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	Translated by Angela Fairbank M.A. C.T.
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Under the harsh season, crushed by the sun,
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Man and herds languish, setting pine trees ablaze.

The cuckoo calls and soon, with one voice,

The turtledove and goldfinch sing.

Zephyrus breathes softly but suddenly

Boreas is agitated and seeks quarrel with his neighbour.

The shepherd grieves, for he fears

The furious storm, and his fate.

For his weary limbs, he is refused rest

Fearing lightning and proud thunder

And the furious swarm of gnats and horseflies.

Ah, his fears were only too true:

The sky thunders and rails, and hail

Cuts off the heads and stems of wheat.

––––––––
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The Four Seasons, Vivaldi (1720)



	Tuesday, July 7


“What wouldn’t I give to spend a night with Ifan!” Ava dreams, playing with her spoon.

“Get in the queue!” Harper retorts, her mouth full.

The object of their fantasies passes in front of us in the cafeteria. He and his group are passionately discussing football. Tonight, apparently, it’s the first semi-final of the European championship at Wembley Stadium, and these aficionados will be there.

Ava and Harper follow him with their eyes and sigh quite loudly. It’s mortifying! Really!

“He must know the Kama Sutra by heart,” Ava adds in a daze.

I pick up my Tupperware pots without waiting for Ava and Harper to finish eating. I’m not here to fantasise about the company heartthrob.

“I’m going up,” I decide, standing up.

“Stop showing off,” Harper scolds me.

I don’t answer. It’s not worth it.

“She sure is thick sometimes,” Ava whispers behind my back.

If ever I were asked, I’d say I respect myself and value my dignity. But everyone sees things their own way, don’t they?

There’s no one upstairs. Lunch time’s probably the only time of the day that’s more or less respected by the majority of our colleagues. The rest of the time, our hours are staggered and it’s up to everyone to create their ideal schedule. Personally, I prefer to work regular hours and get home at the same time as Mum and my sister Harlow.

The culture at Cyberwall―the company we work at―puts everyone on the same level. Executives, interns, assistants, part-timers, veterans, we all share the same areas: an open-space for everyone and the same cafeteria with the same food offered at the same price. For more personal use, there are mixed toilets and telephone kiosks. Meeting rooms are to be used for meetings only as per orders from higher up. This means my colleagues and I at the very bottom of the hierarchy ladder can drool over Ifan Vaughan all day because there aren’t any walls preventing us from doing so. Well, I say we but I’m very careful not to partake in this kind of banter. Moreover, since I was the last person to join the team, I inherited the best place at our set of desks with my back to Ifan in fact. Despite the democratic policy, the company is similar to how things were back at school: there are cliques and Ifan’s one of the executives. He’s probably not even aware we exist―Ava, Harper, and me.

It’s just as well.

I put my empty lunch containers in my large tote bag and sit in front of my computer. I enter my username and password, turn on the music and put on my headphones. Before going back to work, however, I grab my phone and open up the chat where Mum, my sisters and I send each other messages. Summer for us doesn’t mean holidays. My oldest sister Holly lives in Paris for reasons I can’t understand and my second sister Flora will only visit from Leeds for my birthday. It’s been a while since the five of us were in the same city and under the same roof talking about this and that. I miss ‘us.’ I miss the ever-so-cosy cocoon that Mum managed to create around us when Dad died, when I was still a baby.

I put the phone down and move my chair closer to my desk. I open up various windows on my computer, most of them social networks which I tessellate, and take a look at the accounts I’m monitoring.

Cyberwall was created specifically to combat cyberbullying and comment overflow on big-number accounts. My job is to infiltrate these comments and discourage bullies, redirecting them towards psychological support units set up by Cyberwall or to the police itself. I’m part of the team that takes care of the visible part, while other employees here take care of the invisible part, which surely borders on illegality. To be honest though, I don’t mind a bit.

I don’t yet know what I really want to do in life. I don’t yet know what job I really want to have or what purpose I might fulfil. In the meantime, I enjoy playing the role of a shadow vigilante because I wouldn’t be able to do it in real life. I’m afraid to put myself out there and Heaven only knows just how much all the world’s a stage.

I turn up the music to cut myself off from the rest of the world or at least from the open space, which I turn my back on anyway, and get to work.

I used to hate reading comments on social media and news sites. They scared me and made me more anxious than I already am. I felt helpless in the face of so much bitterness and so many unpunished offences, which has become today’s normal. Now, since I have an active part to play, and because I’m paid to intervene with the new generation of trolls, I always look forward to getting started.

I see myself as a new generation super heroine.

The thought makes me smile.

But not for long.

On a news site account, comments are already spilling out over the publication of an article that wasn’t even posted five minutes ago. Had people really taken the time to read it or had they merely settled for the clickbait title? I take my time to absorb its content, make a quick search for old topics related to it in order to have the information in hand, and then dive in. I have all afternoon to demoralise people.

* * *
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I arrive home shortly before 6 p.m. and Mum’s already in the kitchen making dinner.

“Hi Mum.”

I lean forward for her to kiss me on the forehead. It doesn’t matter that I’m a head, or two, taller than her, I love this gesture of blessing, protection and love. Especially love. She hugs me.

“Did you have a good day, honey?”

“It was OK,” I reply, placing my Tupperware in the sink. “What about you, Mum?”

“Mine was OK too.”

I leave my bag on the floor, wash my hands and pour myself a large glass of fruit juice.

“Whom did you avenge today?” Mum asks.

“Reality TV stars. I don’t know if I avenged them but hey, basically they couldn’t help themselves. I don’t understand how they can live their whole life in front of cameras. And I don’t understand people who like to watch them just to see how other people live. It’s crazy.”

“It takes all sorts to make a world,” Mum philosophises.

Her phone rings and she picks up.

“Joanne Demaria.”

I pull the salad bowl and the courgettes towards me and start peeling them while Mum talks.

It takes all sorts, yes indeed. For every reality TV star there must be a hundred people like me unable to act normally as soon as there’s more than one stranger in the room. The first few days at work in the open space were a challenge. Actually, they still are somewhat but as I have my back to three-quarters of the room, I’m not too badly off. Frankly, I’d much prefer to work from home and Cyberwall does accept that kind of arrangement.

Except for us.

“It’s for psychological support,” Amanda, the Managing Director, tells us. Since we hang out with morons, we might need to talk about our work after a hard day. I admire her point of view really but if only I could split my week in half just to see fewer people and to stay away from Ava and Harper’s extremely sexual comments. They’re nice the rest of the time but as soon as Ifan’s around, they turn into predators.

And Ifan’s there all the time ...

We’re about to sit down to dinner when Harlow finally arrives.

“I’m going to quit!” she announces, letting herself drop into her chair.

“Go and wash your hands,” Mum orders.

“I will. Just give me time to breathe.”

Harlow drops her bag on the floor and leans her elbows on the table.

“Why are you going to quit?” I ask her.

“Because I’m fed up with serving scones and having people yell at me asking if I’m deaf.”

She shakes her head, annoyed.

“People have no patience. They’re running around everywhere. I don’t like it,” Harlow continues.

She reaches out to help herself to aubergine parmigiana but Mum slaps her on the wrist.

“Go and wash your hands, Harlow.”

My sister sighs loudly and moves over to the sink. I pick up a forkful from my own plate and enjoy the best tomato sauce in the world: Mum’s.

“It’s really good!”

“Thank you, honey.”

Harlow finally joins us and sits down again, still as noisily.

“What do you want to do now?” Mum asks her. “You’re already on your plan ... J?”

I giggle. Harlow’s the type to jump off a cliff if she thinks it’s a good idea, both figuratively and literally. I admire her strength, her energy and her drive. All that would scare me.

“I can still make plans all the way to Z, Mum,” Harlow retorts, shrugging. “And then I could start on the Cyrillic alphabet.”



	Wednesday, July 8


I’m staring at my phone screen as I arrive at the open space.

Flora plans to visit us from Leeds in the second week of July but Holly doesn’t know yet when she’ll be able to come over from Paris. Frowning, I go back through the archives to see just how long my oldest sister has been dodging any thoughts of returning. Is she OK? Does she really tell us everything about her life in France? It isn’t normal that she hasn’t been back in London for a year!

While I’m searching, I hit a wall with my cup of tea, which is still hot. An organic wall that’s breathing and wearing a white shirt. Said shirt, which is no longer so white, has a huge wine-coloured stain spreading slowly and relentlessly from chest to tummy. At least the stain has a nice smell of red berries.

Oh Lord!

Wide-eyed, I step back and look up at ... Ifan.

Around me―around us―the silence is like an air bubble.

“I’m sorry.”

Suddenly, the air bubble bursts. It explodes until my eardrums hurt. The entire open-space erupts into laughter. Fire rises to my face.

With his hands on his hips, Ifan contemplates his once-immaculate shirt, furrows his brow and presses his lips together. It’s not yet 2 p.m. and spending the rest of the day in a dirty shirt is neither pleasant nor practical. Especially when it comes to one of Cyberwall’s flagship executives who might be meeting clients.

If only the earth would open up beneath me right now!

I could then dive right in and never come out. At least not while I’m employed at this company.

“I’m so sorry!”

“I heard you the first time,” he blurts out without looking at me.

His eyes are still fixed on the stain—maybe he’s looking for a solution for the rest of the day?

Compared to the average woman, I’m tall. Very tall even, at six feet and a bit. But right now I wish I were small, very small, so I could hide in a very small hole.

“Shall I get you some tissues?” I rush to my desk—there’s no more tea to spill anyway—grab my cardboard box and come back to the collision site. Ifan still hasn’t moved.

“Here you go,” I stammer.

He takes the box from me automatically and turns on his heel to walk away. I remain frozen, planted in the middle of the open space. The giggles increase as Ifan walks past the desks. They tease him. “It could have been worse.” “It’s only tea.” “She didn’t miss, did she ...?” They aren’t unkind but they affect me. Tense, I return to my seat with my back to the open space, set my empty cup gently on my desk and try to stop my limbs from shaking. My legs are trembling and my hands wouldn’t even be able to hold a pencil.

“Don’t worry” Ava says suddenly, “nobody died.”

I take a deep breath before responding.

“That’s true,” I stammer, turning on my computer screen.

A few minutes later, Ifan returns to the open space. I see him coming because my field of vision includes the corridor leading to the toilets. His shirt is wet, stained, and sticks to him like a second skin.

“Mmm, yummy, his pecs,” Harper whispers.

I have no more blood in my body because it’s all concentrated in my head. My face is so hot I think my skull will explode. Or implode, it depends. I can’t concentrate on the windows appearing in front of my eyes. I blink a few times but the feeling doesn’t go away. I’m so embarrassed.

I put on my headphones and after taking a deep breath play some music and concentrate on what I need to do. There’s nothing better to dispel tension than to dive into other peoples’ stress.

Time passes.

I’m so focused on my work, I don’t realise the open space has emptied out. Ava and Harper had said good-bye to me before leaving but then I lost track of time. I stop the music, take off my headphones and massage my neck. On my phone, there are over a hundred messages from my sisters and Mum waiting for me. Brilliant! I’ll wait until I’m in the tube to read them. I turn everything off and get up but freeze immediately. I can’t move. It’s as if I’ve been hit by lightening.

There’s no one in the open space ... no one except Ifan Vaughan.

Sods law.

I tidy up my desk, grab my bag and, plucking up my courage, walk towards him. Up close, his once-white shirt is a little pink. Like a gradient.

“Ifan?”

He appears to jump slightly lost in his world and looks up at me.

“Yes?”

“I could wash your shirt,” I suggest.

“And why on earth would you do that?” he wonders, his brow furrowed. “I can wash it myself.”

“Uh ... yes, I don’t doubt it.”

“I’ll manage, Summer.”

He knows my name! Wow! I wish it were for some reason other than my distraction today!

“Sorry, again.”

I leave without lingering any longer. I don’t check my voicemail and I don’t even remember Mum might be worried I’m late. I just want to get home.



	Thursday, July 9


“If you’re driving, don’t drink!” someone comments to me in the open space as soon as I arrive at work the next morning.

People around me laugh and I do my best not to react. Indifference is a weapon just like any other, especially for winder-uppers. If we don’t laugh at their jokes, they’re useless. But everybody laughs. Except me. And so it will continue. If only I knew how to give nasty looks or had a few witty comebacks up my sleeve! If only .... I put my bag on my desk, greet my neighbours, turn on my computer and let myself fall into my chair.

“You should do something about it,” Ava says, holding her cup to her lips. “You can’t let them crush you. Don’t be an idiot.”

Ava and Harper are perpetual motivators. I don’t know what I’d do without them on a daily basis.

“I don’t have time for trivialities,” I mumble.

“It’s not trivial if it stops people from mocking you.”

She has a point but I just don’t want to get into a debate. I enter my name and password and open up my internal mailbox. I have accounts to moderate this month. It’s something I do regularly and these windows are always open. However, sometimes there are one-off clients who need all the support they can get following a controversial publication or an unexpected public event. I tell myself that comments are only provocative responses but who am I to judge?

“Be that as it may, Ifan’s pecs ...,” Harper dreams.

I raise an eyebrow and stare at her over the scanner.

“What? Don’t they do anything for you?” Harper laughs.

“No.”

“Are you a lesbian?”

“No. I’m just not a cat in heat,” I retort.

Ava chokes on her drink.

“Ah. See? You are able to defend yourself,” she comments, picking up a tissue.

“Hmm.”

I dive into my emails and the instant messaging window opens up in the corner of my screen.

Ava H.: Come on! Tell us what you really think of Ifan! No one will hear you from here! ;-)
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