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Chapter 1 Hesperus, Tamzine


The Monday morning buzz at the Kraków, Poland branch of GlobalText Solutions was the sound of a small team of hard-working people quietly surrendering to the inevitable. It was the plasticky clatter of laptop keyboards, the rustling and unzipping of coats and bags, the occasional bang of a heavy door, and the soft murmur of conversations that had all the verve of a hostage negotiation. It was the comfortable sound of people who were already counting the minutes to a weekend that was still several days away.


Off to one side of the spacious, open-plan room, in one of nearly a dozen identical cubicle clusters, sat Jim Witt, a man who looked, to put it charitably, like a cautionary tale. His salt-and-pepper hair had the chaotic, slept-on architecture of a collapsed bird’s nest. His desk and the empty desk next to him, onto which his madness had spilled, was a monument to neglect; a sprawling archaeological dig of coffee-stained papers, at least four mugs that might have once contained liquid but now seemed to be cultivating new forms of life, and the sad, plastic-wrapped remains of a baguette that would never again know a human’s touch. Slumped at his laptop, head in one hand and coffee in another, he was a man still deeply in the throes of a horrific breakup.


He was, by trade, an editor of text. He didn’t use Grammarly, because he was Grammarly. His mouse could be a tool for healing, or a weapon of mass destruction. He moved through documents with the grim efficiency of a battlefield surgeon, amputating adverbs, executing unnecessary clauses, and leaving a trail of bloody red tracked changes in his wake. Each click was a small, satisfying act of control in a life that felt utterly devoid of it.


Into this vortex of quiet misery and unsustainable self-pity bopped short, blonde Betty. She was new, and you could tell. She had an undented optimism, a bright, focused energy that felt like an LED lamp in the night. She moved with a purpose and speed straight towards Jim that made the hairs stand up on the back of the necks of Marek and Ela, the two Instructional Development writers seated in Jim’s cluster. And as they knew very well, you didn’t approach the miserable Anglik before his third coffee unless you had a death wish.


Betty, it seemed, had a death wish. She stopped at the border of his desk-chaos, and held out a single printed page.


‘Excuse me? Jim Witt?’


Jim didn’t look up. He emitted a low grunt, a sound dredged up from the depths of his considerable morning-after suffering.


‘Hi,’ Betty said, her voice clear and undeterred. ‘I’m Betty. From Technical Documentation. You just edited my release notes for GraboBank’s 6.2.2 server patch.’


The relentless clicking of his mouse stopped. He blew out his cheeks, a long, world-weary sigh that seemed to carry the weight of every bad decision he’d ever made. He slowly, painfully, raised his head. His eyes held all the warmth of a tax audit.


‘And?’


‘And,’ she said, tapping a finger on the page, ‘you seem to have a personal vendetta against the serial comma. What has it done to you, you poor, poor man?’


The question landed in the dead air of the desk space with the force of a grand piano on a coyote’s head. Behind them, Marek actually flinched. Jim just stared at Betty, his expression unreadable. He had built a fortress of grump around himself for a very long time now, a carefully maintained perimeter of sighs and monosyllabic responses designed to keep the entire world at bay. And this very short, very smiley, very blonde woman with an impeccable bob, had just strolled up and rattled the main gate.


‘The serial comma is a grammatical participation trophy. It’s unnecessary, and our style guide warns against it,’ he said, his voice a low rasp. ‘It’s redundant, it’s inefficient, and we don’t like it. End of story.’ He began to turn back to his screen, the conversation officially over.


Instead of retreating, Betty leaned closer, placing the printout on the one small patch of desk not currently occupied by clutter or despair. ‘Okay, but what if I wrote a sentence like, ‘This server patch is dedicated to my parents, Ayn Rand and God’?’ she said, her voice dropping conspiratorially. ‘Without that last comma, you’ve just given me some very interesting parents.’


A profound stillness settled over the space. Jim’s gaze flickered from Betty’s clear, challenging eyes to the sentence on the page that one small finger kept pointedly tapping. His hungover brain, a machine that had been running for so long on fumes and spite, whirred further into life. It was an old argument, but the way she had presented it was, annoyingly, quite funny.


A muscle in his jaw twitched. A tiny, rebellious corner of his mouth threatened to curve upwards. He suppressed it with the grim determination of a man fighting a fart in church.


‘Fine,’ he grumbled, after a pause that stretched for an eternity. He turned his full attention back to the screen. ‘You can have your comma. Just don’t let it happen again.’


‘Thank you,’ Betty beamed. She turned to leave, then paused, a final thought occurring to her. ‘And for the record, I’m pretty sure God would have some major notes on Rand’s early work.’


She was gone. Jim discretely watched her walk back to her desk, a small, triumphant figure in a sea of beige. He felt a strange, unfamiliar sensation. A flicker of something other than the dull, persistent ache he’d been living with for so long. Respect?


He wrestled with his instinct for a minute, then gave in and found her name in the office’s instant messenger app. His fingers, so recently instruments of editorial destruction, typed a new kind of message:


WittJ: For the record, they’d both be terrible clients. Impossible to manage expectations.


Across the office, a notification flashed up on Betty’s screen. She clicked it and read the message, and a pleased smile slowly spread across her face.


Tuesday


Betty, a firm believer in the restorative power of a good morning routine, was feeling particularly happy. Her new job was better than her old job, and everyone at work seemed very friendly and nice. Well, almost everyone, she thought with a chuckle.


She’d woken up early, gone for a run, and was now striding into work with the kind of energy that was seriously annoying to the less awake. She ignored the soulless corporate Starbucks kiosk in their building’s lobby and ducked into The Spot, a cosy, lived-in café just around the corner; a place that smelled perpetually of coffee beans, cinnamon buns, and damp coats. It was probably her new favourite place in the world.


As she waited at the counter for her latte, a familiar, rumpled shape at a corner table caught her eye. It was Jim. He was hunched over a mug the size of a bucket, his shoulders slumped, his entire long-legged posture a study in defeat. He looked, she thought, even more wrecked than he had yesterday.


She recognized the look instantly. It was the same hollow-eyed, self-inflicted misery she’d seen at her own breakfast table a thousand times growing up. A hangover on a Tuesday wasn’t a sign of a fun night before; it was a symptom of something else. She stood there, silently studying him, remembering things she had deliberately not thought about for a long, long time. Her coffee arrived and jolted her out of her introspection. She debated for a split second – leave the sad bear in its cave, or go and poke it? – before grabbing her coffee and bouncing over to his table.


‘Good morning, Mr. Editor!’ she chirped, ‘How are you today?’


Jim looked up slowly, his eyes struggling to focus. He yawned and stretched and regarded her blankly, then gave a low grunt that sounded almost like surprise, and returned his gaze to the black abyss of his coffee.


‘Okay,’ she said, her smile unwavering. ‘Good talking to you, Jim. See you at the office!’ She gave him a cheerful little wave and walked out, the bell over the door jingling behind her.


Wednesday


She found him in the same corner, in the same state of disrepair.


‘Morning!’ she said, setting her own coffee down on his table. ‘I’m starting to think this is your designated brooding spot. Do you have a plaque or something?’ She looked all around him with big eyes.


He looked up then, a flicker of something – annoyance? surprise? – in his tired eyes. ‘Working,’ he grumbled, gesturing at a newspaper folded in front of him to the daily crossword puzzle.


‘Right,’ she said, taking a sip of her latte. ‘Working on achieving a state of perfect, coffee-fuelled misery. You’re doing a great job. Very committed.’


He just stared at her, his expression a flat wall. She gave him another bright, unwavering smile, picked up her coffee, and left. The bear had talked this time. Progress.


Thursday


Same table. Same Jim.


‘You know,’ she said, sliding into the seat opposite him without asking, ‘for a person who’s so precise with language, you’re incredibly lazy with your personality. Is Miserable Bastard the only setting you have, or is there a Moderately Less Miserable option I haven’t unlocked yet?’


‘There is,’ he admitted with an almost imperceptible shrug, ‘but it requires an amount of sleep I haven’t experienced since 2018.’


‘Ohhh! Jim!’ Her face lit up, like a parent reacting to a small child who has just presented their first finger painting. ‘Well done! you do have a sense of humour. I knew they were wrong.’ She leaned across the table and thumped him gently on the arm.


Jim’s eyes got very wide at that, and he pursed his lips.


‘Yes, there he is,’ said Betty, grinning at him and taking a long sip of her coffee before bouncing off again.


Friday


On Friday, she walked into The Spot, ordered her latte, and then, instead of approaching his booth, she took a seat at a small table by the window, giving him a clear line of sight. She took out a dog-eared paperback of Pride & Prejudice and started to read, pointedly ignoring him.


She could feel his eyes on her, almost feel the confusion radiating off him. Her cheerful morning interruption, which he had quickly grown accustomed to, had failed to materialize. He seemed puzzled. He was being left alone with his hangover and his thoughts, and for some reason, he didn’t like it.


After several minutes of his agitated fidgeting, during which she struggled not to giggle or glance directly at him, she saw him stand up, his shoulders a little less slumped than usual. He walked over to her table.


‘You’re not going to do your… ‘sunbeam’ routine today?’ he asked, his voice a low grumble.


Betty looked up and gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘No, no, sorry, not today,’ she said. ‘I’ve spoiled you enough already.’ She shrugged and returned to her book.


He stared down at her, a complex mixture of annoyance and grudging admiration on his face. She had him. She hadn’t broken through his walls with relentless cheerfulness; she had done it by showing him the silence that would be there if she stopped.


‘Huh,’ he said, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching his lips. He gestured to the empty chair at her table. ‘May I…?’


‘Sorry,’ she said, her eyes sparkling. ‘You had your chance. See you at work.’


She resumed her reading, leaving him standing there blinking in surprise, until with a final ‘Huh’ he loped out.


***


Over the weekend, Jim thought about her a lot. He thought about her stupid, cheerful smile. He thought about her perfect, shiny bob haircut. He thought about her relentless, uninvited invasion of his space. He thought about the fact that she was the only person in a very long time who had talked to him.


On Monday morning, he was at his usual table when she walked in. She got her coffee and headed back to the table by the window.


‘Hey,’ he called out, his voice a little louder than he’d intended.


She turned, eyebrows raised expectantly.


He gave a hesitant little wave and cleared his throat, feeling a strange, unfamiliar nervousness. ‘Could we… sit together?’ He gestured vaguely at his table.


Betty’s face broke into a wide, triumphant grin. She walked over, slid into the seat opposite him, and took a long, happy sip of her coffee.


‘Hey,’ he said again, suddenly uncertain about the wisdom of inviting her over.


‘Hey,’ she said, sipping her coffee with one hand and dragging his newspaper over with the other. ‘Don’t tell me you missed me.’


A muscle in his jaw twitched. ‘Alright, I won’t. How was your… weekend?’ He flapped a hand, as though helping the word ‘weekend’ out of his brain and into his mouth.


‘Completely devoid of world-weary sighs and the sound of a man silently waging war on his own sanity.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘It was deeply unsettling.’ She folded the paper neatly to the crossword section and picked up his pen. ‘So. Are we officially done with the unhappy silences, or…?’ She glanced up at him in thought, her lips silently moving. ‘Eight down, “A rope for the drowning.” Lifeline.’


He let out a small, almost imperceptible sigh that was more habit than anything and rubbed his eyes. The corner of his mouth finally managed to curve ever so slightly upwards. ‘As long as you save some clues for me, then yes, we are officially done.’


She looked up at him then, put the pen down and stuck out her hand. ‘Betty Baryłowicz, Principal Technical Writer. Pleased to meet you.’


Jim very gently took the proffered hand and very gently shook it, a smile creasing his face into something like squashed origami, before a short self-conscious laugh exploded out of him and he looked away, embarrassed and grinning.









Chapter 2 Park, Date


Their morning coffee became a ritual. For the next few weeks, that corner table at The Spot was their unofficial office, a safe zone where they could prepare themselves before the day began. At first, the conversation was mostly a one-way street. Betty, a sponge for information, would grill him with questions about the company and their in-house tone and voice, and Jim, finding a strange new purpose as her guide, would give her the unvarnished truth.


‘Okay, so, the thing with Irena is,’ he explained one morning, swirling the dregs of his coffee, ‘she communicates exclusively in corporate buzzwords. If she asks you to ‘circle back and touch base to synergize on a go-forward strategy,’ what she means is, ‘I forgot what the fuck we were talking about, please email me’.’


‘Got it,’ Betty said, making a mental note. ‘And Marek and Ela?’


‘Oh, the Tweedles,’ Jim said with a sigh. ‘Tweedledum and Tweedledee. They’re harmless, mostly. Their entire job is to look busy and agree with Irena. Just know that Marek likes cat memes and Ela considers office gossip to be a competitive sport. Don’t tell them anything you don’t want broadcast company-wide by lunchtime. They’re thick as thieves those two.’ He shook his head and took a sip.


Sharing his reality every morning with Betty made Jim feel somewhat better about being in his reality, particularly, if he could have admitted it to himself, because he was in it with her. But eventually, she had asked all the questions she had wanted to ask, and Jim had told her everything he knew about working for GlobalText, so Jim started asking her questions, gently pulling at the threads of her story.


Amongst other things, he learned that she had an encyclopaedic knowledge of plants and flowers, and that she was a surprisingly terrible cook, but could bake an epic cheesecake from memory, a talent she attributed to its “rigid, comforting, chemical precision.” He also learned that she was a Kraków native, and that she hated her name.


‘So, that’s why you’re ‘Betty,’ huh?’ he asked one day. ‘It’s not a very Polish name. What’s the story there?’


She laughed. ‘When I was little, my dad was obsessed with American cartoons. He loved The Flintstones most of all. So, he started calling me Betty Rubble, I suppose because I was short and always causing trouble? Anyway, it just… stuck.’ She said all this with a smile; a well-polished anecdote that elided the darker parts of the story.


Jim also learned about her older brother Paweł; her mother, who had basically lived in their garden amongst her flowers, and how Betty had ended up at GlobalText after a series of low-key translating jobs in local agencies, following degrees in English Philology and Translation from Jagiellonian University. He was piecing her together, bit by bit, and the more he learned about her, the more he liked learning about her, until he found himself actually looking forward to their morning meetings.


For her part, Betty was forthcoming and happy to answer most of his questions, and after a time she began to notice changes in him. The dark circles under his eyes began to fade. The hangovers became less frequent. He still looked like a man who’d had a rough few years, but the prickly defensiveness was softening. He was starting to look less like he was drowning in his own life and more like he was lazily treading water, and although she wasn’t sure where it was all going, for now at least, she was quite enjoying the journey.


***


A few more weeks passed, and the crisp, golden days of early autumn started painting the Kraków afternoons in oranges and purples. A bright, cloudless Sunday afternoon found Jim walking the perimeter of Park Błonia, the vast, wedge-shaped meadow that served as the city’s green heart. The three-kilometre path was a decent workout, but he wasn’t there for the exercise. He was mooching, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, his thoughts a familiar, murky soup of past regrets and present anxieties.


He thought about Aga, as he often still did. The memory of her was a dull, persistent ache, a tall, green-eyed, glasses-wearing ghost that walked beside him. But today, another image dominated his mind, brighter and far more confusing: Betty. He didn’t know what to make of her. She was undeniably attractive, a vibrant, chaotic, ray of sunshine, all blonde hair and blue eyes and self-assured enthusiasm. She was funny, she was smart, she was age-appropriate, and despite an absolutely ridiculous start, they really did just… click. They vibed together on a level that he hadn’t, with anyone, in a very long time.


That was maybe the problem. He couldn’t allow himself to feel these… things, not after Aga. He was the proverbial mess on wheels, a fixer-upper with a bad engine. Besides, Betty probably saw him as a sad, rumpled, older-brother figure. A charity case, at best. The thought was both a comfort and a profound disappointment.


He was so lost in this mental tug-of-war that he didn’t hear his name at first.


‘Jim! Hey, Jim!’


The voice cut through his thoughts like a happy trumpet. He stopped and looked around, squinting against the low afternoon sun. And there she was, bouncing towards him from across the wide perimeter path, a typically big, happy smile on her face, her blue eyes sparkling. She looked like a catalogue model for autumn outfits, wrapped in a smart wool coat, a chunky scarf and a big woolly hat artfully nestling on her perfect bob.


The grey clouds of his internal monologue parted, and an overwhelming feeling of pure delight washed over him. He felt… lifted. He couldn’t help but smile back, a wide, goofy grin that felt strange on his face. Then he laughed to himself, because all of the things that he had just been thinking about her, while all true, did not do anything like justice to the reality of her.


And then she was right there, beaming up into his own stupid, grinning face like a friendly sunflower. He instinctively took his hands out of his pockets to catch her, but stopped himself just in time and sort of flapped his arms at his sides instead.


‘What are you doing out here, Jimbo?’ she asked, her voice full of genuine, happy surprise. She thumped him playfully on the arm.


‘Oh, you know,’ he said, his own voice sounding unnaturally high in his ears. ‘Just taking a walk. I like to come out on a Sunday, process the week behind me, look at the week ahead a bit.’


‘Oh my god, that’s so great!’ Betty enthused. She gave his arm a friendly, encouraging thump.


The sudden burst of pure, unfiltered Bettyness so close to him was overwhelming. He giggled, a short, surprised sound. ‘Well,’ he confessed, a sheepish look on his face, ‘I’ve actually only been doing this since I met you.’


‘Oh?’ she replied, her expression mellowing slightly.


He caught it, but couldn’t restrain himself this time. Didn’t want to. ‘Yeah,’ he continued, feeling a blush creep up his neck. ‘You made me realize. You made me see that perhaps I… drink a bit too much? So i’ve been drinking less, and… walking more, you know. Fitness!’ He grinned.


‘Oh!’ she said, her own smile faltering, her face suddenly thoughtful.


He suddenly felt embarrassed by the raw vulnerability of his confession, and tried to downplay it with a laugh. ‘Yeah, I don’t know, gin’s probably not that good for you anyway.’ He shrugged.


In that moment, Betty felt suddenly overwhelmed. The fact that she, just by being herself, had made such a difference to this man that he was actively trying to take care of himself, to cut down on his drinking, to focus on his health, was a revelation. It was something her own father, for all her years of trying, had never, ever done. She felt her eyes starting to shine and she pretended to wipe her nose on a tissue to cover it.


Jim saw it and his heart sank. He thought he’d embarrassed her, made her feel awkward. He grabbed her by the upper arms, his grip gentle but firm, the way they do in movies when someone is about to deliver a very earnest speech. ‘Hey, I’m sorry,’ he said, his voice a rush of panicked apology. ‘I didn’t mean to make it… weird. Forget I said anything, okay?’


She immediately intuited his mistake and grabbed his arms back, her own grip surprisingly strong. ‘No, no, it wasn’t a mistake!’ she said, trying to reassure him. ‘It’s… it’s a good thing, Jim. It’s a really good thing.’


They stood there for a moment, a tangle of arms and coats and crossed signals, before the sheer silliness of it all hit them both at the same time. They started to laugh, a shared, bubbling sound of punctured awkwardness, then jumped around in a little circle together, laughing and holding onto each other’s arms, two lunatics dancing in the middle of the park.


Tired, but still laughing, they staggered over to a nearby bench and spent the next hour talking and laughing about every stupid thing they could think of. As they sat there, the autumn sun dipping towards the horizon, Jim felt that he did not want their time together to end.


‘Hey,’ he said, as casually as possible, ‘You want to go get some… get a… thing, a drink… or something?’


Betty’s face lit up. ‘Yes!,’ she almost shouted, and his heart did a small leap. Then her expression fell, a look of genuine conflict on her face. ‘But also no. I’m going out soon. On a date, you know. With the guy who’s fixing my bicycle. Jarek.’ She looked sort of sheepish when she said that.


‘Oh! Jarek,’ Jim said, the words feeling like lead weights in his stomach. ‘Huh. Okay.’ He forced a grin, playing it as cool as he possibly could. ‘Well, you must promise to tell me all about it tomorrow.’


Betty, fortunately not detecting the sudden shift in his mood, laughed. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you know how it goes in the morning.’


They talked a little longer, but it felt to Jim like marked time, and then she was gone, off to prepare for her date. He watched her go until long after she had disappeared from sight, and then wandered home, cursing his stupidity and wondering why not being able to spend the rest of the evening with her felt like such a profound loss.


***


By the time he got back to his own neighbourhood his mood had soured considerably. He stopped at a Żabka and bought a carton of orange juice, went straight to his kitchen, and added it to the half a bottle of gin he’d been proudly avoiding. Then he drank it all whilst watching a new episode of Poker Face and fell asleep on the couch, Betty’s smile and laugh swirling in his head.


His sleep was a thick, syrupy thing, and the dream, when it came, was just as strange. He was back in Park Błonia, running after her, his legs pumping, but going nowhere.


Up ahead, Betty was bouncing along effortlessly, her lovely thick scarf framing her apple cheeks and glorious smile. She wasn’t running away from him, she was just… moving forward. She turned and waved at him. ‘Come on, Jimbo!’ she called.


He tried to run faster, but the path felt slippery. He looked down at his feet and cursed at them, but they could not gain any traction.


Then, a bicycle glided silently up beside her. It was a sleek, modern thing, and riding it was a young, handsome man who looked like every spandex-clad, helmet-wearing, bearded, bicycle-riding jerk he’d ever seen. He offered Betty a hand, and she took it, hopping onto the handlebars with a giggle. The bicycle had no chain, yet it moved with a smooth, inexorable purpose, carrying her away.


Jim tried to call out to her. He opened his mouth, a name forming on his lips, but the one that came out, a raw, desperate shout, wasn’t hers.


‘Aga!’


Jim woke up then, a sliver of actively hostile morning sun hitting him through the window. His head was pounding with a low, rhythmic throb, and his mouth tasted like he’d been chewing on old socks. He was still on the couch, twisted in a blanket, the ghost of his dream clinging to him like a cheap suit.


Aga!


The name echoed in the quiet of his apartment, a testament to his own stupid, predictable wiring. He groaned and rolled over, burying his face in a cushion. It was always the same movie. He’d start to reach for something… and then the universe would slap his hand away. But this time, something was different. Aga? The name felt strangely foreign in his own head, like a word in a language he’d once been fluent in but had now almost forgotten. Why her? The thought was a small, confused blinking cursor in the darkness of his hangover. He flopped back on the cushions, struggling to make sense of it.


He replayed yesterday in his head. The crisp air in the park. The ridiculous, joyous little dance they’d done. The way his chest had felt strangely light just being near her. For an hour or so, he had forgotten to be miserable. He had just… been. With her. And it had felt… good. So, so good.


I have a date soon. With the guy who’s fixing my bicycle.


It wasn’t just that she was going on a date. It was that she was moving forwards in her life, while he was still running in place, shouting the wrong name in his sleep.


He was a walking pattern. He fell for brilliant, complicated women who were unavailable and had no use for him anyway, and was now far too broken to recognize the brilliant, seemingly uncomplicated woman right in front of him until she was already halfway out of the door with some faceless dweeb on a speeding bicycle with no fucking chain.


He sighed, a ragged exhalation of pure defeat. He knew what today would bring. He would drag himself to the office, pour a gallon of coffee down his throat, and at some point, Betty would bounce over to his desk, her eyes sparkling, and tell him all about the bicycle guy. And he would have to sit there and smile and be the good, supportive friend, while every word felt like a tiny, fresh paper cut on his already shredded soul.


He closed his eyes, contemplating the crushing weight of it all. And it was only Monday.


***


The next morning, Betty appeared at Jim’s side like a ghost haunting the scene of a terrible crime. She didn’t say anything at first, just slumped into the chair at the empty desk next to his, the very picture of existential despair. She was staring into the middle distance, her expression a mask of tragedy.


Jim, who was in the middle of surgically removing a series of triggering words from an IT Support blog, looked up. His own hangover was more of a low-grade hum today, a familiar companion rather than an active assailant. But Betty wore the expression of a woman who had just returned from the bleak, unforgiving landscape of modern dating.


‘Let me guess,’ he said, not unkindly, saving his document with a decisive click and gently turning to face her. ‘He had a weird laugh? He cut his own hair? He referred to his car as ‘she’?’


Betty shook her head slowly, her eyes still fixed on a point somewhere on the cubicle wall. ‘Worse,’ she whispered.


Jim leaned forward, giving her his full, undivided attention. This was clearly a five-alarm dating catastrophe. ‘He lives with his mother?’


‘I wish,’ she said miserably. ‘At least that would be just a logistical problem. This was a moral one. A spiritual one.’ She finally looked at him, her eyes wide with anguish. ‘Jim, everything was going so well. He was funny, he was cute, he owns a bicycle shop so he has great calves… We had wine, the conversation was good, everything was clicking.’


‘Okay,’ Jim said, cautiously. ‘But…’


‘But,’ she said, her voice cracking slightly, ‘he’s never seen the Harry Potter movies. And he doesn’t want to read the books, either.’


Jim waited. He blinked. ‘Okay. And?’


‘And,’ she said, the words tumbling out in a rush of shame, ‘he has no intention of ever seeing them. He said he “wasn’t really into that fantasy stuff.” I think I actually recoiled. Like, physically. Everything after that was just… ech. I made it through the rest of the date, but I didn’t hang around and then just… rushed home.’ She buried her face in her hands. ‘Oh my God, what is wrong with me? Am I that shallow? Am I going to die alone because I can’t be with a man who doesn’t know what a Hufflepuff is?’


Jim was quiet for a long moment. He saw her happy, smiley face in the park yesterday, and then he saw her anguished, unhappy face in front of him, and he felt red-hot rage surging through him as he imagined beating this bicycle-shop idiot to death with his own handlebars. Then he took a long, calming breath and looked into her sad, blue eyes. ‘No,’ he said finally, his voice firm – harsh even – one long finger held up for emphasis. ‘You are not shallow. You are a rich and complex human being. And you just dodged a massive, basilisk-sized bullet.’


Betty looked at him, surprised by this analysis. ‘What?’


‘Betty, this has nothing to do with movies,’ he explained patiently. ‘This is about fundamental character. This is about a man who is wilfully choosing to ignore one of the most significant cultural touchstones of our generation. It shows a staggering lack of curiosity.’ He made a face of revulsion, then leaned forward and closed her small hands between his. ‘More importantly,’ he continued quietly, ‘it shows an inability to appreciate a decade-long narrative arc of profound love, loss, and redemption. Anyone who does not wish to personally witness the immense, soul-crushing sacrifice that Alan Rickman’s Snape made for Harry, a boy he actively disliked, purely out of his eternal love for Harry’s dead mother… that person cannot be relied upon to make even minor sacrifices for you.’


He let her hands go, not even realizing he’d been holding them, and sat back, a look of profound certainty on his face. ‘Ergo, Jarek from the bicycle shop is the shallow one. He is incapable of understanding true, selfless devotion. He would probably leave you at the Battle of Hogwarts to go and sniff his precious collection of Victorian ladies’ saddles.’


A wide grin slowly spread across Betty’s face. She laughed, her relief palpable. ‘Oh my God. You really think so?’


‘I know so,’ Jim said. He sighed, running a hand through his messy hair. ‘Honestly, the bigger question is how you didn’t see this coming. You were dating a man named ‘Jarek’ whose greatest passion is fucking bicycles, for God’s sake. It’s like nature’s warning label. It’s one step away from owning a Samurai sword and referring to women as ‘milady.’ You have to be more careful out there, Betts.’


She blinked for a moment at the unconventional use of her name and then laughed again, a bright, happy sound that rang and rolled around the cubicle. This strange, mopey giraffe had looked at her and really seen her, and that was so… unexpected. ‘Thank you,’ she said, beaming. ‘I knew you would understand.’


‘My pleasure,’ he said, the words coming out a little gruffer than he intended. He immediately turned back to his screen so that she wouldn’t see the curious waves of relief and, God help him, pride, washing over his face. ‘Now then, let me get back to my work. This Support blog is a nightmare.’
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