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Chapter 1: My little nemesis


Ever since I was a child, I have suspected that there are two kinds of people: those who know they have a nemesis and say so, their faces darkening at the very thought – and those who are in denial, or maybe lacking in imagination.


I belonged to the first group, proudly and enthusiastically. But on the eve of my 28th birthday, I realised that the time had come for me to take a much closer and critical look at my embrace of nemeses.


I had been sent a mysterious present by a man I had recently started seeing. We had been introduced by workmates and, though we were still getting to know each other, the early indications were promising. He seemed to genuinely delight in sides of my character that previous boyfriends had found unsavoury. I wondered if it was because he was Australian. In an affectionate message sent shortly after we met, he had called me “deliciously mean”.


It made me slightly suspicious. I thought, first: I bet he’ll live to regret that, and then: I’d be an idiot not to grab him with both hands.


We’d been seeing each other only a few weeks when I popped the question: “Do you have a nemesis?”


I knew, from past experience, that there were only two responses. Most often, it elicited polite, hesitant umm-ing and aah-ing from my poor dates as they racked their brains for someone with whom to appease me. Eventually they’d admit that the closest they had to a nemesis would probably be their old boss or their ex or their ex’s new boyfriend, but even they got on OK and he wasn’t a bad person really – so no, they didn’t have a nemesis, not really. Sometimes they’d even sound apologetic.


But on rare occasions I’d ask the question and be met with an immediate, unequivocal “Yes – and I hate their guts”. Sam was one of those people. When I saw him wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt that read “No enemies, no character”, and interpreted it not as a silly skate-brand slogan, but as a sign that he was cut from the same dark cloth as me, I realised I was smitten.


The present arrived at my work in a long cardboard tube. Sam would not be there to watch me open it later, but seemed over WhatsApp to be practically seething with excitement. He had not given much away but the label on the tube said it had come from a printing shop. 


“Can I open it at work?” I messaged him.


“Uhhhhhhhhh. I wouldn’t,” he replied.


That night, over a pre-birthday dinner of pizza and prosecco with three friends, we placed our bets. “I bet it’s a blown-up photo of his dick,” said Miriam. “That would be very Australian.”


With growing trepidation, I popped open the tube and slid out the roll of stiff card inside. It was indeed a poster – and a sizable one, too. I started unfurling. Anna got her camera ready.


But as the image was revealed, a mixture of glee, surprise and horror dawned on my face. I held it up and my friends looked on, perplexed, at this enormous poster of a person they didn’t know.


“It’s my nemesis,” I said, dismayed and delighted, and then corrected myself. "One of my nemeses." 


And they looked no less confused.


 


***


 


I admit that I may have become carried away.


At secondary school, there was the substitute English teacher who talked down to us as if we might be unduly stretched by the 2000 dance-drama Billy Elliot. At university, the student politician whose brilliant, waspish comebacks were forever leaving me with l’esprit de l’escalier. At my first job as a journalist, the blokey reporter who made a delighted show of asking a police officer down the phone if they had “any nice gang rapes” for him. At the same job, another reporter I witnessed spilling his lunch over his keyboard – then lifting it up and tipping it into his open mouth. People who have lived in flats above me, people who have lived in flats below me, and even some people who have lived in flats with me. 


There is the person who arrives late to every spin class, prolonging the agony for the rest of us. The woman at work who never smiles or says thank you when I hold the door for her, even after I started making a big show of doing so, just to confirm to myself that I wasn’t imagining it (and even the last time, when I laughed a little bit in open disbelief). Every property manager I have ever met, as well as all other property managers I have yet to meet.


At time of writing, I have eight nemeses – four men, four women – though that number is subject to change at any time. It is their faces I imagine, usually darkened with chagrin, when I set my sights on a goal just out of reach, or commit to a hard task with a big potential payoff. Their misdemeanours run the gamut from the merely impolite to the potentially illegal, from the unequivocal to the disputable, from the unprofessional to the purely poisonous. I keep tabs on them all, like stocks in an ever-evolving portfolio.


My latest acquisition was unexpected, and high value: Alain de Botton, the contemporary philosopher and School of Life founder who, I was recently surprised to discover, has blocked me on Twitter. I have never met de Botton, nor written about him, and although I do often think about how he met his wife – by describing his perfect partner in frankly unnerving detail to a friend, who then presented him with such a woman the very next weekend – there was no way that he could know that. But to be blocked by a man who put such thought into his interpersonal relationships seemed perversely flattering. Game on, de Botton, I thought.
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