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Monday





The bus to Kilburn is a long time coming, and while waiting Anna looks back and forth between two versions of the Edgware Road, the real and the digital. The real one, all around her, is busy shifting into its evening routine. Dozens of people are gathering around her at the bus stop, pedestrians are streaming along the pavement and clotting at the zebra crossing, cars and taxis and lorries are blocked in both directions on the road, and beyond them the Odeon is filling up with couples queuing for tickets and popcorn. Anna’s attention focuses on two couples in particular, framed by the main window. One couple are tanned and chatty and their height is perfectly proportioned for the man’s arm to loop around the woman’s shoulder – she imagines the number 75 flashing above their heads. The couple behind them are of equal height and don’t seem to be communicating at all – it appears that the man might even be wearing headphones – and she pictures a 64, before a truck lurches forwards and blocks her view.


In contrast to this raucous activity, the map on her phone is entirely empty, showing nothing but the red dot pinpointing her location and the grey and beige outlines of surrounding buildings. This is Anna’s first day on Kismet, and the only match she has made was this morning in Soho Square, where she took her phone after receiving the text to say her profile was ready. The small park was deserted, but after a few minutes she saw a dark-haired man in a long coat walking around the perimeter of the square, and although she lost sight of him behind a hedge, he reappeared a moment later as a blue dot on her phone. Her excitement lasted only the time it took to press this dot with her thumb, which sadly yielded the number 54 – not enough to approach someone in a bar, let alone chase them down in the street. Since then she has checked during her lunch break and while popping to the pharmacy and as she sat at her desk, but each time there was nothing, just as there is now, during the mayhem of rush hour. She wonders if something is amiss with her profile, or if she would be getting hits if she were waiting for a bus headed to east London, and then this thought is wiped by something surprising: she can hear singing.


‘Happy birthday to you.’


A young white man in a fleece and jogging bottoms is standing in front of her, with one foot off the kerb and one hand hanging onto the bus signpost. He sings at full volume, the familiar words wrapped around an altogether different, perhaps improvised melody.


‘Happy birthday,’ he continues, scanning his wild eyes around the bus stop, as if challenging the assorted commuters to meet his glare. ‘To yoouuu!’


Everyone surrounding Anna tuts and shakes their head and turns away, but she is transfixed, sensing something staged or unusual about this performance; there is something familiar about the man’s long, sad-looking face, as if maybe he is a minor celebrity, or just a friend of a friend.


‘Happy birthday, dear …’ His eyes fix on Anna at this point, and for a moment she thinks he is about to sing her name. But instead he says nothing, just stares at her helplessly, as if desperate for someone to remind him of his line, before ploughing on regardless.


‘Happy birthdayyyy! Toooooo. Youuuuuu.’


Silence. His eyes sweep along the bus stop once more, as if he has proved his point and shamed them into silence, and then he walks away. Anna watches him strut off towards Marble Arch, pulling a small suitcase behind him, and eventually she is jolted by the realisation of who he looks like: her dad. Not the middle-aged version, but how he looked as a teenager or young man, in those photos of him with his siblings, in his first car, at graduation, a handsome and hopeful twenty-something. The similarity is uncanny, and she watches after the singer until he is completely lost in the weave of other pedestrians, and almost doesn’t notice that the bus to Kilburn has arrived and is waiting with its doors open.


Anna takes her favourite seat at the front of the top deck, and a moment after the bus chugs away she opens her contacts and calls Zahra, who answers immediately.


‘How are you?’ says Anna, inserting her headphones. Zahra says she’s fine, that she just got home, and when she asks the same question Anna jumps straight to it. ‘Something weird just happened. I was at the bus stop and this guy came and started singing at me.’


‘At you?’ says Zahra, her voice distant and echoing.


‘Well, more like at the whole bus stop. But he definitely focused on me.’


‘Like, a busker?’


‘He didn’t ask for money.’


‘Was he drunk?’ says Zahra, her voice louder now.


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Well … what was he singing?’ 


Anna says the birthday song, and Zahra laughs and says that she doesn’t understand what was so weird.


‘It was like he was singing it to me.’


‘Right. So you think this guy knows when your birthday is, and decided to sing it two weeks early?’


‘It’s in ten days, actually. But the thing is, he kind of looked like my dad.’


‘Hmmm,’ says Zahra, her voice faint again. ‘You’re the one that’s sounding weird.’


‘You think?’


‘Much weirder than him.’


There is a pause as Anna reflects on this, and then she sighs and says that it figures, as she certainly feels weird. As the bus passes beneath the Marylebone Flyover and onto the scruffy, low-slung end of the Edgware Road, Anna lists potential reasons for feeling strange: that she didn’t sleep well last night, that she had too much coffee to make up for the lack of sleep, that she still doesn’t know what she’s going to do for her birthday, and that she’s failing at work. She doesn’t add that joining Kismet has also jazzed her mood, but she does minimise Zahra’s face to a thumbnail on her screen and opens the map again.


‘Everyone feels like that on a Monday,’ says Zahra.


‘Do they?’


‘Of course. Everyone starts the week thinking they’re in the wrong job.’


‘I see,’ says Anna. ‘I didn’t know that.’ There is another pause as the bus passes a billboard for the new Kismet Love Test, which provides a one-off retrospective score for couples who met in the traditional way. Anna considers asking if most people wonder if they are in the wrong life as well as the wrong job, but she doesn’t want to go down that route, and instead asks Zahra why her voice keeps fading from loud to quiet.


‘You’re on speakerphone; I’m walking between the living room and kitchen. Sometimes I get home and just pace. The floorboards feel so nice underfoot!’


‘Nice? For six months’ work they should feel transcendental underfoot. Tantric, even.’


Zahra says it was worth every minute, and that they’re so pleased with the results that they’re thinking of knocking the two bedrooms together as well. While Zahra talks the bus stops and shuts down altogether beside the covered market, so the driver can swap with another man waiting on the street. A couple carrying large Argos bags walk past and, since Anna imagines everything and everyone in Kilburn being deficient in some way, she pictures a low number flashing above their heads, a 57. Then she looks at her phone and is surprised to see a blue dot so close to her red one they are almost touching. She taps the screen and the number 66 appears.


‘Fuck me,’ she says. She looks for him along the top deck of the bus, then presses her forehead to the side window. Dozens of people are walking along the pavement, but the dot on her map is static, and a little further along the road.


‘What’s going on?’


‘I need your advice,’ says Anna, angling for a view from the front window instead. ‘I joined Kismet.’


‘You joined?’


‘And I’ve hit a 66. Should I get off the bus?’


‘Anna!’


‘Relax: this is just a test. Should I get off, or what?’


There is a cold silence from Zahra’s end of the line. A bus parked ahead pulls away, revealing a shelter where a dozen or so people are gathered.


‘This is a very bad idea.’


‘Come on, we’re about to leave. Shall I get off or stay on? The number is 66. Six six.’


Zahra sighs, then repeats the number aloud a few times.


‘Do you have a visual?’


‘I can’t see shit.’


‘Then you should stay.’


‘I’m staying,’ says Anna, as the engine rumbles to life. ‘Thanks. I’ve forgotten the etiquette.’


‘I still don’t approve. And I’m going.’


‘I thought you were riding home with me?’


‘I never said that. And Keir’s just got in.’


‘But we need to discuss my birthday. I’ve found proof, you know.’


‘Later.’


‘I’m thinking we can hire a boat?’


Her phone emits a harsh beep, the sound of a wrong answer, and the small picture of Zahra’s face disappears from her screen. The bus edges away from the kerb and Anna stares out the window, trying to get a clear look at the 66, but the light is poor and the shelter crowded – the people appear like letters printed over each other on the page. The bus accelerates, and the blue dot drifts away from her red dot, until it reaches the edge of her brightly lit circle, the fixed extent of Kismet’s reach, and vanishes into the shaded area beyond.


Anna turns around in her seat. Since she’s almost home she decides to log out of Kismet altogether, but before doing so she pinches at the screen, making her lit-up circle shrink in proportion to the washed-out and darkened streets around it. She pinches again and is surprised that the map zooms out to show an entire view of London, her fifty-metre circle now smaller than a pinprick. She pinches again and sees the UK within Europe, then Europe surrounded by Africa and the Atlantic and Asia, and finally the round Earth floating in black space. Anna smiles. It seems ridiculous to have designed such a feature, but she thinks about the amount of money and time it must have cost, and has a sudden yearning to know more about the Kismet programmer who decided, perhaps on a romantic whim, to spend their time making it this way.

















Tuesday





Anna is at her desk, holding her phone at a tilted angle so that Ingrid, five feet to her left, can’t see the map on her screen. The circle contains her floor of the office – an expanse of almost a hundred people – a central portion of Great Marlborough Street, a slice of Oxford Street and, in fact, since the circle is actually a sphere, hundreds of co-workers on the three floors above and two below. In all this, there are no blue dots.


It is disappointing. When she last used Kismet, almost four years ago, she seemed to make at least one match every time she logged on, more often two, sometimes three. There was even one dizzying occasion, on the dance floor of a club in Hackney, when she checked her phone and the cluster of blue dots resembled a cartoon bunch of grapes. She would like to think that since then her personality has become more refined and mature, or that there are simply fewer single people, but she is nagged by a more sinister explanation: perhaps the information Kismet is compiling and sifting – the websites she visits, the playlists she creates, the items she buys, the pictures she likes, the people she befriends; in short, everything – is generating a scrambled signal, one ridden with contradictions, that will match her with deviants and fringe dwellers, reclusive creeps and sleazy older men.


‘Hey, Ing?’


‘Hmmm-mmm?’ says Ingrid. She is typing rapidly with all her fingers, while her eyes scan along lines of shorthand in a notebook propped on a tiny lectern.


‘How long …’ says Anna, and then stops. She was about to ask how long Ingrid was online before she met her boyfriend, but this is too personal a question, almost rude. Instead, she asks how long Ingrid’s boyfriend Sam is around for.


For a moment Ingrid doesn’t react at all, simply carries on typing, and it isn’t until she finishes a sentence or reaches some other break point that she turns in her chair and gives her full smiling attention to Anna. She says that Sam only has one week before he returns to the Amazon for his next film shoot, and that they are squeezing every drop out of the time they have left; last weekend they rented a farmhouse and went to the third oldest pub in the country.


‘They had a well in the pub,’ she says, beaming with North American enthusiasm for the quaint English countryside. ‘Like, full of water at the bottom. An actual well.’


Anna considers telling Ingrid that all rural pubs have wells, but Ingrid continues with a description of the house they rented, complete with heated pool; in her mind’s eye, Anna sees various pictures of Ingrid and Sam and their friends messing about in the pub and jumping into the pool, imagined precursors to the real pictures she’ll see later on Instagram or Facebook. Almost every week there is a gallery of Ingrid and her friends going mad at superclubs, festivals and warehouse parties, or else there will just be pictures of her and Sam lounging around their flat, enjoying outrageously healthy breakfasts, and often looking like they have just had or are just about to have sex. They probably got some ridiculous score, a 78 or 79.


‘Why do you ask?’ 


‘It’s my birthday next week,’ she says, ad-libbing, and Ingrid says she hadn’t forgotten and that sadly Sam can’t make it. Then she smiles and returns to her computer, tucking one foot beneath her other thigh, in a position that looks vaguely yogic to Anna. A second later her fingers are rattling against the keys, and her hair – a pile of hazel-brown curls – wobbles slightly as she types. Just above the collar of her white linen shirt, Anna can see the curved tip of a small tattoo that means ‘calm’ in Sanskrit. Over her shoulder, she sees the copy firing out across the page, something about Taiwan’s tallest skyscraper. Ingrid is writing a series of articles on Asian cities, sponsored by Hyundai, and her latest piece – a feature on the insanely difficult exams faced by Singaporean twelve-year-olds, complete with example questions – went viral and made it to the top of the big board, with over ten million hits.


Anna looks up at the big board – which is visible to everyone on the news floor, regardless of where they are standing or sitting – and sees that ‘Singapore Steel’ is now in fourteenth place, with 1835 readers inside the story this very second, just behind a report on the launch of the new Kismet Love Test. She looks from the board down to one of the TV screens displaying rolling news, which happens to be filled with the smiling face of Raymond Chan, Kismet CEO, at his latest press conference, presumably as he denies the accusations that the retrospective Love Test will cause unnecessary disruption to people’s lives. Finally she looks down to her own notepad and list of things to do, the most pressing of which is to come up with captions for a picture gallery of the world’s most expensive race horses. She settles down to make a start, and as she does so a message from Stuart appears on her screen, asking her to come for a chat in the Quiet Room, ‘ASAP’. 


The message sets off an anxious reverberation in Anna’s stomach, like the faint beginning of a drum roll. She scans the email for hints that she might be in trouble – and her memory for something she might be in trouble for – then takes her notepad and walks across the clearing in the centre of the office. As she comes into line with the glass-fronted meeting rooms, she can make out Stuart’s crouched shoulders and the back of his balding head. Stuart doesn’t have his own office – no one does – but in recent months he has spent so much time in the Quiet Room that everyone has gradually stopped using it for impromptu catch-ups and phone calls, even when he isn’t there.


‘Stuart?’ she says, opening the glass door.


‘Anna,’ he says, without looking up from his laptop. His sky-blue shirt is exactly the same colour as all his other shirts and, as always, makes Anna feel childish in her jumper and jeans. ‘You came right away?’


‘You said ASAP,’ she says, hovering by the door.


‘Exactly: ASAP, not right away. But you’re here now. Just let me send this.’


Anna rounds the table and sits opposite Stuart as he frowns at his keyboard. She rarely sees what an ugly typist he is, using only his fat index fingers, which float around in search of each letter before hammering it much harder than necessary. On either side of his round head she can see through the glass wall the entire floor, with the big board and TV screens at the far end and Ingrid sat in the centre, next to the space where she’d normally be. She imagines herself seen from this distance, a small blonde dot in the centre of the office, and tries to think of recent submissions that caused problems; there was an incident when she confused the princesses Eugenie and Beatrice, and then a photo gallery on speedboats through the ages that was riddled with technical errors, and prompted a troll to speculate that the captions were actually ‘written by a monkey’.


‘All done,’ he says, with an emphatic final hit. Then he looks across at her and, surprisingly, for him, smiles. It is a serene, contented expression, vaguely creepy but also reassuring, since it suggests she isn’t in too much trouble. ‘So then, Anna: how’s your day looking? Got much on?’


‘Bits and bobs.’


‘Good,’ he says, still smiling. ‘I suppose you’ve seen the news?’


‘Umm. I don’t think so. What?’


His smile falters.


‘You haven’t checked your emails?’


‘No. I mean yes, I have, but maybe I missed something.’


‘Right,’ he says, sighing, and a more familiar expression crosses his face; it is the same resigned look she detects whenever he appears behind her desk and catches her adjusting a Spotify playlist or searching for cheap flights, as if a pessimistic theory has once again been proved correct. ‘If you had read your emails, you’d have seen a message from Romont, approving the Women at the Top series.’


He spins his laptop around on the table and Anna reads for herself the email from the marketing team at Romont, saying they would love to sponsor the Women at the Top series, and describing in gushing terms how excited they all are about it. It is surprising to read this from a woman that Anna had thought hated the idea during the pitch; she sat there with an askew look on her face while Paula and Stuart explained why a ten-article series on powerful women would be ideal to promote Romont’s latest range of watches, as if she was contending with a bad smell.


‘This is amazing,’ says Anna, and her response appears to amuse Stuart.


‘Don’t sound too surprised.’


‘No, I’m not. I’m … impressed. Well done. Good job.’


‘It’s Paula’s baby, really. And it was a team effort. Yourself included.’


‘Please. I barely said a word between hello and goodbye.’


‘But you brought a certain energy. Paula thought so too. And we’ve had a little chat. We think this could be good for you, if you’re ready. As lead writer.’


The atmosphere changes, as if all the air has been sucked from the room.


‘Me?’


‘If you’re ready.’


‘But I thought Ingrid—’


‘Ingrid is tied up with the Hyundai series. And this will be exciting. Paula has had Clem pull some strings. We’ve got Sahina Bhutto lined up for the first interview. Gwyneth Paltrow for the second.’


‘Sahina Bhutto?’ says Anna. The name sounds almost too big to get her lips around.


Some concern must pass across her face, because Stuart explains in soothing tones that he’s sure she isn’t so fierce in real life, and that they have until Friday to agree on the questions, which in any case will be pegged to Romont’s brand values of power, ambition and sophistication.


‘There’ll also be more money, naturally. Just a little sweetener, four or five K.’


‘Right,’ says Anna, feeling slightly dazed. ‘Great.’ 


‘You don’t seem too pleased.’


‘No, I am,’ she says, stretching her smile into a full nodding grin. ‘Uh-huh.’


‘Because I need you to be up for this. Ready for this.’


‘Yes.’


‘You’re ready?’


‘I’m ready.’


There is a slight pause as he stares into her eyes, then he smiles again, the same creepy warm smile that he gave when she first sat down.


‘Great,’ he says, clapping as if to punctuate the air. ‘It’s great to have you on board. So about the launch: I just had a three-way with Paula and Romont, and we want to hang it off something newsy. Perhaps a list of the world’s most powerful women, with a little bio of each. What do you think?’


‘Sure,’ she says, still somewhat light-headed. ‘Sounds great.’


‘Excellent. Get the copy done by … what are we on? Eleven thirty? I’ll tell Romont to expect the copy for sign-off by … 5 p.m.’


‘Oh. You mean today?’


‘Of course. We’ll have the guys in Charlotte work up the design overnight, publish tomorrow morning. Clear your diary, this is big.’


‘The world’s most powerful women,’ she says, standing up. She looks through the glass wall at Ingrid and the big board and the TV screens and all her other colleagues criss-crossing on the clearing – the office appears a tangle of distractions, interruptions, eavesdroppers. She asks Stuart if it’s okay to take the pool laptop to a cafe, so she can really concentrate, and he just shrugs and shakes his head, as if he couldn’t begin to muster an opinion on such a trivial issue.


‘But one more thing,’ he says, pointing his finger at her as she goes to leave. ‘Do it by continent. You know, the most powerful women in Asia, Africa, Europe. So it’s not just a list of Americans.’


‘By continent,’ she says, nodding. ‘Also, by the way … what do we mean by power?’


He looks at her in confusion.


‘You know. Power. Money. Wealth. Influence. Just … work it out.’


‘Right,’ she says, nodding vigorously, as if everything is now clear, lest he ask her if she is ready again. ‘Power. Got it.’


‘And Anna,’ he says, making her pause with the door held open. ‘Congratulations.’


The word rings in her ears as she crosses the clearing to her desk, where she stands absently for a moment, her hands resting on the back of her chair. Then she goes to sign out the pool laptop from where it lives in the cabinet, and is informed by Jessica, office assistant, that the rules have changed and she isn’t allowed to take it off site unless it’s an ‘emergency’. Anna thinks she has a miniature battle on her hands, but at that moment Paula appears and grabs her arm.


‘I’m so proud of you,’ she says, beaming up at her. Paula is tiny – her cornrows are only level with Anna’s shoulder – but it is nevertheless overwhelming to be manhandled by her boss’s boss in front of the whole office. ‘You’re going to nail it, I just know it.’ Paula says more things like this, and Anna feels alarmed by the intimacy they imply – their only real interaction until now was at last year’s summer party, where they were placed together at the dinner table, and due to some physiological fluke Anna found herself in a charming and boisterous and flirtatious mood. But before she has a chance to say something self-deprecating and witty, or even to thank her, Paula says she has to rush off – she is forever in the process of heading somewhere else – and stomps away towards the lifts. She returns her attention to Jessica, who doesn’t raise another word of resistance concerning the laptop.


‘What the hell’s going on?’ says Ingrid, when Anna returns to her desk. While putting on her coat, she tells her about the Women at the Top series and the list she has been asked to do. Without delay Ingrid swivels her chair around to face Anna and asks who the interviews are with.


‘The first is Sahina Bhutto,’ says Anna, trying to sound casual. ‘And then Gwyneth Paltrow.’


Ingrid’s eyes open wide.


‘That’s … amazing, Anna.’ She smiles as she says this, but there is an unmistakable confused tightness around her eyes, as if the natural order of things has been messed with. Ingrid then stands to hug Anna, who maintains her stiff smile and wonders if she should feel offended by the younger woman’s reaction, and the surprise it contains. Though maybe she will have to get used to people reacting like this. From now on, whenever she tells people she’s a journalist, and they ask what sort of thing, she will mention Gwyneth Paltrow or Sahina Bhutto and it will knock their heads back slightly, as if she has suddenly expanded in front of them and they have to adjust their eyes to keep her in focus.


‘Thanks, Ing,’ she says, before taking her bag and walking across the clearing. There are yet more colleagues waiting by the lifts, and it is not until she pushes through to the bland stairwell that the smile drops from her face. By the time she is thirty, she will have interviewed Sahina Bhutto, she tells herself, as she swings on the railing from one flight to the next, the sound of her footsteps clattering around the bare cinderblock walls. In fact, no: by the time she is thirty her article on Sahina Bhutto will have been published. She tells herself that this is amazing, fantastic – uses all the same terms as Paula and Ingrid – but this does not dislodge the feeling that something is wrong, badly wrong. The reverberation in her stomach that began when she anticipated bad news is still there following the good news, only stronger now. For this is a mistake, surely, based on a misapprehension that will soon become clear to everyone. She doesn’t feel ready, not even slightly.


On the ground floor she pushes through the double doors into the lobby, and the glinting surfaces of marble and tempered glass, and past the long sofas where she sat three years ago, awaiting an interview for an unpaid internship. She imagines what that younger Anna would think if she were somehow gifted a snapshot of herself today, having been made lead writer, and for the first time she gains a sense of perspective, and a dose of pride. Of course she feels unready, and undeserving. Just as she did three years ago, when Malcolm, Stuart’s predecessor, asked her to take minutes in a meeting, and she didn’t capture everyone’s name or understand the acronyms or write fast enough, and spent the following days in a quiet panic as she tried, like some kind of archaeologist, to piece together her scribbled fragments into a coherent record of what had been discussed and decided. This memory makes her smile and realise there is nothing wrong or unexpected about being scared. How is anyone supposed to become successful, anyway, without having to undergo a series of leaps forwards that at first appear impossible, but which quickly become as mundane as everything else? As it was with taking minutes, so it will be with interviewing celebrities.


This brave thought follows her through the revolving doors and onto the street, the sudden daylight making her eyes throb. As always, the narrow pavement is crammed with dithering tourists and a much faster stream of professional types, and today Anna tells herself to walk amongst them with her head held high. She zigzags through the current of people with their expensive coats and haircuts, each one coming into focus for a fraction of a second before blurring past, and up ahead she catches sight of a young blond guy in a mustard wax jacket. His face is a mere pink smudge from her distance, but something about his shape or gait speaks to her. As he nears, a rather severe but striking face comes into view, and their eyes click as they pass, making sparks fly within her. In one fluid motion, Anna stops, turns on her heel and like a gunslinger pulls her phone from her pocket, hoping and half expecting to see him do the same. But she watches his back proceed along the pavement towards Regent Street, and when she opens Kismet the map shows nothing but the usual empty network of beige buildings and grey streets.




*





Five hours later, Anna is sitting in a cafe on Poland Street, wondering if Mexico is in South America or North America, or if Central America is a continent in its own right. She sits back and sucks on her pen and looks around the cafe, where five other people are sitting at individual tables behind Mac-Books of their own, and tries to subdue the familiar rising feeling of a project going wrong.


In front of her, on her screen, are the fifteen most powerful and influential women in the world, arranged neatly in a spreadsheet with a short bio and header and link to an open source and credited image. All this supposed hard work of researching and writing was complete by 3 p.m., slowed down only by the pool laptop’s inability to stay connected to the internet, but the simple task of splitting them into continents has proved impossible. It hasn’t just been the Mexican pharmaceutical heiress: the Russian cellist and Turkish prime minister have been equally hard to place, and the more she searches online, the more she realises that continents – those supposed building blocks of the world – are actually wispish, changeable things, about which there is no consensus whatsoever.


A bell rings as the cafe door opens, and a tall, bearded man with long hair tied into a bun takes a table by the glass shopfront, becoming customer number six. She watches him unfurl a scarf from his neck and is tempted to sneak a look at her phone, but then sees the clock above the window and that it is 4.40 p.m., and she is twenty minutes from missing her first deadline as lead writer. She tries to call Stuart again but gets his voicemail, and on the swell of panic wonders why this always seems to happen: while Ingrid and everyone else in the office gracefully rise to whatever challenge befalls them, she always buckles and becomes paralysed at the crucial moment. Telling herself to stay calm, she texts Zahra the Mexico question and then opens the Wikipedia page again. This time her eyes snag on the term Latin America, and a possible solution occurs to her: it could be done by region, not continent. Yes, of course. She looks at each woman and this option clears a path through all her niggling doubts: Mexico is in Latin America. Saudi Arabia is in the Middle East. Pakistan is in South Asia. Stuart won’t mind, it’s probably what he meant anyway. She gets back to work on the spreadsheet, and it is just a matter of relabelling the columns, copy-and-pasting five of her powerful women, and then the finished document is sitting in front of her, and still with ten minutes to spare.


Anna slumps down in her chair and sighs, relief coursing through her like a tonic. She texts Zahra not to worry about the Mexico question, and then, without willing it, opens Kismet. As expected, she sees the solitary dot at the centre of the map, but this time something is different: it is blue rather than red. She zooms in and sees there are in fact two small circles – a blue dot is almost entirely eclipsing her red one, leaving only a thin crescent visible. She taps the blue dot and the number 72 appears. Anna gasps and her eyes shoot around the cafe, landing on the broad back of the long-haired man by the window, customer number six. She zooms in on the map, until her screen is filled entirely with the floor plan of the coffee shop, and sees that yes, it must be him.


Anna sits up in her chair and puts down her phone and takes conscious control of her breathing. It is going to happen; he is bound to see any minute, if he hasn’t already. There is turmoil in her stomach, and a powerful urge to flee. But this is a 72, and a handsome one at that, and she resolves to see it through. She moves things around on her table and fusses with her fringe and wraps her chewing gum in an old receipt that she hides in her bag. It occurs to her that she has time to check her appearance in the toilet mirror, but she decides there is no need: she is wearing her favourite charcoal woollen jumper, black jeans and her hair tied up – she knows she looks alright. The only regrettable items are her scuffed and tired boots, which will remain under the table. She places her hands on either side of her laptop and wills herself to be calm, to be cool. After a few moments there is a shuffling in her peripheral vision, and when she looks across he has turned in his seat, his eyes waiting for hers. She smiles, he stands. She looks back at her laptop, and the key stats and life stories of billionaires and politicians and scientists swim in front of her.


‘Hello,’ he says, standing beside her table.


‘Hi.’


‘I’m Thomas.’


‘Anna.’


For a moment they just look at each other. He is really quite handsome. His olive skin and long hair and slightly hooked nose make him look like a pirate, but not in a bad way. And even more striking are his green eyes, which are so large and wide that it almost feels like he is glaring at her.


‘You have time?’ he says, and she notices an accent.


‘Of course,’ she says, gesturing to the seat opposite. Then, remembering the powerful women, she adds: ‘I just have to send an email.’


He pauses mid-crouch, frowning.


‘I go and come back?’


‘No, sit! It will take literally one minute. It will be like we’re having a little break. Just at the start.’ She laughs nervously. ‘We’ll be starting with a break.’


Thomas nods slowly, then sits and hails the barista to inform him of his changed location. Anna swears inwardly, and then, in a single stream of thought, she drafts an email to Stella and Carl at Romont, copies in Stuart and Paula, attaches the Power Women spreadsheet and presses send. A picture of a small piece of paper appears on her screen, which folds itself into an aeroplane before pinging off into the distance. This animation loops three times before it says that the message has not been sent because she is not connected to the internet.


‘Fucking pool laptop,’ she says, and Thomas asks what is the matter. She tells him about her day-long battle to keep online, and how she has to send the email by 5 p.m., and he asks to have a look. He spins the computer so they can both see the screen, and after bringing up the control panel and network settings he says, ‘Ah.’ Then he explains, his accent now unmistakably French, that there is something wrong with the configuration, and that he can fix it.


‘Yes, please do.’


‘I will have to restart it.’


‘That’s fine. Just do it, please.’


He unticks a box, ticks another, and they watch in silence as the screen shuts down to black before gradually bringing itself to life again. When the desktop finally lights up, not only is the internet displaying full bars, but the email she had tried to send is sitting in her outbox. It is simply a matter of pressing one button, and then the paper aeroplane flies off into the distance and is replaced by a ‘message sent’ sign.


‘Thanks so much,’ she says, slapping the laptop shut. ‘I owe you a massive favour already.’


‘It was nothing. I only unticked a box. I’m not even good with computers.’


‘Well … I owe you an apology, then. That was a bad start.’


He wafts this away as well and says that these meetings always catch people unawares, and that it could have been a lot worse – they could have been jogging, or at the gym, or in a dental surgery, or on a plane, or at a packed concert. 


‘Sounds like you’ve had some colourful situations,’ she says.


‘Mais non. Just examples! I have had hardly any situations at all. This is just my … fifth meeting.’


‘In how long?’


‘Six months.’


‘Six months?’ The admission is so surprising that Anna can’t contain her incredulity, and she laughs out loud until she catches herself and bites her lip in contrition. But he doesn’t seem fazed by her reaction, or when she has him confirm and double-confirm that it’s really been that long. She sees that his eyes are always very wide, even when relaxed; the full circle of each green iris floats freely in white.


‘I suppose that is not many matches,’ he says, with a shrug.


‘Not many, no.’


‘Well … I take it as a compliment.’


‘So you should.’


‘And the good thing is,’ he says, leaning forwards and crossing his meaty forearms on the table, ‘that when you do make a match, you know it is for a reason.’ He gazes into her eyes directly, then sits back and sips his coffee and adds casually: ‘Plus, you save time.’


‘Of course,’ says Anna, smiling at him. She recognises his counter-intuitive logic as the kind she would pass off in a different context – at work, say, where she likes to be on the subversive side of arguments and to say things that make Ingrid look at her slantwise, unsure if she’s joking or not. It is as if the first evidence of their compatibility has unfolded in front of her, and she thinks that she likes this French guy, likes him already. This thought feels premature, though, and she chases it away by asking if his other four matches have been with English or French girls. 


‘English, always. But it is not surprising. I prefer speaking English.’


‘How come?’


‘Speaking French is too easy. It is like—’ He delivers a rapid flurry of French while moving his hand around; he speaks so fast that Anna, who spent the second year of her degree in Grenoble and was once almost fluent, doesn’t catch a word. ‘You see? It comes pouring out, word after word of French. It is like breathing air. With English I have to feel every word.’


Anna asks if he is in London to speak English (‘no, for work’), what his work is (‘sound design’), if that has to be in London (‘it has to be in Soho’), and where he would live if he had a free choice (‘New York’). She asks what he likes about New York so much, and he leans forwards in his chair and says: ‘You ask a lot of questions.’


Without blinking Anna leans forwards as well and says: ‘I’m a journalist.’


This makes Thomas smile and he asks where she writes; she names the website and he seems impressed. She preempts the next question by saying she is a features writer, and that this Friday she’ll be interviewing Sahina Bhutto, and Gwyneth Paltrow next week.


‘Who is Sahina Bhutto?’


‘The architect. You must know. She built the Biscuit Tin. And that building in China that can be seen from space.’


‘My general knowledge is not so good.’


‘Well, she’s a massive deal. And slightly terrifying. And somehow I have to interview her.’


Thomas nods slowly, his mouth downturned in an expression of sombre admiration.


‘You are a real writer,’ he says. 


‘I suppose I am. Writing word after word of English. But it’s not like breathing air. It’s more like pulling teeth.’


Anna feels like elaborating on this comment – the fact that Thomas reacted in a muted way to her description of her job makes her think she can speak freely about it, without the need for the effortful smile; she could probably go as far as saying that she isn’t sure she’s up to it, or even if she wants to be. But Thomas immediately moves them onwards by saying he likes that expression, ‘pulling teeth’. He becomes animated for the first time and says that in France they would say tirer les vers du nez – to pull worms from your nose. Anna questions whether the two sayings actually mean the same thing, but Thomas ignores her and names other French idioms: ‘to call a cat a cat’, ‘to put a rabbit on somebody’, ‘to jump from the chicken to the donkey’. Anna tries explaining white elephants and red herrings, which makes them both laugh, and they hold each other’s gaze long after the laughter fades. Anna can feel a powerful stirring in her stomach and wonders if he can as well. His face is blank again, but maybe this belies an abundance of emotion. She has heard of some especially high matches where the couple sat for hours after finding each other, barely saying a word. But this is just a 72, she shouldn’t get carried away.


‘This is going well,’ he says. ‘Have a drink with me.’


The suggestion is unexpected: it is only 5.30 p.m. and not even dark outside. It would be nice to think about it, but Thomas is already pulling his jacket on. Anna watches him fasten the buttons right up to the dark hair on his neck, and says that she really should be going. But even to her own ears these words sound weak and hollow, and as he stands up she is reminded of his height, his rugged good looks, his bright green eyes; the number 72 flashes above his head. 


‘Just a quick one,’ he says, wrapping his scarf around his neck. ‘You did say you owed me a favour.’


They walk up Poland Street and cross Oxford Street into Fitzrovia, Thomas half a step ahead. Anna is irked by her shabby boots, which rather than a solid clop release with each step a sad squish, as if a little air is being forced out. They walk in silence until Thomas says she can start acting like a journalist again, if she wants, and she says he still hasn’t answered why New York is his favourite city.


‘What is not to like? I mean, it is New York. I like everything,’ he says, pronouncing it ‘ev-we-sing’.


‘One thing I’m not mad keen on is the layout,’ she says. ‘You know, the streets and avenues, the numbers. The whole grid plan.’


‘You are the journalist that answers back.’


‘All those identical numbered streets, block after block after block. It’s so … rigid.’


‘I haven’t thought about it. It just makes sense, no?’


‘But wouldn’t you find it infuriating, after a while? Having to walk at right angles most of the time?’


‘It just makes sense,’ he repeats, as if in conclusion. ‘Everyone likes the grid plan.’


Anna feels a hardness towards him, which she welcomes as the first steady steps after a spell of dizziness. She’ll have one drink, two at the most, and then leave.


‘Does that mean you’re excluding me from “everyone”?’


He turns away from the question into a doorway that opens to a narrow staircase. They go down to a low-ceilinged bar with chessboard tiles and green leather booths. A waiter in a bow tie takes their order and returns with two small pitchers filled mainly with ice and leaves. Anna finishes hers in four sips while listening to Thomas talk of his work and, at her prompting, his favourite sounds: a musical saw, rain against windows, a mandarin being peeled.


‘A mandarin being peeled? That’s not a sound.’


‘My best of all!’ he says, becoming effusive again. ‘Like Velcro being pulled, but much softer. It has to be ripe though; there must be air between the skin and flesh. You should try.’


The waiter returns and she agrees to one more – which lasts no longer than the first – and then she goes to the toilet and realises she must quite like him, judging by the relief she feels when she sees in the mirror that her fringe has basically behaved itself. When she returns to the table a third cocktail is waiting for her, accompanied by a mandarin that he must have had the waiter fetch. She peels it close to her ear, but can’t hear anything above the recorded jazz and ambient din of the place, and Thomas snatches it back and says it isn’t ripe enough. He finishes peeling it and then they eat it together; the process of him passing her segments which she then puts in her mouth feels indecent, almost obscene, something the people on other tables shouldn’t have to witness. This episode loosens him up further, and he even becomes chatty, until he makes a mistake: when her phone makes her bag audibly vibrate with a call or message, he calls it a baghand rather than a handbag. She laughs and he looks slightly offended, and invites them to speak en français.


‘Pourquoi pas?’ she says. ‘J’adore parler français!’


Thomas seems delighted, and requests that she tell him about herself. Summoning up the remains of her A-level studies and Erasmus year, Anna tells him that she lives in Kilburn but used to live in east London, that she grew up in Bedfordshire, that she has one brother, Josh, who lives in Australia, and – for no better reason than that the French words are there at hand – that her dad died five years ago: ‘Mon père est mort il y a cinq ans.’ She ploughs on past this disclosure, telling him she went to university in Sheffield and spent a year in Grenoble, and that before taking up journalism she wanted to set up her own business or social enterprise. It is a sensual pleasure to speak French after so long, like opening the door onto a hitherto boarded-up part of her brain. Her tongue is loosened by booze and, with the help of hand gestures, she even manages to explain one of her old inventions, the Community Shed, a membership scheme where people would pay a small monthly fee for access to a store of high-quality DIY equipment.


‘C’est une super idée,’ says Thomas.


‘Tu penses?’


‘Oui, vraiment.’


Anna wonders if he is just lying to be nice, but she can’t help believing him, especially when he asks questions: how much she would charge people per month, what type of tools it would stock, where it would be kept. It pleases her that he shows more energetic interest in her pet projects than he did in her professional job, and she decides this is no accident – this is probably precisely the kind of value that Kismet knows about him, about her, about them both. He asks why she never launched the Community Shed, and she stops herself about to say again that her dad died since she realises this wouldn’t work as an explanation, in any language.


‘Je ne sais pas,’ is all she says. ‘Sans raison.’


He urges her to tell him another idea, and she tries to explain the online investigation she wanted to launch, to track down the owner of a suitcase that was mysteriously abandoned at Heathrow, and that she later bought at an auction house in Tooting Bec. But the thought of her father was a bump in her flow, has knocked off her fluency, and she struggles to find the words; her mangled translation must do spectacular violence to the intended meaning, for Thomas laughs out loud and says: ‘Ça n’a aucun sens!’ Surprisingly, she is offended by this – it is like protective layers have been removed, leaving her sensitive to feeling mocked. Thomas must detect this dip in mood and, perhaps to make amends, he places a hand on hers and shuffles forwards so that their knees connect beneath the table.


‘Maintenant,’ he says, looking around for the waiter. ‘We go for food, no?’


Anna considers their joined hands and touching knees; from these two points of contact an electrical charge is running along her limbs to the base of her stomach. She imagines going with him for dinner, for drinks, and getting a taxi back to his.


‘I can’t.’


‘I know a great place,’ he says, clicking his fingers for a waiter. Anna tries to rediscover her recent excitement, and focuses on his raised arm and the muscles that undulate beneath the thickly knitted jumper, his green eyes, his height, the number 72. But these observations bounce off glass, create no feeling in her other than guilt.


‘I have to go.’ She checks her watch and sees that she really does: somehow it is 8.17 p.m. She grabs her coat and bag and slides from the booth.


‘But,’ says Thomas, seeming innocently and profoundly confused, ‘this is going well.’


‘Yes,’ she says, sliding her arms into her jacket. Then she sighs and says: ‘It is going well. But …’ She delivers the word slowly, trying to allude to a whole world of invisible considerations.


‘Ah,’ he says, seeming to understand. ‘But.’


‘Yeah,’ she says, taking a £20 note from her purse. ‘Another time, maybe.’


‘D’accord,’ he says, slapping his knees and rising from the booth. She tries to put money into his hand and onto the table, but he refuses to let her, and after kissing him on both of his hairy cheeks, she turns and makes for the narrow staircase.


Anna walks to Tottenham Court Road, in the same thoughtless, almost trancelike state she often experiences in the wake of an intense encounter. The sound of her boots thudding against the pavement fills her empty mind and appears to grow louder until it is almost the only thing she can hear. On the tube she swallows one of her pills with a glug of mineral water, and then watches an abandoned newspaper spread across the empty bench opposite her. The sheets are being fluttered by the wind whistling along the carriage, and eventually the breeze gains enough purchase to turn the page entirely, creating the powerful impression that an invisible man is browsing the paper.


Sooner than she’d like, Anna emerges onto Kilburn High Road and walks south beneath the cavernous, dripping railway bridge. It is only just 9 p.m., but the street is dark and quiet and asleep; most shops have their shutters pulled, other than the twenty-four-hour petrol station and the giant pub that Anna has never considered setting foot in, which is alive with football screens and shouting men. She turns onto Cavendish Road and, after a five-minute uphill trudge, onto Mowbray Road, her own terraced street. It is tempting to keep going and do another loop around to the station to walk off the buzz of the cocktails, but she is already late, and after pausing for a moment with her key pointed in front of her, she turns the lock and enters. The front door opens onto a tiny hall space and two more front doors, and she opens the one straight ahead, for the upstairs flat. She creeps up one, two, three steps, then hears the living-room door open.


‘There she is,’ says Pete, appearing on the landing above her. She reaches the top of the stairs and turns to face him.


‘Here I am.’


The landing light isn’t on, and Pete’s broad frame is backlit from the living room.


‘I was getting worried,’ he says, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. He is wearing the same stonewashed jeans and T-shirt as he does on almost all study days, since he doesn’t feel the cold, and his stubble has grown curly and tangled, has crossed the threshold between stubble and beard.


‘Worried?’ she says, unbuttoning her jacket. ‘How come?’


‘You didn’t answer my calls. Or get back to me about dinner. I was picturing worst-case scenarios. Blue flashing lights. A policeman knocking on the door.’


Anna looks fixedly at the pegs on the wall above her and feels like the worst kind of actor – a mere puppet aping the actions of a human – as she takes off her coat and hangs it up.


‘Not quite as bad as that,’ she says, trying to sound casual. ‘Just a quick drink with Zahra.’


‘Oh yeah? And how is Zahra?’ He says her name with a slight emphasis that makes Anna look at him suddenly: his face is blank, and his broad shoulders seem to span the width of the hallway, blocking her path. For a paranoid moment she wonders if he might somehow know everything, if he has been tracking her movements, but she quickly rejects this as baseless, the product of alcohol and guilt.


‘Zahra’s good,’ she says, as nonchalantly as she can. ‘She’s busy. Her and Keir are knocking through another wall in their flat.’


‘Another one?’


‘I know, right? It’ll look like a sports hall when they’re done with it.’


‘If it’s standing at all.’


Anna is smiling now, and Pete smiles back in return. It feels like a physical dose of relief to see that he believes her, and has no reason not to. She steps towards him and at once Pete’s broad torso swings aside, showing itself to be less a barrier than an obliging gate; he angles his face downwards to tickle her cheek with a kiss as she passes. In the living room one of his textbooks is flattened on the sofa beside the remote control, while on the television a contestant in some cooking show is looking fearful as the judges discuss her chocolate mousse. Anna goes to the corner between the bookcase and sofa and plugs her phone into the charger that shares a socket with the freestanding lamp. She checks to see if Thomas has already messaged and is pleased to see he hasn’t, since Pete has followed her into the room, and now asks if she wants any of the leftover dinner.


‘What is there?’ says Anna, still holding her phone with her back to him, wondering if it might be better to simply keep the thing switched off.


‘What do you want it to be? Would you prefer meat or fish?’ 


‘Fish.’


‘If you’d said meat, would you prefer white meat or red meat?’


Anna switches off her phone and turns to Pete, who is leaning against the door jamb, a hint of mischief around his mouth. He is often playful and energetic on the evenings of his study days, when she imagines he probably doesn’t say anything to anyone, other than the few words that are necessary to buy things in shops.


‘Hmm. White.’


‘If you’d said red meat, would you prefer lamb, or steak?’


‘I’d take the lamb.’


‘If you’d said beef, would you prefer steak, or some kind of mince-based, sauce-drenched, overly spiced meatball thing?’


‘Steak,’ she says, and he claps his hands.


‘Well, my darling, tonight you are in luck.’


She rolls her eyes but can’t help smiling as she walks past him towards the hall, and in actual fact the idea of a meaty, salty steak chimes with some boozy craving. But in the kitchen she is surprised to find a big bowl of green and beige stuff, in which thinly sliced steak is mixed together with numerous pulses and leaves and tiny seeds and that fancy grain dish that Pete and Zahra are always raving about – pearl barley or quinoa or giant couscous – but that obscurely reminds Anna of frogspawn. Pete has followed her and is once again watching from the doorway.


‘It’s cold?’ she says.


‘It’s a salad.’


‘What are those red things?’


‘Pomegranate seeds.’


‘And those little tendril bits?’ 


‘If you don’t want it, it’s fine – I can have it tomorrow for lunch.’


She stirs the intricate mush with a wooden spoon, and decides that she doesn’t want it; she feels guilty to realise that she’d rather eat nothing at all.


‘I might just make something quick and simple?’ she says, grimacing as she looks at him, as if for permission. ‘Maybe some noodles?’


‘Noodles!’ he repeats, as if he finds the word amusing. She says again that she’d like something light, and shrugs, averting her eyes. He sighs and after a pause in which she can almost feel him manually overriding his annoyance, he says it’s fine, that he can have it for lunch tomorrow. It is a long moment before he speaks again, during which time Anna switches on the radio and opens the fridge and cupboard, gathering a pack of dried noodles, a red onion, half a yellow pepper. As she takes a chopping board and begins dicing the onion, Pete begins telling her about his day, and how the head teacher of a school in Acton where he did work experience has offered him a job once he passes his exams, if he wants it. On Radio 4 is a panel show about the ethics of placebo medicine.


‘That’s … good,’ she says, taking the wok from the dish rack and putting it over a high heat. Her answer lacks conviction so she repeats that it is good – really good – and realises she will have to tell him her own news from today; for some reason the prospect makes her suddenly tired.


‘I had some news as well,’ she says. ‘At work we pitched for this series to Romont, you know, the watchmakers. For a whole series on powerful women. And they, like, have asked me to lead on it …’ 


She flicks her eyes at Pete and he nods and says, ‘Yeah? So that means …’


‘It means I’ll have to interview all these big-shot women. Starting with Sahina Bhutto. And the week after that, Gwyneth Paltrow.’


‘Gwyneth Paltrow?’


‘Uh-huh,’ she says, continuing to fuss around the stove, pouring water from the boiling kettle, adding chopped pepper to the wok, not making eye contact with Pete.


‘It’s just … it’s incredible, Anna.’


‘It should be good,’ is all she says, and then begins pushing vegetables around the wok with a wooden spatula; the onions are already beginning to colour at the edges and oil is spitting up at her. She doesn’t look away from the stove, as if the process requires her full attention, since she can tell that Pete’s eyes are searching for hers in emotion. A moment passes, then he clears his throat and asks when ‘all this’ is starting; she says she’ll interview Sahina this coming Friday, and the article will go live a week later.


‘On your birthday?’ he says, and laughs. ‘How about that?’


Anna says nothing. She picks up a packet of noodles and tries to open them, but the plastic slips through her greasy fingers.


‘This is a massive achievement, Anna,’ says Pete. ‘A real milestone.’


‘Not really. I’m pretty sure it was my boss’s boss’s idea to give it to me; I don’t think Stuart would have wanted to.’


‘Well … better to be liked by the big boss than the little boss.’


‘But I think she only likes me because I flirted with her at a party last year.’ 


Rather than respond, Pete just smiles at her in a knowing, patronising way, as if it is typical that she would downplay something like this, to try and squirm away from receiving any praise. Anna would like to say more – how for some reason she isn’t proud or even pleased – but she doesn’t have the words at hand to explain such a statement, or the energy to find them. Again she tries to open the packet of noodles, this time with her teeth, but the plastic refuses to give. Her fingers smell of mandarin peel.


‘About your birthday: have you sent the invites yet?’


‘Just a save-the-date email.’


‘But it’s next week.’


‘I know when my birthday is.’


The boiling water is turning over furiously in the pan, and the vegetables in the wok are beginning to char. Anna takes up the carving knife and decides to stab at the noodle packet instead.


‘I was thinking about what food to get in. How about something Spanish-themed? Maybe we could start with gazpacho, and then perhaps one of those spinach and ricotta tartlets, before a big paella?’


The knife slices easily into the plastic wrapping, but it becomes stuck on the glued seam of the wrapper and refuses to go further. The water in the pan will soon burn away to nothing. She grips the knife and pushes harder.


‘Or maybe a big seafood thing? A series of platters. Smoked fish. Dressed crabs. Crayfish, langoustine, mussels. Though you’d have to decide soon, so I can speak to the fishmongers. How many are we expecting? Eight? Or else I could get up early and go to Billingsgate on the day, and then—’


‘Oww!’ 


Anna drops the knife on the work surface and grips her left wrist. The blade cut through the plastic and into thin air, slicing the tip of her left index finger on the way. She holds her hand up and looks at the scarlet bead that has sprouted, which trickles down her finger.


‘Careful!’ says Pete. She goes to the sink and he steps towards her, turning off the hob on the way. ‘Are you okay?’


‘It’s just a nick,’ she says, holding her finger under the cold tap.


‘Let me see,’ he says, laying a palm on her back.


‘It’s fine,’ she says, with edge. ‘Just give me some space.’ His hand flinches from her back. There is a moment of hesitation, then she hears him step out of the kitchen, walk along the hallway and close the living-room door. She looks down at the brushed steel sink, watching the blood turn to rusty streaks before disappearing down the plug hole.




*





Two hours later, Anna and Pete are sitting at their usual ends of the living-room sofa, as another edition of Newsnight – which Anna watches daily, in an attempt to persuade herself that she isn’t missing anything – rounds off to its dreary conclusion. To her right, Pete has been slipping steadily towards a horizontal position and yawning regularly, and he slips yet further as she takes the remote and switches to BBC News 24, but doesn’t rouse and leave the room. To her left, above and behind her shoulder, her phone is charging on the bookshelf, switched off and inert, yet emanating a dense presence. The story comes up about the new Kismet Love Test, and the face of Raymond Chan fills the TV, saying with a smile that the accusations are preposterous, that they haven’t done anything wrong – she switches to Al Jazeera instead. They watch the weather man talk of a mini spring heatwave heading for the UK, then Pete makes a final exclamatory yawn, slaps his hand on the arm of the sofa and announces he is off. Anna says she will be up in a minute, that she wants to watch the headlines. This is not entirely untrue, but as soon as she hears Pete finish up in the bathroom and then scale the ladder to the loft bedroom, she takes her phone and switches it on. She senses that Thomas will have sent a message – and knows that the curiosity will interfere with any attempt to sleep – and indeed when her screen comes to life it makes the distinctive, attenuated buzz of an incoming Kismet message.


Thomas 72: Nice to meet you tonight, shame you leave so soon. I can’t stop thinking about you! It was worth the wait for match number 5! Dinner at weekend? T x


Anna reads the message a few times, and the idea of meeting him again stirs the embers of her earlier excitement. She raises her fingers to her nose and finds they still smell of mandarin peel, even after a shower. And she is also struck by the surprising idea that spending the night with him might be a pragmatic, even prudent thing to do. Perhaps going through the motions of meeting up, getting drunk, going to his, getting naked and then having sex – those routine steps that seem so complex and audacious with a stranger – will flush all the doubts from her system and leave her calm, clear-headed, decisive. Kismet doesn’t have any profile pictures, and she tries to bring forth an image of Thomas in her mind. She see him standing before her at the cafe, and when he helped her connect to the internet, but this just directs her thoughts to the Power Women lists, and Thomas is immediately forgotten: instead she wants to know if Romont have replied to her email, and what they might have said; a chirpy, positive appraisal of her spreadsheet will be a much better way to round off the day, and send her towards a contented, satisfied sleep. She logs out of Kismet and opens her work emails, and at the top of the inbox is a red-flagged message from Stuart, sent at 6.27 p.m. It is a three-sentence note, addressed to the Romont marketing team and with Anna in CC, assuring them there must be a ‘simple explanation’ and promising it ‘won’t happen again’. Anna flicks down to the previous message, from Carl at Romont, sent at 5.33 p.m., thanking Anna for the lists but wondering if she could double-check if Mexico really was in South America.


‘What the …’


Beneath Carl’s message is Anna’s initial email, sent at 4.59 p.m. She opens the attachment and sees the fifteen women split into six continents – North America, South America, Europe, Asia, Africa and Australasia – without any of her final rearrangements. For a moment she feels indignant, as if she has been the victim of some unfair technical malfunction, enacted by a malign authority that deliberately tripped her up. It is impossible: she remembers making the final changes, Thomas coming over, it failing to send, restarting the computer. But did she save the changes? She must have done, surely. Though maybe not. In fact, since the changes aren’t there, almost definitely not. That is all there is to it: simple human error. Like the time when the plagiarism filter caught her out for foolishly lifting a line from Wikipedia, or when she misidentified a rare species of tropical frogs as toads. Just a simple, human error.


Her heart is beating painfully in her chest, and she wants to make amends immediately. She writes an email to the whole team, apologising for the mix-up, saying she attached the wrong document. But she realises it will look crazy coming so late, and deletes it. Then she begins writing a shorter note to Stuart, with Paula copied in, to say sorry and that she’ll sort it first thing. But even this will look crazy, and will ultimately achieve nothing. So instead she deletes this, and sits there, until the screen on her phone switches itself off and she lets it fall into her lap.


A moment later, Raymond Chan appears on the news again, denying any wrongdoing. She turns him off too and sits in the half-dark, the room’s furniture faintly lit by the orange streetlight filtering through the blinds. The clock on the wall shows it is one minute to midnight. The end of yet another day, she thinks. But it doesn’t feel like it; her heart is thumping and her nerves are frayed and her eyes are wet with tears. Sleep is hours away. It’s not the end of the day: it’s the beginning of the night.
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