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Chapter 1


Ali woke up in her childhood bed on the morning of her dad’s funeral with a song in her head. ‘God Only Knows’ by the Beach Boys. Memories of long-gone Saturday mornings when Miles would sing the Beach Boys as he ambled down the creaking stairs of their ramshackle three-storey Georgian villa by the sea to make rasher sandwiches drifted through her head.


Ali closed her eyes and felt a loss so vast it was like falling. What will I be without you? Even though her dad had been drifting away from them for years, his Alzheimer’s advancing at a glacial pace, in the past two years it seemed that as fast as he’d forgotten her, she’d forgotten him. Or at least she’d forgotten the Miles she’d grown up with – who he was before the vacant stare and food-stained pyjamas.


She rolled over, burying her face in the pillow, and was hit unexpectedly by a glimpse of Miles from her teens, trying to get her up for school. A wet facecloth to the face was his main method. Truly evil. She smiled into the damp pillow.


What’ll I be without you … ?


And what will I be with you? She poked her belly and sighed. Very hard to believe there was a blueberry-sized Sam–Ali mash-up cruising around in there. And, according to the pregnancy calculator she and her best friend Liv had consulted five days before, she was already almost eleven weeks along. And Sam, the father and her former, sort-of boyfriend still didn’t know. Even worse, she was pretty sure he never wanted to see her again.


Her phone buzzed under her pillow. A calendar reminder to share a #spon post about a pregnancy supplement. Awkward. She cancelled the reminder, opened the calendar and scrolled through the endless scheduled sponcon leading all the way to September and her fictional due date. Fucking hell, who has a fictional due date? Then she spotted the email notification and felt a swell of sickening anxiety. She had been ignoring all notifications in the five days since she’d been exposed as a pregnancy faker – there was a tsunami of hatred in her inbox just poised to hit her should she wish to read any of it – but this email address caught her eye: dholmes@rte.ie. The subject line read: Prime Time Investigates. She gingerly tapped the message to expand it.




Ms. Jones,


David Holmes here. I am a researcher on Prime Time and was hoping to speak to you about participating in a special episode focusing on public shaming. We are keen to work with you to get your side of the story heard. To provide balance, we are also approaching some of the victims of your scheme and the creator of the below video. I know it may be a daunting prospect for you but please don’t worry, we will endeavour to present you as fairly as possible…





Ali glanced at the linked YouTube video at the bottom of the email and threw the phone to the bottom of the bed. Why the Internet Hates Ali Jones (The Full Story with Receipts!!!!) UGH. Ali groaned. She’d been staying as far from the internet as possible to avoid exactly this kind of thing.


She stared at the pale-green, glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to the ceiling above her, mandatory in all teenage girls’ rooms. I am not watching it. I’m not, I’m not, even as she sat up and searched through the duvet for the phone.


It’s self-harm, Ali. Do not watch that crap.


She retrieved the phone. I’ll just skim-watch it. I need to know what they’re saying. She loaded the video. Gleeful voiceover narrated the screenshots of her Instagram account before finally settling on the picture of her in an unflattering dress that sparked an immense outpouring of congratulations about her being pregnant when she was most certainly not.


‘Ali Jones was just your average insta-nobody until she was announced as a wild card nomination at the 2019 Glossie Influencer Awards. On the day her nomination was announced, it seemed Jones had even more exciting revelations to come. An Instagram post appeared to be breadcrumbing a pregnancy reveal and when host Blake Jordan welcomed her to the stage, she made it official.’


‘That is not what happened,’ Ali hissed as footage of Blake Jordan on the stage at the Glossies WildCard launch appeared. He was holding the envelope that contained her name and keeping the audience in suspense. ‘Phew, sorry for that pregnant pause there! Though our next nominee knows all about that… Please welcome Ali Jones and her “little surprise” to the stage!’ he crowed.


Ali clearly remembered panicking as she struggled through the crowd to the stage. She had just come from her dad’s nursing home, she recalled. It had been a very bleak day. She watched herself scrambling up on stage, helped by two waiters. After she was installed on the third plinth beside the other nominees, Blake had tried to get some banter out of her but it was clear from the video she was utterly paralysed by his announcement of her supposed pregnancy.


If I could just go back to that moment… Ali knew regrets were futile but it was surreal watching the exact point when her life went into a tailspin. Of course, at the time, she was so obsessed with getting big on Instagram and trying anything – drinking, outfits of the day, getting her lips plumped – to distract herself from her dad’s horrendous decline that she didn’t immediately correct Blake. Why didn’t I just explain?


She watched as Blake clicked his fingers in front of her face to try and snap her out of her reverie.


‘You dilating, hun?!’


Here it was, Ali held her breath as the Ali on screen finally spoke, unwittingly setting in motion the events that would ultimately lead to her downfall and this very fucking real baby she was now carrying:


‘Sorry! I was just saying I’m going to double in size, LOL.’


Ugh. Ali X’d out of the video and buried her face back in her pillow.


The last few months of faking pregnancy symptoms on her Instagram to gain followers – she’d gained over 100,000 in the end – felt like a deranged fever dream. If only it had been. And now she was pregnant for real.


What on earth had she been thinking, telling everyone she was pregnant for a few followers and a shot at being named influencer of the year? Of course if it had just been strangers online that would’ve been one thing but she’d dragged Sam down with her. Every time she thought of Sam, who she had allowed to believe was the father of her fake baby, she felt a despair so profound it scared her.


God, how did it all get so fucked? A squirm of sickness in her tummy seemed to be answering her.


‘It was a rhetorical question,’ she muttered to her stomach. It was mad how utterly blindsided she’d felt when she saw the positive pregnancy test and then how quickly she’d come around to the idea. The baby was like a little beacon of promise and hope amid the dreariness of planning her dad’s funeral, being cast out by the Insta world and being publicly shamed online.


‘It must be a biological quirk.’ Liv had laughed grimly in a voicenote the night before, when Ali mentioned her growing optimism. ‘There’s no way you should be buzzing over this baby. You don’t know anything about babies. My sister says parenthood is hellish. And she’s got a husband. How’re you going to raise it?’


‘We’ll raise it together!’ Ali’d mugged, to Liv’s annoyance. ‘Or we’ll convince Sam to move in with us and we can be sister wives while he does the night feeds.’


Despite her joking, Ali knew that telling Sam was not going to be easy. She hadn’t heard from him since he’d found out that the baby that she’d claimed to be expecting with him was an elaborate Insta-sham. And he’d found out in the worst possible way, stumbling across the thesis on Instagram that Liv had been working on for her master’s. Page after page had detailed Ali’s Insta-insanity. Then her dad had died just hours later, and the world had dropped out of orbit.


In the past five days, in between disbelief at her father’s death and planning the funeral, she’d sent lengthy texts and voicenotes pleading with Sam to talk to her. And nothing. He’d blue-ticked every single one but not a word back – torture, 2019-style. Sometimes in the elaborate showdowns she waged in her head at night, she wanted to retaliate. ‘I didn’t tell you the baby was yours. You just assumed after the timing fit our botched Tinder date. And you insisted you wanted to be part of it,’ she’d go, on the defensive, then she’d hear how she sounded. Completely batshit.


Of course, everyone online thought she was completely batshit too. Screengrabs of the fateful pic she’d drunkenly posted after Blake Jordan’s announcement at the Glossies showing a positive pregnancy test had trended online in the last few days. There were even memes of it going around, the haphazard caption ‘So excited to officially announce my pegnancy’ had been ripe for mockery.


‘TFW you’re fake pregnant but too stupid to spell it right’ read one meme. Someone had even added the word ‘pegnant’ to Urban Dictionary. The definition read: ‘A dumb whore who lies about being pregnant for attention.’


Sighing, she pulled up her inbox again, deleting the one from Prime Time and scanning the hundreds of other emails. She hadn’t opened any but the subject lines were vitriolic. ‘You deserve to die’ and ‘Women like you are why victims of abuse are not believed’. The deluge of hate had been relentless. Still, coinciding, as it did, with the death of her father had given Ali a sharp shock of perspective. Her whole Insta-scheme was mortifying but, let’s face it, trivial when compared with the stark brutality of death.


On the less demented end of the inbox spectrum were countless riffs on ‘Termination of contract’ and ‘Ambassadorship revoked’ from the many brands she’d worked with during her brief spell as Ireland’s hottest up-and-coming mumfluencer. At least there was no need to email any of the PRs with some cobbled-together excuse – the one upside of cataclysmic public disgrace.


I’m clutching at straws, she thought as she dragged herself out of the bed and began trawling through her bag for something to wear.


Ali’d spent the last five days locked in some bizarre alternate funeral dimension, sitting around the kitchen in her mum’s house with a constantly rotating cast of family and friends drinking tea and boozing at odd hours of the day and night, fortified with endless rounds of boiled ham and gross mayonnaisey salads. At this stage, all she wanted to do was go home to the house she shared with Liv.


Her mum, Mini, had entered a strange phase of grief that involved becoming bizarrely fixated on tiny details like the socks Miles was to be cremated in and ignoring massively important decisions such as where to even have the funeral. Mini had hired and fired several priests (Ali hadn’t even known you could do that) before deciding that an actor friend of Miles’s would ‘MC’ the funeral.


‘That’s not a thing,’ Ali had tried to protest but gave in when she realised that she had far more important things to talk Mini out of, such as the six pallbearers wearing chef whites in honour of Miles’s career as a restaurateur.


‘Fine, fine, you want him to have a boring “normal” funeral. Fine, the boys can wear suits. But we’re keeping Eric on MC duties. He’s already finalised the soliloquy.’


‘You mean … eulogy?’ Ali was iffy.


‘I mean soliloquy.’ Mini was steely, holding Ali’s gaze.


While Mini focused on the more esoteric aspects of the funeral, Ali had become the production manager of the entire affair, traipsing around pricing horrific, carb-heavy buffets in bland hotels that Miles would have detested.


Ali was relieved that it was all going to be over in a matter of hours and the Mini madness would hopefully end. Then it would be on to the far more complicated task of sorting out her life. She knew people baby-proofed their home ahead of a new baby’s arrival. She’d need to baby-proof her whole bloody life. She flashed on the shambolic state of her room in the house she shared with Liv. Before, she’d like to think her discarded half-eaten takeaways and empty booze bottles stashed everywhere said ‘insouciant wild child’ but, aesthetically, the vibe was probably a bit more ‘cry for help’. How on earth would a baby fit into that picture?


She shook the question from her head. First things first, get Miles sorted. Then tell Mini about the baby. Then tell Sam. Then get on with figuring out how to work a baby and pretending everything was fine.


My speciality, she thought ruefully.


Now among the posters and relics of her teens, Ali pulled off her pyjamas and slipped on her dad’s old Velvet Underground tee-shirt that she’d cut into a crop top. She zipped up the simple black pinafore dress she’d chosen. It was definitely weird, she decided, having eight different Harry Styles watching you get dressed for your father’s funeral.


‘Liv’s here, Ali!’ she heard Mini call from downstairs.


Thank God. Ali pulled on her Docs, headed out the door and down to the kitchen. Not the kitchen of her childhood, they’d had it redone. Now it was a kind of glass-box-style extension – practically a mandatory addition to affluent Dublin homes during the boom years. Its sleek lines and stark atmosphere jarred with the rest of the house, which was still all sagging sofas and warm wood panelling, the shelves stooped under the weight of books and records.


Liv was backed up against the concrete-topped island, a plate of boiled ham already in hand, being booze-bullied into wine by Ali’s aunt Eleanor.


‘Is it even 10 a.m. yet?’ Liv murmured helplessly as Eleanor thrust the enormous glass of white into her hand.


‘This is how the Irish do funerals,’ one of Mini and Eleanor’s distant cousins told her, apparently not realising that Liv, her dark skin and brown eyes courtesy of Meera, her Indian mother, was Irish. He was part of the American contingent, who had arrived late last night and played the piano till 3 a.m. Ali’d met each of them about a million times, but they had all coalesced into a freckly mass of middle-aged, Irish American man meat.


Ali drew Liv away to the farthest corner of the kitchen, where they could avoid the funeral chat in which the main topic of conversation seemed to be who else had recently died.


‘I’m counting down the hours till we can go home,’ Ali whispered to Liv. ‘At least you can drink through this misery.’


‘Yeah, it’s definitely taking the edge off the mourning,’ Liv agreed. ‘How are you doing?’


‘I don’t really know. I feel really numb about Dad. I just can’t keep it straight in my head that all this has happened. Any of it. I feel like the last months weren’t even real. I wish they weren’t real. I keep thinking of all the times I sat up in his room at the nursing home just reading the internet until it was time to go. Some days, I’d barely look at him, Liv.’ Ali stared at the picture of Miles on the wall above them. Miles on his wedding day, squinting into the sun with confetti in his shaggy blond hair and a flower in the lapel of his grey jacket. ‘He’s my age there.’


‘You look so like him, it’s crazy.’


‘That’s not how he looked at the end.’ Ali had a flash of his cracked lips and blank eyes. This grief pain was something new and horrible. She wanted to cry and scream but felt paralysed.


‘Try not to think of him like that.’ Liv took her hand and Ali wished it helped.


‘Why not? It’s what he was at the end. And I did nothing. Nothing. I just keep thinking of the times when he needed me, and I couldn’t even bring myself to kiss him because I was so …’ she searched for the word ‘… so afraid. God, I’m a monster. There’s literally no other word for me. I’m a monster. Who ignores their dad when he’s so goddamn helpless? Running around pretending to be pregnant and loving life on the ’gram?’


‘Ali, please don’t do this to yourself … you did everything you could … you were up there all the time …’


She doesn’t understand. Ali stared down at their hands, gripped in her lap. She doesn’t realise.


‘You don’t get it, Liv. I deserve to feel like shit. I am shit. All these people are right.’ Ali waved her phone.


‘Ali. They are internet trolls. You can’t read this stuff – it’s self-harm. I will take that phone away right now,’ she threatened.


‘I should be reading it. It’s the truth. They’re not trolls, all the stuff they’re saying is true.’ Ali flicked open her inbox. ‘I am a “selfish, lying cunt”. I am. The way I treated my dad … That’s just fact, Liv.’ Ali wasn’t sure why she was getting ratty but at least feeling angry was feeling something. Better than this frightening, fathomless ache. She stood abruptly. ‘I need to get the pamphlets from the printer before the funeral car comes. Will you come with me? We’ve got a couple of hours.’


‘Anything you want, pal.’ Liv took out her phone. ‘Do you wanna do a to-do list? Always makes me feel better.’


Ali managed a grin. Liv’s devotion to to-do lists was verging on pathological.


‘Yep, sounds comforting. I think I’m going to need several. One for the funeral, one for the public shaming and one for the unplanned pregnancy.’ Ali laughed grimly. ‘I’ll dictate on the way to the printer.’


They slipped through the uncles, some of whom were now singing ‘The Banks of My Own Lovely Lee’, while two others were having what looked to be a middle-aged attempt at a fist fight. Ali’s cousin Lily looked bored as she weakly tried to pull them apart.


‘John-John brought up the Christmas Turkey Debacle of ’76,’ she explained, rolling her eyes.


The funeral sesh was hardcore, so much daytime booze and feelings. They headed for the door just as Mini began calling her from upstairs.


‘Jesus, keep going,’ Ali muttered to Liv, jogging down the front steps into the misty April day and jumping into Mini’s car. Liv hastily buckled her seatbelt as Ali slammed into gear and lurched forward, up the narrow road and away from the house.


Indicating right, Ali started towards the cluster of shops in the nearby village. ‘Look, let’s to-do list me. It’ll take my mind off things.’


Liv opened her PimpMyList app and created three new lists.


Funeral


Public Shaming


Pregnancy


‘Let’s go from least to most complicated,’ Liv suggested, while Ali scouted for a spot to park near the printer’s. ‘Funeral. Let’s put printer’s on here so we can tick it off – that always feels good. Outfit?’


‘I’m wearing it.’ Ali backed into a spot outside the off-licence. Parallel parking while making a funeral to-do list is an advanced level of adulting, she mused.


‘Is moody Lou Reed smoking a spliff appropriate funeral attire?’


‘I’m one of the chief mourners. I could wear a black mankini and people would have to put up with it.’


They headed into the printer’s and joined the queue for collections.


‘So, I suppose “public shaming” and “pregnancy” kind of intersect,’ Liv said cautiously. ‘People today are going to have heard about Fake BumpGate, Ali.’


Liv was right, of course. In the last few days, Ali had mainly been around the North American branch of the family but, in just a few hours, she’d be facing down a huge crowd – most of whom had surely heard some version of the story by now.


They stepped forward to the desk.


‘I’m collecting for Jones,’ Ali said and took the hefty envelope proffered. She hugged it to her chest to protect it from the light drizzle as they went back outside.


‘I should’ve included a formal statement in the funeral pamphlet.’ Ali sighed. ‘Something like “Ali recently changed her medication, prompting her to have a mild psychotic break … all over Instagram”.’


‘Well. You definitely weren’t in your right mind. Could you maybe reference it during the eulogy? Get it said and out of the way?’


Ali laughed. ‘Just a quick sidebar? “I’d like to pause in the fond reminiscing and grieving for a moment to clarify that I was drinking and Instagramming heavily during recent months and I am deeply sorry for any of the harm I caused with my actions. Oh, and BTW, I’m pregs for real now!’’’


Liv winced. ‘It’s jarring, you’re right. Maybe you don’t have to say anything at all about it to anyone today? Who’s going to grill the daughter of the dead man?’


The words ‘dead man’ momentarily winded Ali as she sat in behind the steering wheel. Her dad was a dead man now.


On the drive back to the house, she said little. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel and made the turn to her parents’ terrace. It was nearly time to go.


‘I haven’t even written the eulogy.’ Ali stared out to sea after she’d parked in front of her parents’ dove-grey house at the end of the row. ‘I’ve sat down a million times to do it but there’s nothing coming. It’s a bad idea to just wing it, right?’


‘Yes.’ Liv was firm. She rooted for a pen in the glove compartment and extracted a pamphlet from the printer’s package. Ali watched her decisively scribble across the back of it and hand it over. ‘Just say this.’




My dad was the most wonderful father to me. I love him so much and I can’t believe he’s not here anymore. Thank you to everyone who came today to remember him as he was. I’ll never stop missing him. We’re all better for having had him in our lives.





Ali swallowed hard to push back the tears. Crying didn’t help. If anything, she felt worse afterwards – raw and wrung out. This is grief, Ali was realising, there was no relief. You couldn’t just cry it out and feel better. How long was it going to be like this?


Liv was on her phone, pulling up PimpMyList again. She added ‘Eulogy’ to the Funeral list and passed it to Ali. ‘Here, tick it off. It’ll help.’


Ali pressed the screen to strike off the eulogy.


It was oddly satisfying. She imagined wading through her myriad swirling problems and anxieties, striking off each one. She X’d out of the Funeral list, selected the Pregnancy list and added three items:


Go to doctor.


Tell Mini.


Tell Sam.


She added a question mark.


Tell Sam …?
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Ali sat nervously in the front row of the Victorian chapel where Miles’s distinctly showbiz funeral was underway. She swallowed repeatedly but couldn’t seem to calm the swelling angst. Her throat felt tight and her breathing was constricted. Projected onto the wall in front of her was a scrolling slideshow of Miles’s life. Young, blond Miles looking rakish in a panama hat and flares in an impossibly sunny Stephen’s Green. Miles in a Breton tee squinting into the sunshine. Miles and Mini tanned and relaxed in a village in northern Spain.


Baby Ali began appearing as the shoulder pads and bleached perms gave way to the grungier look of the early ’90s, the nostalgia-tinged Polaroids to the harsher, red-eye-strewn snaps of the pre-smartphone age. The slideshow was beautiful – she’d stayed up late hunched over her laptop lost in the old holidays and raucous house parties of her childhood putting it together. Between her and the projected scrolling feed, the coffin squatted heavy and dreadful.


She snuck a look over her shoulder. It was terrible to be on show like this, in front of hundreds of people. She pulled in another laboured breath. She couldn’t quite get her lungs full enough. She was about to be called up. She’d folded and refolded Liv’s eulogy so much it was fraying at the creases. She flattened it down and scanned the words again.


My dad was the most wonderful father to me. I love him so much and I can’t believe he’s not here anymore. Thank you to everyone who came today to remember him as he was. I’ll never stop missing him. We’re all better for having had him in our lives.


It just feels so flaccid, she frowned, so bland and generic. There’s nothing of him in it or of what he did for all of us. What he did for me. She heaved in more useless oxygen and her lungs contracted weakly. This moment was lasting for ever. She looked up to check how the speaker ahead of her was going. It was Sean De Burca, an old theatre friend of Miles’s, who was taking up quite a lot of his allotted time with plugging his forthcoming play and name-checking the prestigious awards he’d won during his four decades in the business.


‘Of course, as you probably all remember, that was the year that we took the show to Albany and the late, great critic Harold Carthieu himself sat in the front row. I remember texting Miles about it. Carthieu was a bore, but his review was quite complimentary.’ Sean paused to fumble among his pages.


‘Christ, he’s brought the review with him.’ Mini’s voice was hot on Ali’s ear. ‘I never should’ve asked him. He’s trying to get funding for his new play, and this is as bald an attempt at a pitch as any I’ve ever heard. He’s practically reciting his CV.’


Ali glanced around at the bored crowd apparently untouched by the moving tale of one ‘criminally underrated Irish theatre director’s trials and triumphs’.


‘He’s really losing them,’ Ali whispered back, indicating a snoozing Marcus, her dad’s old business partner, a few rows down, whose head was lolling on Liv’s shoulder as she tried to shrug him off.


‘So we plan to begin workshopping in mid-May, ahead of this year’s Dublin Theatre Festival, and I know Miles, always such a supportive patron of the arts, would have wanted any who feel they have the means to dig deep here today.’


My God, I have to stop this! Ali pushed herself up to standing, feeling shaky and unmoored, and began to make her way to the podium, trying not to look at the coffin as she passed. Sean looked shocked at her muscling him gently out of the way but reluctantly relinquished the mic and backed off.


‘My father,’ Ali began, ‘would have wanted me to shut down that shameless hard sell, Sean!’ She threw a look over to Sean, who shuffled awkwardly. Ali gazed down the chapel and felt a pang at the size of the congregation. God, the things her dad would never see. This huge crowd of people who loved him, Mini sitting ramrod straight at the head of them all, staring unblinking at the coffin. Then Ali glanced down at herself. Inside her right now was a soon-to-be person, who would contain some tiny element of her dad. If the baby had her brown eyes, then it would have Miles’s brown eyes.


‘I wanted to prepare some words to say today but when I went to write them down, nothing came. In the end, my friend, Liv, wrote something for me but I guess it’s just that words don’t come close to … I guess I just never believed this would happen. I can’t believe he’s gone. He deserved to live. He deserved to live to see this, to see how much all of you loved him. This disease is so cruel – it robs the person of their memories and it robs us of them. I can’t believe I’ll never hear him singing in the car or arguing about who did the best Krapp’s Last Tape.’


Ali looked at the coffin and tried to imagine Miles inside. This was the last time she’d be near his body and she couldn’t even kiss his cheek with the little sandpapery stubble and his Miles smell. ‘I wish I could tell you what an amazing father you were to me.’ Ali could feel her throat clogging with tears. ‘I wish I could tell you how much you mean to me and that I’ll miss you … every … day.’ The words were catching but she had to get them out. ‘I want you to know how much I love you. I want you to know I’m going to name this baby after you … And I’m going to be a mother you could be proud of. I swear to you.’


When 400 people jolt with surprise and gasp in unison, it’s pretty loud. It wrenched Ali from her daze.


Fuck. What did I just say?
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After the funeral service, the line of mourners seemed to be unending. Ali was pinned into an alcove in the church feeling hounded by sympathy and shaken by her own insanely cavalier baby announcement.


Jaysus, forget Mercury, this baby is in retrograde: conceived during a social media hoax, the pregnancy test taken in a funeral home and now announced at the emotional climax of a eulogy. Poor baby Miles. Or baby Millie?


Mini had raised a single terrifying eyebrow in the tense seconds after Ali’d announced her forthcoming loinfruit from the altar. When Ali’d returned to her seat, numb from the shock of what she’d just done, Mini’s eyes remained fixed on the coffin as she muttered, ‘I don’t even know where to begin with that, Alessandra. I guess we’ll discuss it when we’re not about to cremate your father.’


Fair, Ali’d thought.


‘Ali, such a beautiful speech.’ Maura Lane, an eminent theatre actress, gripped her shoulders. ‘It had everything, pathos, vulnerability and then the payoff of the baby character. Your father would be so proud, you really produced this whole incredible … homage to him.’


Oh God, they all think I timed that on purpose. With the guts of her parents’ friends being artists and theatre luvvies, really was it any wonder she wound up a fantasist on Instagram?


‘Em, thanks …’ Ali was pulled into a vice-like hug and swore she could feel her bones clicking. Over the black velvet shoulder of Maura Lane, Ali could see her friend Kate looking awkward in the solemn condolence line. They were mates, though during Ali’s Insta-rise things had become strained between them. Kate had been trying to make the influencer thing happen for herself for ages and was understandably jealous of Ali’s sudden success. After Ali’s lies had unravelled, Kate’d texted a couple of times, but Ali hadn’t been able to string a response together.


Maura disengaged from the hug. ‘Ali, I must go. The director of the Abbey is over there,’ she murmured, a determined networking grit having entered her voice. She adjusted her hair and smoothed her cape. A bold energy, wearing a cape to the funeral of an acquaintance, thought Ali watching Maura go as Kate stepped up and limply hugged her.


‘So now you are pregnant?’ She peered at Ali through the tangle of lashes. Her Insta-face looked particularly garish in the context of a funeral. Ali felt bad. She’d sat around talking about the ‘pregnancy’ with Kate, knowing full well that Kate was madly jealous of her growing following. Ali’d no idea how Kate’s own bid for Insta-fame with her account, @ShreddingForTheWedding, was even going. She’d been too wrapped up in herself.


‘I’m sorry, Kate, I really am.’


‘But, like, which is it? Are you pregnant? Were you this whole time? What is going on?’ Kate looked quietly seething, though she kept glancing around, conscious she was supposed to be offering her sympathies. ‘Like, I’m really sorry about your dad and all, but seriously, you know what they’re saying online, right? Prime Time approached me about taking part in a panel to discuss the “Ali’s Baba Scandal”. Everyone is talking about this’ – she leaned in and hissed – ‘and now you’re here still lying about it, at your dad’s funeral.’


‘I’m not lying. Not anymore. Look, I am pregnant. I just found out a few days ago. Ask Liv, she knows. And I don’t know what I’m going to do but please, please don’t go on Prime Time. I can’t take that on top of everything.’


Kate drew back, appearing to consider this, when Marcus slipped in front of her and gathered Ali into his arms.


‘Ally Pally! You did wonderfully. Miles would’ve been so proud of you.’


Ally Pally had been her dad’s name for her. She narrowed her eyes – clearly, he was trying to get in with her so he could get on with boning her mother. Mini and Marcus had been on the verge of going on a date just a couple of months before, though with all her Insta-bullshit, she hadn’t even asked Mini what happened, she realised guiltily.


‘Yeah, yeah.’ Ali extracted herself. ‘Excuse me, I need to get some air.’


Where was Liv? She needed a buffer from all these funeral people. She couldn’t get two paces without being sucked into vortex after vortex of people emoting. Though now, after the baby bombshell, the mood had taken a turn for the better.


‘Ali! You’re glowing. What a wonderful, joyful thing to have to look forward to!’


‘Devastating about Miles but wonderful news about the baba. Mini must be thrilled!’


Everyone seemed much better equipped to deal with the bizarre baby news than the dead man in the box.
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Ali finally broke free of the chapel, squeezing through a side door to the graveyard outside. She was about to ring Liv when she spotted her gesturing wildly at a very tall and ornate monument – an angel crouched on a large engraved plinth.


‘Li-iv!’ She jogged towards her. ‘What are you—?’


As she neared the monument, she clamped her mouth shut and screeched to a halt, realising Liv was not alone but in full, wild, ranting flow with Tinder Sam. Shite! Ali’d never dreamed Sam would be there. She reversed abruptly and hid behind the angel’s plinth, grateful that neither of them had noticed her – they were too engrossed in what sounded like an extremely tense exchange.


‘I can’t believe I let you convince me to come. You said she was sorry, you said she was suffering. That little spectacle in there didn’t look like remorse. It looked distinctly like she is still out there lying to everyone and refusing to face up to what she did.’


‘Sam,’ Liv sounded anguished. ‘Please, you have to talk to Ali about this. It’s not what you think. Please just wait and give her a chance to explain.’


‘I’m done with you both to be honest. You’re not much better than her, you know. The amount of times that we all hung out watching TV and I’d be chatting about baby names. And you just sat there, Liv. Making little notes for your precious thesis – mining my life for your career, never stopping to think that maybe I deserved to know the truth. You’re no different to Ali, ya know. You’re both completely unhinged. Did you never think about what you two were doing to me? I thought this would be my chance to have a family? I was so stupidly happy that Ali and I were going to have a baby. And then, I pick up your thesis and realise I’ve been going along living in some messed up Truman Show experiment she’d concocted and you were exploiting.’


Ali cringed remembering his face when she came home to find him holding the thesis, open at a picture of them both taken at an Insta event.


‘This is sick, Ali,’ he’d said. ‘You’re sick.’ She swallowed hard. He wasn’t wrong.


‘Sam, I know what you’re saying,’ Liv sounded pleading. ‘And believe me, we never meant for you to find out like that. And, I know I should have told you but I just felt protective of Ali. You don’t know what she’s been through the last two years. Miles and Ali were so so close before he got sick and I’ve just watched her crumble under the grief of losing him over such a long time—’


‘It’s not an excuse, Liv. Everyone has hard stuff in their lives. I’m not listening to anymore of this—’ Sam suddenly marched out from behind the monument and nearly collided with Ali. His face instantly clouded over with abject disgust at the sight of her. It did not feel good.


‘SAM—’ Liv was following after him but stopped dead upon seeing Ali.


For a moment no one spoke. Then all three tried for an opener at once.


‘Liv made me come but I was just leaving,’ Sam began, looking completely furious.


‘He was trying to run off,’ was Liv’s contribution.


‘I’m … having a baby, a real one,’ said Ali stupidly.


An awkward silence reigned and then Liv started to creep away, pausing by Ali’s side to whisper, ‘I let him know the funeral arrangements. I did NOT think he’d come. I also did NOT think you’d be filling everyone in on your little situation from the pulpit.’ She clumsily rubbed Ali’s upper arm. ‘I’ll be by the hearse. Good luck.’


Ali stared at the ground, listening to Liv’s footsteps fade. Sam remained silent and eventually Ali chanced a look in his direction. His face was twisted with rage and Ali crumpled into tears.


‘Please, Sam—’


‘Yes? Please what?’ His words were clipped and sharp.


‘Please …’ Ali didn’t know where to go frankly. Please don’t be mad? Please can it be the way it was? ‘Please don’t hate me,’ she tried.


‘Ali. What the hell just happened in there? Are you the girl who cried “pregnant!”? This is the second time you’ve told a roomful of people you’re pregnant before telling me you’re pregnant. Are you sick in the head? Or just desperate for attention?’


The internet was already awash with this very debate but hearing Sam say these words was too much. A crushing hopelessness invaded Ali, and any will to try to convince him to forgive her ebbed away.


‘I am pregnant, Sam. It looks like I’m maybe eleven weeks, but I need to go to the doctor to confirm it.’ At this, Sam crossed his arms, a sneering eyebrow cocked sceptically, and Ali continued, ‘I’ll piss on the wee stick in front of you, if you want. I honestly don’t know what happened in there.’ She gestured to the chapel. ‘It was weird. I felt really overwhelmed.’ She swallowed with difficulty, the same feeling rising up again. ‘I just wanted to tell my dad, I guess. I didn’t know you were there.’


‘Right.’ Sam looked deeply exasperated. ‘Look, I’m not the person to play the dead dad card with, Ali.’ Sam had lost his mum when he was little. Ali bit her lip as he continued. ‘To be honest, I was fairly certain I’d never have to see you again and that’s how I needed it to be. I was in love with you. You knew that, right? Of course you did. And still every single day you lied to me. Every minute of every hour. You sat through every conversation about names and where we would live and what our life would be like.’


‘I know and I’m so sorry, Sam. It started by accident. Some people took it up wrongly and then, before I knew it, it was everywhere. I never meant to get you involved.’


‘Uh huh.’ Sam was withering. ‘But ya did. And then you lied your balls off about it for two months. I can’t even watch Special Victims Unit anymore because of this.’


It was their show. This sounded like a joke but one look at Sam’s face told Ali they would not be laughing about this anytime soon.


‘Well, I have to go to the rest of my dad’s funeral. If you want to come to the doctor with me, you can.’ Ali began to move off.


‘I can? Can I? Has it occurred to you that maybe you’re unfit? That maybe I’d have a pretty good case to have sole custody of this child? If it definitely exists.’


Ali rolled her eyes.


‘It exists and good luck getting custody while it’s inside me. You can be a part of this baby’s life but I’m not going to beg you to be a father to your child. I can do this on my own. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a carbtastic hotel buffet to attend.’ With that, she marched back to the crowd milling at the front of the church.


Her womb felt like it was staging a mutiny. Google said it was stretching pains. It was mad how last Thursday she’d had no idea she was harbouring a tiny stowaway and now, even with her life in shambles and the internet and Sam hating her, the thought of anything happening to this little thing trumped everything. How could you care so much about something so small? It was a bloblet with miniscule fingers and toes, but Ali knew it was now the most important thing in the world.


Liv was being berated by several uncles when Ali rounded the front of the chapel and she quickly swooped to rescue her, not that Liv ever required such a thing.


‘No man yet, Liv? What’s going on with that?’


‘Too much peen for my tastes,’ Liv said casually, silencing them. In slow motion, understanding dawned on each of them in turn as they gave each other meaningful looks. Ali laughed, which felt good until one of the uncles turned to her to deliver the ultimate funeral small talk clanger, ‘And this one, of course, has had too much peen.’


‘Oh God,’ Liv muttered. ‘Right, we’d better be saddling up. I’ll see you at the hotel.’ She hugged Ali and headed to the car park.


As Ali neared the family funeral car back at the chapel, she could see Mini talking urgently to Marcus, but they pulled apart as she approached, and she could see tears in Mini’s eyes. Marcus turned and gave Ali a reassuring pat on the shoulder.


‘Well done, Ali. You put on a great show there. It’s been a long road for you both.’ His voice cracked a little and Ali wondered what had just been said. ‘I guess I won’t see you for a while, but you know I’m always around if you need anything.’


The drive to the Fitzsimon Hotel was quiet. The ‘family car’, as the funeral directors called it, was a bit of an overstatement seeing as it was just Mini and Ali.


‘So, did you just break up with your boyfriend at your husband’s funeral?’ Ali asked with a sardonic grin.


‘Did you just announce that you’re pregnant at your father’s funeral?’


‘You’ve got me there.’ Ali sighed.


‘Whose is it, Ali?’ Mini peered at her, her tired face was deeply concerned.


‘A guy I was seeing called Sam. He’s actually really cool but I don’t …’ Ali paused to breathe. This was the most surreal day of her life. ‘I don’t think we’re together anymore.’


‘Ali, how did this happen?’ Mini was shocked.


‘Just the usual way.’ Ali shrugged unhappily.


‘Ali! For God’s sake, how many times have we had the talk? Did you even think of the morning after pill? And what are you planning to do?’ Mini shook her head, clearly trying to calm herself. ‘Look, I’ll help in any way I can – you know that, don’t you? – whatever you decide. But for fuck’s sake. Who is this boy? Is he even clean? What’s his last name? Has he been tested?’


‘Mu-um.’ Ali squirmed, glancing towards the two undertakers in the front seats.


‘Don’t “Mu-um” me! You don’t show up to your father’s funeral with some stranger’s baby in your belly, tell everyone mid-eulogy and then act like I’m the one being over the top when I have some questions.’


‘All right, all right, I know. I know, Mum,’ Ali pleaded as the car made its way through quiet Georgian squares, the mist still heavy outside. ‘I didn’t set out to do this but it’s happening, and I feel like it’s happening for a reason. This baby is my chance to make amends for how …’ Ali grappled with her words ‘… for how I was with Dad. I’m going to take care of this baby. I’m going to be there for the baby the way I wasn’t for him.’









Chapter 2


Shelly turned off the main light, stretched out in her large double bed and tried to luxuriate in having it all to herself. It was weeks since her husband, Dan, had moved out and the house still felt strange without him, not that he’d gone far – he was sleeping in the Seomra in the garden and apparently had no plans as yet to put any more distance between them. For this, Shelly was grateful. She couldn’t shake the all-consuming dread that had seeped into her since the sunny morning the week before when Detective Bríd had rung to say that the person behind the sinister anonymous messages blackmailing her was not their suspect – a small-fry fashion blogger who went by @KellysKlobber – but was in fact something much more terrifying: a completely unknown entity.


As Ireland’s premier Instagram influencer, with 260,000 followers, Shelly had had needy fans before but nothing like this. The anonymous account, whose username was just @__________, had thus far been flexing by sending candid and very personal pictures from the SHELLY annals. Pictures no one should have access to, pics showing Shelly had FaceFixed her own daughter, Georgie, in the past. And even more damning, snaps documenting an elaborate cover-up she and her social media analyst, Amy, had perpetrated a few months before back in February when they’d hired a Dan look-a-like to ‘play’ her husband at a PR event. Shelly squeezed her eyes tight and tried to ignore the memory of Dan ranting about this incident in their brief stint in couples counselling before the separation was finalised. The unpleasant memory was interrupted by another sound that had taken on unpleasant connotations of late: her Insta DM notification.


Shelly scooted up to sitting in her Insta-ready, high thread count bedsheets piled with satin and faux-fur throw pillows. Raking a manicured hand nervously through her shiny dark hair, she grabbed the phone from the marble and onyx side table. Aside from a single outfit of the day, she hadn’t posted in days. She’d been feeling too exposed ever since her call with Bríd and she’d even started to wonder if she wanted to stay on Instagram. She wearily opened the message and felt a surge of sickly adrenaline on spotting the handle.




@__________: Nice #OOTD earlier but I hope you don’t think I’m willing to let you off that easily. There are people on here who have supported you. We made you. You owe us consistency in your content. Remember … I have receipts.





Several blurred images appeared below and despite the dread swelling in her chest, Shelly clicked to bring them into focus. They were taken in the park. A series of about twelve shots that initially showed just Georgie and her nanny, Marni, playing on the swings. Then a couple showed Shelly arriving and taking over the playtime duties, pretending to push Georgie on the swing while Amy took shots – it had been for a #MummyAndMeMondays post, Shelly remembered. The last pic showed Amy and Shelly returning to the car, leaving the little girl alone with her minder once more.


Shit, Shelly breathed. Who the hell could know the intricacies of her schedule to keep track of her like this? And who would bother sneaking around to capture this? It wasn’t even a big deal – she was a working mum, she’d a minder, so what? Deeper down, Shelly felt a tug of unease. She always felt uncomfortable showing up and parenting for a photo op, then leaving again and whoever @__________ was had obviously sussed that.


Shelly suddenly felt acutely aware of how loud her breathing was. The room around her felt cavernous, the shadows beyond where the light from her bedside lamp fell looked deeper, threatening somehow. She slid out of bed and skirted the room, pushing aside the curtains and pulling the doors of her wardrobes open. She was alone.


‘Relax, Shelly!’ she muttered and drew her hand to her belly. Nearly seventeen weeks. Being pregnant and alone like this was making her feel vulnerable. There’s no one here, she thought and tried to make herself believe it. She got back into bed and lay still for a few tense minutes, listening for any unusual noises. I’ll just check Georgie to put my mind at ease, she thought before bolting upright again and charging out the door and down the stairs.


On the next floor down, she quietly peered into Georgie’s room, where the small dark head of her nearly four-year-old was nestled on the pillows. All seemed well.


Shelly tucked the duvet back around the warm little body and tiptoed from the room. She wasn’t done. She was too edgy. She made her way to the ground floor and peered around the door to the large open-plan kitchen-dining room. Empty.


She looked across to the sliding glass doors that led outside. With all the lights off, she could see clearly beyond them into the garden, which, just after midnight, was deep navy with swathes of dark green. The windows of Dan’s Seomra were blank and the surrounding shadows impenetrable. Behind that the furthest recesses of the garden disappeared into nothing. There was so much scope for someone to sit and watch and wait.


She checked the doors were locked and then quickly pulled herself away – all the glass was freaking her out. Back out in the hall, she started up the stairs but then stopped, her left hand hovering just above the banister. The alarm.


I put it on though, she thought, didn’t I?


I did, I did, her mind insisted as she turned and started towards the little keypad on the wall by the front door. System disarmed. The words glowed, taunting her. Had she ever put it on? She always did. She’d never forget, especially not now with Dan gone and @__________ at her every hour of the day.


Her breathing was ragged.


No, I must’ve forgotten. I must have not turned it on at all.


She had to believe this. The alternative was too frightening. She hurriedly keyed in the commands to activate the alarm and dashed back up to her room. Settled once more in bed, she tried to slow her thrashing heart.


You’re just freaking yourself out.


She picked up the phone for a nice calming scroll. It was still open to the DMs from @__________ and a new message had appeared while she was gone.




@__________: I really got to you there, didn’t I?





Shelly shoved the phone away and pulled the blankets up around her. It was a lucky guess, that was all. She killed the bedside light and stared into the darkness, watchful and frantic until at last sleep came at some point near dawn.









Chapter 3


The day after the funeral, Ali still couldn’t shake a near constant free-floating anxiety that seemed to swell up and down every hour – a terrible tide of regret and foreboding.


She stood in the kitchen toiling over yet another greasy frying pan. The uncles didn’t seem to know when to leave, which was beyond irritating. For days, she seemed to be caught in a never-ending cycle of making tea and cooking elaborate full Irish breakfasts – the North American lot needed to stockpile the Clonakilty black pudding in their systems before heading back Stateside, it seemed.


Thank God she was leaving today. Being back and trapped in her Harry Styles shrine in a room full of teenage promise was just compounding what a shambles her life was currently. The funeral had been a limbo period, Ali sensed – a temporary reprieve from having to face everything. She still hadn’t gone through her inbox beyond a cursory glance, nor had she ventured onto Instagram since making her account private. It was a feeble attempt at damage control. She knew all the websites would be trawling for posts to include in their ‘think pieces’ so she’d locked them out.


I should just delete it, she’d thought at least ten times a day since her downfall.


Still, despite everything that had happened, the thought of deleting hundreds of thousands of followers was anathema to Ali. It went against her every impulse. She’d also noticed with bleak interest that notoriety didn’t seem to hurt the numbers. In fact, quite the opposite – when she’d clicked in to set the account to private the day after the Glossie Influencer Awards, she thought there was a mistake at first because she’d gained about 8,000 new followers overnight.


Ali flipped the rashers lazily and slipped her phone from her pocket. She flicked over the screen to wake the phone and pulled up Instagram. She could see thousands of new follow requests – the number was growing daily. People couldn’t resist a car crash.


Ali sighed, put the phone away and transferred the rashers to the oven, where various iterations of pork were warming on a tray. She checked the toast wasn’t getting too crunchy in the lower oven, then walked to the head of the table and clapped her hands to shut the uncles up.


‘I’m only making one type of egg this morning,’ she announced. Immediately a chorus of ‘POACHED! FRIED! CODDLED!’ rang out and Ali raised her voice to be heard over the din. ‘So, a show of hands for scrambled, please.’ Three arms were held aloft. ‘OK, three for scrambled, how many for scrambled?’ Ali folded her arms and surveyed the toddler-like expressions of injustice spread over the uncles. ‘Yeah, that’s right. I’m not making four fucking egg varietals for you lads anymore. I’m pregnant and grieving so I’m making scrambled eggs and if any of ye want a special egg, you can get up there and make it yourself, OK?’


Ali cocked her head, making a stern face. The uncles were brats and needed a firm hand. She stormed back to the stove and began cracking eggs as passive-aggressively as she could muster. Whisking with one hand, she decided to chance a look at the email inbox. The level of bile and vitriol from strangers among the more measured disgust from people she’d been working with on Insta was just horrific. There were several subject lines referencing ‘legal action’ and ‘payments made under false pretences’ – Ali shuddered at the amount of money she was going to have to repay. She hadn’t gone on a spending spree – she hadn’t had the time, thank God, but the thought of having to hand over what she’d amassed over the last month was gutting. It would empty her account and then some.


Good thing you dicked in your job, you genius, she thought scathingly, flashing back on the blaze of temper that had precipitated her quitting her job mid-scene as production assistant on Durty Aul’ Town, the soap that the influencer Shelly Divine was famous for.


She scanned the subject lines of her inbox and felt shaky.




You dumb stupid cunt


You deserve everything your getting right now


Notice of collaboration termination in light of recent events





Ali considered the time it took to type ‘you dumb stupid cunt’ and send it to a stranger on the internet. She poured the egg mixture into the biggest frying pan her mum had and stirred slowly, dragging her sleeve across her eyes to prevent the tears from dropping into the eggs. A swarm of emotions overwhelmed her: anger, rage, shame, guilt, pity for herself and pity for the baby inside her, who was surely going to be screwed up for life with her for a mother.


She also felt afraid – razor-sharp, relentless fear that seemed to knife her with each new vitriolic subject line.




You should die for what you’ve done





Ali shuddered.


X out of it. Delete the email account. You can’t look at this. It will kill you.


She felt certain there was truth in this. She’d read stories about teenagers being cyberbullied who couldn’t go on. Now she could see how attractive just giving in could be when you were already drowning in hate.


She put the phone down and pulled the eggs from the heat. They were a little overcooked but whatever. Ignoring the uncles, she set the pan on a mat in the middle of the kitchen table and brought over the meat and toast. Let them serve themselves, she thought impatiently, her focus still on the inbox.


She picked up the phone again. She knew she shouldn’t look. She knew the hurt it would cause. Anxiety filled her body, squeezing her lungs and taking hold of her stomach. Still, she couldn’t resist. It was like picking a scab or the feeling Ali sometimes got when standing too close to an edge. Peering over from a great height was terrifying but at the same time there was an irresistible pull, that strange urge to plunge forward anyway.


She brought up the inbox once more, swiped her thumb over the screen and watched the inbox scroll too fast to see the messages. She had around 800 unreads.


I’ll read whichever one I land on, she vowed as she brought her thumb back down to arrest the messages speeding past.




Subject: Please read, Ali. I think I can help.





Ali grabbed the counter to steady herself as her brain caught up with the fact that among all the hate-filled, raging emails someone wanted to help her. She peered closer to read the sender: Amy@SocialSolutions.com.


‘Alessandra? Are you OK?’ Mini had suddenly appeared beside her and Ali stuffed the phone out of sight.


‘Uh-huh.’ Ali cleared her throat. One look at Mini’s concerned face confirmed that she wasn’t looking her best. She clawed at her hair self-consciously.


‘Thanks for doing breakfast again, darling. They’ve really stayed far too long at this stage.’ Mini raised her voice, throwing her words towards the table, but it didn’t register with the rowdy brothers squabbling over the remaining rashers.


‘I probably should be going home too. Time to get back to reality.’ Ali couldn’t quite meet her mother’s gaze. They hadn’t spoken about the baby since the day before. And Ali still hadn’t told her anything about the Instagram scandal. In a very uncharacteristic move, Mini appeared to be respectfully waiting for Ali to open up.


She gently turned Ali around to face her.


‘You’re not looking after yourself,’ was all she said. It was enough to crack Ali wide open and she drew her arms around her own body, stunned by the violence of her own sobs.


‘I don’t deserve to be looked after.’ The words came up like vomit before she even had time to think about what she was saying.


‘Alessandra, what do you mean?’ Mini pulled her close and Ali stiffened, willing the hug to end. Mini would smell her hair, unwashed for how many days now? She’d know, somehow, all the bad she’d done. All the lies. Ali pulled back, certain Mini would sense the fear and guilt leaking out of her.


An awkward silence had descended on the whole kitchen – quite possibly the first in days, the uncles frozen at the sight of her tears. Jesus, they must think I’m madder than ever. Little do they know, Ali thought.


She turned to the table, hand on hip, ready to try to salvage the situation. ‘So that’s how to shut you guys up!’ To her satisfaction, at least a couple of them looked contrite. Turning back to her mum, she dodged her probing stare and pulled her features into something she hoped resembled normal.


‘I’m going to get my shit together – literally and metaphorically,’ she announced and headed upstairs to pack.


‘Ali?’ Mini wasn’t that easy to shake and she followed behind. ‘What’s the plan, Ali? What are you going to do about this baby? Liv said you’d left Durty Aul’ Town? When? What on earth is going on?’


Ali hauled her suitcase out from under the bed and ignored the questions.


Fuck’s sake, Liv. Ali made a mental note to give her a light bollocking the second she got home.


Mini watched her pack from the door, arms crossed. She looked faded by the recent events, drained of her usual vigour – her grey bob was sharp and neat as always, but without her slash of signature red lippie, her face seemed oddly expressionless.


‘It’s grand,’ Ali said finally with a confidence that she did not in any way feel and lobbed a pair of Converse into the suitcase. ‘What good’s a dead dad card if you can’t play it to claw back a job you stupidly jacked in while hepped up on pregnancy hormones?’


‘I see. So that’s what happened? Ali, we need to discuss this pregnancy.’


Ali could hear a bit of old authoritative Mini creeping back into the tone. ‘Well,’ Ali wavered. Her veneer of confidence and positivity couldn’t withstand any kind of interrogation. Plus, any day now, Erasmus, Mini’s nervy 20-something assistant, was going to have to inform his boss of the full extent of the mess Ali was in. Most social media shitstorms stayed contained to the platforms they originated on but cursory googles of her name had thrown up a terrifying search page. Every media outlet in the country had dredged up someone to have a hot take on the influencer who faked a pregnancy. The only reason Mini didn’t already know was the funeral. Erasmus was probably at this very moment pacing Mini’s gallery – she repped Ireland’s biggest contemporary artists – crapping himself at the thought of broaching it with his newly widowed, always-volatile boss.


Deep breaths, Al, she tried to psych herself up.


‘Well. There’s a bit more to it than that.’ She slumped down, allowing the clothes-swamp to engulf her. ‘I fucked up.’ She sighed. ‘In fact, there isn’t even a word strong enough to describe what I did.’


Mini stepped into the room, nudging clothes with her foot to make a path and closed the door behind her. She picked her way through the detritus and perched on the bed, her expression expectant.


Ali could barely meet her eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t want to dump this on you. Especially right now. That’s kind of why I was getting out of here.’


‘Alessandra.’ Mini looked pained. ‘I knew there was something eating at you. Beyond Miles and the week it’s been, I mean. You look …’ At this Mini seemed to struggle for words.


‘Like shite?’ Ali suggested. She’d barely looked in the mirror since getting ready for the funeral. She heaved herself up from the floor and walked to the dressing table. She started just a little at the sight of her own reflection. Ugh. Seven days of internet hounding had really taken its toll. Her eyes seemed to sag in their sockets; her skin was dull with vast continents of angry-looking dry skin crowding her chin and jaw. Her blonde hair was gathered in dirty, dark clumps and when she ran a hand through it, it held the new shape like a greasy hair-sculpture. She knew she hadn’t been looking after herself. It was hard to bother when she felt so hopeless, but she knew she had to get it together for the baby’s sake if not her own.


‘So? What is going on? You’re scaring me, Alessandra. Are you telling me whatever it is is worse than the pregnancy?’


Mini, at least, is getting back to her usual self, Ali thought ruefully.


‘Yeah, Mini. It’s worse. Can you believe it? There are things worse than your dumb bitch daughter getting preggers.’


‘Oh God, I didn’t mean that.’ Mini looked stricken. ‘Don’t be coming after me now. I’ve just lost my husband.’


‘Well, I’ve just lost my dad.’ Ali crumpled. Christ, they were having some kind of grief-off. Thank God she was going home today.


Mini came and pulled Ali into a hug.


‘Alessandra, please tell me. You know I love you. Whatever it is, we’ll work it out.’ Her voice was slightly muffled in their embrace, but the words were soothing. ‘Also, you have to wash your hair, darling, it’s vile.’


Yep, definitely getting back to her usual self. Ali smiled through her tears. She pulled away and wiped her face.


‘OK, you better sit down,’ she advised. Mini marched back to the bed and arranged herself with legs crossed and her listening face ready.


‘When did you last wash your hair?’


‘OK, are you going to be able to focus or do you need me to wash it before we start?’ Just then a buzzing rang out from Mini’s pocket.


‘It’s Erasmus. I’m sorry, I have to take this. He knows I’m still in mourning, so he wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t urgent.’


Shite, Erasmus had to be calling about her. Before Ali could scream or lunge for the phone, Mini was holding it to her ear.


‘Mm-hmmm, yes, I’m actually here with her now.’ Mini’s eyes flickered towards Ali and then she turned away slightly to continue the call. Ali resumed tossing things in her suitcase. Maybe it was easier for Erasmus to just fill her in. After all, she still hadn’t come up with any ‘good’ way to say: ‘I faked a pregnancy on Instagram and hundreds of thousands of people think I’m either an evil bitch or mentally disturbed.’


She’d cleared the floor and even made a start on the clothes-pile chair by the time Mini, who had barely spoken in her side of the conversation, finally got off the phone. She continued to sit in silence and Ali thought she was perhaps gripped by shock until she realised with a jolt of panic that she was reading something on her phone. Oh God. Ali cleared the chair and plonked herself down on it.


‘Well?’ She tentatively broke the silence.


‘Well …’ Mini looked at a complete loss, which was a brand-new look for her. ‘Ehh—’ She scrolled on her phone. ‘I don’t know what to say. This one is very creative.’ She indicated an Instagram post where Ali’d put a speech bubble coming from her tummy with the words ‘I. Want. A. Chicken. Fillet. Roll. NOW!’ It was a screenshot embedded in a piece from Deborah Winters on Notions.ie.


Ali reached for the phone and scrolled through the piece. She tried to blur her eyes so none of the actual words could land, though the odd phrase like ‘devious and conniving plot was not without its victims’ still managed to penetrate. Lower down she saw mention of Sam, ‘the twenty-nine-year-old has declined to comment but there was palpable pain in his solicitor’s letter’. There was even a shot of this letter included below. Ali zoomed in on it. Deborah Winters was editorialising somewhat here – it was a very professional missive, devoid of emotion simply stating: ‘My client will not be commenting on anything pertaining to Alessandra Jones.’
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