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For Mary




Author’s Note


I was a late adopter of Instagram. I joined at the end of 2016 and was immediately enthralled by the epic pageantry of the everyday to be found there. Instagram is an amazing space on the internet – it’s beautiful, it’s motivational, it’s fun and it’s funny. I’ve made friends there and found pockets of brilliant women doing exciting, interesting things. Like Ali in the book, I too sat in a sick room for many years. And like Ali, I scrolled to escape. It was very soothing. Here was a time-travelling app that could deliver me from this painful drudgery to another reality: like mine but better. After my dad died, I remember being struck by the oddness of ‘returning’ to Instagram and this strange life where I performed a sort of public diary on the internet.


Filter This is in no way based on real people or real events though people have, it has to be said, done much crazier things on the internet than any described in these pages. Filter This is not a critique of the people who earn their living on Instagram. Nor is it a rallying cry to unplug or disconnect – I’m nearly at five thousand followers, lads, I’m too close to quit now! It’s a story about denial. About how attractive, but ultimately destructive, it can be to simply put a filter on everything and disengage from the hard stuff.


All characters in this publication, apart from those
in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




Prologue


18 months earlier


‘Oh my gaaawd, you guys! The big day has finally arrived. I have been dreaming about this moment since I was a little girl …’


Ali closed the front door behind her and ventured further into the hall. The peppy voice, which was coming from the kitchen, didn’t match their dingy house. It definitely didn’t sound like someone who’d be hanging out with Liv, Ali’s best friend and housemate. Dumping her bag by the hall table and chucking her coat on the stand, Ali peered into the kitchen.


‘First things first, I’ve got to take you all on a tour of the vendors without whom this magical and momentous day would not be possible.’


Liv was feverishly taking notes at the kitchen table in the cramped room, her phone propped against the fruit bowl in front of her.


‘The Aperol Fizz bar has been generously provided by the Cocktail Boys – because we all know mama needs her pep to partay.’ The woman on the screen gave a slightly randy wink to the camera and slapped her own ass.


‘What are we watching?’ Ali pulled up a chair to join her friend.


‘The disintegration of society,’ Liv muttered. ‘AKA Instagram.’


‘Ah, is this essay research?’


‘Yep. I’m thinking there’s actually so much more to be said, though, it may even be enough for a research master’s.’


‘Oh my god, gals!’ Liv was interrupted by the intensely blonde, intensely polished woman in the phone. ‘Would you look at this flower arch made by my fave pal @EmmasPetals – isn’t it ah-mazing? There’s a discount code for all my followers at the moment. Just use “MamasMiniMadams” at checkout for 5 per cent off all orders. And don’t forget to follow Emma – she is just so inspiring.’


‘Whoa!’ Ali laughed. ‘Just to clarify, Emma’s a florist, right? Like, she hasn’t found a way to eradicate thrush or anything?’


‘They all talk like that.’ Liv grinned. ‘Everything is “amazing” on there. Or “empowering”.’


As if on cue, @MamasMiniMadams was back. ‘The amazing team from @EmpowerGrooming gave me my intimate grooming for this incredible occasion. They’re all about empowering women to feel our best and most hair-free on our big days.’


Ali mugged. ‘I do feel empowered when I shave my pits. Love how she hasn’t even mentioned the lucky groom yet.’


‘Oh no, this isn’t her wedding day,’ Liv corrected. ‘It’s one of the mini madams’ First Holy Communions.’


‘Shut up!’ Ali laughed.


‘Seriously.’ Liv picked up the phone to tap back a few Stories. ‘Look, here’s the little bride of Christ here. In custom Vera Wang, no less.’


‘Jesus!’ Ali whistled at the sight of the little girl mincing up a red carpet leading to a festooned marquee. ‘This shindig is mega. It’s like My Super Sweet Sixteen only with more rose gold and selfie sticks.’


‘And sponcon,’ Liv added. ‘Every scrap of this thing is being paid for by brands. It is one long exercise in pluggery.’


Ali held the phone closer, peering at @MamasMiniMadams’ highly choreographed entrance to the party at the top of a sweeping staircase, her white dress managing to be both gigantic and highly revealing. It looked like a fairy tale. She looks like she’s moving through a dream sequence, thought Ali. ‘Why is she so blurred?’ Ali glanced at Liv.


‘Oh, she’s filtered to fuck.’ Liv shrugged. ‘How was work?’


‘Grand, the usual madness. Every scene ran long and Stephan made one of the extras cry. I’d better change – I’m heading up to my dad.’ Ali returned the phone and headed to her room.


[image: image]


Ali sat on a bench at the edge of the car park of the nursing home where her dad lived. She had to go in. She’d been fannying around on her phone for ages, staving off the inevitable. It was so hard to go in there these days. He didn’t know her anymore and answering his confused questions was unbearable.


‘And, tell me, have you worked here long?’ he asked her the week before. ‘I have a little girl who looks a little like you.’


I’m that little girl, Ali wanted to scream, but she’d long given up correcting him. It was futile.


A WhatsApp from Liv dropped in, providing welcome distraction.




Thought you’d like an update on the Super Sweet Communion Extravaganza. The Carter Twins are now doing a set. [image: image]





Attached was a screen-recording of the Instagram account from earlier.


Ali shielded the late afternoon sun from her phone screen. @MamasMiniMadams was wearing a different dress from earlier – Do people do outfit changes at Holy Communions? – and was being fed champagne by a Carter twin while the crowd whooped and hollered. Wow, that escalated.


‘Here’s my mum and dad!’ @MamasMiniMadams indicated an attractive couple in their sixties slow-dancing among the chaos of the kids, all high off their tits on giant doughnuts, and their tipsy, well-heeled parents.


Everyone looks so polished. Ali glanced down at her own grungy tee and faded jeans. And not just the people – their whole world gleamed. The clip ended on the Carter Twins being urged to ‘Take it off’ by a rowdy crowd. The Aperol Fizz had evidently gone to their heads.


Absentmindedly, Ali checked Instagram on the app store. ‘Like, capture and share moments …’ announced the app description. ‘Express yourself by sharing your day, the highlights and everything in between.’


Highlights are pretty thin on the ground for me, Ali thought ruefully as she hit the Download button. A few taps and she’d set up a new account – @Ali_Jones. She hit the camera icon in the top left corner of the app and glanced around the car park, checking she was alone, before holding the phone up to her face. It was like a mirror. She could see her tired eyes and the beginnings of a spot on her chin. Behind her the sign read ‘Ailesend Dementia Care Home’. She swallowed – Insta-grim more like.


She messed with the little buttons on the bottom of the screen. One gave her kitten ears and heavy eyeliner. Another bathed her in a celestial glow. The next button set off a beautiful wreath of pink flowers blooming about her head. Her blotchy skin was transformed. She still looked like herself, but as seen through a prism of perfection. The filter showed blooms at the edge of the frame, obscuring the sign just past her right shoulder. She turned her head this way and that but neither her flowers nor her new-found perfection slipped even for a second.


She snapped the picture.


It looked good.
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‘Get up!’ Ali was startled awake by Liv huffing at the door. ‘It smells like underboob sweat and curry chips in here.’


‘Name a more iconic duo!’ Ali shouted, grinning at her housemate’s retreating back as Liv stalked back down the hall towards the kitchen. Ali shook off the fug of sleep and was hit with the fug of … well, herself basically. Sitting up slightly, she took in the room brimming with shite, a pale January morning leaking in around the brown velvet curtains, and then noticed a deeply unnerving, moist sensation.


‘Ick … what the f—?’ Her left hand felt weird and she realised she’d fallen asleep with it partially submerged in a tray of curry chips, while in her right hand was her phone, of course.


‘Gah.’ She carefully retracted her hand and held it aloft, away from her and the, admittedly, already fairly gross bed sheets.


With her right hand, she hit the Home button and impatiently keyed in the security code (all the same number for ease) and assessed her updates since she’d last checked at about 1 a.m. Three new followers, 180 likes on the #selfcare yoga post she only dimly remembered putting up last night and one comment from Dee, which basically didn’t count. Dee was a sweet girl from the wardrobe department at work, but she just didn’t seem to get that she and Ali were not friends.


Ali threw the phone to the end of the bed and flexed her fingers. ‘The phone claw’ Liv called it whenever Ali complained about her stiff fingers.


‘Is it a sign that perhaps clutching your phone in a vice-like grip while sleeping is not the healthiest of behaviours?’ asked Liv in the voice she used when she was pretending to be joking but was, in fact, deadly serious.


Liv had taken up sending her links to articles like ‘How to Break up with Your Phone’ in the last six months. To prove a point, Ali had begun to make a big deal of leaving her phone charging in the kitchen at night. Though this display of abstemiousness had necessitated the purchase of a decoy phone with matching cover. Expensive and probably indicative of an even bigger problem that Ali didn’t feel particularly keen to explore further. And anyway, decoy phones aside, her Instagramming was a fairly innocent little pastime.


‘It’s not a big deal,’ she’d argued with Liv only the evening before as they watched Cold Case File for the umpteenth time while Ali absentmindedly stroked the phone like a beloved pet, one eye on her feed and one eye on the TV. ‘Instagram is pretty and it’s fun.’ It was also something that seemed to be paying off, however slowly – she was closing in on nine thousand followers. The same could not be said for her attempts at playwriting since finishing college, which had just been wall-to-wall rejection and left her feeling utterly worthless.


After Liv had ambled off to bed, Ali’d lain alone in her room with the phone propped on the pillow facing her – the stories of beautiful girls with perfect lives washing over her – when she’d felt the familiar spike of upset puncture her trance-like state.


Emma O’Brien, a fashion blogger from Cork, was getting ready for the Rebel Gin event – an event Ali hadn’t been invited to. I have the same amount of followers as her, Ali thought, peeved. She hit Emma’s smiling profile pic to bring up the girl’s account. ‘Hmm – 11K followers. That’s up from a month ago …’ An hour passed and Ali, completely engrossed in a deep Insta-dive on Emma, had barely noticed. That was when she’d gone for the chips. And bought the wine.


‘It is Tuesday after all,’ she’d reasoned when her body veered almost of its own accord towards the Esso garage for a bottle of white. ‘I’m days from cracking 9K followers – that’s worth celebrating.’


The wine had stirred a bit of optimism (the first few glasses always did) and that’s when she’d put out the yoga mat, crystals and candles for her #selfcare post and slurred out a few thoughts in the caption about looking after yourself and practising mindfulness.


Now, remembering the optimism of the previous evening, Ali retrieved the phone, reminding herself that one of her #goals was to be more mindful of the good things and three new followers and 180 likes is no bad feat. Consulting the time – 7 a.m. – she soothed her mounting anxiety: lots of people would be barely up yet. Speaking of, she needed to get going. She had to have coffee with the mothership, Mini, at 8.30 before she needed to get into the TV station for work.


Ali was a production assistant on Durty Aul’ Town, the top and only soap opera in the country. When she’d taken the job to get a foot in the door, as her drama-studies tutor in college had suggested, she’d assumed it would just be short term while she figured out her plan. Then quite rapidly three years had slipped by and she’d gotten no closer to the writers’ room, and the more time she spent adjacent to a career in TV and theatre, the more she wondered if it was what she really wanted after all.


She hauled herself out of bed and sat on the side, carefully avoiding the now empty bottle of Sauvignon lolling on the floor and setting the chip tray down alongside it. She frowned at her greasy hand, holding it away from her before wiping it on the carpet. The carpet’s minging anyway, she figured.


She hit the search function on Insta and entered ‘S’, prompting the app to supply her with the name ‘Shelly Devine’. Ali opened the profile (Shelly Devine, 255K followers: Happy wife of @DivineDanDevine, mama to @BabyGeorgie, Loving the journey but the juggle is REAL!) and checked on the last post. The picture showed a pristine Shelly with soft dark waves cascading over her shoulders captioned:




That fresh hair feeling, Thanks @BinnyK @Copenhairgen #FreshHairDontCare #blowdry #feelgood #selfcare #haircare #influencer #iger #dubliniger #dublinigers #dubiger #dubigers #shellyisdivine #BlowinOutTheCobwebs #LolAtLife #lovelife #TakeMeNowMrDevine





The post, barely an hour old, already had 5,736 likes and 54 comments. What must that even feel like? Ali wondered. She hit Home and opened the Notepad app, selecting one of her docs in progress, ‘Shelly stats’. She updated the info then reverted to Instagram, liked Shelly’s selfie, added ‘You look amazing’ and hit Post. Ali slumped back against the pillows but then, feeling troubled, abruptly snatched up the phone once more. She frantically unlocked the screen and brought up the post of Shelly’s irritatingly immaculate face again. Hunched over the phone, Ali found her comment and hit Delete. She retyped ‘You look amazing’ and added seven exclamation marks and a heart-eyes emoji. She hit Post again and settled back against the pillows.


Ali scrolled through Shelly’s feed absentmindedly while she engaged in a few minutes of deep, gut-churning loathing towards Shelly Devine. Ugh, she’s so basic – why does everyone love her so much?


Ali frequently wondered who the 255K followers even were. ‘Who even likes this? It’s so vanilla,’ she raged as she scrolled obsessively over coffee, lunch, dinner and on her pillow at night.


Ali’s own meagre following had been building steadily since she’d joined last year but it was an uphill battle. She’d tried every trick in the ‘how to become an influencer’ book but thus far her biggest fans seemed to be her own burner accounts (@JamieC, @SheilaMalloy and @KerryConnor) who, combined, had about sixteen followers but were frequent and enthusiastic commenters on all of Ali’s pictures.


Coming up in a few months was the social media event of the year, the Glossies, where Ali had hoped to be nominated for Best Newcomer but really, at this rate, she’d be more likely to be hit with another bout of cystitis than make a splash in the influencer pool in time for it.


Just then, a new post dropped into Shelly’s feed. The pic showed a radiant new mum Shelly cradling her baby, captioned:




#tbt when @BabyGeorgie was the most perfect baby and I was bathed in all the new mum love vibes, and #blessed with the most wonderful breastfeeding journey thanks to NaturPro9400 the #supplement with the most effective blend of vitamins to promote milk supply and bonus (!) it does wonders for your hair and nails too, ladies. #spon #ad #NaturPro9400 #workingmama #collab #brandambassador #supplement #lovethis #workwithshelly #georgiedevine





Georgie Devine was only three but she had her very own Instagram account (189K followers) and endorsement deals and was brand ambassador for several well-known products including, somewhat bafflingly, a de-icing agent for cars. At least, I don’t have to sell my baby on Instagram for a bogus supplement, Ali thought cattily.


Leaning in and peering closer at the picture, Ali could see it looked like Shelly had done a bit of photoshopping on a little rash on Georgie’s cheek.


Then Ali felt mean. She couldn’t blame Shelly for cashing in on that sweet baby dollar; you have to work with what you have in this game. The problem was Ali didn’t have much by way of aspirational fodder for Insta.


She lived with Liv, who’d been her best friend since Ali had mistaken her for a foreign-exchange student on day one outside St Margaret’s secondary in Killiney.


‘Where are you from?’ she’d asked the small girl with dark hair, brown skin and headphones around her neck.


‘Bray,’ Liv had responded flatly.


‘Ah.’ Ali had been thrown.


‘We have Indian people in Bray, like.’ Liv was sarcastic.


‘Yeah, alright. I’m not a racist.’


‘You just assumed I was foreign!’


‘Well I’m not the biggest racist here then.’ Ali indicated the other kids in uniform awkwardly milling, waiting for the doors to open at 8.15. ‘I’m talking to you, at least.’


It was a gamble, but luckily Liv had laughed and that had been that for them, friends ever since. Though, while she loved her, Liv wasn’t much of a one for Prosecco boomerangs. Ali usually called on Jess, Clara and Kate, their school gang, who were much more up for nights out, though irritatingly they’d all coupled up in recent months and were forever making arbitrary trips to Ikea with What’s-his-name-again and staying in for takeaways and Netflix.


You’re twenty-fucking-five, Ali wanted to scream. You’re supposed to be out making the most of your youth. Though now at the midway point, Ali felt her twenties had been a bit of a dud thus far. A useless degree in Drama Studies and English and a ropey economy meant Durty Aul’ Town was the only thing between her and all-out failure, aka an unpaid internship. Writing was lonely and hard and when her Insta started to take off with her #wellness posts, selfies, carefully curated #OOTDs and behind the scenes posts of #TVlife on Durty Aul’ Town, she’d switched her focus almost instantly.


She saw so many other girls being plucked from Insta to go on to TV-presenting gigs and modelling gigs, getting book deals, make-up deals, tan deals – surely it would get her somewhere, even if she wasn’t exactly sure where she wanted to go right now. It could only be a matter of breaking in. She made sure she went to all the media events in town, trawling for freebies to open on her ’gram and being snapped for the social pages.


Liv liked going out, but her tastes ran more to pints and experimental instrumental metal gigs than anywhere the influencer crowd flocked. If Ali wanted to do a selfie when they were out, she’d practically hide rather than face Liv’s ribbing. Anyway she much preferred staying in with Liv. Watching crap TV and offering their own sarky commentary was more fun.


They’d moved in together during the second year of college. The house had belonged to Liv’s granny and looked and smelled accordingly but it was close to Dublin City University, where Liv had studied sociology and psychology and, after a year’s break, had now plunged into a two-year master’s in sociology with a view to pursuing academia. Social media was, in fact, her area of research. Ali had a major trek out to work and her mum’s house on the south side, but Liv’s parents charged them next to nothing, plus it was close to Ali’s dad, Miles.


She waded through the sea of clothes that covered most of the carpet towards the far corner of the room, where she’d fitted a small section of pale laminate wood-effect flooring on top of the frankly offensive brown carpeting that Liv’s granny was so devoted to – it covered the floor of nearly every room in the house including, most creepily, the bathroom.


Ali cleared the faux-marble-topped dressing table in her ‘Insta-studio’, swept a face wipe over her face and scrubbed at last night’s smudged eye make-up. She switched on an enormous ring-light mounted to the wall to her right beside a large round mirror and appraised her face. The lasting effect of Esso wine meant her wide brown eyes were looking more than a little bleary and her dirty-blonde hair which fell in waves past her shoulders was attempting to form a single giant dreadlock. She consulted the time – 7.20. Better get going. Mini was never late and it’d be a terrible shame to cut into her berating time. She whacked in some eye drops and began the lengthy hair battle. Ali’s face had come good since the days when the boys at school had called her a ‘fugly dog’. She’d had a pretty intense awkward stage spanning about a decade – who didn’t? And options for self-improvement were limited back then; you couldn’t just filter yourself into oblivion in every pic. After such a shitty adolescence, Ali saw her creamy skin and high cheekbones as a form of karmic redistribution.


Of course, the definition of ‘pretty’ had changed drastically, even over the last couple of years, and Ali, like most of the influencer crowd, had made some subtle improvements. Her top lip had always seemed a little thin so she’d had it filled last year – which meant, of course, that her bottom lip definitely looked a little thin so she’d plumped that one up as well. A little filler in the cheeks and Botox around the eyes were all pretty standard but lately she’d been more and more concerned with her nose. It was more prominent than she liked, though that would be a different level on the surgery scale. Filler you could do on a lunch break but noses were an undertaking.


Liv, naturally, did not approve. ‘You’re looking more like that crazy cat face lady by the day,’ she’d erupted when she found Ali scrolling through #newnose on Insta one morning.


Mini hadn’t even mentioned the little adjustments. Either she thought they were an improvement or she was too preoccupied with work to notice. Mini Riordan was a key player in the Irish art scene – her gallery, Ait Art, represented the biggest artists and she chaired about a million boards. Plus Mini had Miles, Ali’s dad, to deal with, who they would no doubt be discussing over this coffee. Ali grimaced at the prospect.


Ali propped her phone up on the dressing table and hit View All on the Stories function while she moisturised her skin and began hurriedly painting her face.


‘Hey guys!’ A peppy, faux-American-by-way-of-Dublin-4 accent squealed out of the phone. ‘I’m so sorry I haven’t been on for a while …’


Ali scoffed. ‘You were on last night, Laura! I think we can survive without you for a couple of hours.’


‘It’s been a crazy morning …’ Laura continued earnestly.


Already? Please. Ali rolled her eyes.


‘I’ve been visiting Pegasus Pilates and it just clears your head, ya know? I can’t wait to tell you how amazing it’s been for my day so far …’


Yeah, yeah your day’s already amazing. It’s not even fucking 8 a.m., Laura, chill out. Laura (a wannabe MUA from Shankill, 11,374 followers) had had a breakthrough lately and had started doing sponcon with a beauty subscription service, Bellabox Ireland, which was fairly major, and Ali couldn’t help it: she was jealous.


What did she have? Ali glared at the eerily flawless face filling the phone screen. It had a touch of the uncanny about it – it looked very close to human but also unnatural in a way that was hard to put a finger on. The filter had blunted the things that would have rooted the face in reality – things like normal unevenness in texture and skin tone, things that are suggestive of actual human flesh. Also the stripy, clunky shading and a heavy hand with the highbeam gave Laura a distinctly tigery look. I mean, really, thought Ali, if you’re claiming to be a professional make-up artist, there’s no excuse. But still, tiger face and all, Laura was doing well for herself.


The problem was Ali didn’t have the kind of commercial USP that would elevate her in the scene. She did the twenty-something thing, chatting about her Tinder dates. She did a bit of beauty, a bit of skincare, but she didn’t have any really good hook. Her content was a bit unfocused – like her life, she sighed. Why does everyone go on about your twenties? If this shitshow of crap jobs and no money are the best years, I wanna get off.


It definitely didn’t help that everyone else seemed to have it together. There were, of course, Instagrammers who didn’t go in for the Insta-bullshit, they kept things a little less rose gold on there. Posting funny videos and cool stuff. She followed several who used the app to show their creative work and campaign for causes they believed in. They were completely themselves but the fact was that Ali figured she had even less to offer being her real self on Instagram.


Laura was now prattling on about her plans for spoiling her dad on his birthday in a few days. ‘Are we all just major daddys’ girls?’ she’d written in pink over a pic of Laura and a middle-aged man in matching charity-run tees. Ali abruptly tapped forward on the Stories until the dad chats were done.


Glancing around her dismal room, her gaze came to rest on the Christmas card she had made and then neglected to hand over when the appointed day had arrived a few weeks earlier. What was the point? Miles wouldn’t know what she was giving him. Christmas, birthdays and Hallmark holidays were the bleakest of all the days she’d spent by his bedside.


What did they add up to now? Three Father’s Days since he’d known her name. Three depressing birthdays. ‘We’ll help you, darling,’ Mini’d say, holding a small cake and bravely making it through ‘Happy Birthday’. Ali’d leaned forward and blown out his candles while Miles stared at the wall, his empty eyes never registering their presence in the room. Then they sang the family favourite ‘Oh Why Was He Born So Beautiful’, the song Miles used to strum along to on his old ukulele.


She now kept the ukulele beside her bed and ran her fingers over it every night, pressing the strings he used to pluck during singsongs at her parents’ raucous parties. When one of the strings broke last year it took a month for her to finally replace it, feeling the loss so sharply it took her by surprise. Now the ukulele had one new string that Miles had never touched and Ali had lost another precious piece of her dad.


For his fifty-eighth and fifty-ninth he’d sat up in his chair in the nursing home and wordlessly accepted proffered morsels of the cakes Ali’d stayed up late the night before baking. By the last one, sixty, he just lay on the bed, still staring but by now unable for food that wasn’t puréed. Mini and Ali had eaten that cake.


As Laura breathlessly extolled the virtues of an early-morning Pilates session, Ali snapped back from the airless room at Ailesend Home where even now, as she sat in her bedroom and put on her make-up, Miles was trapped, suspended in some terrible limbo. Ali paused in her involved make-up routine and pressed her fingers to her eye sockets – it was here that she felt the unbearable pressure building any time she thought of Miles and, by extension, Mini.


Most of the time, Ali and her mother were at war, engaged in a decades-long battle of wills. Mini was never satisfied with her only child. Or at least it seemed that way to Ali. They’d been fighting forever, hence Ali’s eager departure at twenty to live with Liv in Grannyland. The house was a godsend, as Ali couldn’t have afforded to rent properly back then with just a job in her dad’s old restaurant in town a few nights a week. Miles had been starting to show signs of forgetting, and a few weeks after she’d moved in with Liv they got the diagnosis. Early onset Alzheimer’s. Ali had debated moving home, but she got on better with her mother with a bit of distance, and Miles wasn’t so bad back then – at least not at first. By the time two years had passed, they had to move him to a home.


In generous moods, Ali reminded herself that Mini didn’t mean to be hypercritical – she just rarely had an opinion she didn’t voice. Ali’s hair, her clothes, her Leaving Cert subjects, Ali’s insistence on wearing peach (‘very unflattering, darling’) were all an affront to Mini.


However, when they sat side by side in Miles’s bleak little room with the stack of adult nappies in the bedside locker and the hopeless stench that no amount of Jo Malone candles could cover, Ali felt close to her mother. But no one welcomes that type of closeness – she’d rather they were out shopping and having the kind of mother–daughter fun that she could at least mine for Instagram.


Ali swallowed hard and shook her head slightly in a bid to dismiss the dark thoughts that could gather so quickly like clouds on some inner horizon. She began to apply the first of many layers of light-reflecting base to her now-primed skin. Make-up had come a long way since her teenage love affair with Juicy Tubes and glitter mascara. Now even the plainest girls had so much scope for improvement with contouring and highlighting. Some of the influencer wannabes took it to ridiculous levels, using their original features as the mildest of suggestions as to where their eyes, lips and noses began and ended, shading in unwanted chins and reshaping their most unfortunate features with expert blending of light and dark. In the pics on their feeds, it was flawless. It didn’t work in person, though. Often Ali would meet a fellow wannabe in the pleb pen at an event and the girl would be unrecognisable. So much can be done with a bit of highlighter and a knack for angles. Ali didn’t quite need that help which was why, she was sure, the influencer game would pay off for her.


She had a toe in the fame pool with her TV job, and she kept its details vague to the other Insta-mavens – not wanting to reveal that she spent much of her day just enacting the whims of the megalomaniac series producer, Stephan. She also got invited to the media ligger events where everyone shouted in each other’s faces about how busy they were while sipping champagne from mini bottles through a straw and tried to get selfies for their feed with the big fish like Shelly Devine.


Speak of the devil! Now Shelly Devine’s beautiful face filled the phone screen. She looks like another species, thought Ali glumly. Shelly played a minor character on Durty Aul’ Town and even at 6 a.m. calls she looked perfect. Her dark hair, pale skin and grey-blue eyes were a striking combination, and even dressed down in her uniform of skinny jeans, boots and boyfriend blazer, she looked worlds away from the other influencers. On set, Ali was constantly checking herself in an effort not to come on too strong whenever they crossed paths.


‘Good morning, Shell-Belles!’ Shelly was beaming into the camera. ‘I’m going to take you through my morning routine in a few minutes but first I just had to show you the absolute best guy in the world …’


The camera on Shelly’s phone switched to front cam as she began to creep through a textbook Celtic Tiger pad, ridiculously plush cream carpets stretching in every direction. She kept up a running, whispered commentary about the ‘state of the place’ as she made her way upstairs (past some obscenely cringe studio shots of ‘her lovelies’ – the lucrative Baby Georgie and the Divine Mr Devine).


A manicured hand eventually pushed open a door to a darkened bedroom strewn with chocolate-coloured fur throw pillows. A couple of scented candles flickered improbably – who lights those ever, never mind first thing in the morning? – on the bedside tables. The camera panned to the chiselled torso of a sleeping Dan Devine, covered from the waist down with a light sheet. Ali was watching with interest (it’d been a while) when Dan started awake. There was a truncated exclamation – ‘The fuck are you do—?’ – from the absolute ride who, Ali knew from extensive stalking, was ‘in finance’.


In the next Story, Shelly, now back downstairs, was fiddling with the Nespresso, making coffee for ‘Mr Devine’.


‘He’s a grumpy bear in the morning …’ She laughed lightly into the phone, the spotless kitchen gleaming in the early-morning sun behind her.


Ali looked up momentarily to cast her eye around her own decidedly more grim surroundings. It was a granny house and there was only so much you could do with it. Though even the light in Shelly’s world looked cleaner. The light seeping around her own curtains (brown, of course, Granny standard issue) was murky and the air in the room felt heavy. Heavy like you could chew on it. Ali’s eyes roamed the small space, the crumpled bed, the grubby sheets and several old takeaway bags from last weekend on the floor crowding the side of the bed.


Another bottle of Sauvignon (this one only nearly empty) stood on the top of the white plasticky chest of drawers, the kind every eighties child once had, complete with half-peeled-off stickers. The wine was no big deal – it wasn’t even finished. Then she flashed on the empty bottles stashed in the drawers beneath. She hadn’t gotten around to the recycling in weeks. ‘I’ll do it … when Liv’s not around,’ she murmured.


Ali finished her face, roughed up her hair so that it was just the right level of dishevelled and launched the camera app on her phone. She hopped back over to the bed, flicked on the ring-light she had screwed to her bedside table and slipped under the sheets, careful to move any curry-chip detritus out of view of the phone lens. She cleared her throat a couple of times, practising a husky, sleepy voice: ‘Morning, babes, morning, bitches, namaste, babes …’ Giving the frame of the shot a final check, she hit Record. ‘Aloha, ladies, how’s my Insta-fam? I can’t believe I am such a slob this morning …’


She exhaled heavily at this, managing to both sigh and pout at the same time – it was a textbook Insta-face meant to appear adorably weary.


‘I have a crazy day of meetings and appointments ahead so I need to kick this booty straight into my morning routine. The first thing I do is a little journaling to record my positive intentions for the day, then I’ll do my sun salutations and enjoy my fave breakfast proats. The recipe’s down on my feed – you guys have got to try it. Chat later, babes!’


Ali posted the video to her Stories and headed for the kitchen.
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Liv was eating toast and frantically highlighting her notes when Ali slumped into the cramped kitchen. It was a heavily linoed space. Liv’s granny had apparently liked her orange faux-tile lino so much she’d not only covered the floor and backsplash with it but also the chair seats.


‘Morning.’ Liv paused her highlighting to take Ali in. ‘Can I just say this,’ she indicated Ali’s RuPaul’s Drag Race levels of make-up, ‘is somewhat at odds with this.’ She waved the same hand over Ali’s grotty PJs.


‘Yeah, well.’ Ali laughed. ‘You should see what I’m up against. They all look demented.’


Liv was still watching her and Ali suddenly felt conscious of the state of her pyjamas and her unwashed hair. When had she last washed it? Dry shampoo was a wonderful thing but you could become overly reliant. The pyjamas were white cotton, or at least they had been until relatively recently. Now, however, there was a yellowish tinge to them and several ominous-looking marks of indeterminate origin and one unmistakable stain. Curry sauce. Ali shifted slightly and tried to twist the stained cuff out of view.


‘Ali, eating curry chips in bed …’ Liv ventured, her tone deliberately light ‘… is probably a sign you’re hitting rock bottom.’


Ali laughed and smoothed her hair, then, noticing her hand, which was practically two-tone, the consequences of a mildly drunken fake tan application, she crossed her arms, hiding the offending hand from Liv’s scrutiny. There should be a warning on fake tan – something like ‘don’t tan when tipsy’.


‘Don’t be crazy, I’m grand. I’m better than grand, I’m great.’


‘Are you really, Ali?’ Liv looked concerned and she was doing her ‘real-talk voice’. ‘You’ve gone deep into this stuff lately. Fake tan and things. And, like, I can understand you wanting a distraction with everything with your dad …’


‘Liv.’ Ali cut across her, smiling a little too hard – she found it tough to cope with people bringing up Miles. Just the week before, she’d run into Marcus, her dad’s old business partner, in the street near where their restaurant used to be – two years ago Mini and Marcus sold Frederick’s, formerly a Dublin institution, and it had been converted into an artisanal coffee roasters. Just seeing Marcus, a person she so closely associated with her dad, had caused the now familiar unease to erupt in her belly.


‘Gosh, Ali,’ he’d begun falteringly, ‘you look so like him.’ Ali could feel the pressure behind her eyes then and she’d felt like running. Sometimes being faced with the sadness of Miles’s vast circle of friends and acquaintances was worse than being faced with Miles himself and the horror of his decline. Even with Liv, she hardly spoke about him anymore; it was easier to pretend that nothing was wrong.


Ali tried to shrug the thoughts away. ‘I love you, Liv, and I’m fine. I’m just having breakfast!’


‘OK, OK. I just don’t get why you’re so in thrall to the tiger people. You slag them but you’re also morphing into them – you see that, right?’


Ali reminded herself not to get so defensive. Liv just didn’t get the Insta thing. It was a bit of an out from all this trouble with Miles and it was hardly hurting anyone. It was true that teenage Ali had been vehemently opposed to fake tan, but people change. What’s a bit of fake tan and filler these days? She was hardly lying about anything important – it was just what it took to even be in the running among these girls.


Ali pulled a dark slate tray from the cupboard above the microwave and set it down on top of Liv’s notes.


‘Hey!’


‘Shhh, I won’t be a sec.’ Ali clicked on the camera on her phone and began arranging rose-gold cutlery, a mason jar of some kind of oat concoction that she had made god knows how long ago and a few stems of dried lavender on the tray. ‘I don’t slag them, and I’m not morphing! It’s a game, just a fun game. Insta is a viable career now. People make the jump from Insta to TV and modelling and all kinds of things these days.’


Ali grabbed a bag of spinach from the fridge, blended a few handfuls with water in the Nutribullet and decanted it into another glass jar, then added a red-and-white striped straw from her stash in the cupboard.


‘How are you going to get from Instagram to writing, Ali?’ Liv asked.


Ignoring her, Ali carefully lined up the shot and snapped about fourteen pics. Liv observed, silently sipping her coffee, until Ali had finished and then she burst out laughing.


‘For fuck! Will you please make a fresh oat thing for tomorrow? I don’t wanna know what’s growing in here.’ Liv gingerly examined the greying concoction. ‘Surely that doesn’t look good in the pics.’


‘I can fix the colour in post.’ Ali shrugged as she tossed the green ‘juice’ down the sink, while tweaking and captioning her post:




Wednesday power proats and a green juice for NAILING this day. Hope everyone is feeling as excited as I am for the coming week. I’ve got some amazing #secretprojects in the works and loads of #werk to get through before the #Glossies launch party tomorrow night [image: image]


#getyougurl #healthyaf #proteinpow #proteinpowered #DiscoverUnder10K #DublinIger #IrishInfluencers





Ali hit Post, chucked the phone on the table and returned the tray and various accoutrements to the cupboard. As Liv smoothed her notes, Ali casually nicked her coffee and finished the cup. ‘I’ll make more.’ She laughed at Liv’s outraged face. ‘So what’s on the agenda today? Any chance of a lift to coffee with Mini? She’s down at something in the RHA Gallery and I said I’d come in on my way. I can’t be arsed bringing the car – there’s never any parking at work.’ No need to tell Liv that last night’s wine was probably a bigger problem than the lack of spaces. Ali filled the kettle and began assembling her customary breakfast concoction (stale croissant stolen from the work canteen, stuffed with a few slices of cheese, crushed flat and squashed into the toaster).


Liv glared pointedly at the breakfast ritual. ‘This is why we nail through toasters,’ she remarked, accepting the new coffee Ali proffered with elaborate mock deference. ‘You’re such a messer. And, yes, I will drive you in the complete opposite direction to where I’m going because that is the dynamic that has emerged in this friendship. I’m leaving in five, though.’ She started gathering her stuff as Ali began the daily process of extracting the molten hot croissant complete with lava-like melted cheese out of the toaster, burning herself in the process.


‘Every day.’ Liv shook her head, laughing.


‘It’s hotter than the fucking surface of the sun,’ yelped Ali as she finally managed to transport it (stringing cheese still attached to the toaster) to a plate. ‘Right, meet you in the car, two minutes.’


[image: image]


In the car, Ali fiddled with the heat. ‘Bloody freezing. Why can’t we just make a global decision about January – just axe it altogether, something like that?’ she muttered, then noticed Liv’s glum face. ‘Is it getting to you too?’


‘I’ve got the thesis-adviser meeting,’ said Liv as she merged lanes and joined the early-morning traffic heading south across the river. She drew in a breath and continued in a doom-laden tone, ‘With Emer, like.’


‘Oooh.’ Ali bit her lower lip. ‘Is that gonna be …?’


‘Insanely awkward? Fuck, yes, it is.’ Liv gripped the wheel tightly. ‘We haven’t spoken or texted since the whole Solpadeine incident.’


‘Riiight,’ said Ali. ‘I’m so sorry, darl. I still feel like that was all my fault.’ Ali had, after all, had the wine already open when Liv had arrived home from a disastrous party at Emer Breen’s house. The fifty-something Emer was an eminent member of the sociology faculty in DCU and was ‘the spit of Connie Britton’ according to Liv, who immediately fell for her. They began dating around Halloween but in secret as Emer was very concerned about appearances and had only recently divorced from her wife, also on the faculty. Liv didn’t mind them being low-key but then Emer had barely contacted Liv over the Christmas holidays and at this party, a week earlier, Emer had pretty much ignored her and then ended things when Liv cornered her in the utility room.


‘No, no,’ Liv continued her lament. ‘I’m twenty-five years old, I should have known it wasn’t a good idea to mix Solpadeine and wine.’


‘Yeah, I’d say it’s a pretty significant red flag to be, like, actually dissolving it in the wine,’ said Ali, remembering trying to get the phone off a very sloppy Liv in their living room.


‘Why did I tell her I loved her?’ Liv moaned.


Ali felt helpless. At the next set of lights, she pulled Liv into a hug, patting her head. Liv kept her shiny dark hair cropped short and partially shaved on one side. It suited her dark skin and liquid eyes. Liv’s mum was Indian, which Ali’d envied as long as they’d been friends – Liv was gorgeous.


As Liv drove on, Ali remembered the dipshits in their year who’d put on a ridiculous Apu from The Simpsons accent whenever she’d raised her hand in class. It was probably because they all fancied her but it wasn’t easy being made to feel different, especially as a teenager. Liv once came in with her mehndi still on her hands after a cousin’s wedding and Simon Verdon had said horrible, ignorant things about Liv being dirty. Ali had always been quick with vicious put-downs, which shut them up, and Liv was far too proud to show how much it got to her.


That was the Liv–Ali dynamic all over, really. Ali could always be relied on for an emotional outburst and the ever-restrained Liv would hold back, reserving action until after she’d made about a million pro–con lists. This was why it felt strange to Ali to be consoling Liv about something stupid she’d done herself – it was usually the other way around. Though it wasn’t stupid to fall in love – it was Emer Breen’s fault for screwing around with her student and then freaking out and back-tracking.


‘It’d be bad enough just sitting in a room with her after I sent her that WhatsApp recording of the St Vincent song we used to love.’ Liv flinched at the memory. ‘But it’s gonna be an even bigger shitshow because the first chapters of my thesis are due in three months and I’m supposed to finalise the title today. You know, the thesis title that I haven’t even nailed the wording of. So maybe just murder-suicide us both right now, please.’


This had been a plan B between Ali and Liv ever since they’d first sat beside each other in Ms Devally’s form room on the first day of First Year and Ali had dropped a tampon which Liv, in her haste to pick it up, accidentally kicked into the middle aisle of the class.


‘Oh Jesus, you can just murder-suicide us right now,’ she’d muttered to Ali, who had unexpectedly broken into peals of laughter. Then Ali had sauntered casually right out in front of Sam Waters and Dave Keeling, the hottest guys (though admittedly they were thirteen at the time) in class 1DY, and retrieved the glowing white bastion of teenage embarrassment as the whole room watched in varying states of disgust, disbelief and, in Liv’s case, pure unadulterated awe.


‘I would genuinely be happier with a death pact than having coffee with Mini right now,’ Ali sighed as Liv pulled up around the corner from the gallery and put the handbrake on. ‘Look, you didn’t do anything wrong, Liv.’ Ali turned to hold her friend’s gaze. ‘Emer is the one who should be embarrassed. And she’s crazy to let a young hot bitch like yourself get away.’


Liv tried to laugh. ‘You better go – Mini will be waiting.’ Like clockwork, Ali’s phone roared to life with ‘Mini Calling’.


Ali grabbed her bag and hopped out of the car.


‘If you come across an idea for a sociology thesis title on your travels, send it my way,’ called Liv as she pulled away from the kerb.


The phone was still ringing. I’m two fucking minutes away, thought Ali, but when there was no let-up, she finally hit the green key and Mini Riordan’s forceful voice burst forth, per usual already mid-flow.


Mini didn’t really do conversational preambles – she preferred launching straight into the third or fourth sentence in any given conversation. ‘Hi,’ another person might attempt to open with, but Mini would already be miles down the conversational road, bitching about some idiot journo who’d gotten an artist’s name wrong or some such. It had a destabilising effect on whoever was on the receiving end. Ali suspected this was precisely Mini’s intention, as it meant keeping everyone on the back foot – most especially her one and only daughter.


‘I’ve got to get to my next appointment by 9 a.m., Alessandra, and I cannot—’


‘I am literally walking through the doors,’ Ali shouted over her, startling the older man behind the coat desk. ‘And I’m not even late yet!’ she added.


‘Well, I appreciate that,’ Mini replied. ‘It was more of an anticipatory “where are you”, I suppose! I’m down by the counter. Please hurry on now – we need to discuss a few developments.’




3


Shelly Devine was trying to stifle a giggle as she filmed a video of her husband sleeping, tangled in Egyptian cotton sheets in their huge bed. He moaned lightly and turned over as Shelly hopped up to get a better angle.


‘What are you doing?’ he muttered groggily.


‘Oooohh, someone didn’t get home till late last night …’ said Shelly, narrating her video.


‘What the fuck! Take me off your fucking Instagram,’ Dan roared, realising what she was doing.


‘Relax – it’s a video on the internet.’


‘No, it’s not, it’s our lives all over the internet.’ He’d turned away, pulling the sheet around him. ‘I really am getting tired of the whole SHELLY thing. It’s embarrassing. You’re embarrassing me and you’re embarrassing yourself.’


‘Dan!’ Shelly didn’t know what to say. She was just trying to be playful, to get a bit of fun back into the equation. Though, truthfully, her social media analyst, Amy, had told her to include more of her husband on her Insta. (‘The plebs like the whole hot-husband thing so try and do more stuff with Dan in it, especially topless Dan,’ Amy’d advised, obviously thinking of the poolside snap of Dan in Speedos that had garnered 13K likes the previous summer.)


Dan rolled back over, checked the time on his own phone, got up and started getting ready. ‘I handle huge deals all day in work – how can I expect people to take me seriously when my wife is filming me doing funny noises for Georgie or trying to fix the dishwasher?’


‘Don’t be silly – no one is thinking about it like that,’ Shelly said soothingly and reached out to him, her gorgeous Mr Devine.


‘And I fucking hate that “Mr Devine” bullshit. You sound pathetic. If anyone knew the absolute BS you and Amy cook up in your “office” while I’m paying a full-time fucking babysitter for Georgie, making up a fake Instagram account for me so that I can leave sycophantic comments on your pictures, ugh.’ He shook his head. ‘How many followers does @DivineMrDevine have now?’ he asked stonily.


‘It’s 53,000,’ said Shelly quietly, sitting on the edge of the bed. ‘You’re doing some sponsored content with Toyota at the moment. Don’t call me pathetic, please.’


Dan looked down at his wife and his face appeared to soften slightly but he looked detached. ‘You’ve changed so much, Shel. When I married you, you wanted to be a serious actress. You had real ambitions. I can’t even believe that you take this shit seriously.’ He indicated the phone, clutched as always in her right hand.


‘Screw you, Dan.’ Shelly formed the words quietly but confidently. ‘You’re a snob – this just offends your Malahide sensibilities. I’m having fun with this and I enjoy it. And my followers need me. I get messages every day from the women I’m inspiring and empowering.’


At this, Dan did the worst possible thing: he laughed. He walked all the way out of the room laughing and that hurt. How had it gotten to this point? They used to be good together, didn’t they?


Shelly returned to the kitchen, her stomach roiling. She’d already been up at 6.30 quietly puking in their en suite, running the taps so Dan wouldn’t hear.


She posted the first video of Dan to her account just as Amy breezed in, breakfast roll in hand. The smell was like an assault on Shelly’s already sensitive gag reflex and she immediately leaned forward and threw up in the kitchen sink (Belfast, naturally – it would have cost a fortune but she’d agreed a few #spon posts of Baby Georgie having her bath in it and the sink people had fallen over themselves to give it to her).


‘Eh, gross.’ Amy was clearly less than impressed with her boss’s gastric greeting.


‘Sorry,’ came a slightly echoing response – Shelly was still head-in-sink waiting to make sure there wasn’t any more to come. ‘I’m just feeling a bit sick.’


‘Yeah, I’m getting that,’ replied Amy, who had hoisted herself up on one of the high stools around the marble-topped peninsula (‘Nobody gets islands anymore – it’s all about the peninsula now – they’re so much more … London!’ as Shelly had enthused on her house-tour video commentary) and was surveying her boss impassively.


‘What?’ Shelly wiped her mouth and spoke carefully, still uncertain if she was finished puking. She saw her assistant’s pretty green eyes widen.


‘Wait, wait, wait,’ Amy said emphatically as she held up her hand. ‘You’ve been skipping your run lately. And you ate a pastry-based canapé at the Great Lengths Hair Extensions dinner the other night.’


Shelly knew she’d never stood a chance hiding it from her but, even for Amy, this was a fast rumble. She leaned in for another vom just as Amy gasped, ‘O-M-fucking-G, are you up the pole?’


Shelly had hired Amy two years before. She was a gifted manipulator of the various vagaries and whims of the Instagram algorithms. Shelly had created a good foundation when she began Instagramming just after Georgie was born, but by the time the little girl had turned one, the SHELLY brand had become a micro industry and more than she could manage by herself. Amy was also a far better strategist. Whereas Shelly had essentially stumbled into this strange new breed of success, Amy knew how to play the game, and since her arrival reach, engagement, opportunities and profit had grown exponentially. She was, however, not even remotely on-brand herself.
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