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Prelude



Everything is dark. Somewhere a phone rings: brr-rr, brr-rr, brr-rr. A wintry sound.


The receiver is lifted from its cradle. ‘Hello?’


‘Ah, hello! Our specialist assessors happen to be in your area conducting a survey for publicity purposes. Could I interest you in a free valuation for aluminium window frames and garage fittings?’


‘It’s’ – wearily – ‘the middle of the night.’


‘Day or night, we’re committed to bringing you value for money, efficiency, and a free slimline calculator. Our expert will provide a valuation entirely without charge. There’s no obligation to buy, and no employee of this company will call.’


‘How will they provide a valuation of my windows if they don’t call?’


A silence. ‘They, er, could do it from across the street.’


‘Goodnight.’


The phone is replaced in its cradle, and only the dark remains.
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The phone rings a second time. The receiver is taken more hurriedly from its cradle.


‘Yes? What? What is it?’


‘Mr Everyman?’


‘Yes, yes who is this?’


‘This is X? Xxcu92765b__uuihk@untraceable.com. FREE! FREE! XXX, TRIPLE X, XXX, GUARANTEED SEX! HOT HONEYS HOPE U’RE HARD!’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Would you like to increase your penis length to, a, fifteen inches, b, twenty-five inches, or c, no limit! No limit!’


‘Who on earth would want a limitlessly long penis?’


‘Our team of specialist Dutch penoplasty surgeons are standing by the phones, ready to take your call. HOT HONEYS!’


‘How did you obtain this number?’


‘Mr Everyman, there’s a serious message here. There’s a serious message. Are you ready to hear the serious message?’


And Everyman pauses. Because it is just possible that the message he has been waiting for, the message that has haunted his dreams, is being cunningly masked in all this gibberish. He says, ‘I . . . may be. What is it?’


‘Hot Honkies!’


‘Hot honkies?’


‘No, wait a mo, Hot homunculuses – ah, no.’


‘What—’


‘Homozygote!’ barks the voice on the other end of the phone line. ‘Homousian!’ Suddenly the tone of the voice changes completely. A stern and unsettlingly mechanical speaker intones: ‘This phone conversation has performed an illegal action and will be closed down. Non-fatal error at 348–552. Do you wish to de-bug? Yes, no, cancel?’


The line goes dead.


Gordon slumps back in his bed. Recently he has been getting the strangest phone calls. Sometimes he thinks the whole world is going mad around him.


The phone rings a third time. The receiver is snatched up sharply.


‘What? What – what is it?’


‘Er,’ says the voice at the other end. ‘Is Larry there?’


‘Larry? No. I think you have a wrong number.’


‘Hi – Larry?’


‘You’ve dialled wrong.’


‘Er . . . is that Larry?’


‘No. I think you’ve dialled a wrong number.’


‘Why did you answer, if the number was wrong?’ snaps the voice.


The line goes dead.
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Gordon Everyman gets out of bed and pads about his flat. He goes to the window.


Outside his flat it is snowing, soft flakes drifting downwards, unwavering, falling through the black sky in slow motion. The neon sign from the chemist’s opposite gives the snow a sickly greenish tint. On this sign, the top spar of the final ‘T’ has become bent and dislodged after a cat jumped on it. It now resembles an ‘E’ more than it does a ‘T’, such that the shop appears to be offering ‘all nite chemise’. But the light the sign puts out is strong, and very green. The snowflakes catch the illumination at strange angles, giving them the appearance of impenetrable hieroglyphs as they tumble through Gordon’s field of view.


Gordon Everyman stands by his window and stares at the snow for a long time.


The phone rings again.


‘Gordon Everyman?’ says a voice at the other end. ‘Warehouse Price Viagra Can Be Yours! Key your credit card number into the—’


He pulls the socket from the wall.
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Next day, at work, Gordon asks Tim, who works at his office: ‘You know how you get spam e-mails?’


‘Sure,’ says Tim. ‘Everybody gets spam.’


‘Did you ever get a spam phone call?’


‘Spam on the phone?’ says Tim, unbelievingly. ‘How do you mean?’


‘Just like spam, but on the phone.’


‘Jesus, no. That’s weird.’


Weird, Gordon thinks. Weird is it. But the more he contemplates the universe, the more it seems to be predicated not on gravity, not on the strong or weak atomic force, not on the wave–particle duality, but on the bizarre. Ironically, in thinking this, he was not far from the truth. Not far from the truth at all. Or, to be more precise, not far as the crow flies, although his actual journey to this truth would involve certain detours, roundabout routes, lengthy delays, leaves on the line, and a replacement bus service between Feltham and Hounslow. But he gets there in the end. That’s the important thing.





Chapter 1



Gordon


And, weirdly, it turns out to be a love story after all, in the end.


You see, for Gordon, the biggest problem was women. Women troubled him. An attractive woman could reduce him to a gabbling wreck in moments. By ‘an attractive woman’ must be understood any woman Gordon found attractive; and the truth was he found every woman attractive, in one way or another, with the twin exceptions only of Princess Diana and Madelaine Albright. He didn’t know why he didn’t find Princess Diana attractive. He knew he was supposed to, but there was something in the combination of her rectilinear chin and her plughole eyes that turned him off. It didn’t really matter, of course, since the Princess – being dead – was unlikely to swing into Gordon’s social circle. But that left the rest of womankind, and when trying to talk to the rest of womankind he metamorphosed into a man drowning in spittle. It was embarrassing. It was more than embarrassing. It was Nbarrassing. It was Zbarrassing, and you can’t get any more barrassing than that.


He couldn’t understand why he turned into such a drivelling idiot in the company of the female. He loved women: he loved the way they looked, the way their minds worked, the way they wore their clothes. He loved what they wore their clothes over. He yearned for a love connection: to have a partner, a girlfriend. Even a penpal. But it didn’t seem to be destined for him.


Sometimes he would stand in front of his bathroom mirror and hold a shaving mirror to the side of his face to try and find out how he looked in profile. Straight black hair which he washed often; eyes not too close apart, not too far away from one another, a slightly W-shaped chin, it was all right. Wasn’t it? But then he’d look again, and he’d know he was fooling himself. He was not a prepossessing individual. Indeed, he was so far from being prepossessing as to be pretty much postpossessing. He had, he knew (peering close in at the bathroom mirror), myriad open pores on his nose and cheeks, which gave his skin the consistency of pumice, and which in his moments of self-doubt made him think his face looked like it had been built by the same people who made the muppets. And his nose was not a good shape. It was aquiline, which is to say, wet, with a long white shaft coming down from his forehead and a nobbled double curvature at the end. Sometimes he thought about plastic surgery. But plastic surgery belonged to plastic places like Hollywood. It wasn’t an option if you lived in Feltham. And what if, he thought idly – what if there were something cheaper than plastic surgery? But what was cheaper than plastic? Cardboard surgery? Papier-mâché surgery?


He didn’t like the sound of that.


Besides which he knew, of course, that his problem was not surgical. It was his manner, not his looks. He need only meet a woman in the corridor at work, or waiting for the elevator, or queuing in the sandwich shop down the road, and his heart thrummed like a ringing mobile set on vibrate mode. He blushed like a ketchup factory on fire. He would feel a tight sense of constriction inside him, as if the presence of the woman were somehow squeezing him. Then, as if his internal organs were all made of sponge and had been dipped in some hot salt solution, that sense of being squeezed would result in sweat starting to flow from all his pores at once. He sweated like a drain. Not that drains sweat as such, not being mammalian, or indeed alive, but I’m sure you see the point I’m making.


The odd thing was that he really wasn’t shy. His problem was something the reverse of shyness. He did not shrink away from social encounters – instead he plunged in, mouth flapping, words flying, and before he had time to think what it was he was saying he had blurted out something incredibly embarrassing. He didn’t know why he did this; he only knew that he had torpedoed his chances of true love more times than he could remember by simply saying the wrong thing.


And so, still, somehow, ‘it’ didn’t happen – his connection, his special love. Maybe fate was saving ‘it’ for some future date. If so, Gordon could only hope that fate was using efficient refrigeration, or at least some sort of vacuum-packing technology, or ‘it’ would long ago have started to go off and smell. As it was there was an inevitable belatedness to his attempts at a love life; whenever he broke through the crust of his own embarrassment to strike up a conversation with a woman, he discovered that she already had a boyfriend, or girlfriend; that she was already married, that she was already committed, that he was not only too late, but belate. But still he clung to the hope that one day he would meet Ms Right, Mademoiselle Droit, an amour in shining nightie.


One day, he told himself, she’ll come.


:^0


Gordon worked as a database coordinator for a company based in Southwark. This is what a typical day involved for him: first he would commute by train from Feltham, where he lived, to Waterloo, thereafter walking to his enormous bookcase-shaped office block. He took the lift to the fifth floor, and stepped into the open-plan office of Southwark Database Coordination Consolidated. He sat in his chair and logged on. He spent twenty minutes sorting through his new e-mails. He picked his nose, surreptitiously, putting his face close to his keyboard so that his co-workers couldn’t see him do it (or so he thought). He spun his chair all the way around on its metal stalk. He chatted to Tim, who had the cell across from his.


He spent most of his time online surfing the net, adding his opinion to chatrooms, checking out arcane websites, constructing a more impressive virtual persona for himself on-line. With characteristic British pessimism he told himself that there was no point in all this, that he was merely setting himself up for disappointment. But (as he quoted wryly to himself) if it weren’t for his disappointments he wouldn’t have any appointments at all.


He had tried to meet women via the internet, but he had not enjoyed a marked success. The closest he had come had been when he swapped e-mails and instant messages with a woman called Evelyn Mulholland whom he met via DotCompanions. After two weeks of correspondence he began to think that he had at last discovered a soulmate. They talked of meeting up. Wise to the ways of blind contacts, he made sure early on in their exchanges to ascertain the precise gender of his correspondent: <<Dear Evelyn.>> he typed. <<How are you? Work was boring today. Hey, by the way, you *are* a chick, yeah?>> In reply to this message he received a jpg which loaded up to reveal a photo of a gorgeous, green-eyed, svelte-cheeked, blonde-haired, sweepingly curved woman in her mid-twenties. The picture carried the legend, ‘To GORDON: FROM EVELYN, MILLION-DOLLAR BABE!’ Thus reassured, Gordon agreed to meet Evelyn on the concourse at Waterloo for a lunch date. They were to recognise one another by the copies of Database Coordinator Monthly each promised to carry under their left arms. Gordon, stiff in a new jacket and wearing Sssexy For Men cologne (it had a picture of a cobra on the bottle label), waited for over an hour, checking every attractive blonde who came and went. It was a further twenty minutes before he could force himself to accept that the only other person in the station carrying the appropriate magazine was a grotfaced, saggy-jowled man in his forties. Summoning his courage he approached this gentleman.


‘Excuse me . . . Evelyn, is it?’


‘Gordon! Hello!’


The prolonged waiting period and anxiety of anticipation had greatly increased Gordon’s innate querulousness. ‘Ohhh you’re a geezer,’ he said, in his whiniest voice. ‘Jesus, Evelyn, I asked you if you were a girl, and you sent me a picture of this blonde honey. Million-dollar babe, you said.’


‘Yes, and the good news,’ said Evelyn urgently, ‘is that the surgery will almost certainly cost considerably less than a million dollars! A friend of mine took that same photo to a surgeon, and was quoted eight hundred thou for everything except the hair. And there’s always wigs, right? There’s this wiggery in Poland Street that—’


‘Eight hundred thou?’ interrupted Gordon. His face had sagged so as to resemble the classic theatrical mask of tragedy.


‘That,’ said Evelyn, pawing Gordon’s shoulder, ‘is surely loose change to a company director like you – four hundred employees, you said, with offices in London and Frankfurt.’


It is true to say that Gordon had thuswise embellished his own circumstances during their exchanges. But rather than confess to this he pulled himself up to his full height, said something incoherent about the betrayal of trust, and marched off. ‘I thought it was understood,’ wailed Evelyn behind him.


After that incident, Gordon fought shy of internet contacts. He did his job in the day, and sometimes went out with his workmates to the Chain Bar round the corner. He added to his collection of SF and horror DVDs. He ate a lot of takeaway Indian food. He visited his parents in their semi-detached East Staines house, two Sundays a month. He tried real life, but it wasn’t especially edifying.


And so the internet drew him in again. It promised so much: a realm in which he could achieve anything he wanted, in which he could adopt any personality. In the web, he was tall, handsome, and – according to his own self-description – irresistible to women. He built up his online persona, choosing a name – Nemo – from an old League of Extraordinary Gentlemen comic he’d been reading. If Gordon were a nobody, then Nemo at least could be a somebody.


That’s what he hoped.


(c:


When he first made e-contact with Thinity – or, more accurately, when Thinity made e-contact with him – he was, accordingly, cautious. He roamed chatrooms using his ‘Nemo’ alias, and boasted freely about his hacking abilities. His hacking abilities were, in truth, non-existent. He couldn’t hack a computer. He couldn’t hack a pocket calculator. He could barely hack a cough. But in the virtual world of chatrooms and internet sites, embarrassments like truth could be blithely disregarded.


He typed furiously, into the night, grinning to himself. <<I’ve been hacking since I was ten. I’ve got inside the IRS. I peeked in the military intranets of seven major nations.>>


The woman with the cognomen Thinity seemed interested. They swapped messages on a regular basis. ‘Let’s meet,’ he texted. ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied. ‘Oh go on,’ he texted. ‘No,’ she replied.


And that, he thought, was that. Probably best that way, he thought. ‘She’ is probably a hairy-legged bloke anyway, he thought.


In all three of these thoughts he was wrong.





Chapter 2



‘I’m on the Train’


And so, one grey morning much like any other, Gordon clambered on to the 7:57 Waterloo train at Feltham station. He wasn’t expecting anything out of the ordinary to happen.


Miraculously he found himself not one but two adjacent seats, which he claimed in the traditional manner by slumping in one and putting his tote bag on the other. Stretching his arms to open his newspaper wide effectively screened the little area from the other commuters. He rifled the pages until, passing world news and home news, he came to that part of the paper where the broadsheet reproduced tabloid scandal under the guise of critiquing it. The train trundled into motion, and he started reading the paper.


Lost to the world in this manner, it was a while before he became aware that somebody was standing over him. It was a woman. A woman in tight-fitting, black plastic trousers.


‘Nemo?’ said the woman.


Gordon dropped the paper to his lap. The speaker possessed a clear, well-modulated American-accented voice. She may have had a beautiful face. She could, indeed, have been very beautiful altogether. Gordon couldn’t tell. He couldn’t tell because he simply couldn’t remove his gaze from the portion of tight-fitting trousers directly in front of his eyes. His line of sight was completely occupied by two thighs. Not only were these very shapely thighs, very shapely thighs indeed, but they were wrapped in close-tailored plastic, sheer, sheen, black, very tight. The plastic gripped the hips of the woman with an insolent closeness. It hugged her crotch, and by doing so it pushed into Gordon’s mind the thought of a sentence in which the words ‘hugged’ and ‘crotch’ appeared of necessity in close proximity. These trousers looked inked on. They did not say ‘workwear’, or ‘easyclean’, or ‘designer’, or ‘expensive’, or any of those concepts. They said only two things: ‘shapely leg here’ and ‘here’s another’.


Gordon’s mouth had gone dry. To put it more precisely, his saliva seemed to have been replaced by some sort of adhesive gum.


‘Up,’ said the woman’s voice, annoyed, ‘here.’


With strenuous effort Gordon creaked his head back, and let his gaze clamber up black-plastic-shirted torso in black plastic jacket, to a serenely handsome female face. In an instant Gordon knew he was in love. But to fall instantly in love with so extraordinarily beautiful, so obviously unapproachable a woman! It was hopeless. It was heartbreaking. It was the story of Gordon’s life.


‘You finished staring at my legs?’ said the woman crossly.


‘Ah—’ said Gordon. He tried to think of a line that would be suave enough to purge all awkwardness from the situation. To make her laugh, put her at her ease, to segue smoothly into an irresistible chat-up. He tried to think what James Bond would say in this situation. He tried, mentally, to become the coolest guy in the world.


He said, ‘Hu-ah? Oh.’


‘Had a good oggle, have you?’


‘A what?’ said Gordon. His head was buzzing gently. Blood was travelling vigorously all around his body. And it was blood with a purpose; blood with things to do and places to see, other than the usual listless daily round of lungs and liver and suchlike. It was perky blood.


‘Oggle,’ said the woman.


‘Ogle?’ hazarded Gordon. The woman looked crosser.


‘I am a person, you know,’ she said, fiercely. ‘Is it too much to ask that you treat me as one? To look at my face and not my thighs when you talk to me?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ said Gordon, genuinely mortified.


‘I am more than a pair of thighs in tight pants, you know,’ the woman continued. ‘I am a person.’


‘Of course you are. I know you are.’


‘If you can’t separate my thighs from my identity as a human being . . .’


‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ Gordon burst out, in an agony of embarrassment, ‘I can, of course you’re right, I can separate your thighs. I promise I will separate your thighs.’ He stopped himself. The woman was looking even more cross. Panic flared in his breast. ‘What I mean to say, obviously,’ he gabbled, trying to salvage the situation, ‘I mean, obviously I’m not saying I want to separate your thighs in a, you know, grab-and-pull sense. Quite the reverse, on the contrary, I’d prefer to push them together, I mean, if that’s what you’d like. Squeeze them shut. Or not, I mean. I wouldn’t actually touch your thighs. Not with a bargepole. Not with any kind of, er, pole.’ His eyeballs felt hot. His lungs didn’t seem to be working properly. ‘Not that,’ he continued even more rapidly, ‘there’s anything wrong with your thighs. I’m not saying your thighs are in the least bit off-putting or anything, and I’m certainly not saying that I wouldn’t, given the chance, you know, they’re lovely thighs, you must be, er, very proud of them, it’s just that I’m not fixated on the notion of pushing your thighs apart, except in the sense of, you know, separating them from your – from your— ’ He dried completely. He made a sound like a cat with fur balls. ‘From,’ he rasped, ‘from your – what you said.’


There was a silence.


Gordon noticed that the other commuters in the carriage were looking at him. He was panting a little bit.


The woman said dolorously, ‘Oh for heaven’s sake,’ and, pushing his tote bag to one side, sat down beside him.


Gordon felt the tickling sensation of sweat on his forehead. His Barbarian spray-on deodorant was losing its battle against his perspiration. Indeed, the combination of the sprayed-on chemicals and Gordon’s insistently oozing sweat was, far from working as a deodorant, actually becoming quite a powerful odorant. With lunatic irrelevance he found himself wondering why all the brand names of male spray-on deodorant had names like Barbarian and Savage and Lynx, none of which entities were especially renowned for being fresh smelling. A lynx was a large cat, wasn’t it? He didn’t know for sure what a giant cat smelled like, but he would have thought fur balls, gland secretions, catfood. Not mountain air, alpine dew, lavender ice. He realised, belatedly, that he had been grinning and blinking at the woman like a grinning and blinking idiot. ‘Sorry – I’m – look,’ he rasped. ‘I’m sorry, I think we may have got off on the wrong foot.’


‘You are Nemo?’


‘Nemo. Yes. Well, I mean to say, Gordon is my name. But Nemo is my ident on – hey, how do you know that?’ It occurred to Gordon, finally, that something odd was going on here. A beautiful woman had addressed him on the train with the hacker name that he kept secret from the world. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. ‘How do you know that my hacker ident is Nemo? That’s not common knowledge. Wait a minute – I know what’s happening here.’


She nodded. ‘You’re starting to understand.’


‘I’m a not particularly attractive single man,’ he said. ‘I haven’t had a girlfriend in two years. An – if you’ll excuse me – extremely beautiful woman in let’s-admit-it wowee clothes comes up to me on the commuter train to work. And she knows my hacker ident.’


‘You’re working it out,’ said the woman.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Gordon, wiping the sweat from his forehead by pushing it back to his hairline with his whole hand. ‘Are you a stripper?’


It took only a demisecond for the woman’s outrage to register. ‘What?’


‘I mean to say,’ said Gordon in a gabble, his sweat starting to ooze again, ‘I gave my credit card details to OrderAStripper dot com, what, four months ago, and I haven’t heard a peep since. Their website said they’d shut down and relocated to Gdansk. I mean, I ordered the Tori Amos lookee-likee, but I wouldn’t complain about the substitution. You’re certainly as, er, comely as she is.’


‘No!’ said the woman.


‘Oh you are,’ said Gordon, misunderstanding. But he knew that wasn’t what she meant. He was conscious of a profound wretchedness inside him, and still some idiot part of his brain insisted on rushing the words out through his mouth. Shut up! he told himself. Stop talking now! This is a beautiful and sophisticated woman. She’s clearly interested in you, or at least interested enough to come over and speak to you. Just be normal. Engage her in conversation. But his brain seemed to be in some kind of self-destruct spasm. ‘They were only supposed to charge forty-five pounds,’ he burbled, ‘or fifty-five with a song, but then they transferred five hundred and twenty-two to an Albanian account and Barclaycard told me there was nothing they could do about it. They told me to cut up my card. They issued me with a new one. Oh God,’ he said, his voice sliding into despair. ‘What am I saying? What am I saying?’


‘That,’ said the woman, ‘is a good question.’


‘I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. You’re not a stripogram, I can see that.’


‘Indeed,’ said the woman.


Gordon dropped his head and covered his face with both his hands. ‘I’m an idiot. I’m a gabbling idiot.’


‘This appears to be the case,’ said the woman.


The train trundled on.



[:<}


‘Nemo, has anything odd been happening to you of late?’


Gordon shrugged. ‘No, no. Nothing unusual. Nothing exciting ever happens in my life. That’s the length and breadth and, um, heighth of my existence. Nothing interesting. Nothing unusual. Except,’ he added, in an afterthought, ‘for the spam phone calls.’


‘Spam phone calls?’


‘I know. That is a bit odd, isn’t it?’


‘How do you mean, exactly?’


‘People ringing at odd hours, offering me penis – excuse me, sorry – um, you know, manly enlargements and so on. Enlargements of my manly – my man. My male. My male man. Thing. Isn’t it crazy?’


The woman gave him a knowing look. ‘Bizarre,’ she said.


‘Just that. Bizarre. Exactly that.’


‘It means it’s started,’ she said.


Gordon looked at her. ‘Oh, does it?’


She nodded. The planes and angles of her face were strikingly beautiful. He took a deep breath. His heart was performing the riverdance on his ribs, but he tried to get it under control. Maybe everything wasn’t lost. Maybe he could still talk to her, work the conversation suavely round to asking her out.


‘So,’ he said. ‘I didn’t catch your name?’


‘I didn’t tell you my name,’ she replied.


‘That would be why I didn’t catch it,’ he said.


‘That would be why,’ she agreed.


There was a pause.


‘Would you tell me your name?’


‘Will you catch it if I do?’


‘I’ll certainly try.’


‘Thinity.’


‘Thinity, what a pretty name,’ said Gordon reflexly. ‘Wait, wait,’ he added, realisation striking him, ‘you’re Thinity? The Thinity? With whom I’ve had e-contact? Christ, you’re hot. I mean, I’d sort of assumed that you were a bloke. But you’re not a bloke at all, are you? And I thought you were a guy! Fancy that. Although I suppose there is something guy-like about you, isn’t there, so I wasn’t too far off the mark. A kind of mannish something – or not mannish exactly, but.’ He could feel the rapidity of his speech increasing, like an inexperienced cyclist rolling down a hill towards a brick wall. ‘Obviously you’re not a bloke. Only an idiot would say you were a bloke. I mean, your clothes for instance – they’re very revealing. Did I say feminine? I meant revealing. Or, no, the other way. Did I say revealing? I meant feminine, very feminine, not at all blokeish, not with, uh, endowments like yours. I mean, maybe there’s a certain quality, a certain masculine quality about you, but in a good way, not in a facial hair or a willie sense, but in, you know – strong, determined, that sort of manliness.’ This speech wasn’t going at all well. ‘Not that you’re mannish,’ he qualified. ‘Not in the slightest. Very girlie. Very very girl-like. Girlie-girlie, very much so. Very nice clothes. It’s just a certain quality you have, if you see what I mean. Clearly not anything, um, I mean it’s obvious to anybody that you don’t have a hairy chest. Oh God.’ He tried a smile, but it made his face crinkle awkwardly and he stopped it. After further thought he added, ‘Um’ and ‘Right.’ He stopped.


Thinity was looking at Gordon with the sort of look a vegetarian in a restaurant might use on a veal-of-puppy compôte brought to her table by mistake.


‘So you always wear that sort of outfit?’ Gordon hazarded, groping for a conversational habit. ‘I mean, on commuter trains and stuff.’


‘Look,’ she said. ‘I don’t have time to mess about. We don’t have time to mess about. You’ve been getting the spam phone calls. The system has identified you as a potential problem.’


‘I see,’ said Gordon. ‘Problem, system, yes.’


‘Which is why we’re interested in you.’


He perked up a little. ‘Interested in me?’ At the same time he wondered to whom she was referring with her ‘we’.


‘Nemo, you are in grave danger. The future of the world is in the balance. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


‘Saying,’ repeated Gordon. ‘Understand. Balance, yes.’ But he wasn’t listening, because he was trying to summon all his courage without blushing or further perspiration. Despite the hash he had made of trying to talk to her, she had said that she was interested in him. What clearer signal did he need? Go for it! he told himself. Go on! He sucked in a lungful of air, and spoke on the out breath. ‘Are you doing anything tonight? I mean, after work? It’s fine if you are, I expect you are, actually, but, ha-ha, I thought I’d ask. Thought I’d have a punt, you know. You can’t blame a guy for asking, can you? I mean, um. Well, you can blame a guy if you like, I’m not, ha-ha, telling you what you can and can’t do. I’m only saying that it’s not unreasonable for a chap to – you know. So, tonight? Drinks, maybe? Or just one drink? Or many. I don’t mind. I’m not a teetotaller. I’m not a miser either, you can have as many drinks as you want. I’ll buy you as much booze as you can drink. Twice as much. Whatever you like. I don’t mind. I’ll buy you several bottles of wine if you like. Or a bottle of gin. Or a number of bottles – eight, say.’


‘Nemo,’ said Thinity. ‘Are you listening to me?’


‘Listening,’ said Gordon, nodding vigorously.


‘Oh no,’ said Thinity.


‘Oh no,’ echoed Gordon, his heart creaking inside him. She was going to reject him. He’d made a complete fool of himself. His viscera clenched in miserable anticipation.


But it wasn’t that. ‘Oh hell,’ Thinity said.


She was looking past him, towards the rear of the train.


Gordon followed her gaze. At the far end of the train compartment stood two men. They were dressed in black frock coats and were, bizarrely, wearing top hats. The fact that they were also wearing sunglasses gave them an especially odd countenance. There were two of them, and they were scanning the carriage, swivelling their heads from side to side with a machinic precision of movement like windscreen wipers.


‘Who are they?’ asked Gordon. ‘Do you know them? They’re dressed rather peculiarly, aren’t they?’


‘Let’s say,’ said Thinity, ‘that they’re enforcement officials.’


‘What, conductors? I never saw a train conductor in a top hat before.’ Gordon peered at the two men. ‘But you know what? It doesn’t really surprise me. The whole world seems to be going crazy. Bizarre, like you said.’


The two top-hatted individuals were now staring straight at Gordon and Thinity.


‘Oh dear,’ said Gordon, fumbling in his back pocket for his ticket. ‘Are they coming for you? Didn’t you buy a ticket?’


‘They’re not coming to check our tickets,’ said Thinity. ‘Nemo, listen carefully to me. You have to come with me now.’


Gordon was so surprised that he felt as if he had swallowed a sword. ‘You want me?’ he repeated. ‘To come with you? You? To come? Want?’


‘That’s right,’ she said, standing up. She kept her gaze directly on the two men in top hats. They, in turn, were staring directly at her.


‘Me?’ Gordon said. ‘You? Well – that’s fantastic. Fantastic! Let’s go! We can have coffee.’


‘There’s no time for that,’ said Thinity.


The two men in top hats were walking down the aisle towards them.


‘There’s a Starbucks not far from Waterloo . . .’ Gordon was saying.


‘We have to leave now,’ said Thinity, her body tensing. The fact that her body was tensing was enormously evident, on account of the sheer tightness (and, indeed, the tight sheerness) of her costume. The, as it were, naked obviousness of this physical fact distracted Gordon in the middle of his sentence.


‘Um . . . er . . .’ he said. ‘Leave, right. But we’re,’ he said, gathering his faculties, ‘we’re between stations.’


Thinity raised her arms, and hooked up one leg, as if modelling herself on the Karate Kid. Gordon could see her tautly compact arm and shoulder muscles moving in a molten fashion underneath the tightness of her clothes.
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