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To all the working mums out there.


I never have any clue what I’m doing, but I hope you do x









Prologue


One Year Ago


‘You see it all CAME down to the data in the end,’ I squeal, nervously. ‘I realised early ooOOOOOOOOn that there was a statistically significant correlation between the sales of their skin caaAAAaaare products and Folic Acid – a vitamin typically taken by women in their first … first … FIRST trimester of pregnancy and then I goooOOOOOOOOOOoogled it and it looks like many women experience skin changes when they get pregnant because of … of all the hormones and so they tend to also buy … OH MY …’ I take a deep breath. With my new, fully stocked lung capacity I start again, ‘buy extra skin care products at the same time and the partn-AhhhHHHH! The partner didn’t realise that his face wash was so closely linked to the fertility inDDUUUSSStry but after I shared my findings they were able to leverage this link into their maaAAArketing campaigns and the profits of their Hydration Face Lotion have nearly doooOUBLED overnight!’


Without much warning, Jackson looks up from between my legs.


I stop talking instantly, unsure.


His blonde hair is styled short. The most mesmerising ocean eyes you’ve ever seen. Clean shaven. Shirt covering the leanest set of abs you could witness. He’s literally fresh out of an aftershave ad while I’m – at a push – a nerdier version of the girl next door. Blonde. Squirrel-esque. I’m not sure if my intense frequency of freckles would ever be described as ‘sexy’. More ‘cute’. Hopefully.


But this man isn’t ‘cute’. Oh no. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen in real life.


And he’s looking right at me with the kind of stare that stops time. His hands grip the outside of my bare thighs so hard his fingers dig into the skin.


Oh, Jackson.


‘Daisy,’ he says, his voice like warm drizzled honey. Oh my gosh, my name from his lips. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get used to it. His voice has the silky-smooth texture of the famous M&S ads: This is not just any man between my legs, this is the sexy as hell, highly ambitious, incredibly sultry, 6-foot 1 demi-god that is the Director of Marketing, Jackson Oakley between my legs.


He takes a deep breath, and I can’t help but take one with him.


‘It’s alright,’ he says, and his eyes alone shut down my thought process entirely. ‘We’re not at work.’


I bite my lip, trying to stop myself from letting anything else stupid fall out of my mouth. I’m talking too much. Of course I am – I’m nervous and I always talk too much when I’m nervous. I’m not used to this kind of thing. I’ve never had the free time to date so I’m not sure what the protocol is. Work has always got in the way. But he’s looking up at me with those swirling, hypnotising blues and he’s just so cool. And relaxed.


That’s what I need to be in his presence. I need to inhabit that vibe. How do I do that?


Well, I don’t know how. But I do know how to be quiet at least.


So down I bite. Hard.


‘Now,’ he says, to a much quieter room. I can hear my own heartbeat now, hammering away. ‘We can talk about your meeting, if that’s what you want,’ his hands slide down my smooth legs right to my bare toes, ‘however,’ they creep back up them again, higher, and higher. I can feel my whole body react as the electric tips of his fingers tickle right up the inside of my thighs, ‘I’m thinking there are more pressing matters.’


I gasp as his fingers make contact.


I open my mouth to say something – anything, I’m not even sure yet but like a terrible instinct I feel my vocal chords get ready. Except before I can let any words out, Jackson’s spare hand touches my lips shut.


Sitting up on his knees now, so his face is in line with mine, he moves his hand around my jaw and gently moves my face forwards towards him. He could just about take me anywhere like this. I feel his breath against my lips as he whispers: ‘Relax, Daisy. Because the only words I want coming out of these lips,’ his fingers run across them as he whispers; ‘is my name.’


He lets go of my chin and I fall back, looking up to his ceiling lights as I feel his hands creep back over my thighs. I close my eyes. Overthinking. As usual.


Because this is amazing. This is unreal.


But why did I talk about data?


Why did I talk about the campaign?


Why did I – Oh MY.


I seal my lips shut. I do. But before I can help myself I feel them pull open one more time:


‘JACKSON!’ I cry.









Chapter One


One Year Later


Bailey, the one on the left, the one with ‘don’t fuck with me’ eyes and warm coffee coloured hair cut short and sharp to match, looks up from her tablet. Her eyes are piercing. Emerald green. My nerves hit my stomach like a punch in the gut.


I give her a smile, then immediately regret it when I see her raise her right eyebrow. With that one look, I’m not only worried they won’t take me seriously, but I’m also panicking that there may still be a little bit of my pre-interview Pret almond croissant stuck between my teeth. I knew I shouldn’t have ordered it, but it was so tempting and I thought a bit of comfort breakfast might bring me luck. Turns out it’s only churning in my tummy while I breathe in a way that hopefully hides the unwelcome swirling noises issuing from my gut.


Oh, why didn’t I check my teeth for bits on my phone outside? Rookie error. I pull my face into a position that hides my gums, just to be on the safe side.


‘You’re probably wondering why my CV looks a bit empty,’ I hear myself say.


Sorry, what? Did I seriously just say that?


Bailey’s eyes shoot up to me.


Well, she’s definitely wondering about it now.


I take a deep breath. Come on, Daisy, I tell myself. Just breathe.


‘Well, what it really shows is that I’m a very dedicated individual,’ I say confidently. There we are, I just need to not panic and I’ll be fine. ‘I’m a …’ oh god, present tense. Slow down, regroup, then speak. ‘I was a senior data analyst, working for the same marketing agency for just over thirteen years. I got an internship as an office assistant at Branded straight out of sixth form and worked my way up. They were just a small independent PR firm back then – there wasn’t even a data department – but they got bought up by Everest – do you know Everest?’


Something about Bailey’s unmoving expression makes me think no, she does not know Everest.


‘Well, they were one of the largest agencies in the UK – still are in fact – and since the merger Branded has expanded its offering and is now seen as one of the advertising elites. I founded the data department myself actually. I realised that we could harness the insights of our social media posts in order to create better, more profitable campaigns. It was my old flatmate who gave me the inspiration, to be honest, she’s a maths professor over in …’ I’m looking at their faces. They don’t care where my ex-flatmate teaches. Fair enough, ‘Well, a few online courses later, and what began as a side project became an integral part of the whole business. I specialise in social media insights, but I’ve been able to deep dive into sales data too – showing cross-product correlations for clients that have helped them with their marketing.’


Bailey seems completely unimpressed and quite frankly, bored, but at least Cara is smiling at me. I wonder if it’s in sympathy more than anything else. Perhaps she senses I’m a bit out of my depth here and is taking pity on me.


She’s the smaller one of the two, her hair long and curly but not too dissimilar in colour to Bailey’s. If they’re playing good cop bad cop, then it’s clear which one she is. But perhaps she’s too good cop. Maybe her purpose is to disarm. I reshuffle my tooth-hiding smile in an effort to regain composure.


‘Well, my tenure there should show just how dedicated I can be. I’m not someone who just quits, or walks out at the first sign of trouble. I’m a loyal employee, through the good times and the bad.’


Bailey turns back to her tablet and a small silence settles in the room.


After the first minute, I pride myself in riding out the wave. After the second, I feel my nose twitch. I’ve had enough time to think about what I’ve just said, and realise how it must have sounded. In the third minute I suddenly feel the urgent need to correct myself, but I must stay strong. I must not do something stupid and say something like:


‘You’re probably wondering why I left then, given I’ve just told you how loyal I am.’


Except I do. I say exactly that. What is WRONG with me?


It captures Bailey’s attention again alright. Oh jeez. This interview is not going well and all three of us know it. Plus, I now owe them an answer.


Suddenly my mind peels back. To nearly three weeks ago.


To one of the worst moments in my life.









Chapter Two


‘It’s bad bitch o’clock,’ I say, out loud.


Gosh, that’s unlike me.


I don’t usually say things like that. Only, I’m looking in a mirror, and I don’t usually look like this either, so maybe this just isn’t me anymore.


I switch my Spotify playlist to Lizzo’s ‘About Damn Time’ for the third time this morning while my eyes trail up my half naked body. Black stockings stretch up my legs, topped with lace roses clinging on for dear life to my newly shaved thighs. ‘Low-rise geo crochet thong-cut’ panties wrap around my hips, which is the longest name possible for what is really just a thread of material covering the bare minimum needed to still qualify in the ‘knickers’ category. My top half is only partially concealed by the small sliver of fabric included in the ‘Elodie Corset and underwire brassiere’, and tying the whole outfit together (quite literally) is the pièce de résistance: the midnight black, FKME string bodysuit with detachable collar.


What it really is, is a logistical nightmare. The thing comes with no instruction manual and has more clips and holes than an IKEA shelving unit. But here it is, a geometric headache of strings that wrap around my body, centred by one long string that runs right up my chest and wraps tightly around my neck with the sole purpose of making me look ‘Sexy AF’.


I look across to my discarded girl boxers and perfectly regular underwired bra on my duck egg blue bed. That’s more me. Both of them are at least a decade old, but although their colours might have faded, they’ve still held the test of time. No holes means no reason to upgrade. Except, as I’ve discovered, the upgrade literally is holes. Lingerie these days is apparently the absence of lingerie. Who knew?


‘It’s bad girl o’clock,’ I say, and then – getting all flustered – switch off my music and correct myself: ‘Bad bitch o’clock.’


Lizzo said it, and she knows. So, come on. Confidence, woman.


Except, when I look at myself in the mirror, I don’t see a confident woman staring back at me. I just see me. Playing dress up.


I think about taking it all off again, and I almost physically have to stop myself. Because maybe this is the new, improved Daisy Peterson.


The Daisy that’s going to leave the genuinely ‘sexy AF’ Jackson Oakley absolutely and completely speechless in the ninth floor boardroom when she strips down and guides his hands to NSFW places with a panoramic view of Soho below.


The one whose left bottom cheek appears to be considerably bigger than her right.


Wait, really? That can’t be a thing?


I check the mirror, sashaying left and right. It does, it definitely does.


Oh bollocks. I must have done a strap wrong.


I open the Instagram post I bought it off to cross check.


‘When Bae’s mum thinks you’re the cutesy type,’ the caption reads, followed by multiple fire and devil emojis.


The post shows a beautiful, flawlessly smooth-skinned woman wearing what I am now. Her ass, of course, in this bodysuit, is out of this world. The dream bottom. The behind of all behinds. Probably photoshopped, but like, who actually knows? Some people might just look like that.


Luckily, the image shows me exactly where I’ve gone wrong.


With a delicate pop, I unclip the rogue suspender strap and switch it to its rightful side. Bottom evened out again, I take an awkwardly-shallow-based-on-corset-restrictions breath.


I quickly top it with one of the only non-pastel coloured outfits I own: a black pencil skirt I once bought to look uber-professional matched with a sheer white shirt, just clear enough to see the outline of the bodysuit below. Then I stuff a thick jumper and jeans in my backpack for after. Obviously.


I check the time; 6.01 a.m. I’m pushing it now, but I still stall by that mirror. Coat on, headphones in, ready. My long blonde hair, usually styled with zero effort, is pulled up in a tight ponytail for once, showing I mean business. My lips are stained with a new blood-red lipstick, the only shade appropriate for an inappropriate rendezvous. My freckles – well, they’re my freckles. There’s no hiding them. So I pick up my keys and hit American Authors on Spotify before I open the door. Because that’s the kind of optimism I need to channel right now.


This is going to be the best day of my life.


‘Have you ever been to the ninth floor?’ Jackson asks me, from his sleek monochrome bedroom. It’s all sharp corners and uplighting in here. He likes things clean cut.


I shake my head. Not that he notices. His blue eyes aren’t on my face. They’re lower, his words tickling my stomach as he imprints small kisses up towards my chest.


I hold my lips together purposefully.


Six months in and I know how Jackson likes it now. He gets straight to the point, always, and I’m exceptionally bad at doing that. Especially with him. You would have thought I’d have mellowed in his presence over time, but I can’t help it. I see those eyes and I stare at that sharp clean-shaven jawline and I turn into a teenager all over again.


Maybe, partly, it’s because six months into seeing Jackson isn’t really half a year in his company. Jackson Oakley is a busy man. He time blocks, and I don’t just mean for work. He time blocks for gym. He times blocks for dinner. He time blocks for pub outings and after work drinks and vacations. There’s not a night we share together that isn’t blocked in the diary by his equally efficient, promotion-worthy EA, because if it wasn’t there, it wouldn’t happen.


I see my initials pop up on his notifications sometimes:




Calendar Invite from Stephanie Chu


7.30 p.m. – Home – DP





DP.


Daisy Peterson, that is, before anyone gets any other ideas. Little old me, at his flat, from 7.30 p.m. sharp.


It’s sexy. Aspirational, even. I can only focus on one thing at a time, and 90 per cent of that time that focus is on work, but Jackson has juggling down to an art form.


But it means that half a year of seeing him is actually distilled down to only twenty-two evenings, and even then, it’s efficient: Drink. Small talk. Work talk. Music. Strip. Sex. Take out. More sex.


Wild sex. Against the wall sex. Floor sex. Shower sex. Lying over his kitchen counter surrounded by takeaway boxes sex. And I could never in my wildest dreams have imagined I’d have had so many screaming orgasms with a man so undoubtedly sexy as Jackson Oakley. I keep waiting for that moment when he turns around and realises I’m not worth his time-blocked time. I get terrified that he’s going to book over me and my freckles with someone a little less ‘cartoon bunny rabbit’, and a little more ‘Megan Fox’.


So no, six months in I’m not over it. I’m still the girl trying to impress, and I get all nervous and mumble and go on tangents and … well … I don’t want to say anything to spoil the moment, not this time. So I’ve learnt instead to say nothing at all.


‘It has a panoramic view of the city up there,’ he continues, his nose tracing the curves of my body. ‘You can see for miles in all directions. The rooms are built for privacy. Early morning meeting room, no one around to walk in on you. You can fuck to the sunrise.’ Slowly he runs his tongue up to the base of my throat, nibbling at my ear, and I can feel my whole body melt.


‘What about it?’ he asks.


I open my eyes to see him face-to-face, towering over me. My god this man is beautiful. Completely beautiful. So beautiful, I don’t even know how to answer. Because what he’s just propositioned is outrageous, right?


Sex? In public?


Worse! Sex at work! What if someone caught us? I’ve spent years trying to be taken seriously in my career, just imagine what would happen if someone saw us …


‘I mean,’ I stutter, unsure how to phrase this. ‘I’m not sure that …’ I begin, but with a disappointed little laugh and a shake of the head, he rolls off me.


‘I knew you wouldn’t,’ he says, and I feel the atmosphere change instantly.


I physically feel the chill now his body’s not over me. I look over to him beside me, but he’s not looking at me anymore. Instead he’s reached out to the bedside table to his phone. He switches on his emails, scrolling through for anything new that came through in the last half hour.


What have I done?


‘I mean, maybe …’ I say quickly, trying to remedy the situation.


‘It’s fine, I’m not asking you to,’ he says, and I can see him replying to an email from the corner of my eye. My time-blocked time has somehow merged with work time. ‘You’re too much of a good girl. I knew that.’


‘I’m not a “good girl”,’ I try weakly.


‘Oh, you are,’ he says, texting away.


‘I can be a …’ Quick – what’s the opposite of a good girl? ‘A … bad girl if I want to be,’ I tell him, trying to sound more confident than I am. Realising those words alone aren’t enough to bring those eyes back my way, I do something a little more drastic.


A little too spontaneously, I grab hold of his phone from his hand and throw it to the end of the bed, out of reach. Before he even clocks, I quickly haul my body over him, pinning him down.


‘Hey!’ he cries, and I can’t tell if he’s being serious or not but I hold strong, my legs wrapped around him. I hold down his hands to the bed. I’m about half his body weight, with zero upper arm strength, but he doesn’t put up much of a fight. Instead I can see his lips twist into a smile.


‘Whoops,’ I say, channelling this ‘bad girl’ version of myself, but I’m bad at it, so I accidentally add: ‘Sorry.’


‘Sorry?’ he questions. With a wicked grin he breaks his hands free of my hold and grips onto my waist. I let out a scream as he twists me back under him, a dangerous gleam in his eyes. His torso is ridiculous. It’s like it’s been hand-carved from pure marble.


Here we are then. Back to where we began, his body over mine. Eye contact, his phone officially discarded. Looks like I’ve got his attention again alright. My time-block has remained intact.


‘You’re not sorry,’ he tells me, smiling wickedly. ‘But if you ever feel like making it up to me, you know what to do.’


I open my eyes and the vision of Jackson disappears back to the elevator doors in the Everest offices.


Well, right now I am sorry. Very sorry.


And thankfully, I know how to speak his language.


Quickly I turn to the mirror on the back wall, realising this is the best opportunity I have to check myself out.


With my coat slung over my arm, I tuck both of my boobs into place below the shirt, happy that the faintest outline of the thick black ribbons underneath can be seen right through it. You know, I have to give myself some credit here. I look good. Very amateur porn video, but still, worthy of some site somewhere. I’m not just any old ‘bad girl’ right now. I’m Lizzo’s ‘bad bitch’. I mean, I’m not. But it looks like I am and that’s what matters.


Adrenaline is pumping through me so loudly I can’t even hear my music anymore, so I take my headphones out of my ears and stuff them into my handbag with my pass. I check my phone and can see the diary entry pop up on my notifications banner:




Calendar Invite from Stephanie Chu:


6.30 a.m. – Room 9.10 – Daisy Peterson Catch Up





I sent him one text last Friday asking for time to explain, and within three minutes of hitting send, his precious time was blocked. How efficient is that?


I try not to be embarrassed at the thought of being fully named. I always did wonder if Stephanie knew who ‘DP’ was, but it makes sense that a meeting in office hours needs to be more explicit.


Regardless, I think it must be a good sign. One that he’s willing to listen. One where he’ll hear my side and forgive me.


I pull out my phone from my bag. I can’t help myself. I’ve never done anything like this before – I have to say something. So I open my Instagram messages: our usual communication forum.




Me


I have a surprise for you x





I’m smiling as I hit send, already feeling naughty. Maybe this bad bitch life is for me, after all. I do feel empowered right now.


Before I know it, the doors open again. I turn away from the mirror to the long corridor before me. No turning back now.


I can hear a small murmur of a man’s voice coming from room 9.10, and I feel a twinge of excitement. He must be on the phone, which isn’t unusual for Jackson. Should I knock, I think?


No.


That’s not confident.


I want that moment where I push open the door, and his phone slides out of his hand he’s so in shock. The ‘I’ll call you back’, moment from the movies.


So that’s what I do. With one little push the door flies open with gusto. In I step, one black boot before the other, dropping my coat and handbag to the floor beside me with a shot of confidence, the likes of which have never been seen in sensible ‘good girl’ Daisy Peterson before.


And he is shocked. Clearly, visibly shocked.


Only to my absolute horror, it’s not Jackson.









Chapter Three


I feel a hard cold stone punch the back of my throat and block off my airways, I feel my stomach drop down to the bottom of my black ankle boots, I feel an unfortunate wave of water strike the back of my tear ducts. I fight the feeling back. I can’t cry. Not now. Even though it is becoming frighteningly obvious that I have misunderstood my calendar invite, I must not cry.


So I smile. One of those forced smiles. One of those teethy, professional smiles that I’m sure everyone knows you’re faking but you do it anyway because you don’t trust your face to do anything else.


‘Hi Daisy,’ Matthew says, standing up a little awkwardly.


Matthew. Matthew, my line manager. Not Jackson, but Matthew, and he’s not the only one.


His tree trunk thighs accidentally send his wheelie chair flying back towards the window, but he catches it quite swiftly and sits back down. It must be an occupational hazard for a man of his stature. He earned his bulk off the rugby pitches of amateur leagues, something you might have guessed by looking at his two-or-three-times-broken nose and his slightly crimped right ear. Years on now, he’s seen only as the friendly giant of the office.


He doesn’t look friendly right now.


‘Thanks for coming in so early,’ he continues, pointing loosely to the chair at the end of the table.


‘No problem,’ I murmur weakly. Or I think I murmur. I can’t hear myself it’s so soft. Courage, girl. Sound like you’re capable. Sound like this is exactly what you were expecting when you walked through the door.


I place my phone slowly on the table in front of me and sit down in the chair. Instantly I get stabbed by one of the bones of the FKME bodysuit digging into my upper thigh.


Oh GOD, I think to myself, now in full-blown panic mode as the reality of my situation kicks in. I was so shocked not to see Jackson that I didn’t even remember how completely inappropriate my outfit is! Oh god, oh god, oh god. Desperately trying not to look desperate, I move my hand up to my chest to subtly pull together the unbuttoned top of my shirt before anyone notices. Matthew, clearly noticing but delicately not looking, turns away to point at the brunette woman beside him.


‘This is our head of HR, Gemma,’ he introduces.


If there is someone that you would probably prefer not to see you in a wildly inappropriate work outfit it’s probably someone in HR, right? And the head of HR at that. I try to tuck my chair right in below the table, hoping that my skirt hasn’t risen enough to see the lace straps.


‘Hi Daisy,’ Gemma says, in a hauntingly neutral voice. I swallow, feeling that pebble in my throat expand down my oesophagus.


Both their laptops are shut, I notice.


Both of their eyes are on me.


‘Look, Daisy, I’m going to get straight to the point,’ Matthew begins: ‘We know you’ve been with us now for coming up to eleven years—’


‘Thirteen,’ I correct.


He looks a little stunned at the interruption. He looks at Gemma, as if cross checking this fact. She shrugs, as if I’d probably know best. He nods, once at her, once at me and speaks again: ‘Thirteen years now. And although we fully appreciate the hard work you’ve given to us over the years …’


Wait, where is this going? I look over at Gemma. Then at Matthew again. My line manager? The head of HR? A wave of fear passes through me. This can’t be … no, they couldn’t … can it?


I swallow, as a horrible piece of the puzzle fits into place.


The calendar invite was sent from Stephanie Chu.


Jackson’s EA.


Only, Jackson’s EA is Noelle now. Because Stephanie did get that promotion she deserved. To work for the Head of HR.


Why did I not even think this could be a possibility? Why did I not question this for one second?


I know what happened in that boardroom last Friday. I know why I had to make things up to Jackson. What, did I seriously think that fulfilling his sexual fantasy would just … make it all go away?


Why? Why did I think that?


Because you’re a total idiot, my brain replies unhelpfully.


My phone pings on the table, and naturally my eyes spin down to see it. Before the screen turns dark again I see the Instagram DM notification. The preview shows the whole message, because the whole message isn’t long:




@Jax_O


I think we should take a break.





Jackson is … ending it?


I thought he was about to listen to my side? I thought we were about to reconnect? I thought he was about to spread my legs and take me with a ‘panoramic view of the city’: his words.


I don’t even have time to take in what those words mean before Matthew opens his mouth again. My world has already begun to shatter.


‘ … I’m sorry to say that today will be your last day with us at Branded.’


My heart pounds. My knees weaken. Those tears are making a Take That style comeback. This isn’t Jackson’s fantasy fulfilled. This isn’t a filmic erotic love scene. I’m pretty sure I’ve just been dumped and fired in the same minute.


This is my worst nightmare.


As if to hammer in the point, he threads both his knuckles together and leans across the table. His kind eyes aren’t kind right now. They’re hard. They’re cold. They’re completely unforgiving.


My fake smile falls. My heart stops.


‘What happened on Friday might have been out of character, but it was entirely unacceptable. We’re terminating your contract, Daisy,’ he says, his words clear and uncompromising. ‘Effective immediately.’


‘So what did you do after?’ Betzy asks.


I wipe the tears from my cheeks.


I’ve reached the point that I almost can’t feel them anymore. They just keep falling whether I want them to or not.


‘I just came home,’ I tell her. ‘I texted Jackson of course. I asked if we could actually talk. I thought, I don’t know … I thought maybe if I could patch it up with him then maybe he’d be able to have a word with Matthew or something. Only I can see he’s read the messages, all of them, and still he’s said nothing.’


I’ve been torturing myself reading those unanswered messages all afternoon.


‘And then I hated myself for even thinking that. Because I told myself that I’d keep a firm line between our relationship and work, and here I was thinking that sleeping with him might be enough to get me special favours. Here I was blurring the lines I set. I became that girl. I hate that, Betzy. I really, really hate that.’


Betzy sighs. I can hear her breath through the receiver.


‘So you just … went home?’ she asks.


‘I didn’t know what else to do. I don’t know what people do when they’re unemployed. So I came home and I cried. And then I threw my FKME body suit out the window and got cold, which made me angrier, because my window never shuts properly and it’s March and yet it’s absolutely freezing outside which meant it was then absolutely freezing inside too. And then I cried some more, and then I ran downstairs and picked up the bodysuit from the pavement because I don’t like littering and then I came upstairs and cried some more. And then, eventually, I called you.’


I can hear Betzy breathing on the other end of the phone. I can imagine her mouth opening and shutting, not sure what to even say. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t if someone unearthed all of this on me and it’s still 8 a.m. her time. I don’t know if she’s even had her morning coffee yet.


Plus I have this nasty habit of not being able to stop once I open my mouth. It’s what’s led me to this point in the first place.


Knowing she’ll need a few minutes to digest, but unable to bear the silence that has been haunting me in my flat since I got home over ten hours ago, I start up again.


‘Look, I know being fired is not the end of the world,’ I tell her, sounding strangely reasonable. Probably because I’ve played out this sentence in my head multiple times all day, hoping one of those times it would feel true. ‘But the problem is, my whole world was my job.’ Painfully, this time doesn’t change my mind either. ‘And Jackson wasn’t just any man. He was the man for me. They don’t make men like him, Betz. He was ambitious and strong and … generous and …’


‘He was great in bed. We get it.’


‘He was. But he was so much more than that. I couldn’t have written a better man for me!’


‘A man that dumps you by text? I teach maths for a living and I think even I can write better than that.’


‘He’s just busy. And efficient. He time-blocks – it doesn’t matter. He was everything I wanted and in one strike, in one meeting, I’ve fucked that up too.’


I sit, alone on my little loveseat; slowly eating dry Cheerios directly from the packet (as they are quite literally the only food I have left in the house) and staring around me. My phone, balanced on my little free-cycle coffee table, tells me the time just turned 5 p.m.


‘You know what I think,’ Betzy says, her tone perfectly pitched somewhere between sympathy and understanding, despite how much information I just pushed on her. I wait with baited breath for her to finish: ‘Fuck ’em.’


I gasp, a bit surprised.


‘What?’


‘Fuck them all. If they’re not willing to hear you out. If they don’t know how incredibly lucky they were to have you in the first place and not give you a second chance after thirteen years, then fuck them.’


‘I couldn’t ask for a second chance just because I’m sleeping with Jackson—’ I repeat.


‘I’m not saying they should give you a second chance because of who you’re fucking. I’m saying they should give you a second chance because you’re Daisy fucking Peterson and you’ve given that job everything you have and more.’


I feel my eyes fill up all over again. How much liquid can one set of tear ducts create?


‘I probably lost them a client, Betz,’ I whisper, hanging my head low in shame. I shudder at the memory. ‘A big one.’


‘And you’ve personally gained them how many clients over the years? Ten? More?’


I look up to the ceiling in thought. That’s true. Of course it’s true. But it’s also not the point.


‘No,’ I tell her. ‘You should have seen it. I completely lost my—’


‘Stop making excuses for them, Daisy. Sure, you fucked up. We all fuck up from time to time. Fuck them for not letting you have one fuckup in thirteen years.’


The shock of it pierces through me, but I’m not even sure why. I know Betzy. I lived with her for six years before she married her Hinge Alaskan and moved halfway around the world over a year ago.


Anyone else would just sympathise, but maybe I don’t actually need sympathy right now. I just need Betzy. This no-nonsense attitude is one of the reasons I love her.


‘And fuck Jackson too,’ she continues. ‘Fine. He’s got a big dick. Sounds great. He can absolutely do one.’


‘That’s not—’ I begin weakly.


‘Just because you both love your careers does not make you soul mates, Daisy. You can love your career and still be a decent human being. You do, and you are. You can be efficient and still have difficult conversations face to face. Not one text over Insta-fucking messenger. I’m glad I never met him. He sounds like a tool.’


‘You don’t understand. They were his clients. I doubt he ever wants to see me again after what I did.’


‘You didn’t kill someone. Let’s put some things into perspective here.’


I wish I could have just an ounce of what she has. She wouldn’t have just sat there, letting Matthew take away the thing that matters most in the world, without a fight. She would have stood her ground, she would have turned it all around.


‘I just … I don’t know what to do with myself,’ I say, and I can hear my voice warble. She must be able to hear it too, as she instantly softens.


‘I can’t remember one time where you took even a week’s holiday. I know you don’t want to hear this, but maybe this is a good time to just take a mini career break. You know, to find out what you really want.’


She’s right of course: I don’t want to hear that.


‘I don’t need to find that out though. I know what I want,’ I argue back to my phone. ‘I want things to go back to before. I want my job and my boyfriend. It’s just neither of them want me.’


‘I hear you,’ Betzy’s soft, soothing voice floats back. Is that a faint whiff of an American accent beginning to creep through her Cumbrian roots? ‘And this all sucks. It does. But maybe this is life … I don’t know … telling you to take a beat or something.’


That catches me off guard. I smile, as if on autopilot. I’m surprised that she’s broken through me so quickly. I’ve not been able to do so much as shake the tears all day, and here I am six minutes and thirty-nine seconds into a call with her and I can feel my lips twist up.


‘Marrying a yoga instructor has really changed you, Betz,’ I laugh.


‘Sorry?’ she replies.


‘ “Life” is telling me something is it? Since when do you speak on behalf of life?’ I say, surprised to find myself laughing. ‘That’s a Patrick-ism for sure!’


‘I don’t have any Patrick-isms!’ she argues back.


‘I don’t know,’ I taunt. ‘The pre-Patrick Betzy would have told me if I’d said something like that, that it is physically impossible for “life” to actually “talk”.’


‘Well … fine. So it’s not talking,’ she agrees, laughing along with me: ‘But it has a funny way of showing these things.’


‘This isn’t funny,’ I remind her, but I can’t help but giggle. ‘This is sad.’


‘That’s not what I—’


‘And to that point can life be a bit more specific than that please?’ I ask, a full smile across my wet cheeks. ‘Like how would it like me to take a beat? What is this “something” it’s alluding to? Feel free to consult Patrick if you feel your “connection” with life isn’t strong enough yet.’


I hear Betzy chuckle on the other end of the phone, and for just a second, I can feel something warm inside me. That’s the kind of magic that remains in two ex-housemates despite a 4,278-mile distance between. Despite everything, I smile. I shake my head. Not that she sees. So I speak: ‘I wish I had Patrick’s outlook on life. I do. But I’m not a “search for myself” kind of girl, Betzy. I like facts and figures and proof. And unless this Mrs Life of yours has historic data to prove the benefits of a career break, I really just want my career.’


I stand up, stretching out. That little glimmer of happiness in my otherwise crappy day has given me a little burst of energy. I need to move around. I’ve been sitting in this same seat now for the best part of four hours, waiting for Betzy to wake up and call on her drive to work.


Not that I want to go outside this flat, not with my face looking like this, so Cheerio box in one hand, phone in the other, I do small circles of my little kitchen-cum-living-room-cum-dining room.


I live by myself these days. I figured when Betzy moved away that it was time to fly solo and exchange our spacious two-bed flat-share in a new build in Clapham South for a cramped one bed at the very top of an old Victorian terraced house in Clapham North. It has a bedroom just big enough for a double bed, one miniature side table, and a wardrobe that doesn’t fully open it’s so squished in (and doesn’t fully close either given the amount of clothes piled inside); it has a small skylight-lit bathroom that prioritised a half-size bath over sufficient walking space to the sink; and it has this tiny living space that I pace around in now, back and forth between the minimal amount of furniture like a pinball – chair, loveseat, table, chair, table, loveseat.


It’s small, but it’s mine. Just mine.


And on most days, I love that.


Only right now, I really miss Betzy.


I miss lying in bed with her watching endless romcoms. She was the only one in the whole world who could convince me to close my laptop screen for the night and watch Ryan Gosling take his top off instead. She had this game she used to play: we’d watch it right up until the meet cute and then hit pause. We’d take turns guessing the whole plot of the movie, and then we’d hit play and see who was closer.


‘Have you ever noticed that there’s an inverse correlation between the quality of the filming and the accuracy of our predictions?’ she once told me, using her ‘professor’ voice, as I used to call it. And she was right: a shaky camera and terrible acting meant we were usually on point. Yes, the hotel would be a roaring success once the renovation was complete. Yes, the old man with a beard in the Christmas themed coffee shop was really Santa. The more glossy and creative films went in directions neither of us had predicted. I’m not sure which ones we preferred though. Both, probably.


She’d also talk the whole way through; tell me how statistically improbable each ‘chance encounter’ was but still swoon at the final kiss. I miss that about her. Like I miss her cooking me meals that aren’t from the Sainsbury’s ready meal collection. And I miss her telling me that I work too hard, even if I do. Now, when I work too hard, no one even notices.


‘So what do I do?’ I ask her, so wishing she was here with me. ‘Tell me what to do.’


She takes a minute, as if formulating the plan.


‘First,’ she tells me, ‘you mope.’


‘Mope?’


‘Yes. You mope. You mope for two days. Two weeks, tops. Never underestimate the power of a good mope.’


‘OK, I’ll mope,’ I say. Then I look at the cereal box in my hand, which I have been hugging for the best part of an afternoon. This is what I’m already doing, no? It looks and feels about right.


‘You mope,’ Betzy agrees. ‘And once you finish moping, you have a long hot bath, rinse off the bad energy—’ she must hear my mouth open for she quickly adds, ‘That’s not a Patrick-ism. That’s a …’ she stumbles over her words until concluding, ‘fine. Whatever. It’s a Patrick-ism but you should still do it. And then you meet up with some friends and get pissed.’


‘I’ll stop you there,’ I tell her. ‘There’s literally no one I can meet up with.’


‘That’s rubbish!’ she says.


‘It isn’t. I’ve literally had all day to think about who I can talk to about this. And my conclusion was you, you and you.’


‘You’re sounding like you have no friends,’ Betzy argues. ‘Sure, you worked a lot of evenings, but you were always out and about with people too!’


‘Yeah,’ I remind her, ‘with work people. At work events.’


‘That isn’t …’ she begins to correct me, but I can hear her struggling to remember a single person I ever hung out with that I didn’t work with.


‘Everyone I know I know from work. Past colleagues. Present …’ I blink, realising my mistake, ‘ … more … past colleagues.’


I feel the lump in my throat as I say that, bringing me back to the reality of it all. For a second there, the warmth and nostalgia that came with Betzy’s Northern twang made me forget how real this whole thing was.


‘So meet up with them!’ Betzy tries, her voice so desperately trying to pull me back out of my new lull. I lean against the kitchen counter, needing a minute.


‘I can’t,’ I tell her, truthfully. ‘I can’t face them right now. They’ll have all heard what happened in that client meeting. Gossip spreads through that office like wildfire.’ The thought of them crowding around the coffee machine spreading rumours … it’s too much to bear. ‘They’ll have questions, and I’m not ready to talk to anyone about it yet,’ I tell her, adding, as if she needed the clarity: ‘You don’t count. Obviously.’


‘Obviously,’ she agrees.


I feel myself nibbling away at my bottom lip, trying not to let this lull bring the tears back.


‘Plus they don’t know about Jackson and me anyway, so I can’t tell them about that part,’ I continue.


‘Are you sure about that?’ Betzy sounds sceptical. ‘People always know …’


I’m about to confirm when I stop myself, as Stephanie Chu – Jackson’s old EA – comes to mind.


I know no one else knows, but as for her, I couldn’t say. She’s the one who scheduled ‘DP’ into Jackson’s busy, busy diary. She seemed to forever be avoiding my eye contact in the office, but then again, she was a busy lady herself, and it wasn’t like we knew each other. Now I know she only full named me in HR’s diary, I wonder if she did know. There must be a hundred DPs …


I don’t tell that to Betzy though, as in my thoughtful silence she’s already fired back up.


‘OK, fine. So you don’t meet up with anyone. You move straight to stage three.’


‘And what’s stage three?’ I ask, trying to push away the horrifying thought that Stephanie might have told someone, and ready to feel upbeat again.


‘You research.’


‘Research? Research what?’ I ask.


‘Things. Things you want to do. Like new hobbies you always wanted to try. Travel maybe.’


‘Betzy, how many times can I say this: I want to work.’


Only she’s not listening to me. I know that, because this is not a new revelation and yet she gasps.


‘Oh my god,’ she says, her voice so completely stuffed with excitement. ‘Come to Alaska.’


I involuntarily let out all the oxygen I have stored, as the thought washes over me.


‘I’m not going to Alaska,’ I say, stunned.


‘Why not? You can stay here. I’ll show you the sights. You can stay literally forever. Plus Alaska is one of those places where there is a higher man to woman ratio. So fuck Jackson, find your actual soul mate out here!’


And there it is; she’s done it again. The smile, that smile that vanished with the reality of my tragedy, has made its way back. Good old Betzy.


‘Oh, I’ve watched enough romcoms with you to know what happens if I go to Alaska,’ I laugh, genuinely. ‘A workaholic gets fired and dumped and runs to a remote part of the world to escape the pain? That’s brimming with romcom potential.’


‘I don’t follow,’ Betzy says, clearly following.


‘I can see it playing out now: There I am, breathing in the Alaskan sea air—’


‘There’s no such thing as the Alaskan sea.’


‘Trying to get the pain of all that happened out of my system. I trip over accidentally on a jog—’


‘There’s the Arctic Ocean, did you mean that?’


‘By the seafront,’ I continue, ‘and get caught mid-air by a handsome but rugged Alaskan fisherman.’


‘Since when do you jog?’


‘He’ll have a beard. And a tattoo of a … a fish.’


‘A fisherman with a fish tattoo?’ Betzy questions. ‘How original.’


‘We fall in love, probably. At the speed of light too – maybe over a weekend, knowing most romcom timelines.’


‘It’s improbable, but possible …’


‘And he teaches me the value of getting out of the office and doing something with my hands …’


‘Well, screens aren’t as romantic as pottery classes—’


‘He’ll teach me to fish. And we’ll be on a boat. And it will rain. And then I have this huge revelation about how life can be better than churn metrics and regression graphs and we settle down enjoying the simple things in life and have glorious fisher-children and life is good.’


There’s a pause on the line.


‘If that life sounds good,’ Betzy asks, ‘then why aren’t you already boarding your flight?’


I sigh, thankfully still smiling. I knew I was right to call her.


‘It’s not my life, Betzy. We’d be married for a week tops before I realised I’d given up everything I actually loved for a man with a tattoo of a fish. I like my career. I don’t want to give it up. And I definitely don’t want to give it up because some bearded Alaskan tells me to.’


‘So rewrite your story! Maybe you don’t learn how great fishing is. But maybe you use your skills in data to … I don’t know, discover a new breed of fish for him or something and you make the whole town famous and save it from some evil land developer and your fisher-children can pick between your brains or his beard.’


That makes me chuckle. More than chuckle. I fall back on my little green loveseat, clutching my side.


‘I don’t even want kids,’ I laugh.


‘You don’t know that—’ she begins, only half joking this time. We’ve had this conversation so many times before.


‘No, I really don’t,’ I correct her. ‘If there’s one thing my mother taught me it’s that women who have ambitions shouldn’t have them.’


‘That’s absolutely not … Fine,’ Betzy says, choosing to pick her battles right now. ‘Then scrap the children. You have your career in data – because Alaska is not the middle of the desert. It still needs data analysts. You breathe the Alaskan sea air. Maybe there’s a hot guy with a shark tattoo, maybe not. Either way it sounds good. And most importantly, you get to see me.’


I wait for us both to catch our breath.


‘I can’t fall in love in Alaska,’ I say finally, my voice edged in the boring, sad truth.


‘Why not?’ she argues.


‘Because my sister is in the UK.’


There’s a pause then. Given how quickly we were both talking over one another, the change of pace hits hard. I try to shake it off, but it’s impossible. Betzy’s voice has, once again, softened, as she asks, so gently you’d think there was a child sleeping in the background:


‘Are you even talking to Mia at the moment?’


‘No,’ I shake my head, ‘not since … I can’t go into this again. It’ll make me cry. And I don’t want to cry again. I’ve only just stopped.’


It’s a bit late, I’ve already begun welling up.


‘Let it out, Daisy,’ she says, her voice so soothing it almost breaks me. ‘It’s good to cry sometimes.’


I take a deep breath, so filled with emotions I couldn’t even tell you which one was strongest. I reach back at that packet of Cheerios, feeling my hand scrape the base of the plastic. Finally, when I think I can handle words again, I stutter:


‘I’m guessing you’re quite close to your office by now.’


She only lives a mile or two away from the university and she’s been on the phone with me for twenty minutes.


‘I’ve been parked in the car park for like, most of this conversation actually.’


‘Betz! You should have said!’


‘I don’t care. I’m here for you as long as you need me. Work can wait.’


I take a deep breath. I can’t tell you how much that means to me to hear. But I also can’t stand the thought that she’s late because of me.


‘So, first I mope?’ I ask her, knowing she can’t stay on the phone with me forever.


‘First, you mope,’ she replies.


So that’s it then.


Time to mope.


But actually, I think, a minute after we say our goodbyes, before moping, it might be good to go to Sainsbury’s, because having eaten the very last Cheerio in this house, I am officially out of food.









Chapter Four


‘I have to have it,’ I hear a whiney voice in the next aisle say.


It makes me shiver. Something about the whine in the voice is instantly familiar in all the wrong ways. I only went to the clothes aisle of Sainsbury’s because I spotted a jumper I liked when I entered and I figured ‘moping’ might include ‘browsing’.


‘You don’t have to have it,’ the voice of reason replies.


‘I do. I do have to,’ the whine continues.


‘Why do you have to?’


‘Because it says so here, see? Read. It’s ‘this season’s “Must Have”. So I must have it.’


‘That’s just advertising. It doesn’t mean you actually have to have it.’


‘That’s what you say about everything.’


‘That’s because everything is advertising.’


I smile at that. I like this mum. She’s my kind of mum. I didn’t mean to walk around the clothes aisles, but it’s not like I’m in a rush to go anywhere, so I keep going, looking through their extensive pastel jumper collection.


‘But it brings me joy. That Netflix woman Marie Kondo says if it brings me joy I must have it.’


‘I can guarantee that isn’t what she means.’


‘But—’


‘It won’t even fit you.’


‘It will! It does, see?’


I turn the corner, and suddenly the pair come into view, their trolley mirroring mine as they walk towards me.


What doesn’t surprise me is the age of the little one. She’s sitting inside the trolley with her head bowed down in concentration. She’s not inside the child seat – she’s a little too old for that. She’s got on purple flowered leggings with giant black UGG boots and a jumper that looks like it’s the face of a giant panda. She has her curly hair shovelled on top of her head in a messy bun and held up by a giant yellow scrunchie. I guessed before I saw her that she’d be about seven, and I reckon I’m spot on. She’s adorable too. The kind of angelic child pictured in advertisements. As she looks up for a moment I’m instantly caught by her big, mesmerising green eyes. She looks like the kind of girl very few people say no to.


I try not to let memories instantly fill my mind.


Luckily, I’m too distracted to go too far down memory lane, as the older one does surprise me. I guessed mid-twenties. A young mum type perhaps. I don’t even know what exactly I pictured, but in my mind, they definitely weren’t a pre-teen. She must have only just reached double figures.


So not the mum? Sisters, I tell myself, replaying the conversation in my head all over again and seeing the whole thing in a new light. The older of the two is wearing a more conservative outfit of dark leggings, boots and a white sweatshirt. She’s only just big enough to actually push the trolley, her arms stretched wide.


When they’re only a metre or two away from me, the little one jumps up to her feet inside the cart, straight into a high fashion pose against the railings of the trolley. She swings her arms high in the air, all confidence, before vogue-ing like a true Madonna. Suddenly I realise it’s not a giant panda on her top. In fact she’s actually wearing the same plain sweatshirt as her sister. Only on top of it, she’s wearing a dark, lacy bra.


The Amora Black 200 Bra to be precise. I know that because they’re level with me now and I can see the hanger in her hand. On a seven-year-old, it looks absurd.


‘See, Bailey? It suits me,’ the little one says. ‘I must have it.’


‘You look ridiculous,’ Bailey replies. She stops pushing, waiting for her sister to sit back down, but the little one won’t stop using the trolley like her own personal photoshoot location. She swings from side to side, pose after pose. She sees me looking and she smiles. Oh, I see. She’s playing for the crowd.


‘Emmy Pea says to not let in other people’s negativity,’ she says loudly, very aware that I’m listening. ‘She says to deflect it and embrace your own values no matter what others say.’


‘She obviously doesn’t realise that your own values are ridiculous.’


‘DEFLECT!’ the little girl screams. It’s so shocking I almost let out a little gasp myself. As she does so, the little one karate chops down with a flat hand towards her sister. She misses of course, clearly on purpose. The action is for show, but its impact is lasting. Bailey, or so her sister called her, turns ghostly white, looking around her quickly to check for onlookers. I’m just about to pass them, and given I was watching the whole thing play out anyway, she spots me staring. She catches my eye, if only for a second, before turning back to her sister and leaning in through the bars of the trolley.


‘SHH!’ she whispers loudly. ‘We’re in public.’


‘You said I look ridiculous,’ the little girl moans.


‘You do look ridiculous,’ Bailey confirms.


‘DEFLECT!’ the little girl cries out again. I hear someone in another aisle drop something. I’m not surprised, I only saw that one coming because I saw her leg go out in a pretend martial arts kick. Bailey has gone a worrying shade of beetroot. The younger one screams again. ‘I AM WORTHY!’


‘Worthy of what?’ Bailey spits in an embarrassed whisper, her cheeks burning. I’m the only one technically in this aisle with them, but already I can see a few other shoppers peeping their heads around the corner to see what this commotion is. ‘Sit down, and shut up.’


‘EMMY PEA SAYS TO DROWN OUT THE SOUND OF NEGATIVITY BY SHOUTING OUT ABOUT YOUR SELF WORTH.’


And she sure is shouting, alright. She has the vocal range of an opera singer reaching the song’s climax. I could not feel more sorry for this Bailey girl. I’m also slightly worried her head might quite literally explode with embarrassment.


‘She doesn’t mean that literally!’ Bailey stage whispers.


‘I AM WORTHY,’ the young girl screams, her arms up in the air.


‘Cara, we’re in a shop.’


‘I’M IN A SHOP AND I’M WORTHY.’


‘That’s not what she means!’


‘THIS BRINGS ME JOY AND I AM—’


‘You’re worthy! I hear you! I get it! Now will you be quiet?’


‘I’ve been told by my manager to tell you they’re being disruptive. Can you keep them under control?’


I was so wrapped up in watching this drama unfold I barely notice that the Sainsbury’s employee is talking to me.


He’s a man in his early twenties probably, and by the unsympathetic stare, he doesn’t look like the kind of man who has children. I turn back around to the two girls, now slightly behind me. The younger one, Cara from what I’ve just heard, has sat back down again and has immediately stopped shouting. She’s probably realising that she might be in trouble by the innocent look in her wide eyes, and her tune has changed instantly. She’s suddenly looking up to her sister for protection. Almost as an afterthought, she starts trying to undo the bra she’s wearing, but as taking off a bra’s clips requires a dexterity gained from years of bra removal experience, it’s taking her some time.


Bailey’s biting down on her lips so hard it looks like they might bleed but she too has changed her stance. No longer is she embarrassed, but trying to be strong. Her feet are hip width apart, looking anxious but fierce. She’s in full on defence mode.


Both of them are looking at me, and in a complete wave of confusion, I just stare back at them. To be fair, I am literally the only adult in the same aisle as them. So I turn back to the employee with my own wide eyes, not too sure what to even say. I feel like I’m being told off at school, when it’s not even my fault. I stutter, both the girls staring at me for answers I clearly don’t have.


‘Sure,’ I hear my mouth echo.


Sure? As if his request is actually in my remit?


But satisfied, the employee shrugs and walks away, leaving me with two young girls who look just as lost as I am.


‘Do you guys have … an adult with you?’ I try.


I’m already very, very annoyed at myself. This is my problem now, and – like most of my problems – it’s something I caused. I can’t leave now. Two young girls, apparently solo, in the middle of a London supermarket? No, if something happened I’d feel terrible.


‘Yes. We do,’ Bailey answers me, her short hair casting shadows across her face under the harsh fluorescent lights. That brings me more relief than I could possibly say. Good. So I’m not responsible.


Or at least it does for a whole twenty seconds, before the young girl turns the trolley around with her sister (now very silent) still inside it, and begins walking away. Still, annoyingly, adult-less.


‘No, wait,’ I call out. Bailey ignores me at first, walking into the fruit aisle with purpose. It’s the kind of stride saved only for mic drop moments. Except, I follow them quickly, keeping my voice as hushed as possible in case others are eavesdropping (as I definitely would have). ‘Where are they?’


From inside the trolley, her younger sister twists her head around and back at me, looking through the bars like a nervous caged animal. She’s still very much wearing the Amora Black 200. She must have struggled with those pesky hooks at the back. She also looks a bit scared, although I don’t think it’s because of me. Her sister has snapped into protective mode, and she’s in ‘keep my head down’ mode because of it. I absolutely know I can’t just let them leave now. So how do I do it? How do I convince Bailey to trust me?


And then it occurs to me: ‘Do you want me to get that employee back again? They might be able to help?’


It’s true. If I tell the security of the store then I can walk away from this situation, guilt free. But that’s actually not why I’m saying this. I’m saying this because I recognise this attitude. It’s my attitude. From way back when. And I know what would have stopped me.


As I watch Bailey’s trolley grind to a halt in front of me, I know I’m right. She looks down at her sister (I can see her head curve down to the base of the trolley from behind) and then she slowly turns around. She looks me up and down. Assessing me. I do what I can to keep a straight face.


I may not be Mother Nature incarnate or anything, but I’m probably better than a supermarket manager, and that’s the internal logic this girl is going through. The manager might call the police. The police might mean trouble. Before she can say anything else, I take out my phone from my pocket and hold it out like an olive branch. Cara twists herself around inside the trolley, facing me. She’s smiling.


‘I can’t let you leave here if you don’t have an adult,’ I tell them firmly, proud of myself for being such a perfectly responsible individual.


‘We literally live a minute away,’ Bailey argues.


‘At number 32 Dalton Aven—’


‘You don’t tell strangers where you live!’ Bailey spits at her sister. Cara goes quiet instantly, ashamed, her cheeks flushed. I actually know Dalton Avenue. I cycle past it on my way to work. I always wondered who lived there, a strangely cobblestoned road in the middle of an otherwise paved part of the city. Still, that’s irrelevant right now.


‘I don’t need to know where you live,’ I tell the older one. ‘But let me call someone for you,’ I open the green phone icon and the numbers come up ready. I show it to them. ‘Whose number might be best?’ I ask.


‘Dad’s?’ Cara pipes up, like it’s a brilliant upon brilliant idea. I nod at her, smiling with the same smile she’s shining at me. Only in an instant hers snaps back. Her older sister shoots her a ‘say nothing’ look and suddenly her mouth seals tight shut like a zip lock bag.


‘What’s your dad’s number?’ I ask.


Bailey breathes in deeply. She looks around her, as if searching for literally any other option.


‘Bailey, come on,’ Cara whispers, ‘I don’t want—’


‘I got this,’ Bailey spits back at her sister. Cara tightens her lips again, her nose crinkling up at being told off. But it works at least. I can see Bailey’s thought process clearly.


‘His number?’ I try again, already typing in ‘07’.


‘I don’t know his number,’ Bailey says dismissively.


‘Do you?’ I ask the younger one. She shrugs. Right, so that’s not useful.


‘Well, is there another number? One you do know?’ I try.


‘What, like, just knowing the whole number? Who knows that?’ Bailey asks, confused.


Ah. Yes.


Actually a very good point. They are a slightly different generation here, and one that doesn’t prioritise number memorisation. That puts me in a bit of a tricky place though.


‘Do you have Instagram?’ Bailey asks, before I have time to work through my other options.


‘Sorry?’


‘In-sta-gram?’ she spells out, as if the problem was her pronunciation. ‘It’s a social media outlet where—’


‘Yes, I have Instagram,’ I reply quickly. I’m only slightly amused that, as someone who worked pretty closely with social media datasets for the past decade, I’m being lectured by a ten-year-old in it.


‘Then give me your phone. I’ll DM.’


‘Who are you going to—’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Bailey says to her sister, hushing her up.


Oh crikey, this really is a different generation. But I hand it over anyway, standing by them so I can just about see that she is doing what she says she’s doing. Is it weird that I’m letting young children have free range of my account? I’m suddenly very self-conscious about my posts in case they see them. I hardly ever post. Not really since … well, since I first started speaking to Jackson … but that’s another story.


Bailey barely looks at my profile, heading straight to the search function on the explore page (which I’m grateful to find is almost exclusively dog-based reels) and then types in some name I can’t quite see from my angle.


I don’t really know where to look, but Bailey makes it clear that it shouldn’t be at her. So my eyes cast down towards Cara instead.


She’s looking up at me curiously, her big green eyes blinking hard. I notice the bra hanger she’s still holding.


‘Oh! You know why she’s headless?’ I ask.


Cara looks down at the picture in shock. In fairness I just made it seem like the model’s been guillotined or something, when really the picture of the lovely smooth-skinned flat-stomached woman wearing the bra for the marketing photo on the hanger just stops at her neck. I can see Cara relax when she follows my meaning.


‘No, why?’ she asks.


‘They did various social media tests about the most effective kind of bra advertisement, and every time the headless woman won. Turns out, women don’t care to see what the model’s face looks like. No head means they can imagine themselves. You should have seen the click through rate versus the control in the test we ran once! It had a p value of like … 0.000002 … or something,’ I laugh.


Cara blinks. I stop laughing. Yes, I reason with my own brain. I doubt she’s conquered statistical significance or p factors yet in her maths classes.


‘It just means that people really preferred the headless models to the ones with faces,’ I conclude, and then, trying not to sound too work-obsessed, add: ‘But what do I know, I only use Instagram for dog videos.’


‘I like dog videos,’ she agrees, and then – after some consideration – says: ‘So people don’t like eyes?’


‘People like eyes. But bra buyers don’t like eyes.’
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