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For my husband,


whose kindness made my life










One


I try to be okay with living across the hall from the seemingly nicest man to ever live. But the problem is, the nicest man to ever live makes being okay with that very, very hard. And not just because he accosts me every morning in the lift with a well, hey there, neighbour. Or keeps trying to give me really elaborate pies, for some unfathomable reason. Or constantly wears bow ties so big and bright I half expect them to suddenly squirt water in my face.


No, mostly it’s this one simple fact:


Niceness this intense is always a scam.


Or at least, it’s always been a scam in my experience.


I mean, take the last decent-seeming guy I went on a date with. He did nothing but talk about himself, then insist I have a salad instead of the steak I ordered, before finally trying to strong-arm me into accepting that he pay for dinner. Then when I didn’t invite him in, he brought out an itemized list of all the great things he’d done and furiously read it aloud to me at the door.


As if he’d paid for sex in advance with an offer to settle the bill. Or the kind advice he’d given me on losing weight. Or the fact that he’d let me choose the restaurant.


So now I had to pay up.


And he’s not the only one I remember suffering through a date with, or having to work alongside, or accidentally ending up stuck with at a party. One ‘nice guy’ brought me a can of Pringles at my sister’s birthday, and then tried to lock me in a random bedroom. Another felt that praising me in a meeting meant I should return the favour with a blow job in the supply cupboard.


And it made zero difference that this man had told me he was married.


A lot of the time, married Nice Guys are even worse than single ones. They harbour secret seething hatred for their wives under a veneer of jovial sweetness and hollow laughter. Like the laughter he aimed at me the other day, when we passed each other in the hall and I asked how his wife was doing without him, over there in America, and he did this big ha, ha, ha.


Like I’d told a joke.


Instead of asking a question he clearly didn’t know how to answer. I swear, it felt like he was three seconds away from telling me he had abandoned her so he could be free to screw me. Even though I never said I wanted to screw him.


So I think it’s understandable that I’m nervous.


And that goes double when I step into the lift like always, ready for another day of creating terrible marketing copy for companies that feel like they’ve been made up to fill in gaps on dying social media sites, and the nicest man alive seems just a little bit different from normal. He says, ‘Hey there, neighbour,’ as the lift doors seal us in, just like usual. But neighbour sounds different somehow. Like it’s been hollowed out, and all that’s left is the shell of supposed cheeriness.


So I glance at him.


You know, just to see if I imagined it.


And there are other signs of a shift in him. Tiny details, like that enormously thick black moustache of his not being quite as neatly groomed as usual. Or that tidy hair of his kind of seeming a little bit more sideways than it typically does. Plus I don’t think he has ironed that line down the front of his trousers like always. And when I say always, I mean always. In fact, once I saw him with the same thing down both legs of a pair of jeans.


But not today.


Today, for some reason, he’s missed it out.


And missed-out things are always something you should be on your guard for with suspiciously nice men. Most often it means they’ve moved from the pretending-to-be-decent-so-you’ll-have-an-affair-with-them stage to their resentful-that-you’re-not-immediately-falling-in-love-with-them era. With a side order of being absolutely horrible to their poor wives.


And anything can happen once that’s the case.


Doubly so, I think, when I realize something else about him. Something that wasn’t clear before, when he was all bow ties and goofy catchphrases and creases pressed into his jeans, but is very clear now that I’m trapped in an lift with him, just as he potentially may become belligerent.


Because I swear to god, the man is enormous.


I’m five-five and wearing heeled boots, and the top of my head still barely reaches past his shoulders. And of course those shoulders are also completely massive. They look like boulders in my peripheral vision, leading down to this burly chest and great slab of a stomach.


It’s unsettling. I find myself anxiously watching the electronic numbers on the lift crawl from five to four. Then four to three. And three to two. And finally, finally we’re on the ground floor, and the doors slide open, and I swear I come this close to dashing out. Just in case he’s about to viciously demand to know why I haven’t done anything more than send him a thank-you note for the pies. Or maybe confess to me that he’s abandoned his wife on an oil rig.


In fact, the only reason I don’t is because of my bestie, Mabel. Mabel, who is the reason he even lives across the hall from me. Mabel, who heard the place was available and knew he needed somewhere more permanent after his temporary position at her publisher became a long-term thing, and so suggested it. None of which she would have done if he were truly that awful.


Though that does not let him entirely off the hook, in my book.


I mean, true, he might not be the kind of Nice Guy who traps you in an lift with him so he can deliver his twelve-part lecture: why women are ungrateful bitches and wives are even worse. But he could be a lesser tier of the same sort of thing, in a way sweet, trusting Mabel is simply not primed to spot. She thinks real nice guys are actually out there. That I’ve just been very unlucky, and if I hold out I’ll find one.


You just haven’t found a truly decent man, she said to me once. All you’ve encountered are Nice Guys – the fakers who use the idea of being nice as some kind of currency. All of which is probably true, I assume. But I can’t afford to completely believe her right now. Not even when it comes to this buddy of hers.


Because she doesn’t know the signs like I do.


She’s never seen that darting, furtive, harried look in their eyes that always tells me things are about to go disastrously wrong. Or that smile – the one that seems just a little bit frozen and fixed, on a face three degrees too small for it. And even if she has, she’s likely never noticed it on this man’s face.


I bet she isn’t even looking.


But I am.


I see it as he glances over his shoulder at me one last time.


Then he hurries out of the lift in a way that tells me something worse than maybe he isn’t actually nice. He is nervous, very nervous. And what else could he be nervous about but this one simple fact:


I’m on to him.


And he knows it.










Two


I want to tell myself that I’m letting my justified but ultimately still unhinged paranoia get the better of me. But it’s a little easier said than done when I come home from a hard day of drafting catchy slogans for elbow warmers, and there it is outside my door. A large pink box. Like all the pink boxes he delivers his pies in.


Only this one?


It has a bow.


And a little fancy card that says just for you on it.


And I can’t shake the feeling that this is his way of covering up that glimpse of something in the lift. That he’s being extra super nice in order to make sure any of my suspicions die. Especially when I get inside and open it up, and see it isn’t a pie.


It’s a cake.


And on top of the cake, in the most perfect swirly iced lettering, he’s written the words: Mighty Sorry If I Scared You This Morning. All of which only tells me one thing. He’s overcompensating. Sweating, over me discovering whatever terrible thing he’s up to. Like plotting my demise. Or plotting his wife’s demise. Or plotting both our demises at the same time.


So before I can guess which one of those things it might be, or imagine the even wilder things that he might do to conceal his crimes – like stuffing poison into what looks like the most gorgeous fruit-laden confection – I decide the best thing to do is call Mabel. Right now, while still in my on-trend but entirely uncomfortable work clothes.


And bless her, she answers on the second ring.


Because she’s a good, good friend. ‘Sweet pea,’ she says.


At which point I realize I have absolutely no idea how to word this.


‘Hey, Mabey, just got a quick question for you, no big deal really,’ I start, and of course I know I’ve fucked up already. I almost hear her sit bolt upright, and that’s definitely a little gasp she lets out.


Because she knows me too well.


I may have to stop telling her anything about myself. Go back to being the mysterious cool girl she first thought I was. Instead of a complete disaster fart who always gets into terrible scrapes.


‘Oh gosh, so it definitely is a massive deal. Are you in jail? Is your plane crashing? Did someone kidnap you? Just tell me where you are, I’m on my way right now. And if you can’t say where you are I will find you anyway. Or Alfie will find you, because apparently he’s already on the phone to some bloke he knows who may or may not be part of some kind of crime ring,’ she babbles away, and oh god, what have I done, what have I done.


‘Holy shit, what, no, tell him to stop immediately, I am not kidnapped.’


‘He says you could be just saying that, so tell us your code word.’


‘But I don’t have a code word.’


‘Now he’s furious about that.’


He is, too. I can hear him in the background, saying, ‘For fuck’s sake.’ Followed by a lot of growling about ‘What if there’s a crisis’ and ‘That friend of yours is always getting almost murdered’ and ‘How does she not have one’ and ‘This is a travesty, I’m getting my crowbar.’ So naturally my response is:


‘Mabel, what on earth does he think he’s going to do with a crowbar?’


And Mabel doesn’t even pause to think. She knows her husband even better than she knows me. ‘My best guess would be prizing you out of the trunk of your kidnapper’s car, but honestly he could have just about anything in mind. He was furious the other week when I questioned why he sleeps with such a thing under the bed, and spent four hours telling me all the ways it can save your life.’


‘That sounds completely unhinged.’


‘It was. But luckily it was also really hot.’


‘Yeah, I want to say no way to that, but you know me.’


‘I do. I have heard many times about the terrible things that make you horny.’


‘Just can’t help it. I think it’s the reason any nice men I date turn out to be incredible assholes. Secretly my vagina is hoping that’s what they are. She acts without my permission or any regard for good sense, and next thing you know I’m in a well in someone’s basement,’ I say, then, like always, I laugh.


But weirdly, my laugh doesn’t seem as bright as usual. Something about it is off, something about my words sounds dull. And I can tell Mabel picks up on it.


‘Please tell me that’s not what is actually happening now,’ she says.


‘Of course not. I just need to know something. About that editor of yours.’


‘If the something is could he possibly be a secret maniac, my answer has to be: Do you honestly think I would give you a secret maniac for a neighbour? Come on, at least give me a little credit.’


I give her another laugh. But it still sounds weird.


Bitter, almost, I think. ‘It isn’t you I’m not giving credit to,’ I say.


‘So it’s all for him and his possible status as a genius supervillain.’


‘Exactly. I mean, what better way to take over the earth than by convincing everyone you’re some kind of hairy, mustachioed Clark Kent? Absolutely no one would see this dude coming. The mayor will hand him the keys to the city, and that’s when he’ll launch his death ray,’ I tell her.


Then I think about the first time I ever watched something with Superman in it. One of the old movies, I think it was, that Mabel and Berinder had seen before but I’d always told myself I didn’t care about. Bet he’s somehow evil, I had said about halfway through. And they had laughed, like I was joking. But I hadn’t been. Even though I’d behaved as if I was, I hadn’t been. I still remember being surprised when he was the best sort of man all the way through.


Because they almost never are in real life.


No matter what Mabel has to say about it.


‘Even you cannot possibly believe a man who wears suspenders has a death ray.’


‘If anything, the fact that he does only makes it seem more likely to me.’


‘I better not tell you that he also prefers long johns to undertrousers then.’


I snort at her. ‘Now you’re just making things up.’


‘I swear to god I’m not. They’re the kind that connect with a top, too.’


‘So you’re telling me he wears a onesie under his clothes. And I’m supposed to believe he isn’t a psychopath? That’s it, I’m getting myself a crowbar,’ I say, and hear the faint sound of Alfie saying, ‘Attagirl, you know it makes sense,’ in response.


Then Mabel, much clearer, at Alfie: ‘The more you enable this crowbar stuff, the less sex we’re going to have.’ Even though I can already hear that she’s struggling with this ultimatum. And she definitely struggles harder when he growls what may well be ‘Okay, I’ll just start without you.’


I have to cut her off.


‘Babe, you need to go. I don’t even know how you’re managing to stay when he’s doing whatever I think he’s doing.’


‘I’m managing because I don’t want anything to happen to you.’


‘So you do think Beck might be a surreptitious serial killer.’


‘Of course not. But I worry what you’ll do if you believe he is.’


Move to France, I think. Mostly because that’s what I almost did when one of the Nice Guys started cyberstalking me. Though, I swear, I have no actual intention of doing that here. ‘Look, I promise. No matter how suspicious I am, I will not hurl a cake I only suspect is poisoned into your editor’s face. The very most I will do is put it in the bin, and even that is only out of an abundance of caution.’


‘But even then you’re only hurting yourself.’


‘I know,’ I sigh. ‘Honestly this thing looks so good that even when I did briefly and truly think it might be laced with arsenic, I almost took a bite anyway. And not even with a fork. I was just going to scoop a big chunk out with my hand while crouched on the floor, like an animal.’


‘To be honest I get it. Last one he gave me actually made me cry tears of joy.’


‘See, so that answers my question. You ate his food and didn’t immediately die, case closed. Now go and have hot sex with your crowbar-wielding man. I’m going to cut myself some cake and rethink all my life choices.’


‘And by cut yourself some cake you mean just plunge your face into it, right.’


‘Absolutely I do. Love you, babe. See you after you’ve recovered from all the hot fucking,’ I say, then before she can protest, which I absolutely know she’s about to, I end the call. Because she has things to do, and by things I mean her man.




And even if she didn’t, it’s clear to me now.


I was being ridiculous.


Nervous about nothing.


Everything is fine, just fine.




I decide the best way to prove everything is fine is to go over there with a peace offering. After all, I probably scared him half to death. So I cut two slices of his cake and ease them onto the prettiest plates I own. And I brew some fancy coffee in the fancy coffee maker my other bestie, Berinder, got me for Christmas. And I make my way across the hall, feeling very good about all my choices.


Then I get to his door.


His door that is, for some inexplicable reason, ajar. And when I just sort of call his name and push it a little, I don’t get a cheery reply and the welcoming sight of his perfectly normal living room. There is no well, hey there, and the tidy throw pillows and framed inspirational pictures and cosy nooks I imagined.


Instead, there is something straight out of a horror movie.


The curtains are all drawn, with no hint of a reason. His only furniture is a coffee table and a couch, on a floor that looks as if it’s been recently prised up. And every available surface is simply covered in stuff – none of which looks remotely normal. There are about a million pictures of women that have obviously been carefully cut out of magazines. Only none of them are the whole woman.


They’re just heads.


Loads and loads of heads.


Which is bad enough on its own, but then there’s all the notepads scattered around. With scribbled notes scrawled all over the open pages, none of which look like they’re about anything normal. I gingerly take a step forward and squint at one of the questions I can see scrawled in bright red.


Where can I tell people my wife is? it says.


As if her actual location is too terrible to reveal.


She’s under his floorboards, I find myself thinking, and only manage to not lose my mind because other things distract me. Like the poster board that dominates the wall to my right and all the things that are on it. Bits of red string, attaching some cryptic thing to another. Pictures of weird stuff I don’t understand. More frantic scribbling surrounding newspaper clippings and disturbing-looking trinkets and what I think are old receipts for god only knows what.


Most likely the shovel and quicklime he used to dispose of her body.


And that is the thought I’m having when I suddenly hear my name.


‘Constance?’ someone says.


And I know it’s Beck. Of course I do – nobody else I know has that accent. This warm, elastic, generically American accent, of the kind that sounds as if he’s enjoying the taste of every word he says, before he speaks it. I swear, he could play some cheery made-up US President, in a movie about a talking dog.


Though even if that were not the case, I would know it was him.


There just isn’t anyone else in the world who calls me Constance.


Mainly because Constance isn’t actually my name. He simply assumed, and I could never work up the effort or the courage to explain. Nice Guys never like it when you correct them, in any real way. They tend to get nasty, even over things that don’t really matter.


And this definitely matters.


He has a murder lair.


There isn’t really any way at all to spin that into him being right and great. So, unsurprisingly, I panic quite a bit. ‘You stay right there, Henry Beckett!’ I say. Then I inexplicably brandish the only weapons I have: two plates of cake and a flask of coffee. None of which are remotely menacing. All three of them have vegetables with faces all over them. Mabel bought me the set for my birthday.


It’s not a surprise that he looks astonished.


And astonishment on him is really something to behold, too. I mean, at the best of times he has this incredibly strange, super macho, but somehow simultaneously guileless-looking face. He constantly reminds me of a dark-haired Steve Rogers, not entirely grasping that Hooters isn’t really just a hot wings place.


But now it’s even more extreme.


It’s like seeing a human omg emoji. His eyes go round, his mouth goes rounder. His eyebrows are practically in his thick thatch of pitch-black hair.


And I can tell he has lost the ability to speak. Which, coming from a man with a mouth like a cheery wood chipper, is really quite something to see. In fact, it’s so unsettling it almost makes me want to fill the silence. But luckily, he gets it together before I can. ‘If I don’t, are you gonna shoot me with my own frosting?’ he asks.


And I’m not even sure if he does it mockingly. He just sounds incredulous and sort of wondering. So I figure the best bet I have here is to press my advantage.


‘You bet I am, and I’m going to do it hard and in your face,’ I snarl. Though I swear it’s only after the words are out that I realize how they sound. Rude, somehow. Like I’m somehow sexually propositioning him in the middle of this utter madness. And judging by his expression, I’m not the only one to connect those dots.


His cartoon face goes even deeper into shocked emoji territory. This time even his moustache joins in – it kind of quirks up on one side, like all of this ridiculousness has turned it into a third eyebrow. Then he goes to say something, and I just know it’s going to be bad. All of this is bad.


So instead of waiting around for whatever it is, I run.


And I don’t stop until I’m in my flat, with the door locked.










Three


Okay, so the thing is, until this point I wasn’t really seriously believing that his niceness was a facade designed to conceal the truly evil man that lurks within. But after seeing his board that belongs to every conspiracy-theory-wielding psychopath in a movie, and his ninety-seven pictures of random heads from magazines, and scribbled questions that scream I killed my wife and need to now cover it up?


I feel like my fear seems a little more reasonable.


In fact, it feels so reasonable that when he knocks on my door some time later, I do not answer it. I go up to it and put my eye to the peephole instead. Then I just stand there watching him for far too long a time. As if maybe he’s going to reveal more of his terrible nature, if I just observe him enough.


Instead of what he actually does:


He paces. Bites his thumbnail. Stops himself biting his thumbnail and mutters what I think is ‘That is a terrible habit, stop it.’ Then he goes to knock again, but hesitates with his fist an inch from my door. Before very clearly saying, ‘Shoot,’ and drawing back. Like he thinks knocking twice is some sort of hideous faux pas.


And instead of doing it, he should start writing me a note.


Swear to god, he gets out a little pad and a pen, and starts scribbling. While murmuring whatever it is he’s trying to write down. ‘Don’t make excuses, don’t try to rationalize, just apologize for the ungodly things she just saw,’ I hear.


At which point, I realize I may have gotten this just ever so slightly wrong. Mostly because it’s not really possible to just apologize for wife murdering – and he will definitely know that. But also because I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so sincerely do something like this.


And without even knowing I’m watching, too.


Halfway through composing the note he stops, seems to realize his shirt is untucked on one side, and then undoes his trousers to re-tuck it. I briefly see his whole underwear – and it’s even as mad as Mabel suggested. Full-on long johns, of the kind nobody would ever willingly let a stranger see. He’s definitely not putting on any kind of show for me.


So I open the door.


Hesitantly, and just a crack.


But a crack is enough. He turns at the sound, quite clearly shocked to hear it. Then he hits me with such an openly hopeful expression that it floors me even further. I’ve never seen a man look like that on seeing me. Hell, I’ve never seen anyone look like that on seeing anything.


It’s the kind of raw and naked expression you usually only get courtesy of the awful emotions, like agony. And then to cap it off, he says: ‘Let me just start out by telling you that I am so hugely, hugely sorry for everything you saw. Goodness knows what you must think of me.’


So really the only thing I can respond with is this:


‘Well, probably not that you murdered your wife, if this is any indication.’


And he clutches his chest when I do. Like that idea is so awful, it turns him into a cartoon dad having a heart attack. ‘Oh my stars, you think I murdered my wife and you still answered my knock on the door?’ he says, then just as I’m recovering from the animated character reaction and the fact that he said Oh my stars, he blows out a big breath and shakes his head. ‘Constance, for something like that you should be putting more doors in my way. Not opening the single one you have. In fact, you know what, probably you should close it again. Then keep it like that, until I’ve convinced you I’m not gonna sneak in and turn all your tin cans around the right way, while ominous classical music plays.’


Like in the movie with Julia Roberts, I think.


And it takes me by so much surprise that words just pop out.


‘So basically the plot of Sleeping with the Enemy,’ I say, even though, with strange men, I usually keep any very specific nerdy movie knowledge I have on the inside. In fact, sometimes I keep it on the inside with friends. You can never tell who is going to think you’re weird for knowing about some nineties thriller.


But he just grins, and touches his nose with one finger, and points to me with another. ‘Precisely. Heck, I even have the scary moustache.’


‘Your moustache is not scary.’


‘Why, thank you. I really aim for super friendly with it.’


‘And you definitely achieve that. Except when you’re clearly enacting some kind of complicated, harrowing nightmare plan and don’t have time to fully maintain it, and then it gives off just a slight air of a perfect facade slipping.’


He snaps his fingers the second my words are out. Nods and hangs his head in this rueful, so that’s what it was kind of manner. And all of it so clear I know what he means before he says it. ‘Shoot, so it was the lopsidedness of it that gave me away.’


‘Yeah. And maybe also the slowly tilting hair.’


He nods again, with some vigour. ‘Oh, totally, I can see how that would be suspicious.’


‘It was. But not as much as the lines you stopped ironing into your khakis.’


I point, and he follows my finger with his eyes. This time, though, he kind of blinks, and half laughs, and shakes his head. And again, I feel I can almost read what he means right off his open face, before he explains. It tells me no, that one is evidence of something else.


Still, though, it’s pretty weird when he confirms.


‘Oh see, now the line thing – that wasn’t stress over being Julia Roberts’s evil husband in a movie. No, that one I just figured I should stop doing because I’m pretty sure it’s the reason kids throw things at me on the streets. Well – that and wearing a backpack over both shoulders. The other day they followed me all the way to work yelling, Hey, two straps. Which I have to assume, going on their fury, is some sort of terrible slur only Brits know,’ he says, and I want to reply explaining that it isn’t and I’ve no idea why anyone would shout that. I truly do.


But I can’t, because I’m too busy trying to take all of that in.


To process that he isn’t just messing around somehow. These things really happened to him. And he’s just completely matter-of-fact about them. Like he’s used to people being randomly abusive to him.


Then other people not finding that disturbing at all. 


‘I’m babbling way too many things at you, aren’t I,’ he says – as if that’s why I’m speechless. But before I can correct the record, he continues, ‘If it helps at all, I’ve always been prone to talking a lot about things I should probably not reveal about myself. This isn’t just nervous energy because you’ve uncovered my dark secret.’


Aha, I think. But manage to restrain myself enough to not sound like a TV detective nailing the villain when I actually speak. ‘So you do have a dark secret, then. It’s just not wife murdering.’


‘It isn’t. But you’re probably going to think it’s almost as bad,’ he says, so gravely I’ve got to imagine it’s not that far off. Even if he does write extensive heartfelt apologies in hallways while adjusting his long johns, and has a face like an open book I’ve already read.


‘Then you kidnapped her somehow.’


‘A little less almost than that.’


‘You mutilated her dog?’


Man, the expression he makes for that one.


I almost wish I hadn’t said it. He looks like disgust at the idea and devastation for this imaginary dog are going to war all over his face. ‘Oh my gosh, that’s not a little less. That’s gonna give me nightmares until the end of time,’ he says. And you know what? I think I might be starting to seriously believe him on stuff like this.


It would certainly explain why I go with something sillier.


Like all of this has become almost fun now.


‘Okay, then, how about this? Maybe you kept moving her favourite ornament just a little to the right every day while denying that you had, so that she would just ever so gradually start to believe that she was going mad and voluntarily commit herself to an asylum,’ I say. But in response, the war on his face only deepens.


And now something like astonishment has joined in.


‘Dear lord, how on earth are you coming up with these things?’


‘I don’t know. You’re the one who said it’s close to murdering someone.’


‘Well, sure, but in my defence I clearly do not have anything like your incredibly powerful imagination for terrible things a frankly demonic person might do,’ he says, and to be fair to him, he’s right about the way my mind works. I am able to come up with some horrendous worst-case scenarios.


But the thing is, I’m not really doing it here.


This is me going easy, and yet I’m scandalizing him.


So I have to at least suspect, at this point, that he may not be the best judge of these things. ‘Either that, or your scale of evil is massively off,’ I say – but here’s the thing. He doesn’t even immediately seize on that as proof of his innocence in all matters.


Instead, he leans into it.


‘Okay, but how would we go about determining a thing like that?’ he asks.


Then, somehow, I’m leaning right back. I’m leaning right back, as if it makes all the sense in the world to do so.


‘Maybe by you suggesting stuff that belongs more in the middle.’


He scrunches that big face up. ‘Gee, I don’t know. Possibly . . . littering.’


‘I refuse to believe that’s a real suggestion you’re making.’


‘Not even if I mean the super-bad kind? That strangles sea turtles?’


‘Truthfully, the fact that you’re mentioning sea turtles only gives me more cause for alarm. And by cause for alarm here I mean either you are the greatest actor of all time or oh god, I think I have misjudged you really badly.’


Let it be the former, I think.


But I really don’t think it’s going to be.


He’s already shaking his head, sadly. ‘I wish I could say you have. But I reckon you’ll feel differently when you hear what I’ve done. Because I promise you, it’s definitely worse than the sea turtles thing. And the sea turtles thing made me cry when I saw a documentary about it,’ he says. And not even sheepishly, either. Or like he’s making some sort of weird joke. No, he’s completely matter-of-fact about it. Like it’s simply no big deal to him to admit tears.


Even though tears are never something men usually admit to.


It runs so contrary to everything I’ve ever known that I’m flummoxed.


‘You cried over a documentary?’ I find myself asking, even though my number-one rule is never letting men know that you’re starting to believe in them, or trust them. In fact, I barely let anyone ever know this.


Because the moment you do? That’s when they let you down.


Yet somehow, here I am totally sounding like I buy what he’s selling.


And he doesn’t even seem aware of how astonishing that is. He just looks pained, and then he blows out a weary breath. ‘Honestly I don’t want to say yes, because I can see how much I’m totally throwing you. But I’m afraid I have to, because one lie is enough on its own to make me feel incredibly nauseous. Two lies at once and I’m going to have to take another motion sickness tablet just to keep my dinner down.’


‘Okay, first of all, you need to know I am not thrown because I hate anything you’re admitting to me. This is just surprise on my face, not horror or disdain. And second of all: I feel like the motion tablet thing has got to be a joke. Like I know it probably must be. But now I kind of have to ask if it is, because you are so massively messing with my ability to judge what is real and what is not,’ I say. Then I laugh. I laugh, waiting for him to laugh, too.


But he winces.


He winces.


‘Hoo boy, no, it is not.’


‘So every time you lie you have to pop cruise ship pills.’


‘That is about the whole kit and caboodle of it, yeah.’


‘Even though that would mean either you don’t lie much, or you’re definitely taking over the recommended dose,’ I spell out. With firm underlining hand gestures, just to make it extra clear.


And somehow I get a nod. He nods. ‘Well, I didn’t need to before. But now I’m in this situation, probably yes.’


‘Beck, exactly how many are you taking of these tablets per day?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe three or four,’ he says.


And I swear I almost let out a sigh of relief.


Over a man I was terrified of five minutes ago.


‘Well, I guess that’s not so bad,’ I switch the sigh for at the last second.


But he does not give me a break. Instead he gets this look on his face, like he’s fighting something inside himself. Like he’s just bursting with it. Then, just as I’m about to ask if he’s okay, he lets out a bunch of words like a breath he can no longer hold. ‘Yeah, it wouldn’t be if I didn’t now need to take another one after lying to you about how many I’m taking. Because honestly it’s closer to twenty, but I just didn’t want to say that considering how absolutely terrifying it totally sounds.’


Then he actually makes a relieved noise. He puts his hands on his knees.


Like: thank god that agony is over. Though it’s not as if it’s over for me.


Honestly I’m thinking of calling an ambulance. In fact, the only reason I don’t is because I have no idea how to explain to paramedics that someone probably needs his stomach pumped due to a lie-induced overdose of motion sickness tablets.


And especially when I still don’t even know what said lie is.


I mean, I’m pretty sure it’s not something terrible, at this point.


But I kind of need to know, if a coroner is going to eventually inquire.


‘Look, as long as your wife is okay I don’t care what you’ve invented,’ I say. Only in response he doesn’t look relieved. He doesn’t seem pleased that he can now unburden himself. He just gives me the most despairing look.


And answers, in an even more despairing voice, ‘See, that’s the problem. Because the thing I invented? Is her.’










Four


I feel like I must have misheard him at first. And that seems plausible, too, because this conversation has been very complicated and fast-moving. In fact I would almost call it bantering, if we were somewhere more normal, like a bar, and I was something bonkers, like massively attracted to him, and he was something other than what he is, which is married.


Only then he sags against the wall next to his flat door.


And he says it again.


‘God, it feels good to be able to finally say to someone that my wife is fictional,’ he tells me. So now I have to reckon with the fact that he isn’t married at all. His marriage is not a thing. Most likely he is very, very single. And that rocks me enough that you can hear it in my voice when I protest.


‘She can’t be fictional. Mabel told me you were missing her like the dickens.’


But he does not give me a break.


‘Right. Because I told Mabel I was when she asked after her. And then I had to excuse myself so I could go puke up one of those delicious shrimp sandwiches you get from that amazing grocery store you guys have – what’s it called again? I think it might be Marge something. Marge and Stencil. Anyway, long story short, I didn’t make it to the bathroom, and wound up doing it in a potted plant that never really recovered after that,’ he says in a way that almost sounds like he’s talking to himself. He’s just moving through the maze of his own memories.


While I stand there, feeling absolutely lost somewhere at the centre of them.


Because yes, he did just say that he has invented a wife. But somehow, all his other comments are almost as weird and startling. I’m struggling to stay focused on one – which is probably why I end up blurting out: ‘It’s not Marge. Or Stencil,’ in a voice that sounds just a little bit dazed.


But thankfully he does not seem thrown by this.


‘Well, then, where in the heck did I go to get my dinner?’


‘Yeah, we just call it M&S, usually.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, lemme just write that down.’


He holds up a finger. Then I am forced to watch, amazed, as he actually gets out his notepad from his back pocket and opens it, and starts writing with a little stub of a pencil. Just as he did with the apology note, I think, only this time I find myself noticing way more details. Like the fact that he is a lefty. And his nails are incredibly well-kept. Oh, and finally, and most important:


His hands are fucking massive.


And yet somehow, at the same time, I have never in my life seen anyone write as beautifully as he does. I swear, it’s like watching a concert pianist play, using a pencil and paper. He practically makes love to every loop and swirl and slash he puts on the page. Every letter looks like art, looks like someone lavished hours of love on it. I’ve seen famous paintings that aren’t as pretty as what he produces.


And I won’t lie, it makes me marvel just a little bit.


How did Mabel never wax lyrical about this, I find myself thinking, before realizing that I should really be paying attention less to how he’s writing things, and more to what he’s actually writing. After all – this is what I see, above the paragraph he’s crafting about M&S:




Under no circumstances must you ever use the word fanny when you mean butt, and especially in a sentence like ‘Well, come on over and plant your fanny here,’ because people will definitely think by here you mean your face, and by fanny you mean their vagina.





Then, just as I’m done reading, he looks up at me.


Like he’s waiting for me to continue, even though I can’t.


‘I feel like this cannot be reality,’ I say, because that’s all I can muster.


It’s okay though. He’s already answering me.


‘You know, I said that very same thing to myself after I first invented a wife. But then after a while I had to accept it was, because in order to keep up the fiction that I had one I was forced to practically make it my second full-time job. That is what I do for a living now. Edit books in the day, and then spend all night trying to make sure this elaborate house of cards I’ve constructed doesn’t fall apart,’ he says, in so practical and straightforward a manner it’s impossible to believe it’s anything but what is actually happening.


In fact, it even makes other things retroactively make sense.


‘So that’s why you’ve got all the weird questions scattered everywhere and the cut-out faces of probable fake wife contenders and that serial killer conspiracy board up on your wall,’ I gasp. And I expect the nose touch again.


But instead his face drops about three feet.


‘Oh my goodness, you thought my fake family tree for the wife I don’t have was some sort of mass-murdering victim tracker? Okay, you gotta let me make up for this trauma somehow. I need to at least make you a nice apology mix tape, or bake you an even more elaborate cake, or run you an incredibly soothing bath,’ he says – and then, as if that isn’t enough, I can see him doing something as he does it.


His hand hovers between us at chest level, fingers spread, sort of straining a little. Then slowly, slowly, he seems to force said fingers back in, until what he has are two awkwardly clenched fists.


And I mean awkward, too.


One of his knuckles is still trying to escape.


I almost say to him: Are you having joint issues?


But thankfully before I can, the real explanation hits me: he wants to put a comforting hand on my arm. Yet quite clearly believes this would not be welcomed. As if he knows that I’m not really a touchy-feely person. Or is aware that it might be read differently coming from someone I was scared of a little while ago. Or maybe, my god, maybe he just understands things like consent and bodily autonomy, and so respects them even when he yearns to reassure someone.


Or all three, I think.


And I can’t deal with that possibility any better than I dealt with the revelations about his fake wife, or his lying motion sickness, or the inexplicably gorgeous way he writes things. So I end up saying yet another thing that’s completely beside the point.


‘I don’t have a bathtub,’ I tell him.


As if that fucking matters.


As if that’s the important thing here.


Fucking bravo, my brain says to me, as he chirps on, oblivious.


‘Well, not to worry, because I do. I just had a huge one installed, to accommodate all of this immense oafish bulk. So, you know, you can just come on over and borrow it any time,’ he says, and now I’ve got another million things to process. Like the fact that he called himself oafish. Even though he really isn’t.


He’s just incredibly burly.


Bearish, almost.


Like some big wholesome dork in the body of a lumber-jack.


But of course I can’t say any of that to him. It sounds like I find him sexy somehow, when I swear I absolutely do not. The constant contrast between those two things is just very startling, and unsettling, and I’m still not convinced it isn’t quite real somehow. I mean, what kind of person seriously offers someone a soothing bath?


‘You want me to come over to your flat and borrow bathing?’ I scoff. But he doesn’t even argue. He just kind of looks like he wants to say the word shoot again, then nods in this rueful, resigned sort of way.


‘Yeah, now I’m hearing it from you it sounds even creepier than the board.’


‘It doesn’t sound creepier. But it does sound like you’re trying to avoid telling me anything more than you’ve already told me. Maybe by offering me the sort of weird but extremely kind things I usually only experience in fantastical dreams about nonexistent men,’ I try, and I feel fine about it as I do. It sounds reasonable, in my head.


But then I get to the end of my sentence, and now he’s looking at me with this suddenly soft and sort of slightly collapsing expression, and oh no, oh fuck. I think I just suggested something I didn’t intend. Something about kindness, and how rare it is for me to get anything like that from men, and how much I long to be offered it. Even though I’ve never longed for that in my life.


I’m a steel door. A solid bulkhead.


I don’t spend my time mooning over the idea of being treated gently.


But just as I go to correct the record, he comes out with this:


‘In that case, I’m extra glad I suggested it.’


And with so much sincerity, too. So much earnestness. It’s honestly almost impossible for me to keep believing he didn’t mean it, or even that he was just using it as a distraction. I have to scramble for some other way out of it – and am relieved when I get one.


‘Of course you are. It means you still haven’t had to tell me anything else.’


‘Truthfully, it feels kind of incredible that I’ve told anyone anything. And doubly so when the anyone is you, my super-cool, smart, interesting neighbour who also happens to be best friends with Mabel Willicker, who could well be my favourite author. I mean, I couldn’t have picked anyone worse, and yet here we are.’


I roll my eyes. ‘Okay, bub, you’re not going to distract me with made-up compliments.’
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