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      When my brother was about eight or so, and I was fourteen, I took him (heavily bribed by our mother, who was raising us on her own, and had remarked several weeks in a row that if she didn’t have an afternoon off to get her roots done and drink several margaritas, she was going to crash the car on purpose) to a superhero movie, and he didn’t enjoy it one tiny bit.

      He was an unusually literal child, and he came out scowling.

      ‘What’s up?’ I said, finishing up the horrible blue candy he’d insisted that I buy him and then didn’t eat. I was still calling it ‘sweets’; hadn’t learned to call it candy.

      ‘The baddies,’ he said.

      ‘Yes,’ I said.

      ‘There were goodies and baddies,’ he said.

      Then he looked at me, blue eyes frowning in the freckled face which was so similar to mine. The freckles looked cute on him. I looked like Peppermint Patty. My sole goal in life at fourteen was to get enough of a suntan to join them all up. This is what dermatologists call the ‘kamikaze’ method.

      ‘Yep’ I said, not really listening. There hadn’t been nearly as many cute guys in the cinema as I’d hoped.

      Vincent shook his head.

      ‘The baddie kept doing an evil laugh, Holly,’ he said. ‘Like, he knew he was evil and he really enjoyed being evil.’

      ‘Yes, he did,’ I said. ‘In case the horns and the fangs didn’t give away that he was quite evil enough. And the poisoned tail. And all that killing and destruction that he did.’

      He shook his head again, even more crossly.

      ‘I don’t think real baddies look like baddies.’ he said. ‘I don’t think they even know they’re baddies.’

      And he wandered off to the subway ahead of me – leaving me licking blue sherbet off my fingers – and I never knew why that stuck in my head.

       

      ‘No. Definitely not, absolutely not, totally no and also no way.’

      ‘What do you mean, “no”?’

      The bar was dark and pretty noisy, but anyone could hear my no, and I really wasn’t enjoying Gertie asking me about absolutely every man in there over and over again, like some kind of singleton torture interrogation.

      Twelve years on from taking Vincent to that movie, my freckles were under quite a lot of make-up, my sandy hair was ironed into submission, but I was still eating – or in this case, drinking – blue stuff.

      Gertie was in one of her ‘PIN HOLLY TO THE GROUND ON TOP OF ANY AVAILABLE MALE’ moods, and all I could do was let her talk and drink her curaçao cocktail, mostly exactly at the same time.

      I sighed and glanced again at her latest suggestion. He looked like a tree trunk had wandered into a bar by mistake.

      ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. Look at the muscles! They’re one, gross, and two, I don’t think a gym bunny is going to be very interested in girls, do you? Come on, he’s like all sculpted and stuff. Can you imagine? He probably eats nine raw eggs a day. And looks at himself in the mirror all the time. Oh, and you know – sleeps with men.’

      ‘I can’t believe you have a problem with handsome.’

      ‘I don’t have a problem with handsome. Handsome has a problem with me.’

      ‘That’s not true at all.’

      ‘You never fancied the handsome one in the boy band, did you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You used to like Louis not Zayn, right?’

      ‘Where are you going with this?’

      I squinted once more at the man at the other end of the bar. He appeared to be all jawline. He looked uncomfortable, like he didn’t know what he was meant to be doing there, and also faintly familiar. He caught my eye and smiled in basically a pretty cheesy way.

      ‘Argh,’ I said. ‘Okay, oh God. Right, he just stared straight at me. And smiled! Weirdo!’

      ‘The problem with you is —’

      ‘Oh, how I love a game of “the problem with me is”,’ I said. Gertie was my friend, but she was also all loved-up and was buying a place with DuTroy in the suburbs, so she totally had the answer to everything all the time, telling everyone she knew that all they had to do was fall in love and behave exactly as she had. You can tell what good friends we are in that we can still bear to go out for a drink together.

      ‘You have talked yourself into not deserving the handsome boys. Because of, you know, thinking about stuff too much. And complaining about your freckles. Which are cute, by the way. So you go for the less handsome guy, thinking they’ll be an easier get for you, but they’re not, because you know why?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Because you think they don’t know they’re not the handsomest guy. But they know what you’re doing. Trading down. And that makes them furious and resentful. So they won’t be very nice to you because they know they’re second-best. And then it gets worse.’

      ‘How does it get worse?’

      ‘Because when we turn thirty, everything flips, and suddenly the geeky, weird-looking guys start making tons of money and growing into their looks while the big lunks all get fat and bald. So then the weird ones really are the hot ones, and all the women want them. And now they really are furious and out for revenge for all the times they got treated second-best when they were younger.’

      ‘So what are you saying?’

      ‘I’m saying that handsome guys are probably going to be nicer to you just because they’re more basically confident underneath. Plus, added bonus: they’re handsome.’

      DuTroy was extremely handsome and he treated Gertie really well. I wondered if she had a point. After two years with a furiously nerdy cartoonist who always looked faintly disappointed in me – not of my job, or the way I looked, or what I was saying, but just gently overall – and a variety of interesting, moody, often horrible poets and beardies, I did wonder.

      I snuck another glance at Mr Muscle. He smiled again, showing very white teeth.

      ‘I think he’s a serial killer,’ I said. ‘There is absolutely no other explanation.’

      ‘You are wearing the red dress,’ said Gertie. The red dress, it was true, was a definite hard-worker. I didn’t have the lucky pants on – this was a night out with my best friend – but the dress was a definite sign of some kind. Gertie didn’t get out much since she’d met DuTroy, which was why she was sucking down blue cocktails like she secretly just wanted a hosepipe plugged into the bar, and urging me on to the kind of bad behaviour she didn’t get to do any more.

      ‘Hmm,’ I said.

      ‘Well, go get more drinks,’ she said. ‘Stand close to him. See what happens.’

      ‘ARGH,’ I said. ‘Is this what people used to do before Tinder?’

      ‘Physically stand in places?’

      ‘Physically stand in places,’ I said. ‘Yuk. Bleargh. Plus I love being single.’

      ‘What, even the Sunday mornings?’

      ‘Yes! No. Not the Sunday mornings.’

      If I could get it together, I’d launch a breakfast club just for those Sunday mornings when you wake up alone and try to convince yourself you’re enjoying it. And you go out to get coffee and sit and read the papers with all those other people also trying to pretend they’re living in a commercial and love sitting by themselves on a Sunday morning being cool and drinking coffee. At the Breakfast Club, we’ll all get coffee and read the papers, but in a kind of all-together companionable silence. Maybe. The problem is, if someone else ran a Sunday morning breakfast club, I would absolutely totally one hundred per cent not go.

      I stood at the overcrowded bar. It was hot and incredibly noisy. He was just a foot or so away, nursing a fizzy water, I think, and looking around.

      It occurred to me suddenly that he didn’t look like a guy hanging around a bar – there were a few, and they were all pretending to talk to their friends, intensely involved with their telephones, eyes casting around the room in a slightly suspicious manner. He was quite still. Observant, as if he was looking for something very specific. I swallowed, moving towards the bar. As I got closer, I realised he was gigantic, easily six foot five and built – not heavily muscled, but sinewy, strong. Nice. If I had a beard, I told myself sternly. And a penis. And testes.

      He scanned the room, saw me again, smiled distantly.

      The drinks were pulsing through me. And I was wearing the red dress. I made an uncharacteristic decision. I smiled right back. Although his hair was very black, his eyes were blue.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, and even though I was sure this was all an absolutely pointless exercise, and I had no real idea as to what I was doing, I said ‘hey’ back.

      The next second, he grabbed me and threw me across the bar.
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      I landed heavily, in among the shocked-looking bar staff, banging my elbow hard against the beer fridge; it hurt like hell.

      ‘What the…?’ I started to swear, but in the very next instant, I heard an enormous crash and all the bar staff ducked down beside me.

      I glanced at the girl next to me, who had a full sleeve tattoo and half of her head shaved. She was shaking. I gave her what I hoped was an encouraging glance, then sneaked a quick peek above the bar. Someone had unplugged the music system and turned on the overhead lights. What was a sophisticated, buzzing nightspot was suddenly just a big bare room, devoid of magic or excitement; rather seedy in fact.

      The trembling girl showed me her phone: she’d called emergency services and simply left it off the hook. I nodded.

      ‘Everybody down!’ came a calm voice. It was unhurried, almost relaxed. Weirdly, this made me feel even more frightened.

      I blinked and risked a peep over the bar top again. A large man with bad skin and a mask was standing in the doorway, with several murky-featured guys behind him.

      ‘Phones, wallets, valuables, blah blah,’ he was saying. His voice was surprisingly soft, but everyone was listening to him nonetheless. ‘Thanks. That’s so kind of you. It’s all right really… ’

      He turned to the nearest woman, an ageing blonde with over-worked-out lines on her face. She recoiled.

      ‘It’s all right,’ he repeated, almost soothingly. ‘I’m just stealing from you.’

      ‘You… you…’ she spat, but was unable to say any more.

      He gently reached over and carefully unhooked a silver necklace from her neck. The blonde jumped as he examined it.

      ‘Oh dear dear dear,’ he said. ‘This isn’t real. Did you know that? Or was it a present?’

      The woman stared at it angrily as the man handed it back.

      ‘Phone,’ he said.

      Meanwhile, his men were lurching round the room with empty sacks, and people were emptying their handbags and wallets into them immediately, without question. My ears were ringing from how noisy it had been before.

      ‘Very good,’ said the man. ‘Thanks. Thanks, everyone. This will help fund us nicely.’

      There was a commotion in one corner. I looked around and my heart stopped. It was Gertie, punch-drunk from all the cocktails.

      ‘NO!’ she was screaming. ‘NO! You can’t have it.’

      I knew immediately what she meant.

      DuTroy had given her an eternity ring for her birthday, and it’s her most treasured possession. I know she thinks it means that he’s going to give her a wedding ring one day, and I think she’s right about that too. I cursed myself for being far away.

      ‘Gertie!’ I whispered loudly. ‘Gerts! Just give it to them.’

      The masked man was walking towards her in a really menacing way. I looked around for someone to do something – anything – to help, but everyone was terrified, staring at the floor, feeling feverishly in their pockets for the space their phones were moments before.

      I swore mightily to myself. I am not in the least bit brave and will not pee in a room that a spider is in or has been in or might once have been in but –

      ‘ARGH,’ I said. I looked around for the big man with the blue eyes but he was nowhere to be seen. It struck me suddenly that he might have been with the robbers, scoping the place out, and my blood ran cold. I swallowed, and before I could think about it, I had jumped back over the bar.
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      ‘LEAVE HER ALONE!’ I shouted loudly, my voice shaking ‘Leave her ring! Here. Take my watch. And my wallet. And my phone. Take anything you like, just… leave that ring.’

      ‘Holly!’ said Gertie, her face looking utterly drained of all colour. The henchman – he was massive, dressed all in black – turned around slowly to face me. My teeth were chattering in my head.

      ‘Here,’ I said, pushing forward my bag, in which, I knew, was enough cash for two cocktails and a credit card which was basically maxed out completely, but he wasn’t to know that. ‘Take it, take it all, but leave the ring.’

      You could hear a pin drop in the room. My heart was beating so loudly in my chest I could feel it. Where were the police? They’d been called for. Where were they?

      Nobody spoke. Then the main guy, the one who had spoken, stepped aside from the blonde woman and started to move towards me, very slowly. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      This wasn’t like me at all. The one time I went to give blood I pretty much threw up in the van. And I didn’t even want to come out to a bar because I hate them. Also, it struck me, if I was going to be killed, I wish I had worn the nice knickers.

      He loomed over me; he was very tall. He was wearing a large hat which cast shadows on his face, and of course a mask; I could tell his skin was bad. And something else: just where the hat finished, he had the oddest thing which my attention snagged on – a large, pale kiss-curl. The rest of his hair was smoothed down, but this curl stuck out.

      I was trembling all over.

      ‘That’s the problem with bravery,’ he said. His voice was light and airy, and he sounded rather sad. Somehow that made it worse, and I felt a big block of ice in my stomach. I couldn’t seem to move.

      ‘The problem with bravery is that it’s incredibly time-consuming and, you know, potentially really dangerous.’

      He leaned closer to me, searching my face. I turned my eyes to the ground like a cringing dog, utterly terrified. Next to me, his cronie was fiddling with his gun. I could hear metal clicking against metal and fingernails.

      The oddest thing I noticed – all my senses were heightened – was that he smelled of lime and cedar. Something incredibly expensive, anyway. Who puts aftershave on to commit a massive heist? I found myself thinking. And where the hell were the police?

      Without violence, he simply lifted the bag out of my hand and grabbed Gertie’s wrist. Then he looked at me and sighed.

      ‘Don’t make me,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t make you what?’ I stuttered.

      ‘Machete!’ he said sorrowfully, and one of his goons jumped forward.

      ‘No!’ I said again in total disbelief. Then I looked at Gertie, who was pale and sweating, eyes wide.

      ‘Give it to him!’ I said. ‘Give him the ring! And quickly!’

      His shadowed eyes moved back to my face, and I flinched instinctively.

      ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ he said, then again moving like a darting snake, he grabbed the top of my arm.

      ‘Well done.’

      He was holding me. Not tightly, but I couldn’t squirm. Gertie had somehow fumbled off her ring and handed it to him with shaking fingers, watching me the entire time. He took it without looking at her, but he wouldn’t let go my arm.

      ‘I like a fast learner,’ he said, smiling. His voice was still so soft and calm. I wanted to spit in his face, but all my courage was gone, withered.

      ‘Thank you, everyone,’ he called out to the room politely. ‘Your little trinkets will help fund our… well, nothing you need to know about.’

      He smiled again.

      ‘Do enjoy the rest of your evenings.’

      As he said that, his henchmen shot every single bottle of booze behind the bar. Glass shards rained down and I hoped the bar staff was all right. Yet still he did not let me go, and the horrifying thought dawned on me slowly: the robbery was over.

      But he was taking me with him.
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      People stared at me as I was dragged past them, and they cast their eyes down. Thank God, I found myself thinking, thank God they don’t have their phones. I made a mewling sound. Gertie was being kept back by one of his goons, but I could see the horror in her eyes.

      ‘Let me go,’ I begged, but he was still pulling me along – not brutally, but there was no element of doubt – and didn’t even show whether he’d heard. And everyone in that tacky, run-down, evil-smelling nightclub turned their faces away, saying without words, ‘Don’t pick on me, don’t pick on me, ‘ and I will say, I did not blame them.

      Finally, at last, I heard a siren somewhere and my neck jerked up. The man laughed as the siren grew briefly louder, then faded away.

      ‘Think they’re having a busy evening,’ he grunted.

      We were at the door. Outside, I saw under the streetlights a large van with blacked-out windows. I knew for a fact this was where he was taking me and I started to kick and struggle, but he held on to me – not strongly enough to hurt me, but enough.

      ‘Don’t struggle,’ he said. ‘It’s tedious. Can’t you just come along until I’m safely out of here? Honestly, it’s standard procedure. But I really don’t want to hurt you.’

      ‘NO!’

      I risked a yell. He pulled me close to him – I smelled that scent again – and leaned into my ear: it was a curiously intimate hold.

      ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘On the other hand, you scream, and I’ll cut a rainbow in your face, line by line.’

      And I saw the solitary streetlight in the back alley glint off the blade of a knife he had in his palm.

      My throat shuttered closed. I couldn’t have screamed if I wanted to.

       

      The street was dark and silent. My eyes closed; my shoulders sank: I was resigned to my fate, while in a simultaneous state of utter disbelief that this was happening to me. I work in PR, for goodness’ sake. I share a flat where I can touch all the walls at the same time. I eat too much brown food, and I like my legs and dislike my freckly nose. My name is Holly Phillips, I am twenty-six, ten and a half stone, sandy hair, brown eyes: completely and utterly ordinary. And I was being kidnapped. I closed my eyes and let my head sag.

       

      The next thing I heard was a kind of a swoosh. My head jerked up in confusion; the hand tightened on my arm. Something was blocking out the streetlight, leaving us in darkness. It was the figure of a man.

      I started to struggle in my panic. Oh God no, I thought; it’s one of those idiot vigilantes. You know, the ones that are always being paraded in the newspapers – portly, sweaty and uncomfortable in their Lycra robes sewn by their mothers or long-suffering girlfriends, stalking around town telling off teenage drug dealers and getting sworn at for their trouble.

      Then I made a sharp intake of breath.

      It wasn’t one of the silly copycats. It’s… it couldn’t be. Oh, for goodness’ sake.

      My relief to see his identity was balanced out by how absurd this entire thing was.

      ‘Okay, what have we got here?’ the figure said in disappointed tones.

      ‘Oh, seriously? I’ve got a hostage and stuff. Can’t you just get out of my way?’ said the man holding me.

      ‘What on earth…? There’s twenty-two robberies taking place at nightclubs right across this city.’

      ‘Twenty-five.’

      ‘And they’re all down to you? What are you? New?’

      ‘Frederick Cecil. Nice to meet you.’

      ‘Frederick Cecil?’ said the man, still in shadow.

      Really, I thought, even in my fear. That is a terrible name.

      ‘That’s a terrible name for a baddie,’ continued the man. ‘You sound like a butler.’

      The grip on my arm tightened.

      ‘I happen to like it,’ said Frederick Cecil.

      ‘What about Ferocious Freddie the Fearless?’ suggested the man in the shadows.

      ‘Yes, I don’t really have time for this now,’ said Frederick Cecil, dragging me along further.

      It was so quick I couldn’t see how he’d moved, not at all. It was like a flash, or a jump cut: suddenly, the man from the shadows was standing right in front of us. Seeing the light again was blinding.

      ‘Oww,’ I said.

      It doesn’t help that the man who had suddenly appeared in front of us was revealed, out of the darkness, to be wearing his full suit. I’d seen him in the papers, of course – he was everywhere. But I hadn’t realised in real life it was quite so… quite so… purple.

       

      ‘Put the girl down.’

      ‘Yeah, I’d love to, but you know… getting away and all that?’

      ‘PUT HER DOWN.’

      I felt my throat loosen up just a little.

      ‘Um, hi, yeah, could you actually put me down?’

      They both ignored me, but there was a quick intake of breath from Ultimate Man – seriously, that’s what he calls himself. Ultimate Man. Our genuine city vigilante. I’d never seen him before, but DuTroy thinks he’s totally awesome.

      I always thought he was a bit of a ninny myself, probably with daddy issues – I mean, he wears a cape and everything. I will tell you: the cape has not caught on.

      I thought that right up until two seconds later when two of Frederick Cecil’s goons were creeping up on him.

      With me barely seeing it, bang, Ultimate Man had knocked out two henchmen really quickly. It doesn’t make a big crunch like punches being thrown on television. It was just a crack and a kind of strangled groo noise, and two huge men were lying on the ground and the back of the van was left swinging open.

      Frederick Cecil looked like he didn’t care in the slightest.

      ‘Can we move it along?’ he said, showing me the knife again, glinting.

      Faster than I could see, Ultimate Man kicked it out of his hand, and it soared over the van and landed in the brickwork of the building across the street.

      All three of us turned to look at it. Suddenly I heard the sirens start up again, encouragingly close this time.

      Frederick Cecil turned his head quickly in their direction, and Ultimate Man took his chance. He booted the man’s elbow, which reflexively curled up and set me free as Frederick Cecil buckled in pain and let out a small sigh.

      I didn’t need telling twice: I tore off down the alleyway. Panting, I couldn’t tell if I was being chased, but when I finally hit the street corner, I slowed down, completely out of breath – Gertie’s right: Pilates is rubbish for cardio – my hands on my knees, breath tearing from the shock. I couldn’t hear footsteps.

      I risked a look behind me. The van was starting to move in the opposite direction to me, and Frederick Cecil was running towards it, just as Ultimate Man bored into him.

      I found I didn’t want to watch; I didn’t want to know what the stupid, stupid men were doing. I was suddenly overwhelmed, bursting into tears, fully realising the horror.

      I just wanted to find Gertie and go home and curl up and cry.

      As if on cue, something came flying through the air towards me. I stepped aside, but I needn’t have done: it landed perfectly where my feet were. I glanced down. It was Gertie’s eternity ring.
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      ‘No, no, no, no; absolutely no way; definitely not.’

      Gertie and I were sitting on the window ledge, with the local news on.

      DuTroy was standing by the door with a rolling pin. He’d been standing there for thirty-five minutes and I think he was feeling pretty stupid about it now, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. ‘Seriously, dudes, no.’

      They were trying to get me to go to hospital, both of them, but I kept telling them I was fine; I wasn’t hurt, just shaken up. Gertie assumed this meant I absolutely definitely had concussion, which is an impossible argument to win if you think about it.

      Anyway, I knew I hadn’t hit my head, and was telling them so vociferously. I didn’t even show them my arm. There was nothing to see there anyway; it was only the memory of his fingertips.

      My teeth were chattering as if I’d been submerged in cold water, but I was gradually coming back to myself. We didn’t have any booze in the flat – or so I thought until Gertie unearthed a hideous little bottle of some thick liquorice liqueur she brought back from holiday that time, and she made me drink it, which was just about the worst thing that happened to me that evening. We stared at the incredibly repetitive television news.

      Clubs and bars all over the city had been targeted in raids, diverting police resources and adding massive confusion. On the screen, a girl with long bits of hair hanging off her – extensions which had dropped out in the panic – was sobbing into the camera, great trails of mascara running down her face.

      ‘Shouldn’t you be more like that?’ said Gertie. ‘I’m just saying. You could have got on TV.’

      ‘What, you think I’ve failed at being scared in a socially acceptable way?’ I said. ‘Great. I hope a dingo never steals my baby.’

      ‘This city is getting worse and worse,’ said DuTroy, and of course he totally had a point about that. He had so much of a point about that, in fact, that when my mother rang up to check I hadn’t been anywhere near one of those ‘awful bars’, I lied my head off and told her of course I hadn’t, look at me, talking from home, nothing to worry about. I took another slug of the filthy liqueur.

      Gertie looked at me reproachfully, stroking her ring. She’d tried to apologise, but I waved it away. She’d panicked. So had I. It wasn’t her fault any more than getting thrown over the bar was mine. None of us knows how we’ll respond when something really awful happens. I know that now. I only just about got away with not wetting my knickers.

      But I don’t want to dwell on it. I don’t want to dwell on the absolute worst thing. That when that man – when that thing, really; he doesn’t deserve the term ‘man’ – told me to get into the van, I didn’t fight. I didn’t scream or complain. I let him take me. I’d obediently allowed him to tell me what to do. If Ultimate Man hadn’t shown up, I know I’d just have gone. Like cattle. Straightaway.

      So now I know that about myself. It doesn’t really seem worth being scared any more. If they come for us, I shall march with my head down, into the van. That’s the kind of person I am. Come the zombie apocalypse, I’ll go down first wave.

      I sighed heavily.

      ‘You all right?’ said Gertie for the billionth time. ‘Aren’t you going to give a statement to the police?’

      ‘Four hundred other people saw him,’ I said. ‘What can I add? Anyway, they probably already know who he is.’

      ‘So,’ said DuTroy. He’d obviously been dying to bring this up, but waiting till a suitable moment.

      ‘So, uh… You met Ultimate Man, huh?’

      ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘He didn’t even look at me or anything. We weren’t formally introduced.’

      ‘But he saved you, right?’

      I shrugged. ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Man, that’s cool.’

      ‘It’s not cool!’ said Gertie. ‘He’s a vigilante! He’s a crazy show-off who jumps around the place making an idiot out of himself and encouraging steroid abuse!’

      Up until tonight, this had also very much been my feelings on the Ultimate Man issue.

      Other cities don’t have a vigilante hero. Well, maybe here in America they do, but not where I grew up, in Britain.

      It felt like it defined us. While also, by the way, constantly reiterating the message that our town was totally full of scum and crime and our police was rubbish. This is not the way to attract investment and tourists. We did get tourists, obviously. But they were, for the most part, incredibly creepy, always loitering around the really dodgy parts of town hoping they might get mugged and then Ultimate Man might come and rescue them.

      I will tell you: first, it made more work for Ultimate Man and it made basically worse stuff happen, which is immoral in my opinion; and also, he is (apparently) only the one guy, which means there’s loads of tourists who got mugged and didn’t get saved, leading one of them to sue the city. And because those odds aren’t bad if you’re a mugger, then it becomes a self-fulfilling cycle. The more people are muggers, the less statistically likely it is that Ultimate Man will happen to be strolling by and be able to save you.

      I know you think having a guy with superpowers in your city would be cool, but I can tell you from experience, it really wouldn’t. He’s a blooming liability and a bit embarrassing, with the purple suit and everything.

      But undeniably, he had saved me.

      ‘He was fine,’ I said shortly. I wasn’t thinking about him. I was still thinking about Fredrick Cecil and his van.

      ‘Thank God he was there. I don’t know what would have happened.’

      Well, none of us wanted to think about that for very long.

      ‘So did he, like… did he feel really… I mean, are those real muscles or was it just the suit…?’ DuTroy went on.

      ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I was really sorry about it. I kind of always thought you might be Ultimate Man.’

      ‘Shut up!’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘I totally could be Ultimate Man.’

      ‘Yeah, in tiny world,’ said Gertie, snorting.

      He’s gorgeous, DuTroy, but not the tallest. He looked really hurt.

      ‘Aww, you can be my Ultimate Man, baby,’ said Gertie immediately, and I made gagging sounds.

      ‘I don’t think I want to leave you alone in the city any more,’ said Gertie. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t move out.’

      ‘I won’t be alone,’ I said. ‘Not having a boyfriend doesn’t mean you’re alone! I’ve got friends! I’ve got work! I’ve got Vincent!’

      Vincent now lived in an annoying luxurious apartment based on the annoyingly lucrative job he got when he escaped his boring technical degree and started making a ton of money turning his annoyingly literal brain towards logistics.

      I am totally fine with the fact that my baby brother, who is only twenty years old, rents an apartment on his own that is six times the size of mine. And didn’t ask me to move in.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Gertie, unconvinced. ‘I just… I mean, what if he targets you now? That bad guy?’

      ‘He doesn’t know who I am,’ I said, remembering again with a shiver the gentle pressure of that hand against my arm. ‘He didn’t even look at me. He was just grabbing anything to make his getaway. He’d have put a gun to a dog’s head if there’d been one handy.’

      ‘Are you sure about that? You’ve seen him now.’

      ‘No, I haven’t. He had a mask on. Look.’

      I nod towards the television. There was a huge stupid photofit of a guy with stubble, bad skin and a mask over his eyes. You could barely tell what ethnicity he was.

      ‘Four hundred people saw him as much as I did.’

      But only one smelled him, I think to myself. Only one nearly stepped in the van.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter Six
            

          

        

      

      I considered taking a day off, but on balance decided I would keep some trauma leave in reserve for, frankly, a slightly sunnier day.

      I work for the mayor, which sounds grand except I’ve never met her, and it’s a tiny satellite department where I rewrite press releases about cheerful-sounding initiatives and try and get them in the paper, whereupon the few tired old hacks who are left working there generally just say yes, and sigh and talk about journalism not being what it was. I smile politely because obviously I know that, and clearly I’d much rather be a working journalist like them rather than churning out press releases on garbage pick-ups, particularly since the press release about garbage pick-ups has to rather skate over the issue that there’s about to be dramatically less of them.

      Anyway, naturally Gertie wanted me to take the day off, but there was the added bonus that I would be able to mention to the office that had I had been right in the middle of it and thus would be the focus of lots of gossip and I promise you, if you had a work day as boring as mine, you’d be grateful for that too.

      I dressed in black to look demure and somehow a brave victim. Maybe I would stare stoically out of the window and if anyone asked me what was wrong, I would say, ‘No, nothing,’ and perhaps bite my lip a bit. I wanted to milk the heroic, Ultimate Man bit. The more I focused on that, the less I had to think about the other bit.

      The subway was mobbed as usual, and I looked around at people’s tablets over their shoulders to read the news. I wasn’t mentioned – as ‘brave girl who got away’ – annoyingly enough. Although I’m not sure they’d have got the most flattering photograph of me skulking up the road like a fleeing dog.

      I swiped my security card at the office and walked up to the coffee room where my colleagues, Liz and Bettina, were chatting away.

      ‘OMG,’ said Bettina as I walked in. ‘Have you heard what happened?’

      I composed my features into a slightly saintly visage and looked enquiring.

      ‘FINALLY!’ said Liz. ‘Finally, there’s a man in the building.’

      ‘What?’ I said, wrong-footed.

      ‘It’s true,’ said Bettina, nodding wildly. ‘A man.’

      There are lots of women in PR, my line of work. Lots. Even in the mayor’s office, all the men are over in civil engineering, sharpening pencils and drawing manly… Actually, I have no idea what they do in civil engineering. I think it has something to do with slotting huge pipes into tight holes. I think possibly also I fantasise too much at work because I don’t like my job. And also, there aren’t enough men.

      ‘Oh,’ I said, interested but not ready to relinquish my starring role that easily. ‘Anyway, so I was at this bar last night…’

      ‘A tall man,’ said Bettina.

      ‘With hair!’ said Liz.

      ‘Are you sure you aren’t objectifying?’ I said crossly. ‘And also, didn’t you hear me? I was at a bar! The bar that got targeted by that bad guy!’

      They looked at me.

      ‘Oh that,’ said Bettina. ‘So was my mum. And all my other mates.’

      ‘Yeah, everyone was,’ said Liz. ‘You’re like the fortieth person this morning to say that. Actually you can’t all have been there.’

      She eyed me suspiciously but I’m pretty used to that. Liz is about a fifteenth of a salary grade above me though does the same kind of thing as I do, but she’s been here longer and is a lot older than me and seems to think I am a major super-ambitious player out to snatch her ‘incredibly senior’ job, which shows she isn’t really a very good judge of human nature.

      ‘Well, I was,’ I said, holding up a cream tote from Forbidden Planet. ‘Look, no handbag – see?’

      ‘Are we still talking about this?’ said Bettina. She moves over to the glass wall of our little office. You can see across the main hall.

      ‘There he is,’ she said reverently. ‘He’s getting his security pass.’

      ‘He can security pass me,’ said Liz, which doesn’t even make sense, but I follow where they’re heading and glance down.

      ‘A man,’ said Bettina with some satisfaction. ‘In our department. Ooh.’

      Our previous incumbent, Shawna, had moved to Cyprus to get married, a fact which had been discussed at almost unbelievable length both with us and on speakerphone over the previous eighteen months, with everyone being well aware of the cost of paper napkins, the best font for save the date cards, the difficulties of sourcing French lace and how many alterations one required when dropping three dress sizes in three months before the big day, whether nine groomsmen was enough, how you order personalised sugared almonds and what was best – an éclair cake or a chocolate one.

      Then she didn’t invite any of us. Liz kind of implied she was invited and had said no, but she wasn’t really.

      I looked down.

      Sure enough, there was a large, slightly scruffy man trying to look tidy for his security pass photo. He was tall and wearing glasses and a suit which looked like his mother had bought it for him to grow into.

      ‘He has hair,’ marvelled Bettina. ‘And he’s tall! That already puts him, like, nine points ahead of my ex-husband.’

      ‘Also, he doesn’t eat squirrel,’ Liz pointed out, squinting downwards.

      Bettina rolled her eyes. ‘At least I’ve got an ex-husband.’

      The man moved over to the lifts and we scuttled back to our desks like children when the teacher comes back in. Bettina hastily put on some new lipstick and even Liz smoothed down her hair expectantly. I tried my best to pretend I was above all this kind of nonsense.

      The lift pinged on our floor and slid open. We all desperately pretended not to be looking… until Liz, unable to contain herself, leapt out of her seat. We never saw our actual boss: she was always in meetings or on courses; she normally just emailed work over. So Liz decided to do what she normally did and pretend she was in charge.

      The man who emerged, blinking into the light of our office, was tall, right enough, but apart from that he wasn’t a very impressive specimen. He seemed a little too big for his shirt; his shoulders were slumped over, presumably from being too tall for things all the time; he looked a little rumpled, like a dressed-up bear. He wore glasses, but unlike the slick trendy frames some people wore for fashion, they clearly had thick prescription lenses in them, which gave his eyes a slightly startled appearance, heightened now due to Liz turning her gimlet eyes on him.

      ‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Hi there. Welcome to my team.’

      Whose team? Bettina and I shared a glance.

      ‘Now you are…?’

      ‘Nelson. Nelson Barmveyer.’

      He was carrying a large briefcase and wasn’t quite sure where to put it down, so moved slightly awkwardly. Meanwhile, for a horrifying split-second I thought Liz was moving in to kiss him on the cheek. In the end, they managed to slightly dart past each other, and kind of grasp hands a little bit.
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