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ONE


‘So, Mairéad,’ said Richard. He shrugged off his coat, a thigh-length navy Barbour jacket, and hung it on the back of the bar stool. ‘That’s an Irish name, isn’t it? Are you Irish?’


Wait. Stop. Interesting. He’d got her name right. ‘Muh-RAID’. Not ‘Mare-aid’, not ‘Merry-ad’ but a confident ‘Muh-raid’. Was she Irish, though? 


Mairéad was so surprised Richard had pronounced her name right first time that she almost told him the truth, which was this: ‘No. My mother is a career activist. Anti-apartheid, CND, Greenham Common, Stop the War. I’m sure you know the type. My sister and I were born during the Troubles. Nowhere near Ireland, because that would make too much sense. But Mum was fanatic about it all. So I’m named after Mairéad Farrell. You won’t have heard of her, but she was a big deal in all that. Mum’s pin-up. Get this, my full name is Mairéad Mandela Boudicca Alexander. My sister is called Dolours Joan Cudjoe Alexander. She calls herself Lenny, but that’s a different story.’


She didn’t say any of this. She knew from experience that this was too much for a first date; there was a danger of eyes glazing over, or widening, or cutting left and right. Instead she said what she always did, which was, ‘No. I think my mother just thought it was a pretty name.’ 


‘Some of those Irish names,’ said Richard. ‘Phew. With all the flourishes and the crazy spellings, you know?’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, I do.’


For this date, Richard had chosen a chic bar in town. It had flattering low lighting, pretty chandeliers and a sophisticated cocktail list: not just margaritas, but spicy margaritas and fresh herb garnishes on everything. While Mairéad had waited for Richard to arrive, she’d caught her own eye in the antique mirror behind the bottles of spirits. Since turning forty, she found that what would come back from mirrors and photographs was a bit unpredictable: sometimes it was Florence Pugh’s older sister and sometimes it was Miss Trunchbull. This evening it was the Pugh sister, with very expensive blonde highlights. She took a sip of her drink and batted her eyelashes at herself, but then missed the bar with her elbow and splashed some spicy margarita in her eye. 


So Richard knew how to pick a venue. Yet in he walked in this flapping Barbour, like he had just come in from getting a sheep out of a ditch up the lane. The pockets looked heavy with things. And it was June. Yes, it was a cool night, but it was June. Who wears a very large Barbour in June?


She was bothered by the Barbour. She was also bothered when Richard said, ‘And how about you – no bambinos?’ Bambinos! What a stupid question. Richard must know, because this date is a set-up, that she has no bambinos. She knew before agreeing to meet him that he has two bambinos – not on him, although he could probably fit a bambino in each vast Barbour pocket, in amongst all the other things – but they live in Hampshire with their mother. 


Perhaps, before the divorce (which she also knows about), when he was living in Hampshire, Richard really did have to get sheep out of ditches up the lane while wearing his huge Barbour. Yes, he must know that she has no bambinos because Cass, who has set up this blind date, will have told him. But, of course, he will be curious as to why. No one ever wants to know why people have children, only why they don’t. Mairéad used to rage passionately about this injustice, but now she regards it with the blank, don’t-care face of a bored horse.


‘No bambinos for me,’ she said. She was two sips into her second margarita and it was delicious. ‘I had other things to do.’ Like her pat answer to ‘Are you Irish?’, her answer to ‘Why no children?’ had been honed and refined over the years until it was distilled into a droplet of fierce efficiency. Through trial and error, she’d found that ‘I had other things to do’ was the response most likely to make people shut up about it. But was that what had happened? Had it been ‘other things’? She wasn’t even sure of the exact truth anymore. She closed one eye and looked at the ceiling. She was a bit drunk, now, and her thoughts slithered about.


The Barbour jacket was terrible and ‘bambinos’ was a nightmare, but Richard was actually rather seductive. He was forty-eight, with salt-and-pepper hair, very straight teeth and a confident walk. But it was his eyes that were the thing. He really looked at you. Not over your shoulder, or off to the side. He looked at you, in you. It was borderline indecent.


He was a surgeon, a liver specialist. A Mister. All the looking will be part of the training, she supposed. It will be the what-do-you-call-it, the bedside manner. Do they learn it? Perhaps medical students gather in a room and a professor stands at the front and says, ‘Listen, chaps, we all know that patients are nothing more than malfunctioning bags of organs and fluid but still, you need to look into their eyes.’


Mairéad tuned back in to Richard. He was talking about how much serious alcoholics drink. You know, the major ones. Not the part-timers. 


‘These middle-class people,’ he said grandly. ‘They get their knickers in a twist that a few glasses of wine a night are going to be a problem. I had a fellow in my clinic last week who had been drinking a bottle of vodka a day for ten years. The cheap stuff. Rocket fuel. His liver was only just starting to properly pack up.’


‘The liver. What an extraordinary organ,’ she said, leaning forwards. She rattled the fashionably large ice cube about in her glass, enjoying lolling about in Richard’s lascivious eye-bath. ‘Considering all that, shall we have another?’


‘I’d say so,’ he said. He turned on his bar stool and lifted his hand. She saw the barman return Richard’s smile. 


But thirty minutes later, she was saying goodbye from her taxi window – ‘Night!’ – and setting off home. From the kerb, Richard waved despondently. She then saw him rummage in his vast pockets for a particular thing amongst all the other things. He leaned first one way, and then the other, frowning.


The shiny black car slid along the streets, past closed boutiques and June flowers blooming in tubs. Mairéad had not finished her third drink. Richard had put her right off it, by resting his chin in his hand and saying, ‘Do you ever get lonely?’ 


She could cope with the Barbour and the bambinos. She could cope with the fact that Richard probably saw her as nothing more than a potentially malfunctioning bag of organs and fluid. She was willing to be seduced by the eyes. But that question crossed a line. What a buzzkill. She replied, lightly, ‘Not really.’ Then she looked at her third margarita and decided, in that moment, to drink half of it – then say it was time for her to go home. 


In the taxi, she drew her phone out of her pocket. She felt the need to communicate something to someone about this experience. She opened up her previous conversation with Cass but her fingers paused over the screen. Cass had been excited at the prospect of this date and Mairéad couldn’t bear to text her with Richard’s shortcomings so immediately. It felt ungrateful. 


And so her fingers took a walk to her chat with Dodie, instead. Mairéad had learned in her twenties that it was just fine to have different friends for different things: different activities, different problems. Different moods, even. Cass was for positivity and action. Dodie’s gift, on the other hand, was her limitless capacity for soaking up other people’s feelings and information. ‘Mmm,’ she would say. ‘Mmm, yes, go on.’ Also, Dodie never pushed back. You could have killed someone and she would just say, ‘Quite right. Deserved it.’


Dodie – real name, Josephine – would be in bed, but awake, propped up by about fourteen pillows, wearing her black-rimmed glasses and reading a very long Victorian novel. Dodie had always preferred to be lying down and went back to bed whenever possible. When her third and final child had been born seven years earlier, she’d silently decided to more or less live in bed. 


‘In can back from a date,’ wrote Mairéad. ‘Just thinking about how many less men I’d have slept with had there always been Uber. You know that thing where you think, “I could get the night bus… or pray for a taxi… or go home with this person”.’ She re-read the message and edited ‘can’ to ‘cab’.


She watched as the little grey ticks next to the message went blue. Less than a minute later, Dodie started typing. 


‘It’s FEWER men, not less,’ she wrote. And then, ‘Yes. Uber is the fourth emergency service.’


‘It’s actually the fifth,’ replied Mairéad.


She looked out of the cab window for a bit. Then she scrunched up her nose and said in a quiet, simpering voice, ‘Do you ever get lonely?’ and blew a tiny raspberry. 


Back in her building, she walked up the carpeted stairway to the third floor and let herself into her neighbour’s flat. 


‘Mrs Nibs!’ she called.


There was a jingle of a cat-collar bell and Mrs Nibs appeared from the bedroom. 


‘Mneeeow,’ said Mrs Nibs, showing a set of sharp, white teeth.


‘Hi Nibsy!’ crooned Mairéad. Mrs Nibs had the softest blue-grey fur and bright yellow eyes. She followed Mairéad to the kitchen, purring and circling her ankles. Mairéad cleaned and dried the dirty food bowl and emptied in a new sachet, then rinsed the packet and placed it with the others on the side, ready to be sent off to the specialist recycling centre. Her neighbour Jason was at great pains to point out that he paid a premium for this service so that the pouches didn’t end up ‘in landfill’. She took a nice picture of Mrs Nibs and then sent it to Jason, who was away for a night.


She checked the water bowl, then stood looking at the cat for a while. 


‘I am not lonely!’ she said. Mrs Nibs looked up, licked her chops, then went back to her turkey-flavoured Gourmet Perle Chef’s Collection dinner. 


Back at her own flat, across the hall, Mairéad double-cleansed in her pristine pink marble bathroom and applied high-strength retinol. Next to the sink there was a posy of flowers in a small art deco glass vase. She turned it slightly so that she had a better view of the tiny blushing roses. She no longer even felt tipsy, the lonely comment had sobered her up that much. She took two milk thistle tablets and an ibuprofen anyway and went to bed. 


Her phone lit up with a message – from Richard. ‘Wonderful to meet you. Let’s do it again soon, I don’t feel like my liver was challenged enough.’ She regarded the message and blew some air through her lips in an exhausted way. Had she been too harsh? Her fingers poised over the screen, uncertain. 


Then she played a tape forwards in her head, the one where they went on a second date and a third. And all the extra bad things about this Richard person emerged – drip, drip, drip – until she was ankle-deep in red, pink and beige flags. And then the final, terrible Deal Breaker would appear, looming in her mind’s eye like a ransom note constructed from snipped-up newspaper headlines. And it would say ‘ChEWs LouDLY’ or ‘MaMA’s BoY’ or ‘sTinGY’. She would ignore this for six months, while the font got bigger and bigger, before finally admitting that this, whatever it was, was not working. It was exhausting to contemplate. She could save herself so much future stress and heartache if she neatly stunt-rolled out of the situation right now. 


She was distracted by Dodie. 


‘It’s actually the ninth emergency service,’ she wrote. ‘Police, Ambulance, Fire Service, Coastguard, Mountain Rescue, Lowland Rescue, Cave Rescue, Moorland Rescue.’


‘And Uber.’ 


‘Accidental Sex Rescue.’ 


‘Walk of Shame Rescue.’ 


‘Cystitis Rescue.’ 


‘Do you think the Lowland Rescue team get annoyed when they hear people saying that there are only three emergency services?’


They carried on like this for a bit. Dodie agreed that wearing a giant Barbour in June was barbaric and that Mairéad had done exactly the right thing. Then Mairéad put her phone away, having forgotten to reply to Richard at all. She looked at the two books on her bedside table. She ought to press on with Americanah. But her hand passed over it and she felt a guilty pinch. The book she actually pulled towards her was called The English Cottage, which was a coffee table book filled with pictures of idyllic English cottages. She turned the pages contentedly until she felt sleepy, then she switched off the light.









TWO


Mairéad walked into the IGS offices the next morning feeling good. She had dealt with that non-starter date brilliantly, actually. Once upon a time she might have sat there, stuck it out. Even gone on another date, who knows? But experience, and a series of those Deal Breaker ransom notes, had taught her she was wasting her time. And she really liked her outfit that morning. It had felt powerful and right when she’d chosen it and she felt confident and modern on the way to work. This was important, because when she didn’t like her outfit, it affected her mood for the entire day. 


Clothes mattered – just look at what a turn-off that Barbour had been. Who knows, if Richard hadn’t worn it, he might not have made such a terrible first impression. So the people who said that clothes didn’t matter were just wrong. She felt this even more keenly working, as she did, with young people who seemed to have very little to think about other than what they were wearing. 


They browsed charity shops and scrolled Vinted and were young and dazzling and looked fabulous in everything, from an old A-Team T-shirt to vintage Pleats Please. She often felt wrong-footed by what they wore. She sometimes wondered if working in influencer marketing had driven her a bit mad about clothes. Her clients, who poured their heart and soul into their OOTD and GRWM posts, immersed Mairéad in a world where undue importance – even by her standards – was given to outfits. She liked getting dressed, but not that much. It did sometimes strike her as preposterous, the hysteria of indecision over trainer or pyjama brands. But she set that aside, because working with passionate people was a blessing. And don’t all lives contain compromise?


From the office kitchen there came the luxurious smell of toast. Her stomach growled. She really wanted some toast, but she was doing 16:8 and wasn’t allowed to eat until 11 a.m. This was extra hard when it had been a two and a half margarita night. But she really had to go into the kitchen in order to make herself a very necessary cup of tea. PG Tips, hot, nice and strong, a tiny touch of sugar. In the kitchen was Biba, her assistant. 


‘Hey gorgeous!’ said Mairéad as she entered the kitchen. This was not quite her real self, this cheery boss self she had, but she had learned that it was the only self that worked in the office.


‘Oh, I’ll get that for you!’ said Biba. She was wearing high-waisted, baggy, sand-coloured chinos, a black racerback vest and about a billion necklaces. She paused with a knife in her hand as Mairéad reached for a tea bag and a mug. On a plate in front of Biba was a thick slice of toasted sourdough, piled high with peanut butter. 


‘No, no,’ said Mairéad, pressing the Zip tap. ‘I got it, babe.’ She clamped her nose shut against the smell. Breathed through her mouth. She had a vision of her pupils dilating hideously, shark-like, at the scent of the carbohydrate, the oozing peanut butter. She had to get out quickly or she might snatch Biba’s toast with both hands and stuff it into her mouth. 


She escaped the temptations of the kitchen and went to sit at her desk. She whacked the space bar to wake her desktop computer up, then battered in her password ‘thisismyPassword88!!’ and checked her email, which she strictly never did outside office hours, because it was so manic, such a swirling headache of demands and alerts and questions. The Americans could not compute this attitude. She had spent the last eighteen months training Gretchen from New York HQ out of expecting instant replies to emails that arrived at 11 p.m. GMT. A little whiney voice buzzed every now and again in her head: You’re not cut out for this. You do not have corporate American energy. You have one-man-band energy. Perhaps plucky start-up energy. Not Gretchen energy. 


Today, her inbox bristled with confirmations for upcoming mini-breaks, theatre trips to hot shows she felt a pressing need to have an opinion about and parties. An email from her mother, containing an appeal for Yemen. A confirmation from Andrew of Bombardiers Costume Hire Shop of her Harley Quinn outfit for Cass’s costume party. Gretchen had sent every employee an extremely long interview with a transcendental meditation guru, with no accompanying instruction or explanation. 


A WhatsApp slid sideways onto the screen. From Cass. ‘You have bewitched Richard.’ Mairéad quickly replied, ‘He’s nice. Thanks for the set-up. There were some red flags.’


She moved on, recoiling at one email, subject line: ‘Amazing news!’, which she knew would be a birth announcement. From Eliza! Of course. Third child. Who bothers sending a birth announcement for a third? (Answer: Eliza. When she’s not ‘busy making memories’, of course.) Scrolling down, an email from Dodie, with links to three garish Rixo dresses, sent at 1 a.m. ‘Which one shall I buy? QUICKLY.’


Cass again, on WhatsApp. ‘Don’t say he wore the Barbour’.


Mairéad sent back a winking emoji. She sent emojis to Cass as often as she could, ever since Cass had told her that ‘only old people’ send emojis. 


Biba came into her office. ‘Do you wanna go through what’s up today?’ She pushed a speck of peanut butter into her mouth with the crook of her finger and then brushed her elegantly tattooed hands together in front of her. Her fingernails were painted a milky, creamy colour.


‘Oh, not now,’ said Mairéad dismissively. Then she snapped on a smile. ‘I mean, yes! Thank you so much. But finish your breakfast first. No hurry!’


‘Okay, but right up I need to remind you we’ve got an onboarding today. Gabriel, he’s the new tech guy.’


‘Tech guy, Gabriel. Got it. Onboarding,’ she said, patting around her tidy desk for something, though she wasn’t sure what. 


‘He’s actually here right now,’ said Biba.


Mairéad looked sharply up at her assistant, who was baring her teeth in apology. 


‘Sure!’ she said, as if it was a delightful treat to onboard the new tech guy right now, this minute. Where was Andreas? Andreas had hired Gabriel, not her. She had wanted a few minutes to gather her thoughts and read her emails, but they would have to wait. 


‘Yes, yes, send him in. Brilliant. Where is Andreas?’


‘Paris?’ said Biba. 


‘Oh, okay. Fine.’


A calendar notification popped up on her computer, reminding her that it was godchild number one’s fifth birthday next week. 


Cass started sending a string of WhatsApps about Richard and his Barbour. They stacked up on the screen, a spluttering pyramid, shrieking What Is It With This Man and Do I Need To Dress Him For Dates Now? Mairéad decided that all her screens were behaving badly and needed to be disciplined. She switched off her monitor and flipped over her phone, silencing Cass and Dodie and the tide of emails. 


She had thought that Gabriel, the new tech guy, was a tall, thin dark man of about her age with a French accent. But what walked into her office, ready to be onboarded, was a slight young man. He had a puff of peroxide blond hair sticking out of the front of his rolled-up beanie, which was perched on the tippy-top of his head. He had a nose piercing and picked-at black nail varnish. 


‘Gabriel,’ she gushed, leaping up and rushing over to envelop his hand in both of hers. ‘Please come and sit down. We are just so, so completely delighted to welcome you to IGS.’ 


‘Thanks,’ whispered Gabriel. He pressed his hands together in front of himself in a prayer position. 


‘Knock knock!’ Jenna was at the door. ‘May I join?’ She was wearing wide, white jeans, big clunky black sandals and a tight black T-shirt. Her tiny dachshund, Margot, was tucked under her arm. Jenna’s lustrous brunette hair was tastefully lowlighted and curled around her shoulders. Margot the dachshund, herself a very glossy brunette, looked around with little beady eyes and cocked ears. At times, it looked like Jenna was carrying around an extra head under her arm. 


‘Morning, babe!’ said Mairéad. Jenna was twenty-eight, breezy and confident, and had declared at her interview six months earlier that she would only come to work at IGS if she was allowed to bring Margot in every day. She had been a hire from Google. Jenna mentioned this frequently. 


‘Hey you,’ said Jenna. ‘Ugh, great outfit. You are so done with fashion today, right? Like, you are just N-O-T interested.’


Mairéad double-blinked. What? She was wearing pale blue kick-flare jeans, a white vest and a gold necklace – real gold, thanks very much. Was Jenna saying her outfit showed a total lack of care? She had been so pleased with it. She caught sight of her reflection in the surface of her computer monitor. Her face looked surprised and slightly fearful. She recovered and reached for something polite to say. 


‘Exactly, right? I know!’


‘Are you okay with dogs, sweetie?’ said Jenna. Gabriel tucked his hands inside the sleeves of his tan work-jacket. He sat on the edge of his chair, hunched practically down to his knees.


‘Umm, yeah,’ he said in a tiny voice. 


‘Do you want to pet her? She’s so super gentle.’


Gabriel reached out a trembling hand and stroked Margot’s satin, unperturbed head with one nicotine-stained finger. 


Mairéad watched the scene with a glazed smile on her face. 


‘So, I’m head agent,’ said Jenna to Gabriel in her most patronising voice. ‘I look after some of our really big stars like Molly BB, Hysteriana and That Divorced Girl. And Mairéad is our super big boss. I will intro you online to our other agent, Barrie – he’s in Scotland right now – and that’s really all there is to know! But as head of tech, you are of course the most important person here!’


‘We’re so, super sorry that there’s no handover with the previous head of tech,’ said Mairéad. 


‘But we hear you’re just a whizz,’ said Jenna, quickly. The previous head of tech, Frankie, had left after a huge row with Andreas, which was best not dwelt on. 


Gabriel smiled shyly and said, ‘Yeah, kinda.’


‘We’re a small, friendly company,’ said Jenna. ‘I actually came from Google and it’s such a change, you wouldn’t believe. You’ll get used to Mairéad and her weird old-lady big-boss stuff. Mind out for all the emojis! I’m only kidding, she’s the most fun. In just a minute I’ll get you all set up with passwords and everything. Show you round the kitchen. Do you have any allergies, babe?’


‘Um, uh-huh,’ said Gabriel. ‘Sesame, dairy and wheat. But I’m pretty good at, like, working round it.’


‘That is so considerate of you,’ said Jenna, beaming and shaking her head beatifically at Gabriel’s bravery at being in the same building as those food items. 


‘Well, like I said, just so pleased to have you with us,’ said Mairéad. She was thrown by the apparent ‘old-lady’ stuff she did, along with her lazy, no-fashion outfit. Her emojis were ironic. Some days she wanted to smack Jenna smartly in the face with her keyboard. But she never did or said anything, obviously. 


‘Okay, LOL, you guys,’ said Jenna. ‘Come with me, Gabriel, my lovely. Yes, Margot! Yes, yes we’re going to show Gabriel his new desk, aren’t we? Lovely girl, lovely, lovely…’


The next appointment was with Susie Twill, who ran a small Instagram account, rather unimaginatively called @susie-twillceramics. Susie was early, fidgety and looked incredibly uncomfortable in her outfit of a blue shiny swishy pleated skirt, high-top white Converse, leopard-print top and bright orange lipstick. 


‘Okay, so we’ve taken a look at your account,’ said Jenna. ‘Love it, love your work. It’s so funny, it’s got such humour.’


Jenna hit a button on a remote control and Susie’s Instagram grid appeared on a screen on the wall of the meeting room. 


‘Ooh, wow! That’s clever,’ said Susie. 


Mairéad looked at Jenna, who was smiling at Susie. ‘Isn’t tech incredible?’ Jenna used a tone of voice that Susie no doubt took as light-hearted, but Mairéad understood to be withering. She was briefly distracted by a WhatsApp from Andreas, which said, ‘How is Gabriel settling in?’ She ignored it. 


Susie had created a series of ceramics featuring a scribbled drawing of a frazzled woman with haystack hair and dowdy clothes. The woman appeared across the bottom of mugs, lying flat on her back, with the scrawled caption ‘Why do I bother?’ in faux-naif handwriting. The same woman appeared cross-legged in the middle of plates saying, ‘No food, too tired’. In another she was drawn curled up in a ball, one extended hand holding a wine glass, with the caption ‘Rock bottom’.


Mairéad loved the work and was touched by the cluelessness of Susie. Her account was something of a mess, filled with caption-less pictures of food, children and beaches, as well as her ceramics. All she needed was a little nudge in the right direction and she would do very well. She would never be a huge star, she just didn’t have the sociopathic persistence of someone like Pottery Mama, but she could do fine. Or at least, better.


‘At thirteen thousand followers, your account definitely needs some work,’ said Jenna. Susie’s face fell. ‘Yes, I know it’s not very many,’ she said. 


‘Oh! Oh no, not at all!’ said Jenna. She splatted a hand against her chest. ‘Oh gosh, sorry – that came out completely wrong.’


‘Numbers are just numbers,’ said Mairéad. ‘Don’t fall into the trap of assigning your sense of self-worth to them.’ 


Susie nodded and looked scared. 


‘But, just to be clear, you do also need better numbers,’ said Jenna. ‘I’m going to run through a weekly plan with you that will boost your numbers significantly but authentically. It’s about posting daily, at around the same time, on a different theme each day with no more than five hashtags.’


Mairéad watched Jenna explain these basic how-tos of Instagram to Susie, who looked increasingly daunted with each passing second at the work she had ahead of her. 


‘…and we’d like to see your sweet face!’ said Jenna. ‘Pictures of human faces do so well.’


‘Oh,’ said Susie. ‘I feel a bit awkward about doing that.’ 


‘Of course,’ said Jenna. ‘But we’ve got an amazing workshop to help. It’s just about finding the right angles, the tricks and, you know, the look that works for you. That’s authentically you. A bit like Pottery Mama, you know? She wears all those very loud blouses. I don’t mean wear very loud blouses – that’s her thing, obv, I mean find a look that’s yours, that’s truly Susie.’


‘But that’s the problem,’ said Susie. ‘I’m not sure who I even am. These clothes – I don’t normally dress like this. It’s just what I thought I ought to wear.’


‘Totally understand. We’ll help you discover the real you,’ said Jenna.


‘Uhh…’ Susie laughed nervously, ‘is that the authentic way of going about it?’


‘Ha, you’re so cute,’ said Jenna. ‘Yes, it is.’


Mairéad’s heart sank as she listened to Jenna. Bloody Pottery Mama. Who flogged mugs that said ‘…And breathe’ in swirly writing on them. This hadn’t been her dream when she’d set up her business. She wanted to help creative people, who perhaps didn’t quite have the business smarts (and why should they?) to find a way to pay for their creativity. She got angrier and angrier as the meeting went on, and decided that she’d had enough of bloody Jenna. 


She resolved that, once Susie had left, she was going to give Jenna a talking-to. She was going to explain that they were not a factory, churning out identikit influencers who all said and did and wore the same things. You could leave that to those evil cash-grab robots over at ShowTime. She had a more holistic, caring vision. It’s why she had been voted Social Media Visionary of the Year, 2019! It’s why That Divorced Girl was still with them and specifically not with ShowTime, even though Mairéad knew full well that they had tried to poach her several times. If Susie didn’t want to put on a jazzy blouse and gurn at the camera, she didn’t have to. Jenna could cope with it. Jenna was tough. Jenna needed to know this. 


‘So, Jenna,’ she said with a smile, once they were alone. ‘I totally respect your commercial approach with Susie. But, you know, when I set up this company it was really important to me to have a sort of holistic—’


‘Sorry, can I stop you there,’ said Jenna. She was even holding her hand up, in a ‘Stop’ gesture. ‘Totally dig that. And that might have been fine, like, before. But when you sell to a company like IGS, things change. It’s not playtime anymore.’


‘Playtime!’


Please don’t say, ‘When I was at Google…’ 


‘When I was at Google,’ said Jenna, ‘I got a real sense of how Americans work. And when you interviewed me you did say that you were looking for someone with experience of that US work culture. Trust me, the New York office wants to see results and only results. We’re not a charity.’ 


Jenna put her head on one side. She reached a hand across the table but didn’t quite touch Mairéad. ‘I know you have trouble maintaining critical distance from clients and that you have your passion projects,’ she said, with a sympathetic squidge of her lips, ‘but that should maybe be, like, on your own time?’


Then she cheerfully sashayed out of the meeting room and left Mairéad alone. Mairéad sat for a moment and let her hands slide off the table into her lap. She fantasised about keeling sideways out of her chair and onto the floor. 


She remembered the WhatsApp from Andreas. She replied, telling him that Gabriel had arrived and seemed fine. ‘That’s great,’ replied Andreas. ‘He did amazing work in Paris on a project I was involved in. I love his style.’


This struck her as odd. Andreas’s style was the opposite of Gabriel’s. He wore crisp white T-shirts, pristine trainers and cashmere half-zip sweaters that probably cost a thousand pounds. Andreas was also confident and bullish, with an accent that could have been American, German, Israeli or even, at times, Australian. 


She wasn’t even sure that Andreas was his real name. When they’d first met, he had said, ‘You can call me Andreas,’ and it was such a strange thing to say. As in, you can call me ‘Andreas’, because my real name is on an Interpol wanted list or spoken in an alien language. Andreas said things like, ‘Cut the crap,’ and pronounced all foreign words in the local style. Muslim was always ‘Muss-lim’, moussaka was ‘moo-SAKA’, Gandhi was ‘Gahhhn-thi’. Dollars were never ‘dollars’, they were ‘bucks’. 


She hadn’t hired Andreas. Until eighteen months ago, the office she sat in hadn’t even been called IGS, it had been called Vision: her own small, independent influencer agency. Then IGS approached her with an offer and she took it. IGS stood for ‘Integrated Group Systems’. It was a shell company Gretchen had bought while she was still at Harvard Business School, and it now gobbled up small companies like a blob monster in a computer game. Gretchen seemed to know a lot about influencer agencies but in an offhand, detached way. Mairéad had also heard her talking about courier systems and ‘food tech’ in a similarly flawless, cold manner


Mairéad had known from the business podcasts she listened to that this transaction would not be without risk: she would become a subsidiary of her own agency and be expected to conform to someone else’s work culture. But she’d been tired and it had been a significant sum of money, which had allowed her to buy her flat outright, fill up her pension and purchase an ISA. So the upside was the money and also a new perk of excellent health insurance. The downside was the interference.


Andreas had been just that sort of interference. Gretchen had sent him as ‘Operation Support’ a few months after the deal had been done. ‘You’ll love him,’ she’d ordered during a Zoom call. ‘He’s so much fun.’ Mairéad had immediately assumed that Andreas had been sent to fire everyone, but he’d been based in the London office for three months and everyone still had their job. Except for Frankie, of course. 


From the little she knew of Andreas, Gabriel seemed like the kind of shivering Zoomer that wound him right up. Gabriel as a hire made no sense. But still, Gabriel was very stylish in his way. Perhaps Andreas knew something she didn’t.









THREE


Dodie answered Mairéad’s FaceTime the next morning. 


‘I bought all three of those Rixo dresses, just to annoy you,’ she said. She was sitting in bed, wearing her heavy-framed, thick spectacles and an elaborate linen nightgown with ruffles at the neckline. She was propped up by pillows covered in a dark green and white, wide-stripe fabric, edged with more ruffles.


‘Why would you even ask me, on email, at one in the morning, which revolting Rixo dress you ought to buy?’ said Mairéad. 


‘I was having a panic attack,’ said Dodie, calmly. ‘Olly had earache and was moaning on all night and I suddenly felt this choking panic clawing at me.’ Dodie scrabbled her fingers at her throat to demonstrate. ‘Like, I’m never going to be anything other than a slave to my children and I needed to buy inappropriate dresses.’


‘Where will you even wear them? You never leave your bed.’


‘I do! I go to Waitrose!’ shrieked Dodie. She sat up, her face suddenly close to the camera and enormous. ‘I’ll wear them on the school run! I don’t care!’ She pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘Anyway. What’s going on with you?’


An incoming call appeared across the top of Mairéad’s phone screen.


‘Sorry, sorry, I’ve got to go,’ she said. ‘Crazy Andreas is calling me.’


‘Hot Andreas,’ said Dodie. ‘Whenever you describe him he sounds hot.’


‘You think Patrick Bateman is hot.’


‘PATRICK BATEMAN IS HOT!’ bellowed Dodie.


‘I’ll call you back, bye,’ she said. Dodie disappeared and Andreas’s disembodied head, with its slicked-back hairdo, appeared on the screen, looking annoyed.


‘Andreas,’ she said, feeling like Mark Zuckerberg, because she had switched calls without cutting anyone off. 


‘Okay, we have an issue,’ said Andreas, and sipped from a teeny espresso cup.


‘What is it?’


‘You have hired the wrong guy.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The wrong Gabriel. That is not the Gabriel I meant to hire. For director of tech – yes? You know what I am talking about?’


‘Yes, yes, I know what you’re talking about. Has he done something wrong, or—’


‘No, he’s the wrong Gabriel! There were two Gabriels. The Gabriel I meant to hire was French! Tall! Dark! You know – French! This guy is a …I don’t know what even he is with this hat and this face that he has. I remember interviewing him, he was the last one I interviewed. I thought he was an asshole!’


‘Okay, I see. I did think that he was an unusual choice from you.’


‘Then why didn’t you check with me?’ shrieked Andreas. ‘Tch, this really serves me right for going away.’ 


‘Are you still in Paris?’


‘I am now in Budapest,’ said Andreas. 


‘Shit,’ said Mairéad, grasping what this all meant. ‘What are we going to do?’


‘What do you mean “we”? You have to fire him.’


‘Me? Why me? I had nothing to do with hiring Gabriel.’


‘Because you are the London president of IGS!’ barked Andreas. ‘The buck stops with you! Listen to me,’ he continued. ‘I am confiding in you big time, here. Do you know why New York sent me to London?’


‘Operation Support?’ she guessed.


‘Operation what? Support? No, this is just some bullshit Gretchen told you. It’s because they’re thinking they want you to set up a new IGS office – but they wanted me to check you out first.’


‘A new IGS office? Where?’


LA, she thought. Her heart took up a staccato beat, but she wasn’t sure if it was excitement or fear. Both? She told herself it was excitement. Being relocated to LA was the dream. Wasn’t it? 


‘They are considering options. From what I have seen so far I think you are a really great person, but I wonder if you have the killer instinct. It’s not your fault, the English are just all the same. You are so nice and all, like, “Sure, you got cramps? Go home, babe!” Americans, they don’t mess around. I was once there when Kevin was looking at CVs for internships, okay? You know Kevin, right? And he picks up half the stack of CVs and tosses them and says, “I can’t work with anyone who isn’t lucky.”


‘I mean I kind of know where he is coming from, but do you see what I mean? They are real assholes. If I am going to say, “Yes, this Mairéad is an assassin,” I need to know that you are. So, prove to me you are a killer, okay? Kill Gabriel.’


‘You want me to kill Gabriel?’ Her voice hit a confused, shrill note. 


‘No, I don’t want you to kill him! I want you to fire him. But I want you to fire him today, yes? Being the boss is not a nice, lovely job for nice, cosy people. You need to find out where your teeth are if you are going to do this.’


‘Okay, I’ll get to the bottom of how this happened,’ she said. 


She would, but later. First, she had to go for a smear test. And she wasn’t about to tell Andreas that. 


An hour later she pressed the buzzer at number 153 Harley Street and heard the loud click of the door release. She pushed against the heavy, glossy blackness of it and found herself inside a narrow hallway with a checked black and white floor.


‘Dr Childs?’ she said to the receptionist. The receptionist gestured, unsmilingly, towards a luxurious waiting room decked out in gold, yellow and cream. Large blue and white chinoiserie lamps with sickly yellow shades rested on dark wood sideboards. 


She waited on a hard, velour-covered sofa and stared at a stack of Country Life magazines. 


After about five minutes, a blonde lady in a striped shirt dress appeared at the doorway of the waiting room. ‘May-reed Alexander?’ she said. 


‘It’s Muh-raid. Yes,’ said Mairéad.


The blonde lady showed her up a flight of stairs into a spacious office and invited her to have a seat. Presently, she heard loud talking, then laughing. The door banged back open and a woman of about fifty barged in. 


She wore a white coat that flapped around her. Underneath that was a tight black wiggle skirt with a slit up the thigh, red calf-length boots with a pointy toe, and a turquoise cardigan, which was unbuttoned a rather scandalous amount. She had curly chestnut hair styled into a neat, short haircut, with a kiss curl dangling in front of her forehead.


‘Righty-ho,’ she said, sitting down heavily on a squashy black swivel chair. ‘Mare-ad? Maya-read? How do you say it?’


‘Muh-raid,’ said Mairéad. 


‘What sort of name is that?’


‘Irish.’


‘Oh, are you Irish?’


‘No,’ said Mairéad.


‘But you are forty…’ Dr Childs put on her glasses as she started to read off her notes. ‘Wait, forty-four years old. Four… four…’ continued Dr Childs, looking at her file. 


‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Mairéad, getting annoyed. ‘Forty-four,’ she confirmed loudly. 


‘Okay. Dum de dummm, looks from this like it’s all reproductively normal… regular periods… no suspected endometriosis… no clotting… just a bit on the geriatric side! Now!’ Dr Childs plucked off her glasses and dropped them. They fell forwards and then jerked back and dangled, suspended, round Dr Childs’ neck by a gold chain.


‘How can I help?’


‘I’m just here for a smear test,’ said Mairéad. Geriatric! 


‘Oh, right,’ said Dr Childs. ‘Why haven’t I seen you before?’


‘I only just got health insurance through work, last year.’ 


‘I see. Well I’m sure you know the drill. Bottoms off, towel over your, you know.’


‘Right.’ 


Mairéad moved over to the hospital bed in the corner of the room. Dr Childs swooshed a blue curtain around her, and she shuffled off her sandals, jeans and underwear. 


Dr Childs bellowed, ‘MIRIAM!’, making her jump. 


She heard the door open. 


‘I’ll have that salmon thing for lunch, please,’ said Dr Childs.


‘Sure,’ said Miriam, and left. 


‘Ready?’ called Dr Childs.


‘Yes.’ She draped a towel over her bottom half, which felt terribly exposed and vulnerable, then lowered her head uncertainly onto the rustling paper cover of the bed. 


Dr Childs clanked about, snapping on gloves and rummaging in amongst utensils. 


‘So no kids then, eh?’


‘No.’


‘Me neither. Never saw the point. Ankles together, knees floppity-flop to the side. That’s it.’


Mairéad’s phone started ringing.


‘Oh shit, sorry,’ she said.


‘Well, do you wanna get it?’ said Dr Childs. She stood with her hip cocked, a speculum aloft.


‘Well no, but it’ll just ring for ages if I don’t,’ said Mairéad. ‘Bit off-putting.’ She snapped her knees shut and pulled the towel down.


‘Okay, hang on,’ said Dr Childs. She put down the speculum with a clatter and located Mairéad’s bag. She rummaged in it for the ringing phone.


‘No, sorry, it’s in my trousers back pocket,’ she said, raising her head from the bed and pointing. 


Dr Childs eventually tracked down the ringing phone and held it out to Mairéad. In the fumbled exchange, she accidentally hit ‘Answer’.


‘Oh!’ she said. ‘Damn.’ She automatically put the phone to her ear.


‘Hello?’ she said. 


‘Is that Mairéad… Alexander?’


‘Yes, speaking.’ She mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ at Dr Childs.


Dr Childs raised her eyebrows and blinked a little. 


‘Oh hi there, this is Bronwyn, I’m calling from [unintelligible] hospital.’


‘Okay, I’m actually at my appointment.’


‘What?’


‘I said, I’m here, I’m with Dr Childs now.’


‘Sorry,’ said Bronwyn, ‘I think we’ve got some crossed wires. I’m calling about your sister.’


Mairéad paused, deeply confused. ‘Lenny? What?’


‘Your sister, Dolours,’ said Bronwyn patiently, ‘is in hospital, with us. At Castell Cerys. In Wales.’


‘Oh my god,’ said Mairéad, finally understanding. ‘What happened?’


‘She had an accident; there’s some damage to her leg and head. She’s okay, she’ll be fine, but she has to stay with us for a while for assessment.’


‘Okay. Woah. Poor Lenny. Can I talk to her?’


‘She’s under quite heavy sedation,’ said Bronwyn. ‘So not just now. I’m actually calling about her daughter.’


‘Sunshine?’ 


‘Yes. Your sister told us to call you,’ said Bronwyn.


‘Really?’ said Mairéad, very surprised.


‘Yes,’ said Bronwyn firmly. ‘Sunshine will need somewhere to stay.’


‘Well, I… can I actually call you back? I’m sort of in the middle of something. I’ve got your number on my phone. Can I reach you on that?’


‘Yes, any time,’ said Bronwyn. If Mairéad would come and get Sunshine, she added, they would bend the rules and keep the girl in Lenny’s room for another few days. But after that, if there was no family to help, they would have to contact social services.


Mairéad ended the call, switched off the ringer and handed the phone to Dr Childs. 


‘Sorry,’ she said. 


‘No, no,’ said Dr Childs in a chilly voice. ‘I’m at your service. Right, let’s get on with it, shall we?’


Mairéad pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes and willed the process to be over. She tried to recall whether or not Dr Childs had changed her gloves after rummaging in Mairéad’s bag and through her pockets. She braced herself for the invasive moment, the ominous screwing-open sound and the brief scrabble with a collection device.


‘All done!’ barked Dr Childs. 


‘That was quick.’ 


‘Not my first rodeo,’ said Dr Childs, snapping off her gloves, stamping on a bio-waste bin lever and tossing them in. 


She heard the doctor sit heavily back down in her chair. She got dressed and sat back down, too.


Dr Childs was scribbling something in a folder of notes. Mairéad looked at the certificates in frames on the wall. She, too, was an award-winner. Women’s Health Practitioner of the Year, 2001. 


‘Oh wait,’ said Dr Childs, flicking through the notes and then flipping the page to look at the front of the folder. ‘Hang on, hang on… Oh no, phew. Sorry, for a minute there I thought I’d got the wrong notes.’


Mairéad wanted to shriek, ‘What happened to you! Where has the Women’s Health Practitioner of the Year, 2001 gone?’


‘What contraception are you using?’ Dr Childs asked. ‘Married? Partner?’


‘Condoms. And no.’


‘Condoms!’ 


‘What’s wrong with condoms?’


‘It’s a bit nineties, isn’t it?’


‘Is it?’


‘Yes! Get yourself a nice coil.’


‘I’ve never fancied the sound of that.’


‘Oh, it’s great. Brilliant for the peri-menopause.’ Dr Childs pointed her pen angrily. ‘Do not listen to any of that crap on Mumsnet about it. It’s life-changing. I mean, unless you want to have a baby any time soon.’


‘I don’t.’


‘Yes, best not to,’ said Dr Childs. ‘I mean, not at forty-four. It’s not impossible but, you know… Anyway, you’ve got the right idea. You can be light on your feet, swift. If you’re like us, it’s all about the three Ps. Property, pension and… uhhh… there was one other one.’ She clicked her fingers. ‘You know. I want to say “savings” but it needs to start with a “P”.’


‘ISA?’ Mairéad was starting to feel faint.


‘No!’ snapped Dr Childs. ‘I said it had to start with a “P”! Otherwise it’s not the three Ps, is it?’ She tutted. 


Mairéad left Dr Childs’ office feeling like she had jumped from a speeding train. If you’re like us. She didn’t want to be anything like Dr Childs. She set off in the direction of the tube station, then suddenly remembered: Lenny! She phoned Castell Cerys Hospital.


‘So,’ said Bronwyn. ‘Can I tell Sunshine you’ll be coming to get her?’


‘Yes, I’ll be there. Of course. When’s the latest I can come? I just need to get some things ready – this is all a bit unexpected.’


‘She needs to be collected by Saturday afternoon,’ said Bronwyn.


‘Saturday. As in, today is Wednesday and I have to be there by Saturday?’


‘That’s right,’ said Bronwyn calmly. ‘Saturday.’


Saturday. Fine. Feeling a little dizzy, Mairéad headed back to the office. 


It quickly turned out that the mix-up with the Gabriels was Biba’s fault. Biba had been tasked with handling and sorting the applicants for the job. No one had told her, and it hadn’t occurred to her, to attach pictures to the applications. So when Andreas had said, ‘We’re going with Gabriel,’ over his shoulder, as he ran to catch a flight to Paris, Biba had assumed he meant the Gabriel that he had interviewed that day. French Gabriel had been seen a week previously. This might as well have been a year previously for all that Biba could remember him.


‘Don’t worry, don’t worry,’ said Mairéad, patting Biba on her shoulder. Biba was sitting in Mairéad’s office, with her elbows on the desk and her hands tented over her face. ‘Uuuuhmmygud,’ she said through her hands. ‘Uuuhmygud I’m so sorry.’


‘The good news,’ said Jenna, ‘is that he hasn’t signed his contract yet. There was a delay getting the papers through from the lawyers. You know, we had a similar issue at Google, once.’


‘Okay,’ said Mairéad. ‘Fine. So he can’t sue us. But we still have to tell him.’


They all three turned to look through the plate-glass window at Gabriel. He was sitting hunched at his desk, wearing huge headphones and a red, black and green patterned sweater, even though it was a balmy 21°C day. 


‘Did you know he suffers from brachi-cardio something something-iasis?’ said Biba.


‘What’s that?’ Mairéad asked.


‘I don’t know,’ whispered Biba. ‘But I think it’s something to do with his heart.’


She shot Mairéad a terrified look. 


‘Okay, you guys,’ she said. ‘Leave this with me. I’ll think of something.’


She sat at her desk for an hour and could see no way of firing Gabriel that would not result in him having a heart attack or hating her, personally, forever. Or, worse, suing IGS for distress. Her guts twisted at the potential reputational damage to IGS, which was, naturally, a very online company. 


She got nothing done. She stood up and looked out of the window. Across the street was a red-brick disused warehouse, identical to the one she stood in. It also now housed modern companies and start-ups just like hers. She gazed at the man in the office opposite, who was wearing his customary blue open-necked shirt. He was pacing about, gesturing with his hands. She wondered if he was having a good day or a bad day. A WhatsApp came through from Andreas: ‘Is it done?’


She frowned with frustration and dislike and did not respond. She went to the bathroom for a change of scene, pushing open the heavy wooden door that made a terrible sucking, tearing noise as it opened. She was hit by the scent of warm toilet, cleaning product and air freshener. She heard sniffing coming from a cubicle, a nose being blown and then a cistern flushing. She washed her hands for something to do, just to kill time, while she was thinking about what came next. Biba emerged from the cubicle, red-eyed. They looked at each other for a moment, then Biba tented her hands over her nose again, her oval nails painted that fleshy-pink colour, and once more dissolved into tears.


‘Oh dear!’ Mairéad gave her a hug. ‘You’ve really taken this hard.’


Biba’s shoulders shook. ‘I’m such an idiot,’ she said, gratefully leaning into the hug. She smelled of coconut and something else – was it green tea? ‘I’m so useless and stupid. I’ve ruined everything and now you’ve got to clear up my mess.’


‘Honestly, this is my job,’ said Mairéad, and meant it. ‘Really. It’s not much fun being in charge, because you have to do stuff like this – clear up messes that you didn’t make.’ As soon as she said it, she realised it was true. Being the boss wasn’t very much fun – it was an awful lot of clearing up messes that other people had made. 


‘When I was twenty-three, I made so many mistakes,’ she continued. ‘That’s why you don’t run companies when you’re twenty-three.’


‘You’re so nice.’ Biba sniffed. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re like this really caring mummy and we all… we all really love you…’ 


In shock, Mairéad stopped patting Biba. 


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean like you’re old,’ said Biba, sensing her surprise. ‘You’re just very maternal.’


‘Am I?’ She gave a bark of laughter. ‘Well, I suppose that’s a good thing.’


‘Yeah, I mean you should hear what other bosses are like, the people who my friends have to work for. They’re like…’ Biba flicked her eyes left and right and then whispered, ‘They’re all like Andreas, but worse. They’re bullies.’


Mairéad didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. She didn’t want to say something that sounded like, ‘In my day…’ because it made her feel a hundred and fifty years old, but she did know that in her day it had been much worse. So she just stood in companionable silence. 


Maternal. 


‘Okay, well. You take as long as you need in here,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll see you out there.’


She returned to her desk and was just about to call Andreas and tell him that, tough luck, Gabriel was just going to have to stay, when she received a Slack message from Gabriel. 


The wrong Gabriel. 


‘Hi, there’s something I need to discuss with you.’


‘Sure. Do you want to pop into my office?’


‘I’d actually rather do this over IM if you don’t mind. I’m actually not great with intense eye contact.’


‘I understand. What’s up?’


‘Unfortunately I have been made aware of some really upsetting activity by your colleague Andreas Pinto.’


‘I see. Can you say more?’


She felt a tickle of panic in her stomach. In her head she heard slithery violin noises of the sort you get at tense moments in horror movies. 


‘In 2018 he liked a tweet from the charity Zen, which is for displaced peoples.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not familiar with Zen – you might have to explain more.’


‘In 2017 Zen invited the journalist Charles Hofmann as their keynote speaker to talk on child poverty and I’m afraid Charles Hofmann’s views on immigration as he often talks about in his newspaper are absolutely unacceptable.’


‘Oh dear,’ she typed. Her prick of anxiety burst suddenly into hope, a way out of her awkward situation. ‘Gabriel, I can see this is very distressing for you.’


‘VERY DISTRESSING,’ typed Gabriel. ‘I cannot comfortably work for a company that does not align with my views and principles. I would never have accepted the job in the first place had I known this, but this information has only recently been made available to me.’


‘I can absolutely see your problem,’ she said. ‘I will not insult your principles by arguing with you. If you feel your position is untenable we would be happy to offer you one month’s severance pay?’ There was a pause. Gabriel was clearly thinking about this.


She started to feel herself sweat. Had she made the offer too quickly? She had. It was too quick. It looked too eager. She pinched the side of her bottom lip with a thumb and forefinger.


‘That would be acceptable,’ he finally wrote. She breathed out. 


‘I would also ask that you tell anyone who asks that I have resigned for health reasons as I do not want any repercussions from this on social media,’ he said. 


‘I totally understand,’ she typed, barely able to believe her luck. ‘That would work for us, too, if you could be discreet about this.’


She sat back in her chair, blew out a big breath, picked up her phone and typed to Andreas, ‘It’s done.’ She looked at Gabriel through the glass wall of her office, with his stupid hat and his gross, picked-at nail varnish. What a jerk. Maternal. She shook her head and blinked rapidly a few times to signal to herself, because sometimes she felt like she was the only person who was truly on her side, that this was all a bit crazy. 


She flicked through her diary to see when she could visit her mother to talk to her about this whole Lenny business. Maternal or not, there was no way in hell that she could take in Sunshine. 
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