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	Double Jeopardy

	 

	THOMAS LEGENDRE

	 

	Thanks to the literary journals in which these stories originally appeared: Grist (‘Hardware’) and Beloit Fiction Journal (‘Mean Clean’)

	 

	Hardware

	 

	A cheap rent came up thanks to USB who needed two flatmates of so-called ‘good character’ to satisfy the proprietor who also happened to be her aunt. Was Bitcoin interested? Bitcoin was more than interested until he heard the address. It wasn’t the neighbourhood of pram-pushers and pensioners that put him off but the prospect of cycling those extra miles for lectures, not to mention all the other paper-cuts of distance. He waved it off.

	No Shit Sherlock reacted like he had just refused a free pint. ‘You want to live in one of those overpriced fish tanks like everyone else? Let’s shed the stigmata.’

	‘You mean stigma,’ Bitcoin said.

	‘I mean stigmata!’ No Shit Sherlock held up hands which had neither nail holes nor evidence of a single day’s labour, not that it mattered because the holes would have been in the wrists. ‘Come on, it’ll be funny to live in Stockbridge, yeah?’

	By funny he meant cheap. Exactly how ‘funny’ did he mean? Very funny indeed, it turned out. So funny, in fact, that Bitcoin took it sight unseen. He had enough sense to grab a good thing before he even saw what it was.

	This is Bitcoin’s story, by the way. Names and other details have been futureproofed.

	A week later they hired a man with a van and, after sweating their stuff up the stairs, stood victorious on bare flagstones. High ceilings and cornice work. Central heating, as promised. Double-sash windows. Bitcoin reckoned it was A-listed Georgian, double the size and half the price of their last digs. And not quite Stockbridge, after all. The New Town. They had won the postcode lottery. He also noted, however, a lack of furniture as well as carpeting. It felt like an illegal squat. He treaded lightly through the place, unable to shake the sense their neighbours might ring the police until he came upon No Shit Sherlock in the sitting room just as the sun breached an overcast day. It brought a warm complexion to the walls and pine flooring, a vintage to the knots and grain. The windows held six panes each in the upper and lower sashes with warpings that gave the world a watery look, not quite itself out there. The shutters were double-jointed, with brass hinges and knobs. Yet the overhead light was a single bulb inside paper globe, no doubt replacing a chandelier extracted like a gold tooth by USB’s aunt before turning it over to her niece.

	‘Fur coat and nae knickers,’ No Shit Sherlock said, taking a rare stab at a Scottish accent, which he knew Bitcoin would forgive. He stood at the window, fingering the silver stud in his ear. ‘This flat being the fur coat, the lack of furniture being the knickers.’

	No Shit Sherlock had a habit of stating the obvious.

	‘I get you,’ Bitcoin said. ‘But without furniture I see nothing here apart from squash or ballroom dancing.’

	No Shit Sherlock locked arms with an invisible partner and began pacing out a tango. Despite the gesture he had a slumpy way of holding himself, a bit of pudge in the midsection, though he compensated with assured slapdash—collared shirt, knee-gashed jeans, suede shoes—all worn with saucy disregard. His hair was long on top but short in back, like a reverse mullet, the success of which was entirely dependent on gel.

	‘Seriously,’ Bitcoin said, ‘even a natty sofa would do.’

	‘That’ll be USB.’

	‘She said sofa?’

	‘She promised sofa.’ He lifted away with a ballet pivot, but then caught himself and turned back. ‘You were hoping for an upgrade?’

	‘Upgrade, what?’

	‘This.’ He gestured. ‘The room.’

	Bitcoin blinked at the outlandish notion. USB had already given notice on the bedroom with the en suite, so they had flipped a coin for the larger of the two remainders, which No Shit Sherlock had won. Bitcoin had taken some comfort, though, in discovering that the smaller room was also in the back. It would be quiet, at least.

	But now this feeling, here it was again, that No Shit Sherlock was offering and thwarting great expectations at once. 

	Bitcoin ran his hand along the fireplace mantel—white marble, no less, and cool to the touch even now, in the claggy remains of summer—all the while pretending to consider the vast room for himself so he could show he was being magnanimous.

	He gavelled his fist on the mantel. ‘Let’s unpack.’

	They unpacked. It took Bitcoin twenty minutes. He was lean and mean from all his moves, wanting little and needing less. But he was looking forward to some stability in this, his final year, edging toward a first in Economics, where No Shit Sherlock had already planted his flag. Was he jealous?  Envious, more like. In Bitcoin’s private vocabulary, envy meant you wanted to replicate someone’s success without depriving them of it. No Shit Sherlock had a knack for seeing through exam questions whereas Bitcoin usually got caught in the gears. No Shit Sherlock also had a knack for fitting figures to equations and vice versa. And without a job he had time to enhance his prospects. Case in point, his summer internship in the City while Bitcoin spent long evenings on his bicycle right here in Auld Reekie delivering takeaway with an insulated carrier strapped to his back. It paid better than dishwashing at a restaurant, his previous job, and thereby allowed him to avoid the parent trap back in Dundee. It also gave him a chance to put theory into practice by ignoring income targets, instead working longer hours when business was brisk and then knocking off early when it was slack. He was rational. He was Homo Economicus. Meanwhile he got fit cycling the slopes of city centre on a nightly basis, hopping the cobbles and kerbs, threading bollards and swerving generously around bovine obstacles known as pedestrians. The cash flow was almost enough to compensate for a feeling of missed life. Opportunity cost. Yet he imagined he would look back on it nostalgically. He was absorbing it, timestamping the experience he already felt accumulating within himself. He was getting ready for the person he was going to be. And he made the best of it by sharing crumbs of observation on social media during his idle moments, hoarding the best bits for actual conversations including of course No Shit Sherlock upon his return, but it all seemed to shrink in the heat of his office intrigues and clubbing in central London. 

	Now this major flat with minor rent. No complaints. One of the shutters in his bedroom was out of true, though. There were couple of screws missing from the hinge and he could imagine the whole thing coming off. He pulled out his phone. The nearest hardware was out at the hypermarket, it seemed, but he wanted a sandwich and reckoned it couldn’t hurt to do a proper survey of the neighbourhood. He had shot up and down the thoroughfare at speed a few hundred times over the summer, his eyes filtered to whatever address was on his phone, so he was wondering what he had missed.

	He stuck his head round No Shit Sherlock’s door. ‘I’m nipping out for something to eat. You want anything?’

	No Shit Sherlock startled up from the clothes he was arranging on his bed. ‘A latte, if you don’t mind.’

	‘Will do. I may not be straight back, though. I also need a screw.’

	‘Don’t we all.’

	‘A couple of screws, actually.’

	‘Well then, screw you.’

	He meant Godspeed. They understood each other.

	The world was bright when Bitcoin stepped outside, a breeze clearing out the remaining overcast. He was surrounded by grey ashlar, high windows and broad stoops, ornate finials along the wrought iron fencing and lamp posts with glass globes. There was a private garden to his left and a circus enclave to his right. He could sense deep riggings within it all, the hardwood furniture and dense carpets and chandeliers, the buffed floors and marble mantels, the brasses and silvers—the alluvial deposits of wealth. He didn’t necessarily want to stay in Edinburgh but he could see himself in this kind of urban pocket at a later stage in his life rather than some vague outskirt where you needed to drive ten minutes for a pint of milk.

	He walked down a cobbled lane to Stockbridge proper, feeling the New Town release its grip. Stockbridge had been a separate village once upon a time and didn’t let you forget it. The thoroughfare bent its way through neighbourhoods of varying density and type. There were old council flats by the Water of Leith, a row of colonies maybe a hundred metres downstream, some full-scale houses by the Botanical Gardens and, of course, luxury flats packed into one of the dead-end nooks where he had once delivered a load of Indian takeaway to a party for a fuck-all tip. Now he halted at a corner and waited for the light. A dog-walker here, another dog-walker there. A few mums with prams. An old man leaning on his cane. Check, check, check. And retail frontage: Charity shops, hairdressers, cafes. A news agent, some pubs. More charity shops, more hairdressers. This was the unofficial hashtag for Stockbridge. Reputation and reality were the same.

	He ate a sandwich on a bench by the Co-op and then went onward to confirm the existence of a butcher he recalled from one of his deliveries a couple of weeks earlier. Before he got there, though, he noticed a cruddy little shop front. McNaught Hardware. The display window held an assortment of items on makeshift shelving—electrical sockets, a garden fork, a set of screwdrivers, a timer, a clothes horse, a tube of calking, a mop, a Halogen bulb, and was that a set of bamboo canes? It looked like a bric-a-brac stall at a Sunday market. Peering through the window, he could make out some watering cans and toilet plungers hanging on a wall.

	He stepped inside, bells jingling as the door shut behind him. The interior was dim, with two aisles of goods packed tight. Nobody was about. He could smell mothballs and fresh plastic. He was edging his way past a clothes hamper when a man came forward, hands in the pockets of his pale blue overcoat, eyebrows raised. McNaught, presumably.

	Bitcoin hesitated, expecting a solicitous phrase, but the eyebrows were the extent of it.

	‘I need a couple of screws.’

	‘Oh?’

	‘Yep, screws.’

	‘And pray tell, what size?’

	Bitcoin held up his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. ‘Yay big, I’d say.’

	‘Is that the imperial yay or the metric yay?’

	‘Sorry?’

	McNaught rocked ever so slightly onto the balls of his feet. Though his eyebrows had dropped, they bristled behind thick-framed glasses. There was a spare demeanor to him, his cheeks lean and furroughed, his dark hair combed blatantly over his baldness as if demonstrating that what grew plentifully on the side could serve just as well on top.

	‘You’re asking for a precise measurement?’ Bitcoin said.

	‘The lad catches on quickly.’

	Bitcoin’s verbal munitions held about a dozen responses to that one, and normally he would open fire, but he was caught by an instinct now, or rather a sense of sportsmanship, that replying with a brazen insult, no matter how effective, would be to lose the exchange.

	‘An inch,’ he said. ‘An imperial, colonial, royal British inch, if you please.’

	With a brisk pivot, McNaught made his way to the rear of the shop, passing through a counter with a hinged flap that he lowered like a drawbridge behind him. Bitcoin walked up to it. The till was an old model with metal tags showing its previous sale in a strip of glass. There were trade adverts on the wall, no windows, fluorescent lighting that gave it a subterranean feel. He could smell paraffin and a sweet tinge of insecticide. McNaught flicked through an array of drawers along the back wall marked with numbers and abbreviations.

	‘How many?’ he asked, without glancing back.

	‘Two.’

	McNaught came up to the counter, dropped the screws into a tiny paper bag, and began ringing up the purchase. But the sight of those screws—or rather, the plain colour of them—nagged at Bitcoin’s mind.

	‘Wait, sorry. I think they should probably be brass.’

	McNaught looked at Bitcoin over the top of his glasses. ‘You think, probably.’

	‘Definitely. I’m using them for a hinge on a shutter. Big model, double-jointed. All the fixtures are brass. So let’s go with brass.’

	McNaught straightened up. ‘I’m afraid not.’

	‘Sorry?’

	‘I know the sort of shutter you mention, and one-inch screws won’t do a proper job.’

	Bitcoin paused to take this in.  ‘Alright then. If you show me a few different sizes. . . .’

	McNaught slid his hands into the pockets of his overcoat. ‘You’d care to speculate, would you? Purchase a variety of screws, see if one of them works and,’ he winged out his elbows, ‘discard the rest.’

	‘That sounds about right.’

	McNaught gave him a flat look. There was a surge of traffic outside with a muffled, battering urgency, maybe a lorry or a cement mixer giving it a bullish sense, a pressure as well as sound, to let you know how important it was, the world churning along.

	‘This is not a tasting menu,’ McNaught said. ‘One doesn’t simply throw money at the problem.’

	‘Money? It’s pocket change. And anyway what’s wrong with selling a few extra screws? Isn’t that the point, to sell things?’

	‘The point is to sell what’s needed.’

	He peered at him. ‘And what I need, in this case, is to repair a hinge. For a shutter. In my bedroom. So I can sleep without the sun blazing in.’

	‘Then you might take a proper measurement. Bring in a matching screw, perhaps.’

	Bitcoin heaved up his chest for a reply but then caught a notion, as pure as it was unexpected, from the higher altitudes of his mind. The cruddy shop, the thrawn attitude—McNaught was a member of an extinct species. Bitcoin felt a clinical interest coming over him, like a true economist. McNaught’s goal, apparently, was to flatten the utility curves of everyone who walked into his shop. This merited investigation.

	‘You well and truly don’t want to sell a few extra screws?’

	‘Extra,’ he said, with an air of disdain, ‘is a curious word for it.’

	‘What, a screw?’

	Opening the paper bag, he tipped the screws into his palm and went back over to the drawers. ‘An item purchased without regard.’

	‘A tiny bit of metal.’ 

	‘Such things add up.’

	‘Add up to what?’

	‘Everything.’

	Bitcoin inhaled to show his good patience. ‘You’re missing the point. I’ve got a broken shutter and I need a couple of screws to fix it.’

	‘You need brass screws of indeterminate size,’ McNaught said, ‘which means you don’t know what you need.’

	‘How about I bring back the extra screws afterward. Would that make you happy?’ 

	McNaught pulled a stepladder away from the wall and set it up, pounding out the brackets with his fist. He climbed, presumably to fetch something down, though in the dimness Bitcoin couldn’t see what was up there. He waited. McNaught didn’t move. There was a lull in traffic outside, a muffled silence. The ladder creaked.

	‘Come on, man. Help me out here.’

	McNaught remained motionless. Bitcoin eyed the cuffs of his polyester trousers, his thick-soled loafers. Then he turned to the array of merchandise behind him—the sealants and lubricants, adhesives and solvents, toasters and kettles and knife sharpeners, mousetraps and mothballs, watering cans, gardening gloves, batteries and brushes and bulbs. Things he never thought about until he needed them. 

	Glancing up at McNaught again, he turned and stomped out, yanking the door shut behind him for an extra racket of the bells. And here was the usual midday bustle. People were going in and out of shops. They were carrying things, pushing things, they were knocking together scaffolding and they were jogging in skintights. Bitcoin took comfort in it all as he walked. He dropped a few coins into the hat of someone stationed by the Co-op, maybe homeless, maybe not, claiming hardship on a slice of cardboard. He was philosophical about this sort of thing. He didn’t mind leaking change in the right direction. Now if only he could ding a photo of it to McNaught to show who was getting the dosh instead. He passed a bistro exhaling a rich caramelised warmth, a delivery truck halted with its flashers going. See? This was commerce. It was regular life. It was heat and noise, sawdust and scraps, the friction of moving parts which meant it was imperfect, with things lost in the workings of these larger gains, and McNaught was part of that whether he liked it or not.

	He huffed up the stair and, just as he was shutting the door behind him, remembered No Shit Sherlock’s latte. He made a noise.

	‘It’s only two floors,’ a female voice called out from the kitchen.

	Bitcoin paused.

	‘Which shouldn’t be a problem,’ she added, ‘for Mr Cardio Cyclist.’

	Making his way over to the kitchen, he found USB unpacking a cardboard box on a table that hadn’t been there when he left. ‘You’re fast,’ he said.

	‘Not really. I’m looking for bedroom stuff in a kitchen box on account of my own slobbery.’

	‘I mean the furniture,’ he said, glancing toward the living room even though he couldn’t see whether or not the promised sofa had been delivered.

	‘Which I had nothing to do with. Movers hauled it up the stairs. Huge men. Nine feet tall. It was included in the fee, but I gave them money for lunch anyway.’

	Bitcoin nodded. ‘Homo Economicus.’

	‘Femina Economica.’

	‘You read Economics?’

	‘I read Latin.’ She crouched at another box on the floor. ‘I put my makeup bag in a pot to minimise the breakage factor, which now seems ill-advised.’

	Makeup bag? Bitcoin stopped the words before they reached the surface. USB wore baggy flannel and dungarees and clunky boots, no makeup as far as he could tell, but conversely no body mods or visible tattoos or butch semaphores to mark no man’s land. Of course the makeup could be for Goth purposes or the like, so he couldn’t jump to conclusions. Her face was an odd shape, with delicate points to her cheekbones and a high forehead, her hair drawn back, a mild flare to her nose that must have occasioned a few piggy jokes when she was a girl. Her hair wasn’t long, wasn’t short. She had a way of flickering in and out of plain sight. He couldn’t quite see who she was even when he was looking at her.

	‘You’re lost in thought,’ she said, without glancing up from her rummaging. ‘Or else truly knackered from the stairs.’

	‘The problem is my head,’ he said, ‘not the stairs. I promised a latte to a certain flatmate of ours, but got sidetracked by a shopkeeper with his head on backwards. Doesn’t want to sell anything.’

	She sniffed out a laugh. ‘McNaught Hardware.’

	‘You know it?’

	‘Local fixture. Been here forever.’ She hefted another box onto the table. ‘I tried getting a bath plug once, but made the fatal error of not knowing the precise diameter and my world turned to hell.’

	‘Did you take measurements after that?’

	‘I took a shower after that.’

	‘How does he stay in business?’

	‘Therein lies the mystery. Ah!’ She pulled an object from the wads of newspaper and clutched it to her chest—a pink canvas pouch with flowery designs.

	This was maybe the second or third time he had seen USB outside a group and, he now realised, the longest conversation they had ever had, her attention always tracking away from him, seeking other targets. Which was why that comment about his cycling had thrown him. Had she been noticing him in some secret way?

	‘I’m back out for coffee,’ Bitcoin said. ‘You want one?’

	She leveled a look at him. ‘Always.’

	In the hallway he paused and, backtracking to his room, used his bike tool to remove one of the screws from the hinge. This urge—what was it?—to meet McNaught on his terms or, even better, beat him at his own game, producing said screw only to discover that McNaught couldn’t match it, thus allowing Bitcoin a parting shot about the hypermarket which sold things people actually needed and which would also make a great tale to share with USB afterward.

	On his way out he poked his head into the living room to find the fabled sofa, though only a two-seater, plus a coffee table, a floor lamp without a shade, and the unexpected bounty of a flat screen. Which was almost too good to be true. He was so used to watching everything on his laptop that the size of it would be a revelation.

	At the door he caught sight of No Shit Sherlock and jerked his thumb toward the living room and then upright in approval. This drew a smile from No Shit Sherlock. He was wearing a fresh shirt now, his hair renewed, mildly spruced in appearance. He opened his mouth to say something, but Bitcoin preempted a wry comment about the missing latte by saying he was going out to get a round for everyone.

	He strode down the cobbled lane and along the thoroughfare again, past the coffee shop to McNaught Hardware. When he tugged on the door, though, his shoulder nearly popped out. The sign was flipped to CLOSED. He peered into the dim interior, then stepped back with his hands on his hips. The opening hours, he noticed, included a midday gap, presumably for lunch. Bully for him. Bitcoin ran his eyes over the items in the window again, which seemed less haphazard the longer he looked. The shapes and sizes complemented each other. They were juxtaposed in certain ways. Some were set at deliberate angles. Others were tilted upright on supports. An upper tier displayed cleaning products spaced evenly, labels square, as if they weren’t actually for sale. It had the look of a museum exhibit or maybe a diorama of some kind, like dinosaurs in a glass case.

	When he returned with the coffees No Shit Sherlock and USB were setting up the flat screen against the far wall of the living room, which wasn’t the best location, in Bitcoin’s opinion, though he held off for the moment. He held out USB’s coffee to her, but she was sitting in the middle of the sofa with her hands clasped over her knees, watching No Shit Sherlock like a line judge at a tennis match.

	‘To the left,’ she said.

	‘Your latte.’

	‘Cheers.’ She tweaked a smile at him before her gaze went forward again. ‘Almost there,’ she said. ‘Yeah, that’s it. Dead on.’

	The fine frizz of her hair was illuminated in the daylight, a few freckles showing on her neck. Bitcoin forced his eyes down to the table—a cheap but sturdy thing that had already taken a beating in another life. And the floor lamp, he noticed, needed a new bulb. He could see the broken filament inside.

	No Shit Sherlock finished clearing away some wires and, after adjusting the flat screen, stepped back with his arms folded. 

	Bitcoin popped the lid off his Americano. ‘I think you need help.’

	‘Thanks, but that’s us done.’

	‘I mean with the whole relationship . . .’ he paused, sipping from his cup. 

	No Shit Sherlock swiveled a look at him.

	‘. . . between size and space.’ Bitcoin jutted his chin at the corner. ‘If you move it over there, you won’t get any glare from the windows, plus it allows maximum spread of viewers.’

	No Shit Sherlock came over and picked up his latte with the air of someone finished a hard day’s work. ‘All fine and well until we get a fire in the hearth. What you’re seeing now is the best of both worlds.’

	‘Fire?’ Bitcoin went over and peered up the flue. ‘Is this thing functional?’

	‘So says Auntie,’ USB said.

	Bitcoin straightened up and looked at her, but her eyes were lowered, blowing on her coffee with one leg crossed over the other, her black boot dangling in a way that seemed delicate, even in her baggy dungarees. 

	No Shit Sherlock was fingering the stud in his ear. ‘We’re good to go.’

	‘And what are we going to burn, our good wishes?’

	‘Coal.’

	‘No Shit, Sherlock. But where are we going to get it? And don’t say the Earth.’      

	USB eased to one side of the sofa without uncrossing her legs. ‘There’s a guy down Craigleith who sells it, super cheap.’

	No Shit Sherlock sat down in the empty spot and stretched his arm along the back. ‘Here’s to winter,’ he said, raising his latte.

	USB tapped her cup to his and gazed at the hearth, smiling. No Shit Sherlock did the same, stretching out his feet to its imaginary flames. Bitcoin remained standing. There wasn’t a chair.

	 

	An hour later, with no communal meal forthcoming, Bitcoin went out again to buy some groceries at the Co-op. He picked up some basics, easy and reliable, fitting them into his rucksack, but then paused once he was outside. He still had that screw in his pocket. And he was working tonight, a Thursday, which could go either way in terms of activity, so he didn’t want to waste his legs cycling out to the hypermarket for something so trivial.

	Once again, bells jingled as the door shut behind him. Once again, McNaught emerged from the inner sanctum with his eyebrows raised, neither delighted nor disappointed, it seemed, to see Bitcoin back in his shop.

	‘Match this screw, if you please,’ Bitcoin said, making a show of dropping it into McNaught’s open palm. And to his surprise, though he should have known, McNaught scrutinized it, holding it up to the light.

	‘Mmm, yes.’ He pivoted and made his way to the back of the shop.

	Instead of following, though, Bitcoin went over to a shelf of lightbulbs. The floor lamp needed one with a bayonet cap, wattage within a certain range, either clear or white would be fine. She would appreciate it, the small gesture, unexpected and thoughtful, the least he could do, given her massive furniture stock. He selected a couple of likely candidates. Then another. Three lightbulbs. So what. So watt. He almost chuckled at the notion. Prefabricated jokes wouldn’t work with her, he guessed. The humour needed to be spontaneous.

	McNaught was about to raise the hinged counter to come back through when Bitcoin set down the packages. He eyed them for a long moment like a customs agent at a third-world airport.

	Bitcoin smiled. ‘I own three lamps.’

	

	Bitcoin was in good spirits as he walked back up the cobbled lane with his screws, his lightbulbs, his groceries in his heavy rucksack. He climbed the stairs, already feeling a familiar rhythm to the landings, the dusty banister, his feet rasping on stone.

	He liked the layout of the flat, he decided, as he shut the door behind him. The short central hall with rooms fanning outward. It felt cohesive and natural. USB was stacking empty boxes outside the doorway of her bedroom.

	He set down his rucksack and took out the bulbs. ‘Watts on tonight,’ he said.

	‘Sorry?’ She turned to him, spilling out of her thoughts.

	‘For the lamp. In the living room.’

	‘Oh, you found the spare bulbs. Where were they, in the rice cooker?’ She dabbed at her forehead with her sleeve, her shirt rising up to expose a slice of waist. Then she let it drop and rubbed her palms down her dungarees. ‘Honestly, my packing job. You might find Nessie in one of the bowls.’

	No Shit Sherlock leaned out from his bedroom. ‘The name of the pub,’ he said, ‘is May’s.’

	She blinked out a smile. ‘Maze? I guess we’ll need to find our way to the center. And then find our way out.’

	‘Not a maze.’

	‘But amazing.’

	‘May, like the month.’ He poked her in the ribs. ‘With an apostrophe.’ 

	She winced sideways, laughing.

	No Shit Sherlock turned as if he had suddenly noticed Bitcoin. ‘You coming tonight?’

	‘I’ve got to work.’

	‘Later, then. We’ll be there for a while, won’t we?’ He looked at USB.

	She shrugged and nodded, then looked back through her doorway. ‘In the meantime, no rest for the wicked.’

	USB and No Shit Sherlock went back into their rooms. Bitcoin kept his face steady as went into the kitchen and unpacked his groceries. Sometimes he felt a tyre going flat when he took a corner, the soft edge nearly sending him over before he felt the real drop beneath him, the shift in weight. One of the bulbs would fit the overhead in his bedroom. The other would do for his lamp. The third he would donate to the living room as planned. He knew this by the time he went into his bedroom and fitted the screws. He swung the panel back and forth to test it. All good. All fine. He looked around. He had had a few posters to hang. A small stack of books. His furnishings consisted of a futon and a wooden crate, which served as a bedside table. He would need to find a dresser at one of the charity shops.

	When he picked up the lightbulb to set it aside he happened to see that it was a screw cap. Which didn’t make any sense. It had been shelved among the bayonets. He strode out to the living room, past its strategic arrangement of flat screen and sofa, to confirm that the floor lamp, the overhead—everything there was bayonet. The fastidious and officious McNaught had mixed them up.

	It wasn’t a big deal. An annoyance. He decided to put off dealing with it but then found himself going down the stairs anyway. The distance to McNaught Hardware, it suddenly seemed to him, was too far to walk, too short to cycle, like so many things with their push and pull in the wrong ways, cancelling each other out. 

	Bitcoin felt a sheen of sweat on his forehead as he entered the shop. McNaught bore a tolerant look as he came forward, his hair still combed over, impervious to the day’s happenings, his expression intact.

	‘You made a mistake,’ Bitcoin said, holding out the package. ‘This screw bulb was mixed in with the bayonets.’

	McNaught flicked a look down at it, but didn’t remove his hands from his pockets. ‘You can read, can’t you?’

	‘I didn’t notice that detail when I bought it.’

	‘Then you’re the one who made a mistake.’

	Bitcoin gave him a hard stare. ‘Yeah, I guess I’m an idiot. Blind as a bat.’

	McNaught’s face seemed to relax ever so slightly with amusement. ‘It doesn’t fit any of your three lamps, then?’

	He held out the box. ‘I just want to exchange it.’

	McNaught pursed his lips and, taking it from Bitcoin, opened the flap and held the bulb up to the light. ‘Blown, I’m afraid.’

	‘What?’

	He held it close to Bitcoin’s eyes to show the filament dangling like a cut thread. ‘You should handle things more carefully.’

	‘Me?’ He felt a hard point coming into his voice. ‘What are you talking about? It must have been broken already.’  

	McNaught fit the bulb back into the box and presented it to Bitcoin.

	‘I don’t want that,’ Bitcoin said. ‘It’s your faulty merchandise.’

	McNaught shrugged and, making his way to the back, binned it with a flourish.

	‘You expect me to buy another lightbulb?’

	McNaught didn’t answer. He fetched out the stepladder and climbed in the same way he had done before.

	‘What’s wrong with you?’ Bitcoin said, going over. ‘Are you trying to put yourself out of business?’

	He stared up at McNaught. The shop remained silent as ever, the world humming outside. Bitcoin’s eyes drifted over to where the sun was filtering through the window, igniting a portion of the front shelves where the packages were faded, he saw now, colours bleached from repeated exposure. He turned back to McNaught’s shoes, his polyester legs.

	‘You don’t need to stay in business. You don’t need to sell anything at all.’

	He said it calmly, and with such quiet assurance, that for a moment he wondered if McNaught heard. But then McNaught craned his neck down at him.

	‘You own the shop,’ Bitcoin went on. ‘The building.’

	McNaught kept looking at him.

	‘You inherited it. Am I right?’

	McNaught brought his head up level again. ‘A canny one, aren’t you.’

	‘But why?’ He gestured at the shop. ‘Why all this? Is it some kind of amusement? A way to pass the time?’

	McNaught didn’t move.

	There was only one thing left to do. Bitcoin strode over to the shelf, selected another lightbulb, and came back to the till. ‘You going to ring this up or what?’

	McNaught climbed down carefully and straightened the hem of his overcoat before taking the lightbulb from Bitcoin. He opened the box and inspected it before ringing it up. 

	When drawer popped out, Bitcoin didn’t reach for his wallet.

	‘What’s up there?’ he asked.

	McNaught drew himself up, as if considering not only the question but also Bitcoin himself. ‘Nothing,’ he said at last. ‘Of course, nothing. Just the top of the ladder.’

	‘You do it, what, to think? To escape?’

	‘I climb the ladder for the sake of those below.’

	‘How very kind of you.’

	‘I sell what’s needed, you see.’

	Bitcoin wired up an incredulous look. ‘Your job is not to decide what other people need. It’s to sell them what they want.’

	‘It’s not about what someone wants.’ He twitched at the word. ‘There must be some consideration.’

	‘Consideration of what?’

	McNaught swept an arm at everything beyond the window.

	Bitcoin followed the gesture for an instant, thinking it was something specific before he turned back. ‘Come on, man. I’m twenty years old.’

	‘Exactly.’ McNaught flared his brows. ‘That’s it, exactly.’

	Bitcoin couldn’t be bothered to reply. Everyone on this planet wanted to teach him a lesson these days. Like his own mistakes weren’t enough. But who else went over his marked exams to come up with better answers afterwards, even for the ones he got right? Who else had the heaviest bike but the best delivery times? Who else knew Dad was lying about those long hours at the office? He measured supply and demand in every decision. The flat was cheap. It was still the right choice. 

	Reaching for his wallet, he glanced down at the lightbulb—or not the lightbulb, but the image of a lightbulb promised on the box. This was such an obvious thing. But now he could feel it in his hydraulics, the pressures in his mind. 

	He slid his wallet back into his pocket. ‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘It’s yours.’

	McNaught shut the drawer hard enough to rattle everything inside. Bitcoin turned and walked past what he couldn’t buy.

	 


Mean Clean

	 

	The advert catches you in the weary eye-drift of queuing with too many people for too many things at the end of the day. Mean Clean - What Needs Doing. And it flicks up a memory of Rodge’s recommendation, the best money he ever spent, he said, setting down his pint to send you a link right there in the pub even though he must have known it would sink into your digital compost by morning. You lean in closer to examine it now—a bruised complexion to the letters on a spiral background—and shift the bread to your underarm before scanning it into your phone. Sorted. You’ll send photos of the house once it’s done, top to bottom, the work of many weekends. Or so you will claim. Will Herta know, in her heart of hearts, that you outsourced it? You can confess later, over wine. True in spirit, if not in fact, like everything else these days. Herta’s long summer holiday with the children has eased all too naturally into a school term on the German calendar, and you want to guarantee they will return without admitting they have truly left in the first place, for their sake as well as yours. There is pride on both sides of the English Channel.

	Stepping outside with your briefcase in one hand and carrier bag in the other, you make your way across Parson’s Green, the sun gone to a melancholy slant, the world losing its summer edge. There’s a release of something hormonal in the plane trees—a surge of tannin, a chlorophyll pulse. It’s late August and your phone conversations with Herta have thinned out, replaced by texts of a transactional nature, the x’s and emojis full of empty calories. She is swimming every morning after the school drop-off and writing copy through the afternoons at that desk overlooking her parents’ back garden, the children in Teutonic mode, absorbing friends and family. It’s that kind of town. Everyone knows Herta’s family. Everyone knows Herta, more or less. The social community is dense and nutrient-rich, offering immediate sustenance. They spent last summer there to infuse their German more fully and you were struck, during your weekend visits, by how much they seemed not only in it but also of it. In retrospect it seems that Herta was taking them all out for a test drive.

	Their loss is everywhere, strobing through you unexpectedly—at the sight of children gathered by the school this morning and then, in the shop only a few minutes ago, that woman digging through her handbag with her glasses raised up onto her forehead. The way Herta looks for things only a few inches from her eyes. As you reach New King’s Road you halt to adjust the twisted handles of the carrier bag, your shirt sagging with low-grade sweat, your collar gone soft and clammy from the Tube. There’s a blunt ache to your eyeballs. It’s not simply fatigue. The vacuum-packed resistance inside you is giving way. You can feel it. At work you have always made the right trades at the right time, tapping microclimates in the overseas markets, your reflexes ingrained deeply enough to withstand a night or two of poor sleep, a downturn in mood. But today you caught yourself in an obsolete strategy for interest rate futures and you backtracked just in time. You’re slipping into rote behaviour when you should be treating everything bespoke. You are drifting out of synch with your thoughts. You are pretending to be yourself.

	What to do, then? Reboot. Rebrand. Start with something simple. Start with the house. Rather than cutting through the shorter lane you approach it from New King’s Road because it requires you to walk the length of Parson’s Green, your daily dose of nature these days. The street itself is an underachiever amongst the fullness of Fulham, shored evenly with redbrick but painted haphazardly—eggyolk here, pale blue there—with some of the forecourts gone weedy, the chimneys stubbled like broken rakes. Not quite what it should be. This was reflected quite reasonably in the asking price, which you liked at the time. Now you kick the door shut behind you and work your way past the bulging coats and jumbled footwear. In the kitchen you set the carrier bag and briefcase on the counter—a habit Herta dislikes—and grab a bottle of ale from the fridge. In a practiced maneuver you pop the cap off the granite countertop and take a long swig with the fridge still gaping behind you. You can feel the house accommodating your arrival. The rustle of your presence, things in motion again. The knock and clunk of what belongs to you after so many hours out there, sharing the world.

	You unload the yogurt, butter, and bread into the fridge—the bread kept cold because you like it straight into the toaster for a contrast imparting richer flavour. Herta subjected you to a blind taste test on multiple occasions and you got it right every time. You give the fridge a clinical look. There’s a takeaway container, a package of smoked fish beyond its sell-by date, condiments and sauces encrusted with drippings like relics dredged up from a shipwreck. The interior is speckled and gobbed. It needs a scrubbing. Shutting the door, you give the kitchen a similar scrutiny. It all needs scrubbing, actually. The whole house. There’s something gummy about it, not quite evident at first but accumulating over the years, its pores slowly clogging up. Or maybe it’s because the place has been shut up all day. Maybe you just need air. 

	You step out to the rear garden and take a swig of ale. The heavy-metal furniture is gritty, the table spattered with pigeon shit. The barbeque grill is still wearing its winter shroud. You tug at its hem to release rainwater from one of the folds, crackling with accumulated silt. The rhododendrons along the far wall have gone feral. The potted plants are dead sockets. You tip back the bottle again. Herta tended to these things until last summer. Until the Brexit referendum. The house followed suit, especially after your transfer to the trading desk. It seems quite logical now. You should have seen it coming.

	You pull out your phone and ring the number for Mean Clean, expecting voicemail at this hour, but if you wait until tomorrow the resolution will disappear. You need a ringback. You need to be nudged. 

	‘Mean Clean,’ a woman’s voice says. ‘What needs doing?’

	The tone surprises you, neither polite nor rude, rising to a genuine question. 

	‘My house,’ you say, touching the cool bottle to your forehead. ‘My entire house. Three stories. But narrow, yeah? I believe your rates—’

	‘Our service is above and beyond all others, Mr . . . ?’

	‘Grabner. Oliver Grabner.’ You sip the ale again, tasting its seasonal flavour this time, a summer brew tinged with honey. 

	‘And your address, please?’

	You hesitate. ‘I wanted to find out a bit more before agreeing—’

	‘Our first visit is complimentary—a free trial, if you like—at which time you may decide whether or not you’d like to carry on.’

	‘Can’t argue with that, I suppose.’

	‘No, you can’t.’

	She says it agreeably enough, plain and reassuring. The accent isn’t foreign, as you presumed, and certainly not high church, but you don’t detect any low-slung vowels, either.

	‘To be honest, I’m looking for a one-off cleaning—a deep clean, I guess you could say—so you can just charge me for that.’

	‘We’ll take care of you, Mr Grabner,’ she replies. ‘We’ll sort you out. All that’s required is a short consultation before we begin. When would be a convenient time?’

	‘Now,’ you say. ‘This time of day, any day this week.’

	

	The following evening you find the very same woman on your doorstep. You know it even before she introduces herself—the suit jacket with fitted shoulders, the skirt solid as sheet metal. Her complexion is slightly dusky, cafe-au-lait, with lozenged eyes suggesting a strain of the subcontinent or the Far East, yet her hair is an ashen blond or perhaps grey, you can’t quite tell, wound up and clipped. Her mild touches of makeup would be imperceptible if not for her lips, postbox red.

	‘Ms Tracy.’ She offers her hand. ‘We spoke on the phone.’

	‘Pleased to meet you,’ you say, though in fact you aren’t entirely pleased. You were expecting a crew leader in overalls rather than this poised woman who, you now suspect, may be an executive front to justify the rates listed on their website. Would it make a difference, though? Rodge’s recommendation is the gold standard.  

	You turn aside to let her pass and, after shutting the door, catch sight of her trailing her fingers along the thick sheddings of coats. She snaps a glance at the cobweb in the upper corner of the vestibule as if it’s a design feature, though you’ve never noticed it before. In the kitchen she halts and swivels, taking in the counters, the floor, the walls, eyes clicking with the sort of naked assessment you might give to a place if you were alone, or at least without the owner a few feet away.

	She’s carrying a large handbag slung over her shoulder, but instead of pulling out a notepad or clipboard she meets your eye. ‘Let’s start at the bottom, shall we?’

	‘Bottom?’

	‘Of the house,’ she says. ‘And work our way up.’

	You lead her down to the playroom fallen into disuse, the bathroom with water toys abandoned as the children migrated to the shower upstairs, the spare bedroom you use occasionally as a study. You point out everything—needlessly, it seems, for she takes in all the trouble spots, some of which, like the cobweb in the vestibule, you didn’t even notice yourself, or didn’t want to notice in the meshing of your weekly schedules, the chores, the duties, the ad hoc and make-do with the children prioritized accordingly. There hasn’t been enough sex, though of course you can rarely point to times in your life when there has been enough sex. Yet there have been no transgressions, as far as you can tell. Your own flirtation with a colleague’s PA didn’t even manifest itself in text. But ever since the Brexit vote she has stiffened, Herta has, becoming less sympathetic, with something tight in her eyes, her temperament harder and shorter, as if reassessing, working her way through a ledger to find where the balance has gone wrong. You voted to remain, of course, like everyone you know. And afterward you lobbied for a transfer to Frankfurt, but you demonstrated such skill—inadvertently, you claimed, though you know otherwise—for the application and adjustment of your firm’s trading algorithms under new market conditions created by Brexit uncertainty. You went from asset management of EU-domiciled funds to a surfer of market disparities across the globe. Your salary plus bonuses is more than enough to keep the children in school and your mortgage in surplus with no need for Herta to work at all, whereas the German option would have been a significant step down. And you made the mistake of pointing out the advantages of a soft Brexit. Herta replied there’s nothing soft about national delusions or opportunism, quasi-Machiavellian was the term she used, in that honed English of hers. Only then, it seemed, was she recognising you for the first time. Only then was she coming to grips with what you do, moving money from one place to another, extracting profit from the gaps. Her piecemeal journalism can’t compete with that.

	Ms Tracy misses nothing as you make your way through the house. Mildew, mold, dirt, dust. With an elbow clamped over her handbag, she bends sharply to peer at imperfections as if they are the brushstrokes of a famous artist. She doesn’t take notes as a line manager would do, yet she doesn’t seem to be a cleaner herself. She’s too slender and poised, striding through the rooms and pivoting on her heel like a runway model, tugging at her jacket occasionally. She’s too careful with herself, too body-aware.

	‘That’s all of it, then?’ she asks, standing in the ensuite with its ferocious constellation of mold overhead. Her expression flares ever so slightly as she speaks, like a poker player about to show a winning hand. It must be amusing for her to see a posh address in such a state. 

	‘Yes, quite a job,’ you say, suddenly embarrassed as you lead her down the stair. ‘I imagine it would take a full crew with, I don’t know, industrial cleaning agents.’ You glance back at her. ‘Or flamethrowers.’

	On the ground floor she pulls out her phone. ‘Right,’ she says, swiping with her little finger. ‘Fortunately, we have an opening tomorrow.’

	You blink in surprise. ‘Tomorrow?’

	She slips her phone back into her handbag. ‘If nobody will be here to let us in, perhaps you can entrust me with a key.’

	You thought about this already. Rodge mentioned a diamond earring, missing for months, which had been returned to his wife’s jewellery case without comment, such was their seamless honesty. And in any case Herta took her most valued possessions with her. As for your own things, the ones worth money are replaceable and the irreplaceable ones aren’t worth any money.

	You take the spare keys off the hook and pass them over. ‘Tomorrow is fine by me.’

	‘We’ll start,’ she says, ‘with our standard trial. If you are happy with that, we’ll go on to the next stage.’

	Sure, you think. Next stage. You show her to the door with the sort of satisfaction that comes from joining a gym rather than an actual workout. You should know. The only thing active about your membership these days is the direct debit. Your excuse, of course, is that your hours at work have lengthened, crowding out everything else. It’s why Herta and the children went to Germany without you. At least ostensibly. You need to dial it back. You need to scale down. But you’ve always had an urge to reach the top, haven’t you, or perhaps find the bottom of whatever you do. You finish every drink and you empty every packet of crisps by tipping the crumbs into your mouth.

	Later there’s a strained conversation with Herta when you propose visiting next weekend. She’s outdoors with the children at that new park in the town centre with a water slide and fountains and high rigging they’ve grown to love over the past few weeks, or so you gather from their texts and snaps. You can hear their clamour in the periphery. Next weekend is not good, Herta says. She’s not ready to talk. This is a sign of progress, you think, before catching yourself. Are your standards that low? At one point she passes the phone to Anna who is so distracted that she can hardly break into English, but bless her heart, she asks when you’re coming back and you promise as soon as you can get away from work, feeling good about the conversation until afterward when her word choice lands with its full weight. Coming back. They were the ones who left. Perhaps it was just awkward phrasing of the moment, not quite clicked out of her German. It might mean nothing at all.

	After a poor night of sleep you find your way into the City as usual, passing the faux-Olympian pillars and a security desk whose guards always seem to leave as soon as you know their names. You steer through a warren of perspex before crossing an open pitch of desks to your division at the back, partitioned off, which you share with ten others. Normally you settle right in but now you sense danger in the numbers, double-checking and second-guessing your trade parameters in a downward spiral that results in paralysis by midday. You manage to reset your positions without losing too much ground. You review the results of high-frequency trades, the algorithms working at a subatomic blaze on your behalf. Their gains cover your losses. It has been an increasing proportion of your profits as of late. Today it’s your lifeline.

	Later, emerging from the Tube station, you pass the pub crowded with suits and smart-casuals by the end of the Green. When is the last time you got together with anyone apart from the office debrief? Since Rodge and then Eddie moved away your outlets have disappeared. Herta’s departure has pulled the plug on the parental network. You’ve neglected your social media as of late, weary of other people’s pleasure. You shuffle home with a warm breeze in your face, feeling all that you’ve missed. As you open the fridge, though, the sight of its usual innards jolts you upright. Wasn’t Ms Tracy meant to come today? You pivot and take in the scrappy state of the kitchen, unchanged apart from an item which you mistook for a circular on the counter but is actually a handwritten note from none other than Ms Tracy. You will find the basement to your liking, it says.

	Oh really? Ale in hand, you descend to investigate. The spare bedroom greets you with an arresting clarity, as if its very existence has been sharpened, all buffed and shined down to the lightbulbs. The surfaces have been tidied, items rearranged with liberty, but all to your liking. Yes, that photo looks better over there. And the desk flush against the wall. Well done. The playroom is likewise restored, with board games stacked, animals collected, action figures and accessories now in a diorama on that table moved to the corner, which is where you realise it always should have been. And that stuffed chair, same thing. The wooden dollhouse . . . . you peer through the tiny windows to see the furniture set neatly inside. Has it always been that way? Ask Anna. A good excuse to text her.

	The bathroom, however, is what stops you short. The toys have been stuffed into netbags which you haven’t seen in ages, the hose coiled, the porcelain and tile spotless. The smell of cleaning agents is distinct but not unpleasant. You can’t imagine the scrubbing. She must have had help. Or a machine with industrial settings. The toilet has a glacial look. The taps are shining. The mirror has been rendered to such perfection that it doesn’t seem to exist, a framed portal to another room where another you stares back. The crinkles in his expression, the rucked tension in his face. His hairline is eroding, though not obviously receding yet. You look at his eyes which are looking into yours. The mirror is where you are not yourself.

	Passing the storage cupboard, you catch sight of its doorknob gleaming. The netbags. That’s where she got them. You put your hand out, tensed like a someone in a horror film, and open it to find all the paints and varnishes, the spare electrical components and fixtures, the spare lightbulbs, the brushes, the bits of spare hardware—all of it gathered and stacked. You open the toolbox to behold everything in place like implements on a surgeon’s tray, including a tape measure lost ages ago. Even the screws and nails have been sorted into separate jars.

	You climb the stairs in a daze before realising you left your ale somewhere down there. In the bathroom, as it turns out. There you halt with a sudden notion and yank open the medicine cabinet to find your dental things on one shelf, cold and flu on another, first aid, shaving items all sorted. You back away and wander through the lower rooms again, shaking your head. Over a reheated dinner you ignore the magazine on the table, the flatscreen blank for a change. It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it? You didn’t authorise Ms Tracy to sort through your possessions or poke around in cupboards. Are you disturbed? Pleased? Both at once? The thrill is like a zipline at the Forestry Park where you took the children last Spring, sailing through the air when you’re clipped in, an illusion of risk when you’re perfectly safe.

	

	Coming home the next day you halt in the vestibule with the door open, your key still in the lock. The coats have been pruned, or rather nested together and consolidated. The shoes and boots are all paired on the racks below, the strays reunited with lost partners. The walls have a clear complexion, free of all marks and smudges, not to mention the cobweb in the corner. The kitchen is luminous. There is a natural gloss to the tiles, the countertop no longer basted with spills and residues. Ignoring Ms Tracy’s note for the moment, you confront the fridge with its bright white heart. If not for the jars and bottles arranged with labels facing outward you would hardly recognise it. Is that a new bulb? You shut the door and turn to read the note, again handwritten. You will find, it says, necessary adjustments to your kitchen storage, including the cabinet by the phone with the takeaway menus and so forth, as well as the state of your wardrobe.

	Wardrobe? You climb the stairs two-at-a-time and tug open the doors, stepping back from it like an oven releasing heat. Your shirts ironed, jumpers folded, trousers pressed. You glance around. The bed has been made, of course, the dressers dusted, items arrayed like chess pieces. You ease a drawer open gingerly, as if defusing a bomb. Your socks are balled up and housed with your boxers, the arrangement familiar and strange at once, as if you are the one who ransacked the place earlier and only now are finding it set to rights. Herta’s things have received similar adjustments, though not nearly to the same degree as she has always kept her clothing in order. You touch her dresses and blouses, the hemmed edges, the straps of her high heels, not for the first time in her absence. Even when she’s not here she’s here, and even when you’re here you’re not. Explain that.

	The ensuite has been stripped to a fresh underlayer of brightness, it seems, like the bathroom in the basement. You glance at everything almost casually. You have reached a numb point of belief. It’s all quite easy to accept, isn’t it? You almost forget your ale once again before descending the stairs. In the kitchen your eye happens to fall on the relocated toaster and blender. In the cabinet you find the pots and pans nested quite rightly by size, while over by the sink the larger dishes are now on a lower shelf which makes more sense, whereas the mugs and glasses are a more natural reach at that height. The takeaway menus and vouchers have been culled and sorted. The landline, which nobody bothers to use anymore, nonetheless appears to be fresh out of the box. Ms Tracy can’t possibly have done this. A crew has come in your absence like the overnight elves in a fairy tale, or perhaps like the servants in Buckingham Palace.

	Now, you think. Do it now. You’ve wanted to ring Herta again, at the very least to draw out what she meant by not wanting to talk, even if it provokes an argument, but at the same time you’ve known the best tactic is simply to send photos of the house. Let her come to you for a change. You pull out your phone and get a few shots of the kitchen and then, climbing the stairs, do a bathroom feature. Start with that.

	You send. You wait. You pop a steak pie into the oven and drink another ale with your phone on the counter, glancing at it every few minutes. The photos have been received. They’ve been viewed. And? Nothing.

	That night sleep eludes you like a balloon floating just out of reach, not quite sure when you’ve touched it by the time the alarm sounds. You go through the day off-kilter, surging and sagging at odd intervals, barely maintaining the demeanor your colleagues expect. There is an element of arbitrage in what you do, mining the differences between things which in reality are the same. For every transaction, there is an equal and opposite transaction. But there is profit in between. In 1815 Nathan Rothschild arranged to have carrier pigeons released after the battle of Waterloo so he would know the results sooner than everyone else, buying British bonds on the cheap and then selling as soon as the value skyrocketed. Nowadays there are a thousand Waterloos per second and your carrier pigeons are electronic. Your job is to adjust the triggers for their release. 

	The partitions in this open-plan office show everyone from the neck up. You’ve always seen it but never noticed it. You also notice an increasing interdependence of asset classes affected by your algorithms operating independently of those connections, thereby altering the very basis on which the trades occur in the first place. Your pigeons are meeting their Waterloos in themselves. You make some adjustments, correcting your corrections while eating a bacon butty at your desk—something Herta calls your executive lunch. 

	At home there’s another note from Ms Tracy. Was she meant to come again? Rubbing your neck, you frown at what appear to be instructions for dinner. A recipe. It would be easy enough to prepare, you think, if only you had the ingredients. And then you straighten. Opening the fridge, you find vegetables and fish arranged on the shelf like the Crown Jewels. The ale is gone. Or did you drink the last one yesterday? At any rate Ms Tracy has left a bottle of white wine with its neck pointing out at you. A half-bottle, actually. Moderation is the standard. Before bed that night you check Rodge’s postings on the social networks. Nothing over the last week. You send him a long-overdue e-mail, soft-pedaling the issue with Herta before concluding with some questions about Mean Clean. Then you text Herta, asking if she saw the photos. When she doesn’t reply you try ringing her, but it ends in voicemail. You ask how she is doing. You ask her to ring you back. A conversation. That’s all. You’re not asking for the world.

	Next day at work you run some autocorrelations with varying intervals to check the predictability quotients—the homing signals for your pigeons. In the meantime you receive updates on your firm’s quest for zero latency, an ideal state of the art in which there would be no interval at all between the instant when a button is pressed and the trade is executed. This is dependent largely on quantum computing and fibre optics outside your remit. But this is a source of worry. It would affect your effectiveness.

	At home your biscuits and crisps have disappeared. Your milk is now semi-skimmed. Your curry, which Ms Tracy has selected for dinner, is accompanied by short-grain brown rice. There will be no ale. You forgot to stop at the grocer’s on the way home, distracted by your uncertain future as well as your present. Not to worry, though, as she has provided another half-bottle—red, this time—and included some chamomile tea, which you are drinking tonight. No screens after eight o’clock. You need to sleep at least seven hours per night on a regular schedule, otherwise your brain will acquire the amyloid deposits which kill surrounding cells and lead to Alzheimer’s disease. Your orexin levels have been too high, the sensory gate of your thalamus open wide when it should be shut, with your dorsolateral prefrontal cortex firing madly, thereby preventing the melatonin surge you require.

	How about that. As it happens, though, one of your magazines has come in the post today and you end up taking it to bed with a mug of chamomile. Why not? There’s no point in being contrary. No one is observing, or rather you’re only observing yourself. Call it an experiment. Tonight of all nights you really need to switch off. And the result is that you sleep quite well for a change, thank you very much. In the morning all the static and agitation has settled. There is a balance of line and light. You shave with untroubled attention to each stroke of the blade. Your shirt and trousers offer themselves for the day ahead. Your shoes are shined, your tie is bright. You eat breakfast gazing out at the scruffy back garden with only detached regret at the state of it. You leave for work ahead of schedule, umbrella lifted to a light rain, striding smoothly, no longer rigged with stress. For every transaction, there is an equal and opposite transaction. And your opposites are taking shape within you. You are balancing out yourself.

	At Parson’s Green you halt and listen to the patter of rain through the leaves. You inhale the washed air, the scent of damp pavement, trees with their exposed roots gleaming in packed earth, mulch and grass. 

	‘I trust you slept well, Mr Grabner.’

	You turn to find her on the nearest bench, sheathed in a long lavender jacket, hood drawn up loosely, partially concealing her face. But the tint of those lips are unmistakable, postbox red. And her voice, more familiar than it should be as you’ve been hearing it, for the most part, only in the acoustics of your mind.

	‘Fancy meeting you here,’ you say.

	‘Not so fancy. I’m on my way to yours.’

	You take a step toward her, tempted to offer the umbrella, but she seems so utterly contained that you suspect it would come across as some kind of chauvinist maneuver. And anyway the rain is easing off. The trees are still dripping but the nylon above your head is no longer ticking. 

	‘I’m impressed,’ you say, lowering the umbrella, ‘truly impressed by what you’ve done.’

	‘It’s what needs doing, Mr Grabner.’ Her tone is modest, matter-of-fact.

	You bend slightly to peer at her face. ‘But I wasn’t expecting that kind of service. The rearrangements, I mean. And the liberties you’ve taken.’

	‘You’re pleased with the results.’

	‘Well, yes,’ you answer before realising she didn’t pose it as a question. ‘I must confess I like what you’ve done—though I haven’t received the bill yet.’ You force up a smile. ‘How many people do you have on your crew, by the way? The amount of work—’  

	‘You have an appointment with a personal trainer at your gym.’

	You blink at her, wondering if you’ve heard correctly.

	‘Tomorrow morning,’ she adds. ‘Ten o’clock.’

	‘But tomorrow—’

	‘Tomorrow is Saturday, Mr Grabner. No excuses. I’ll include details in my note.’

	‘Yeah, about that. Your notes. Your daily visits. Don’t take this the wrong way, but . . .’ you soften your voice, ‘don’t you have other gigs?’

	‘Gigs?’ She inclines her chin as if you’ve spoken a foreign word.

	‘Clients, I mean.’

	Does she smile? Other people are passing behind you, traffic gnarling along New King’s Road. She’s sitting with her legs crossed and hands folded over the knee of her charcoal-grey trousers. Her black trainers have lavender laces that match her jacket. She is gazing straight ahead, giving no sign that you are having a conversation. Perhaps it’s some kind of code with her, a distance to offset the intimacy of handling all your personal effects. But then her chest rises to speak.

	‘This is how Mean Clean operates.’

	‘An exclusive service, then.’

	‘You need doing, Mr Grabner. I’m sorting you out.’

	You go airless, groping for a reply.

	‘Now run along to work,’ she adds. ‘The Asian markets are reacting badly to some earnings reports and you’ll need to respond accordingly.’

	She’s right, as it turns out. The earnings are troubling enough, but for these particular companies they suggest a drop in Chinese oil consumption which means the global price will follow suit. Derivatives predicting higher prices for oil over the next few years will also drop and share prices for the whole sector will decline sharply, if not collapse, exactly where you have the most exposure, thanks to all that leverage—the collateralized loans subject to margin calls. As long as the ratio of your outstanding loan-to-asset value remains below the threshold set by your lenders, everything is fine. But your asset value comes from stocks you’ve purchased with loans guaranteed by those stocks, and if the value of one of those stocks drops below the threshold, you need to pay off part of the outstanding loan to stay within the agreed limit, and you do that by selling one of those very stocks, which drives the price of that stock further downward. These aren’t carrier pigeons. These are snakes eating their own tails.

	Your adjustments take most of the day. You drink too much coffee. You swallow snacks instead of lunch. On your way home your thoughts drift back to Ms Tracy’s warning, based on details which could have been gleaned from the morning financials but really too astute to discredit. You stroll by the bench where you spoke that morning, the rain long gone but refusing to give up its claim to a dead grey sky overhead. Nothing much to the world. The empty weekend awaits like a gravel pit.

	The table and chairs have been washed in the back garden. The rhododendron has been pruned, the drainage cleared, the barren pots reseeded. The grill has been scraped, the pan scoured of drippings which could too easily cause a grease fire. You should know better than to neglect something as dangerous as that.

	You should also recognise the state of your trainers which have been donated to charity along with some shirts and trousers you no longer wear. These new trainers will provide better stability for the medial collateral ligaments as well as reduce undue strain on your hip flexors which contributes to your lower back pain. You will include more ginger in your diet in order to reduce inflammation. You will see the hairdresser on Sunday. You will find a blank journal on your desk where you will sit and write your honest and unguarded thoughts regarding Herta’s decision to give up her full-time position at the magazine where she would no doubt be managing editor by now, in order to live with you in Britain. You will forgive her recent weight gain. You will stop wishing that her moods were less volatile. You will reassess your role in the capital markets and, in particular, the companies you destabilise with your actions. You will stop aiding and abetting the fossil fuel industry.

	Rodge hasn’t replied to your e-mail, but it doesn’t matter. You recall the change that came over him shortly before he moved away. That glow of health and concentration. And he ditched his job in the city for something in Jakarta he never quite explained, quite deliberately, as a side-step from asset management to lending. You didn’t recognise the name of the bank. You meant to look it up.

	But not now. No screens after eight o’clock. In the morning your brief searches turn up nothing on Rodge’s activity. Off the grid. Is that possible? You pace the garden in your baggy sweats, the phone in your pocket knocking against your thigh. Still nothing from Herta. Stepping back into the corner, you snap a photo of the restored vegetation and flick it off to her. You stare at the display. Then you raise your eyes to an eggshell sky. The mild thrum of London, a train clacking on the raised line nearby. She’s getting all this stuff—your texts, your photos, your messages—but refusing to reply.

	Inside you pause at the sight of the house laptop. A crazy little notion occurs to you. A long shot. But why not? You open one of Stefan’s favourite online games, relying on his stored passwords, the habits of his avatar. It works. You’re in. At first it appears to be some kind of dystopian landscape full of barbarian hordes until you realise it’s not the future but the past—Ancient Rome, as a matter of fact, or rather the hinterlands beyond the reaches of the Empire. And lo and behold, there’s Stefan, controlling one of the regions. You send out a contact request. The audio link is working. You announce yourself.

	There’s a wild exclamation on his end. ‘Dad! What are you doing here?’

	‘Saying hello on a Saturday morning, is what.’ You try to keep your tone as light as possible. ‘What’s up?’

	‘Same old,’ he says. ‘Hey, what faction are you?’

	‘Faction?’

	‘Yeah, in the game. You’ve got to be a faction.’

	You glance at the symbols and insignias along the bottom of the screen. ‘I didn’t join a faction . . . .’

	‘You don’t join a faction, Dad. You choose a faction.’

	Your digital perspective is roving at ground-level amongst helmeted warriors, cavalry with spears and swords, like a general inspecting his troops. ‘I’m the leader, then?’

	‘No, Dad. You’re the whole faction. You’re all of them.’

	‘Right. But I didn’t choose anything. I’m on the house laptop. Listen, is your Mum—’

	‘Then you’re my old faction. Which is alright,’ he says, his voice taking on a forgiving slant. ‘I’m battling the Iceni anyway.’

	‘The who?’

	‘They’re basically British.’

	‘In other words, you’re fighting yourself.’

	There’s a pause as if the notion hadn’t occurred to him.

	‘Or half of yourself,’ you add. You’re about to ask for Herta again when you hear her voice in the background, calling time.

	‘It’s Dad!’ Stefan says in German.

	Herta’s voice comes closer, either not hearing or not believing what he said until he repeats the words and a silence takes hold like a blood clot.

	‘Herta,’ you say.

	‘Ollie? How did you . . . No, we can’t talk.’

	‘But we need to talk.’

	‘Only when it’s finished.’

	You hunch forward with your head close to the tiny speakers. ‘When what’s finished?’

	‘You hired them, Ollie. You must see it through. For yourself. For all of us.’

	‘Herta? What the bloody hell are you—’

	‘Bye for now,’ she calls sharply, and the audio goes dead.

	You try to hail Stefan again without success. You stalk through the rooms, cursing and muttering until it all begins to settle. You know she was talking about Mean Clean. And you’re not surprised. Don’t lie to yourself. Instead you come to grips with it as you head to the gym where a personal trainer puts you on a cross-training programme with cardio and weights, setting goals just beyond your threshold. On Sunday you visit the hairdresser. You overtip at the cafe where you eat lunch. You make online donations to social causes discovered in a magazine purchased multiple times from different homeless vendors, compulsive with your urge to compensate. For what, exactly? After writing a few awkward pages in the journal you understand why Herta is participating so readily in this process, whatever it is. For every transaction, there is an equal and opposite transaction. Everything taken must be given back. And so to bed with your chamomile tea and an African travel narrative which Ms Tracy has left on your nightstand. You dream of a river whose rapids carry you to an open sea with Herta and the children waiting on a raft, delighted to see you again. No adjustments are needed for these algorithms of the heart.

	You arrive at work ready for the next thing. Draping your suit jacket across the back of your chair, you receive a text from Ms Tracy instructing you to use real-time pre-analytics to ferret out the positive feedback loops in your trading strategy. You have always told yourself that you are working with harmless algorithms flickering inside the trades, like leeches with nanosecond lifespans, transmitting thousands of orders to the exchange before cancelling and replacing those orders with new ones and harvesting the price discrepancies. It never adds up to anything—or so you thought. Now, however, you back-test a range of strategies with various parameters. The results are always the same, destabilizing markets over the long term. Why haven’t you seen this before? Why haven’t you questioned the effects of your actions?

	Your firm uses unfiltered sponsored conduits, otherwise known as naked access, to bypass pre-trade risk controls and connect directly to the matching engines.

	You begin tinkering with sub-routines. The input ratios, the execution thresholds. You change the position and velocity of protocols. This is market counterintelligence. This is you, surpassing yourself.

	Due to the time difference you don’t notice anything in the Asian markets until the following day. The shift in oil futures is gentle. Other fossil fuels follow suit. And then base metals. The LME rises with the grandeur of a hot air balloon, suffering only a few outfluxes, a wobble here and there, but soon stabilised—in large part by purchases on the Indonesian exchange. Jakarta. Rodge? Now there’s a clean thought.

	At lunch Ms Tracy guides you to a shop offering a fresh juices and salads along with plant-based proteins. In the afternoon she instructs you in the slow recomposition of your overseas holdings. This requires access to base protocols as well as a whole band of algorithms outside your remit, so you put in a request with the head of your division. Your numbers have been solid since Ms Tracy has come on board. She is behind your good work. She is within it. She is renovating you from the inside-out. 

	You return to the gym as required. You find pleasure in the endorphins. You feel a higher purpose in the pumping of your blood. Your improved nutrition complements the process, though bear in mind it will take several months to sort you out well enough, Mr Grabner. This requires dedication, on your part. It requires a certain kind of devotion. But you will take pleasure in these things. You will relish the effort for Herta and the children, not to mention everyone else. If you have any doubts, you may ask Rodge when you finally meet him again—in due course, you understand, as contact amongst our clients is not allowed until Stage 4. Like you, he was more troubled than he let on. He also made excuses. He also refused to see his effects. But the time for that is finished, Mr Grabner. Now you will find something beyond the mirror of your mind. You will find all of us in your actions. You will find much more than yourself.
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