughed. ‘What do you think Babs?’

Goddard glared at Lupinski. ‘I think Professor Stimson has a point, and please address me as Lady Goddard, or at least as Barbara. I’m not a character from Eastern Enders.’

‘And I’m not a character from the subservient masses. What you both forget is that I have a vast knowledge and a refined sense of what constitutes dramatic effect. I’m an entertainer who targets an intelligent audience, who understands the value of escalation of conflict, and who knows, better than most writers, about the relative merits of showing and telling.’

‘Knowledge and wisdom are two very different things,’ said Goddard. ‘Knowledge can be wonderful, but we can ignore, misunderstand or even abuse it. Wisdom implies love. It is the progeny of devotion and inspiration joined. If we are to choose the book which will inspire the masses, we must choose wisely.’

Lupinski went to speak but nothing came out. He closed his eyes and took a slow breath. ‘Let’s try another vote. I think we’ve reached the point when a simple majority will do.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Agreed.’

Stimson, who’d been chairing the meeting, issued five discs – like poker chips – to each judge, including herself. She pushed two small ornate wooden boxes to the table’s centre, one marked Fortissimus, one marked Defectum. The judges studied the discs as if rather than merely names, an enquiry letter, synopsis and writing history were printed onto each. Finally, they took turns placing one disc in the Fortissimus box and four in Defectum.

Stimson emptied Fortissimus onto the table.

‘Which of you voted for Stamp?’ raged Lupinski, slamming his hand down in disgust. ‘The plot is shit, the characters are shit, the writing is shit, the author is shit. Need I go on? Did you ever see a shit turn into a diamond.’

‘Is this about the book or your obvious hatred of the author?’ bellowed Stimson.

‘So, it was you – you’ve done this for the simple reason that it will infuriate me!’

‘Absolutely not. It’s dark and gritty. Every chapter is a microcosm of the book, every paragraph a microcosm of the chapter, every sentence–’

‘Oh, shut up. It’s a book, not a fractal. If we’re awarding prizes for sticking to a template, I’m out of here. Anyway, you agreed, the writing style sucks.’

‘It has a few clichés.’

Baroness Goddard shook her head. 

‘First, Mr Lupinski – Samuel – please refrain from using references to excreta. Second, Professor Stimson, did you vote for Charlie Stone’s Stamp to antagonise Mr Lupinski? If you did, it simply–’

‘Won’t do?’ interrupted Lupinski.

Goddard ignored him and directed her stare at Stimson. ‘Did you?’

‘Probably.’

‘I see. Now, children, we vote again. This time, we will select the book on one powerful and fundamental criterion: it will be the best. Do either of you have any objections?’

Lupinski shrugged. ‘If we’re being honest, none of them deserve to win. One nominee is naïve and inexperienced, another an arrogant fool. One only writes so they can express their contempt for humanity, and another is a religious hypocrite. But hey, we need a winner for this esteemed competition.’

Stimson laughed. ‘So the fifth is worthy?’

‘Oh yes, the fifth. The fifth is a drug pusher. That completes the set.’

Goddard stared at Lupinski. ‘And which one is which?’

Lupinski drew a rapid breath to answer but checked himself. He smiled. ‘Never mind. Forget I said any of that.’

A paper knife, ornate but blunt, caused more of a tear than a cut when drawn along the gutter. With the page removed, the knife was thrust into the book’s cover until next needed.

––––––––
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The bus crawled as if in pain along Chalk Farm Road. Reaching into her bag for a pre-emptive hay fever tablet, Jacey realised why. Her fingers brushed a sheet of paper, and she remembered the sentence midway down: Sometimes, fiction and reality overlap. And after that: If you are a righteous person, you have nothing to fear. 

Had the other participants read that note repeatedly? Did they, too, feel apprehensive? Would they hope that the words challenge, surprise and perhaps shock had been included to entertain rather than intimidate? Would they have seen the word NICPA on the icon – or PANIC?

A few seats back, a man in a Dragnet trench coat held his notebook and ran his thumb down the tabs, one for each of his clients. He passed The Banker, The Dodgy Copper, The Builder, and pulled on the one labelled, The Writer. 

When they reached the top of Parliament Hill, Ruby spread her arms wide as if offering thanks to the gods. Jacey smiled when Ruby announced, ‘There are more directions here than anywhere else I know.’

‘You’ve said some crazy things, Ruby, but from a scientific point of view, that’s a classic.’

‘Okay, explain this: We’re on a hill, and I’m looking around at kites, kids and picnics. Everything is cool. When I look up, there’s more sky than ever. When I look down, we have the field, here, then the tops of trees, and beyond those, our great city. Earth and sky, more than half of each. Work your science on that.’

Jacey studied the view across the borough of Camden. ‘You have a point.’

Nothing was said for a few moments, and in that time, Jacey devised a riddle.

‘Let’s play a game,’ she said. ‘Guess what I am.’

‘Okay.’ 

‘I have roots that reach south to the river Thames, and my trunk breaks the surface at the prestigious Honourable Society of Lincoln’s Inn.’

‘You’re a tree.’

‘Well obviously I’m a tree. But that’s not it. Next clue. My trunk climbs north past the British Museum within the intellectual jewel of Virginia Woolf’s Bloomsbury, before spreading its branches over the cultural mosaic of Camden Town.’

‘I was right, you’re a tree.’

Jacey sighed. ‘But which tree? The leaves of my upper crown absorb the liberal, artistic and literary air of Hampstead, and my whole stands as the most prominent and influential in the fertile orchard of London.’

‘So, you’re not a tree.’

‘Yes! I am a tree! Which tree?’

Ruby gave Jacey a cheeky smile. ‘You’re the borough of Camden.’

‘You knew straight away, didn’t you.’

‘Why wouldn’t I? We’re sat here looking at it.’

Jacey reached into her bag for a pad and pencil. ‘I should write all that down. Damn it!’

‘What’s wrong?’

Jacey held up a letter. ‘I meant to post this yesterday.’

‘Something important?’

‘Not exactly. I’m sending my contact details to an old friend’s parent’s place. Sally and I lost touch. I’ll post it later. Great idea to come here, Ruby. What a view.’

‘I’m telling you, grabbing a seat on this bench with this view is winning the Parliament Hill lottery.’

Jacey looked down her nose at Ruby.

‘It takes luck to win the lottery. You told the guy sitting here that you’d seen his wife arm in arm with someone down the hill. That’s not luck.’

‘I saw the wedding ring and worked it out. You can use it in one of your books.’

‘Talking about my books, have you started reading Kay for Combustion yet?’

‘I will soon, I promise.’

Jacey watched an adult and two young children playing with a kite. Time and again, their attempts to get the kite in the air failed, but every failure was met by laughter and smiles. Would she have behaved like that as a child; laughing at setbacks rather than being smothered by them? Up to the age of twelve, yes.  Then everything changed. 

That was a long time ago. Those kids are happy. Ruby is happy. I can be happy.

She took a deep breath. The air felt fresh and cool like a waterfall plunging into her lungs. She watched the kite leap into the air.

‘I don’t know how you do it, Ruby – how you stay so calm when you’re lying through your teeth.’

‘I’m not lying, I’ll read it when I’m done with the song I’m writing.’

‘Not that. I mean what you said to the guy.’

‘She’ll have an alibi. He’ll think I made an honest mistake.’

Sometimes the characters in Jacey’s stories inflicted suffering on one individual to improve the life of another. Whether these actions were considered crimes depended on degree. Making a man walk down a hill was at one end of the scale; murder was at the other. There was a line somewhere, drawn by the courts, that, if crossed, made you a criminal. Strange that this line and the line that separated right from wrong were not in the same place. Ruby was no criminal, but what she’d done was wrong. 

‘It’s okay that you did that, Ruby. None of us are perfect. Just promise you’re not going to murder anyone.’

Ruby gave Jacey a quizzical look. ‘O-kay.’

‘Anyway,’ said Jacey, ‘it’s a great view.’

‘Yeah. It’s almost perfect.’

‘Almost?’

‘For one thing, there are wasps around.’

‘You have your injector, right?’

‘Yeah, I have it. For another, check out the Shard, how it’s nearly but not quite in line with Saint Paul’s. Wren must be turning in his grave. It’s a discord – a giant A sharp in a B chord.’

‘Your songs are–’ Ruby kicked out at a wasp that had ventured too close. ‘...full of discord.’

‘That’s different.’

‘If you say so,’ replied Jacey, along with a smile designed to say: no, it isn’t.

Now Ruby also smiled, prompting Jacey to ask why.

‘Okay. My bass guitarist – six years serving in the Paras – told me that playing a bum note in front of me raises his pulse more than any incoming round ever did. I drive home my musical opinions without mercy. Just now I could have done that to you. But I didn’t.’

‘What would you have said?’

‘That music creates discord and then resolves it. Who’s going to knock down the frigging Shard!’

‘So, why didn’t you?’

‘Because you’re my shot of Diazepam – an elegant molecule constructed from a genuinely friendly face, a wild but aesthetic tangle of black hair, Italian eyes, and a mind that’s willing to share my dreams – good or bad.’

‘Wow.’

The kite, moments earlier high enough to be a dot in the distance, looped twice and dropped dramatically to the ground.

Ruby lost her smile. 

‘Ace, there’s something I’ve meant to ask.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You were doing a degree in, what was it, rocket biology?’

‘Nuclear Chemistry.’

‘Right. But you dropped out, even though everyone says you’re a genius. Your brother’s a major dude at CERN, so why are you a lab technician in a struggling secondary school in Finchley?’ 

‘Because it’s a fun challenge, I can leave it behind at the end of each day, and it gives me time to write.’

‘That’s bullshit. You have a secret – I’ve known since the day we met. You don’t add up. You’re not spicy like me, although you’re in good shape and you’re sweet as a major added nine. But you never date.’

‘What’s that got to do with CERN?’

‘I don’t know. You write about people because you’re into them, but you prefer watching them from a distance. You’re scared of something.’

Jacey kept smiling and looked at the scenery. 

Ruby wasn’t finished. 

‘You always go on about letting people down. You think you’re not good enough.’

‘Shall we buy a kite?’

‘The dizzy spells – they’re the same story, aren’t they?’

‘Blurred, not dizzy. And what story?’

‘The story that starts: Once upon a time, chaos barged its way into Jacey’s head, and it’s still there to this day.’

Jacey rotated the ring on her finger.

‘The blurred sight is a sinus issue, stop imagining things.’

‘Tell me who it was, and I’ll rip their heart out. Was it your dad? You never talk about your dad.’

‘Seriously, Ruby, I’m getting stressed.’

Ruby reached down, grabbed a daisy, and pulled off the petals one at a time. Jacey waited, certain there was more to come.

Ruby threw the bare stem to the ground. ‘We can all change, you know.’

‘Can we?’

‘Yeah. You won’t believe this, but at school I was a total brat.’

‘I believe you.’ 

‘No, seriously, I was.’

Ruby gripped Jacey’s hand.

‘You okay?’ asked Jacey.

‘Sorry, that was me feeling dizzy for some reason. I’m fine now.’

When Ruby released her grip, Jacey discreetly checked over her friend. Was she breathing a little heavily?

‘Where’s your injector? Just in case.’

‘It’s in my bag, but I’m fine.’

Jacey turned toward Ruby keeping a close eye. Her breathing was steady.

‘So, tell me about Ruby the brat.’

‘There was this one clumsy teacher who kept kicking the waste bin when he walked in. We’d laugh and laugh, secretly at first, behind books, but openly when we figured he wasn’t doing anything about it. After a while we’d laugh as soon as he opened the door. One day, he picked up the bin and said, "this’ll make you laugh," and volleyed it across the room. He walked out and we never saw him in the school again.’

‘Wow. You were bad.’

‘But I’m not now. I changed. I worked things out.’

Ruby stopped speaking. Everybody stops speaking sometimes, but with Ruby it felt different. It was musical – a pause between verses that matched the conversation’s rhythm. And Ruby’s words sounded to Jacey like the lyrics of a song. To others, those words might sound like any random conversation, but that was the beauty of it. Jacey and Ruby fashioned a musical instrument from the air between them, such that to Jacey’s ears at least, a shifting beat and a melody of ideas played out whenever they talked. Sometimes songs are uplifting, sometimes, like this time, they raise questions. Either way, their music was inherently beautiful.
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