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Praise for
 The Charmed Life of Alex Moore


‘What an impressive, enrapturing novel. Do yourself a favour. Read this book. I promise you it’s not what you expect, and in the best way possible’


Danny Fortson, Sunday Times correspondent


‘A fabulous tale for the fabulist in all of us. Black Mirror for Generation Me’


Philip Jones, Editor of The Bookseller


‘This is the kind of of-the-moment, page-turning rollercoaster rides that can easily cost you a night’s sleep. Molly Flatt has an important new voice, and she’s destined for the bestseller lists – get in early so you can tell people you discovered her at the start’


Seth Godin


‘A book packed with brains, heart and courage’


Tom Hunter, Arthur C. Clarke Award Director


‘When I wasn’t working or sleeping I LITERALLY COULD NOT PUT IT DOWN. It is spectacularly brilliant’


Natasha Devon, author of A Beginner’s Guide to Being Mental


‘Funny, thoughtful and mysterious . . . a very smart book’


Angus Hervey, FutureCrunch co-founder


‘A dynamic, beautifully written debut . . . Equal parts romance, adventure, satire and fantasy’


Matthew Blakstad, author of Lucky Ghost


‘A highly original novel with a protagonist you’ll root for’


Stylist


‘The Charmed Life of Alex Moore – Molly’s first foray into fiction – brilliantly fuses the worlds of books and tech. Add a little sprinkle of magic, and you’ve got an absolute page-turner’


Reading in Heels


‘The writing is good, the plot is highly inventive . . . Flatt clearly has talent’


Bibliomaniac


‘Deeply delicious: a solid, fascinating mystery that plays out slowly and satisfyingly’


SFX









For Yanni –


my beginning, middle and end.







   

‘The world is full of hopeful analogies and handsome, dubious eggs, called possibilities’


George Eliot, Middlemarch


‘We all have an old knot in the heart we wish to loosen and untie’


Michael Ondaatje, The Cat’s Table









 


 


As the man flew backwards, he already knew that he was dead. He could feel the blast spreading through his flesh, hot and fast, imploding his organs with something like joy. Seven million lights wheeled around him in a spectacular farewell show and the taste of copper and ozone flooded his mouth. He was still alive when he hit the ground, alive enough to feel the back of his head bounce. Alive enough to watch the last of the lights retreat inside the walls until he was staring into black.


That was wrong. That shouldn’t be happening. There would be consequences to that – consequences he should be around to fix. There was so much still left for him to do. So much he had never had time to say. All the seconds he had spent on ridiculous worries, on arguments that didn’t matter and people he didn’t love, scattered before him like sand, and he longed to sweep up the grains and cram them back into his body’s brittle hourglass.


The chill of the stone was seeping through his flesh, the metallic warmth leaching out of the atmosphere. He heard the scuffle of boots, then the rasp of panicked breath as someone knelt beside his face. He had to tell them. He had to give them a chance, even if he couldn’t, to salvage something from this almighty mess. So with the last of his breath he spoke the words: three words. And as his lungs rattled to a halt and his neurons winked out like the lights that had so swiftly, catastrophically fled, he just about had time to think two final thoughts.


First, he wondered what would happen to the woman.


And then, he hoped, with all his failing heart, that his dear, beloved, pig-headed bloody son wouldn’t do anything stupid.
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Alex took a breath, then froze. For the briefest moment she had no idea how she had come to be standing on this upturned beer crate in this vast and ugly room, staring back at the faces of a hundred hungry strangers.


Tell us, they pleaded with bleary eyes and wetly gaping mouths. Tell us your secret.


Before she could stop it, a memory surfaced of her thirteen-year-old self, paralysed centre-stage and stammering like an idiot, in her first and last school play. Seconds later – oh God, not now, not again – the memory blurred and shivered. The vertigo drop-kicked her belly. The emptiness opened up inside.


Who the hell was she? Why the hell was she here? She fished around for a mental handhold; felt her thoughts spiral towards the void; was certain, for a moment, that she was about to throw up.


Then: For Christ’s sake, woman. She swallowed convulsively. Get a hold of yourself. You know how to handle this. Forget the past. Concentrate on the now.


She stared down at her flashy heels, an impulsive party-night treat-to-self. She let out her breath in one long blow. You are strong, she silently chanted, thinking of the exercises Chloe had taken her through the evening before. You are powerful. This is your moment. Trust it. Let everything else go.


The nausea peaked, flickered, dissolved. She cleared her throat. She looked up. She attempted a smile. ‘How the fuck,’ she croaked, ‘did I end up in this fairy tale?’


There was a ripple of laughter, a couple of cheers. Alex took a tentative sip from her beer and felt the void retreat. Over the heads of the crowd she spotted the EUDOMONIA logo that the design guys had smoothed onto the back wall seconds before the first guests arrived. She let the smile widen into a grin. Yes. Pantone Warm Red 172 was perfect, after all.


‘I mean, seriously.’ She took a proper swig from the bottle and felt the fluency roll back in. ‘This can’t be right. Six months ago I was stuck in a dead-end job, knackered all the time, barely scraping together the rent. Not to put too fine a point on it, really quite miserable. Then . . .’ She paused and felt the weight of their stares pressing against her. She was glad, now, that she’d taken that reckless hour to get her highlights refreshed. She held the silence for a few more seconds. ‘Well, frankly, it feels like a miracle.’


A collective sigh.


‘I mean, people don’t just change overnight.’


A rumble of Huhs. A few weary nods.


‘And yet . . .’ A wry shrug. ‘Hell, perhaps it’s karma. Lady Luck. Divine intervention. Allahu Akbar! Of course, we’ve still got a long way to go. This is just the beginning. But to have come so far so quickly . . .’ She gestured from the huddle of wheeled desks on one side of the room to the glass-walled meeting pod on the other. ‘Well, it’s obviously what I’m meant to be doing. At bloody last!’


A tide of whoops. A froth of applause.


‘Although,’ Alex went on, as the whistles died down, ‘it’s really Lenni who should be up here, not me.’ She smiled down at him where he stood beside the beer crate, his pink scalp visible through his white-blond hair. ‘Seriously,’ she said, well aware that Lenni would much rather be celebrating alone with a spreadsheet and a storm of Finnish techno crashing through his headphones, ‘Eudo would still be a pipe dream if this guy hadn’t agreed to meet me for coffee in Farringdon, one Wednesday six months ago.’ She held out her hand, freshly manicured in the closest the Filipino girl had been able to find to Warm Red 172. ‘Let’s hear it for Lenni.’


A roar. Lenni ducked his head and waved them away.


Alex widened the gesture to embrace the room. ‘And it goes without saying that we owe a big debt of gratitude to all of you, for taking a risk on us so early on. The remarkable fact that we’re able to gather here in our first proper office – sorry, co-working space – is down to our incredible angels Ahmed and Dale. It’s not exactly Google Campus, but it’s a damn sight better than the table in my flat. Especially seeing as we’re going to be recruiting like mad over the next few months. Talking of which, if any of you knows of a COO-in-waiting with a trust fund, give them my number, now.’


A third crest of cheers and laughter petered out into expectant silence.


Alex ground a £600 lime-suede toe into the splintered wood. ‘I suppose,’ she said softly, ‘what I really want to say is this: don’t underestimate yourselves. Because, I promise you, even if you’ve been a total loser for your entire adult life, if you can just let go of your own bullshit – anything is possible. Literally anything.’ Eyes up. ‘Okay, heavy stuff over. Go and get pissed.’


This time, the roar was deafening. Alex jumped down from the crate.


‘Alright?’ she murmured to Lenni as they pushed their way through the slapping hands and jabbering voices.


‘Very good.’


‘Bit corny?’


‘They’re drunk. Corny is good.’


The air con was fighting a losing battle against the combination of month-long heatwave and a hundred under-deodorized, post-work people. Alex discreetly tried to billow a breeze under her vest as she fended off incomers with apologetic smiles and headed straight for Ahmed and Dale. The investors were caught in a thicket of neon-jeaned twenty-somethings, being buffeted by pitches. Turning herself into a windbreak, she pressed fresh cold Shoreditch Blondes into their palms.


‘Christ!’ She blew into her new fringe. ‘That was embarrassing.’


‘Oh, you know what you’re doing,’ Ahmed said, appraising her from haircut to heels. ‘I picked up a copy of Flair at Victoria yesterday. That interview was spot-on.’


‘Great!’ Alex touched his wrist. ‘I’m so glad you like it. Oh, it’s a bit fluffy, obviously, but we’ve already seen a huge spike in web traffic and a shedload of new sign-ups.’


‘It’s like I said, Alex.’ Ahmed swilled a mouthful of beer. ‘You’re Eudomonia’s biggest asset. Personal profile pieces like this are just what we need, and you’re obviously a natural. I think it’s time to aim higher than a Tube rag. I’ll make a few calls.’


‘Too fucking right.’ Dale slapped her on the back, leaving a damp palm-print on the silk. ‘Most of my founders are barely out of nappies and they can only speak in sodding ones and zeros. You’re special, doll.’ He raised his bottle. ‘To you. To us. To Eudo.’


They three-way-clinked, spotlit in a dozen envious stares. ‘To Eudo.’


Ten internally monitored minutes later, Alex handed the angels off to Lenni and sought out the hacks. By some communal freeloading instinct, they had congregated near the big rubber buckets of drinks and ice, the lifestyle editors eyeing the tech bloggers like beasts at a watering hole. Imagining herself as an alpha lioness, Alex stalked into their midst and fielded their predictable questions with a few piquant soundbites. Next, she sashayed over to the desks to smooth the nerves of a bundle of twitchy new-hires. She couldn’t remember all of their names, and she wasn’t entirely clear who was on her payroll and who was a plus one, so she stuck to general joshing and piss-takery. Then, replenished with another beer from a beautiful girl with a scarlet-tinted Afro, possibly one of the interns, she headed down to the far end of the room. It was time for some bonding with the other start-up that shared the sixth floor. Their product – brightly packaged organic protein balls – hung in clusters from six-foot plastic trees stationed around the walls.


She was just passing the sofas that divided their spaces when someone grabbed her arm. She turned, a charming rebuff on her lips, and found that it was Harry.


‘Very slick,’ he said. ‘You really should have told me you were so miserable, six months ago.’


‘Harry.’ Alex caught sight of her own face, sparkling with exhilaration in the mirrored wall of the kitchen module behind him. ‘Very funny,’ she murmured, punching his shoulder. It took some effort to drag her gaze away.


Harry smoothed the sleeve of his jacket. He was looking incredibly handsome, in exactly the right amount of chestnut stubble and a new silver tie. ‘Your parents are here,’ he said, moving aside to reveal Alex’s mother, looking tiny amongst the oversized scarlet cushions, unwrapping a protein ball.


‘Mum!’ Alex perched on the arm of the sofa and leaned down to give her mother a hug. The cloud of Joy that engulfed her threatened to unleash a thousand memories and she experienced a wave of dizziness. She quickly pulled back. ‘Mum,’ she mumbled, focusing on the grain of the pleather beneath her palms. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’


‘We wouldn’t have missed it for the world, darling.’ Her mother patted Alex’s hand, took a small bite from the ball, chewed vigorously, then refolded the packaging over the remainder and hid it in her lap. ‘I like your new hair. Very smart. I always said you should go short. And what a shindig! But are you sure they won’t mind all this catering? Your angels? I mean, what in the name of heaven is birch water? This must have cost an arm and a leg.’


The dizziness passed. ‘It’s all sponsored, Mum,’ she sighed, straightening up. ‘Where’s Dad?’


Her mother shifted, squeaking. ‘He went to hide in the toilets, but that was quite a . . . Ah, there he is.’


Alex turned to see her father ambling over from the direction of the buckets with a brimming plastic cup in either hand. At the sight, so reminiscent of dozens of parties from her childhood, where she’d watched her father topping up the drinks of red-faced authors and agents from her sleepy nest on the kitchen sofa, the bottom inexplicably dropped out of her stomach. Bile surged into her mouth. She stumbled back into the people behind her. For fuck’s sake. Why is this happening? NOT NOW.


‘Hey there, Kansas, steady.’ He was there to catch her rebound, cups skittering across the floor, his deep transatlantic drawl cutting through the buzzing in her ears. He steadied her shoulders and held her at arm’s length, studying her face, but she pressed forward and folded into his chest. With her cheek squashed into the worn corduroy of his shirt, and the smell of soap and vodka filling her nose, the vertigo rushed back so violently that Alex thought she might actually faint. But then her father levered her gently upright and the memories receded. The laughter and the hip-hop flooded back in. It was okay. She was here. She was now. She was new Alex, extraordinary Alex, Founder-CEO.


‘Stupid heels,’ she muttered. She cleared her throat. She shook out her hair. ‘Sorry, Dad. You lost your drinks.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. He rummaged in his pocket. ‘Here. I got something for you.’ He uncurled his knuckles to reveal a novelty USB stick topped with a canary-coloured block of Lego. ‘Somewhere to store your plans for world domination, I thought. Help pave that Yellow Brick Road you’re galloping down. I gather that paper is passé.’


‘I love it.’ Alex slipped the USB into the pocket of her jeans and studied her father in turn. He had made an effort, in his best city jeans with his beard neatly trimmed, but his skin looked grey and there were purple hammocks under his eyes. The vertigo flickered. Here and now, Alex told herself firmly. She stepped back. ‘I’m so glad you let me drag you out of your cave,’ she said brightly. ‘I know how much you hate the Big Smoke. It feels like twenty years since I last saw you guys.’


‘Seven months.’ Her mother struggled up from the sofa, shooing away Harry’s arm. ‘You haven’t been to Fring since’ – she waved from the games station to the miso vending machine – ‘all this.’


Alex felt her cheeks get hot. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I’ve just been so—’


‘It’s a good thing,’ her father interrupted. He squeezed her mother’s shoulder. ‘We’re proud. You’re flying high now, Kansas. It’s the way it should be.’


‘Although perhaps,’ Harry said, appearing on her other side and placing a hand on the small of her back, ‘you should go easy on the beer.’


‘I’m fine,’ Alex said, sidestepping and defiantly taking another swig. ‘Just tired, that’s all. It’s been such a manic week.’ She glanced over her shoulder. Good. The massage girls were doing the rounds. Gemma was laying out the goody bags near the door.


‘We should go,’ her father said. He scooped up their coats from the sofa. ‘This is your night. We’re raising the average age in here by at least three decades.’


‘No! Please. It’s so early!’


‘It’s gone midnight, Al,’ Harry said, then muttered, ‘your mum’s feet are playing up.’


‘But you’ve haven’t met anyone yet. You haven’t tried the—’


‘Don’t fuss, darling,’ her mother said, wriggling into her cardigan. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow. And you know what I always say. Last to arrive, first to leave. That way . . .’


‘You’re always welcome,’ Alex recited. ‘I know.’ As her father gave her another hug, she felt like she wanted to say something more. But the music was too loud, and over her mother’s shoulder she could see the intern flirting with Dale.


‘I’ll walk you back to the Premier Inn, Liz,’ Harry said. ‘I’ve got an early start.’ He brushed his lips across Alex’s cheek and murmured, ‘I need to see you.’


‘Oh, baby, I told you. It’s been crazy here. I’ve barely even been home.’


‘We need to talk. Will you come over for dinner tomorrow?’


‘Ah, I’d love nothing better, but tomorrow night I have this women in tech event and—’


‘Alex.’


‘Honestly, I’m really sorry, but this big corporate sponsor is going to be there and—’


‘Alex.’ Harry turned so that his back shielded them from her parents. ‘I talked to one of your employees tonight,’ he said, his voice suddenly clipped. ‘Toby, was it? Tom? Malnourished teenager with dreadlocks.’


‘Oh. Tim. He’s one of our community managers.’


‘Tim, then. Well, Tim, who seemed to think I was a waiter, kindly filled me in on your “deal” while you gave your little speech. He said that you’d narrowly missed a life of domestic slavery, before you’d seen the entrepreneurial light. I believe the exact phrase was “dead-eyed desk monkey about to become a baby machine”.’


Alex sighed. ‘Harry, please. Tim is . . . well, Tim is Tim.’


‘But you as good as implied you thought the same, Alex. Up there, in front of everyone. You were pretty clear on how relieved you were to have escaped this life of terrible mediocrity. Our life, for the past five years. Our future, I rather thought.’


‘Oh, baby, come on. You know that I was talking about me – about my own issues – not about us. And look, I know I’ve been neglecting you, but Lenni says we just need to—’


‘Oh yes,’ Harry interrupted, his blue eyes narrowing. ‘Lenni. You’ve obviously got very close to Lenni.’


‘Oh, Harry. Please.’ Alex rose up on her toes and planted a kiss on his lips. ‘Okay. You win. I’ll skive the event and we’ll do dinner. I do miss you too, you know.’


Alex watched Harry usher her parents towards the lifts. Her mother, marching beside him in her low heels, kept up a steady rill of conversation. Her father, trailing behind them, turned and winked. Alex clicked her heels together and blew him a kiss. Harry didn’t look back, she noticed. She knew she had been neglecting him. But right now wasn’t about Harry’s jealousy or insecurity, or whatever it was. Right now was about what was going right, and she was damn well going to enjoy it.


East Road was uncomfortably hot, even at 2 a.m. The faint breeze did nothing but waft a sour cocktail of tar and nightbus fumes across Alex’s face, but she didn’t care. She was full to the brim, electric with connection. The manhole cover ringwormed with gum, the gutter frotted with ash, the peroxide wig nesting beneath the stunted sapling: they all served to make her night even more magical, because they were proof that it was real.


She hooked her bag over her shoulder, clenched the sleeve of her laptop under the same arm and swiped her phone to life with her thumb, unveiling a glitter of alerts. Flicking across the screen, only dimly aware of the blisters on the balls of her feet, she slid into autopilot. Right into Chart Street, the lights of the council-flat balconies sputtering in the corner of her eye. Round the silent black rectangle of Aske Gardens basketball court. Left onto Pitfield Street. North, towards the canal.


Of the many new habits that Alex had developed over the past few months, the ability to cull digital bumf was one of the best. After years spent wading through the bogs of social media, wasting whole hours rubbernecking disingenuously curated lives, she was now a ruthless ninja at sifting the genuinely useful from the seductively inane. Within minutes she had bulk-accepted fifty-seven LinkedIn invitations, bulkdeleted fourteen Facebook friend requests and archived sixty-one non-urgent emails. Harry aside, she could already feel the success of the evening gushing through her digital tributaries: sparking new alliances, reinforcing the old, leaving a wake of excitement that she knew would continue to froth over the next few days. When her eye caught on some charity-spam for a Sudanese flood – or possibly a Vietnamese drought – her electric sense of connection was so strong she not only texted to donate twenty quid, but filled out the Gift Aid form.


Shouts and the shiver of chain-link rang out from Shoreditch Park. A quick scan confirmed nothing more menacing than bored teenagers throwing cans at the tennis-court fence. Alex turned back to her phone. There was one voicemail from an unknown landline – a landline, ye gods! – and another from Mae.


She pressed to play the landline message, but the moment the Celtic accent came down the line, she realized it was the woman from that academic institute – SOAS, was it? CGAS? – who had been bothering her about some research project all day. She saved it for later, glanced up at the shuttered shops and scaffolding of Whitmore Road, then skipped forward to the message from Mae. Her friend was apologizing – barely audible over the sound of Bo’s screams – that the babysitter had let her down. Poor Mae. But it had probably been for the best. Tech launches weren’t really her scene.


Alex crossed the bridge onto De Beauvoir Road. She was just logging into the back-end of Eudo, to get a head start on tomorrow’s behind-the-scenes party blog, when the man slammed into her.


She flew a good couple of feet before she hit the pavement. As she rolled onto her back, he planted his knees in her stomach, pinning her down. One of his hands splayed over her mouth and his thumb pressed into her eyelid, making the darkness warp and spark. The other wrapped around her neck, the pads of his fingers rough-skinned behind her ears.


He smelled of body odour and fast food, and he was breathing in laboured gasps. A single drop of sweat splashed from his skin onto her lips as she lay beneath him, lungs burning, heart rabbit-drumming in her chest. He shifted his weight and she managed to reach for her right foot, jackknifed up beneath her left buttock – just as he reared back to reveal an old-fashioned farmer’s shotgun.


In one desperate motion, Alex stabbed five inches of hand-stitched stiletto heel into her attacker’s solar plexus. Finally catching her breath, she screamed. He reeled back with a strangled grunt while she rolled over the kerb and out into the road. Scrabbling against the tarmac, she got onto her hands and knees and screamed again.


‘Oi! OI!’


There were shouts and footsteps, and now another man appeared, a different one. Oh God. A gang. The new man was moving towards her now, ready to take his turn.


‘NO,’ Alex cough-shouted. ‘GET . . . AWAY . . .’


‘Awight, lady, awight.’ The new man took a step backwards into the orange puddle of the street light, pushing back his hoodie, holding up his palms. He was a boy, really: pasty, stubbled, slightly overweight. His face glistened with sweat. ‘Wasn’t me, lady. Wasn’t me. Mi boy just run after him. You awight?’


Alex remained on her knees, staring at him mutely for a second. Then she slumped down onto her heels with a sob. Tried to get up. Sank back down. Unbuckled her remaining shoe, with shaking fingers. Eventually got to her feet.


‘You awight?’ The boy was keeping his distance.


‘Fuck,’ Alex said. ‘Fuck!’


‘You get a look at him?’


‘He had a gun. A massive, fucking’ – her voice wobbled – ‘shotgun, like Mr fucking McGregor.’


The boy, looking worried, squinted beyond Alex into the dark. ‘Din know he was packing. We only saw his back. Came running when we heard you shout.’


He indicated over his shoulder to a paved courtyard in front of a council block. Beyond this, Alex knew, was a bollard-lined strip of grass where the De Beauvoir kids liked to hang out. Walking on the canal path below, she had more than once clocked the skulking hoodies with their lurching Staffies and expensive phones.


The boy’s expression brightened. ‘S’awight. Here he is.’


Alex turned to see a lean boy in a white vest jogging towards them. He gathered up her bag, laptop, phone and shoe as he approached and held them out to her at arm’s length.


‘Couldn’t get him,’ he said. His cornrows were bleeding sweat and his hands, when she brushed them to take back her stuff, were slippery. ‘Weren’t big, but he were fucking fast. You awight, lady?’


‘Yes,’ Alex replied, clasping the laptop to her chest like a shield. Instantly sober, she could feel the chill of shock on its way, the delayed seeping-in of the pain. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’


‘He had a gat,’ the white boy said to the black boy.


‘Fuck.’ The black boy dragged up his vest to reveal a skinny, hairless chest. He wiped the vest over his forehead. ‘Good thing he were fast, then.’ He nodded at Alex. ‘Should call the feds.’


‘Yes. Yes, I will.’


‘Din even get yer lappy, did he? Wanker.’


She called the police, shivering, and spoke to a woman who said a car was on its way. The boys waited with her until headlights flashed over the speed bump at the end of the road, before jogging off, the podgy one giving her an awkward gun-salute wave.


The police took a statement. They were sympathetic but circumspect about the chances of an arrest.


‘You’d be surprised, the number of guns circulating around here,’ said the policeman, a tired-looking guy in a Sikh turban. ‘Rare to see one, five years ago. I blame The Wire.’


‘You’re sure you don’t need to go to hospital?’ asked his partner, a girl who looked about fifteen.


‘No, really, I’m fine. I’d rather get home.’


‘Is there anyone who can come and stay with you?’


‘I’ll call my fiancé. My flat’s just over there.’


Thankfully her bag had been zipped, so her wallet and keys were still inside. They walked her to her door, and the girl handed her a leaflet with the details of a trauma helpline.


‘Nice,’ she said, holding up the evidence bag containing Alex’s right shoe.


‘Thanks.’ Alex gave her a weak smile. ‘It was a magical evening. Until this.’


‘Get inside. Have some tea, plenty of sugar. Call your fiancé. We’ll be in touch.’


Standing in the lift, Alex felt her throat begin to thicken and her sinuses sting. A dozen memories of other lonely, tearful moments spent in the lift over the years crowded in. The vertigo rushed up again, her stomach lurched and she felt the bright patina of the evening shiver and slide. Beneath it, she sensed the void, lurking. Felt how easy it would be to let it crack open, let herself tumble in.


Alex took a deep breath, cleared her throat and swiped at her eyes. She reminded herself of all the good things that had happened that evening, of all the lovely things people had said. She forced herself to recall how she had felt up on that crate, after the initial wobble had passed: powerful, admired, fully alive. Extraordinary. Bulletproof. She had wondered whether she should tell someone about her little episodes, as she had come to call them. Perhaps Mae. Or Chloe. Wasn’t she paying Chloe to coach her through exactly this sort of psychological self-sabotage? But she’d read all about founder burnout. She knew they’d simply tell her to slack off. And she certainly wasn’t about to do that, just as her fledgling new career reached its first real tipping point. She simply had to stay focused on the present. She wasn’t the kind of woman who did tears, or irrational fears.


Not any more.


Inside the flat she double-locked the door, dumped her stuff on the floor and pulled up Harry’s number on her mobile. Then she paused, her thumb hovering over the screen. Harry would get a cab straight over, he would love the chance to fuss, and that was the last thing she wanted: victimhood, cosseting. It would seem like proof that evenings this good weren’t allowed. That months – that lives – this good weren’t allowed. That, more to the point, as a woman alone, she wasn’t strong enough to handle the flipside. It would be tantamount to letting that crackhead win.


Throwing her phone onto the pile, Alex veered into the bathroom and inspected the damage as she peeled off her jeans and vest. There was a long scrape on her right arm, a cut on her knee, bits of gravel and glass embedded in her palms. She’d probably have a lot of bruises in the morning – well, later in the morning. But other than surface scratches she was, as she had told her unlikely saviours, unhurt. She got into the shower and stood under lukewarm water for almost half an hour until the shaking stopped. She rubbed her hair dry, applied cream and plasters, and pulled on Harry’s Durham Uni T-shirt. In the kitchen-lounge-diner she made herself a cup of builder’s with three sugars. Then she went through to her bedroom and twisted the blinds shut.


Six months ago this would have crippled her. She would have stayed at home for days, let Harry wrap her in cotton wool, made some stupid phone call to Ahmed and Dale. Crumbled. Fucked it up. But not now. She was a very different Alex from the one she had been six months ago.


Alex climbed gingerly onto her bed. She reached into her beside cabinet and fished out a couple of paracetamol, feeling her limbs already starting to stiffen and her head ache.


What sort of shit retro mugger used a shotgun, anyway?
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Walking the Kingsland stretch of Regent’s Canal at commuter o’clock was like playing a late-nineties computer game. Emerging from a tunnel with her neck cricked sideways, Alex had to hop over a jumble of empty cans, swerve as a grizzled man loomed up at her from a bench, then veer back into the weeds as the ping-ping-ping of a bike bell rang out.


She had spent most of her youth gaming on the old Gateway in her parents’ attic, while her father laboured over paper and ink in his study across the corridor, trying to coax his next novel to life. She wasn’t entirely sure, now, why she’d spent so many hours glued to the pixellated screen in that chilly, cobwebbed room. She’d hated fight scenes, so her career as a gamer had mainly involved wandering around sparsely populated fantasy scapes, tumbling aimlessly over the walls of ruined temples and breaststroking jerkily through underwater caves. Looking back from her current perspective, her teenage self seemed like a prehistoric ancestor, her actions inexplicable and her motivations mysterious. Just thinking about her, in fact, was starting to bring on the dizziness that heralded an episode.


Alex quickly shut down the memory. What did it matter if her past self had been pathetically directionless? Today she had so many micro-goals to hit she could barely afford the time it took to cover half a mile of towpath. But when it had come to leaving the flat, she couldn’t quite face taking her usual route to work. Despite her resolution to forget the . . . the random and meaningless incident.


Alex knew that the best way to outscore last night’s mugger was to ignore him. She would launch her own modest war on terror by diving straight back into work. She’d armed herself with a long-sleeved black tee to hide the scrapes, and a pair of box-fresh white trainers to cushion her sore soles. And it soon became obvious, as she switched between tabs and apps on her phone, that the party had been a hit. The bloggers and super-members they’d invited had uploaded reams of content. There was already a thick grassroots layer of buzz.


She had been a little worried, as her mother had hinted, that the whole thing might have seemed presumptuous or profligate for such a young brand. But Gemma had nailed the tone: wholesome, unpretentious, playful. Eudo was all about mixing the high with the low, the healthy with the indulgent. Their hero message was that you could pursue personal development whilst also giving back, and the early comments suggested they’d hit just the right note. One of the Pinterest gurus had even created a graphic based around Eudo’s tagline – a collage of sepia photos from the evening set behind a hand-drawn exhortation to Be Your Best Self in various shades of red. Squashing herself against an overflowing bin to let a man in Lycra huff past, Alex fired off an email to Gemma asking her to bike the girl some branded meditation beads. As she pressed Send, a small hit of oxytocin sent a soothing ripple through her body. It was like Chloe said: when you finally opened yourself fully to life, your energy resonated through the universe.


Nevertheless, Alex had to clutch onto the railings as she climbed the steps up from the canal onto New North Road. There was bruising deep in her muscles, and the overdose of cortisol the night before meant she had woken feeling tired and queasy. It hadn’t been helped by her dreams, in which she had fallen, feeling as if her chest were about to burst, through chasm after chasm of light-spangled dark. Chloe would probably say the dreams had an important meaning. But then Chloe thought everything had an important meaning. Sometimes, Alex reflected, it was best to forget about meaning and get on with your foot-long to-do list.


Her phone vibrated as she ducked into a cafe just past the bridge.


‘Hello?’


She mouthed an order for a triple espresso at the barista and, realizing that she hadn’t eaten since yesterday lunchtime, scanned the counter for the lowest-calorie food. Harry had said, more than once, that he preferred her ‘with softer edges’. But then Ahmed had been spot-on when he’d told her that the Eudomos needed her to be what they hoped to become. And what the Eudomos hoped to become was at least seven pounds below her natural weight.


‘Hi Alex, it’s Jacob?’


‘Sorry, who?’


‘The intern?’


‘Oh, right. Hi.’ Alex studied the label on a pouch of Superfood Breakfast Bites.


‘Are you coming into the office this morning?’


‘I’ll be there in five.’


‘Okay, great; it’s just that there’s a guy from the BBC who says he’s here for an interview?’


Alex put down the packet. She frowned into the phone. ‘The BBC? Are you sure?’


‘Well, there’s nothing in your shared calendar, but I don’t know if you have a separate one or forgot to put it in or something? He seems pretty insistent, though?’


‘Shit!’ Alex waved away the coffee. This had to be one of those contacts Ahmed had promised to tap up. She’d seen a text arrive from him while she was walking, but had assumed it was a well-done on the party. ‘What have you done with him?’


‘Well, he’s just sort of standing here?’


‘Is Lenni in?’


‘Not yet? Should I—’


‘Put him in the meeting pod. Offer him coffee. And pastries – buy some pastries.’ She paused, struck by a terrible thought. ‘Does he have a camera? Like a TV camera?’


‘I don’t think so?’


‘Okay. Good. Tell him I’m on my way.’


Sprinting the rest of the way down East Road was a bad idea. It made every inch of her that wasn’t yet hurting hurt. It also meant she then had to spend another five minutes in the loo, trying to fix her sweaty mess of a face. Thank God she’d washed her hair; the sharp new bob (technically, a bronde lob with blunt bangs, according to the hairdresser, who had assured her it made her look like Uma Thurman crossed with a sexy schoolgirl) covered the bruises below her jaw. A quick touch-up of make-up helped to conceal the black eye, but there was nothing she could do about the general puffiness and fatigue. Deciding that distraction was her only hope, Alex slicked on some red lipstick and strode out across the sixth floor.


At least the cleaners had done a good job; the place looked spotless. She swapped banter with the protein-ball people as she walked towards the Eudo meeting pod, her eyes fixed on the dark shape visible behind the frosted glass. Outside it, a mixed-race boy in knee-length denim shorts, presumably Jacob, was attempting to open the door. A tray of baked goods wobbled precariously on his non-existent hip.


‘Hang on, hang on,’ Alex murmured, rushing up. ‘What’s his name?’


Jacob stared at her. ‘Name?’ The tray tipped and a cinnamon bun hit the floor in a nuclear puff of icing sugar.


‘Jesus, forget it!’


Alex slid open the door, Jacob blundered in and the man from the BBC turned to face her.


‘Oh,’ Alex said.


He was young, very young. She had expected some middle-aged dome-head in a suit, but the man-boy before her looked barely older than Jacob. He had a bony face, badly cut ink-black hair and a broad-shouldered, whippet-hipped body. He also looked like he had been styled for an AllSaints ad campaign: grey flannel shirt buttoned up to the neck, tight grey trousers tucked into mid-calf lace-up boots and a battered grey canvas holdall at his feet. He was, undeniably, what Mae would call ugly-hot.


Alex found herself, to her irritation, blushing. It was silly of her to be wrong-footed; no doubt this was exactly the kind of child who now populated the renovated corridors of Broadcasting House. In any case, as his gaze roamed from her crimson lips to her trainers, it became clear that she, too, was far from what he had been expecting. She plugged in her most businesslike smile and extended her hand.


‘Hi. I’m Alex. I’m afraid we’re a little chaotic at the moment. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.’ The manboy didn’t move. Undeterred, Alex reached across and clasped one of his hands with her best authoritative-young-Founder-CEO grip. With something that could only be described as a growl, the man-boy jumped back, jerking his fingers out of hers.


‘You’re Dorothy Moore?’ he croaked.


Alex blinked. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Well, yes. Strictly, it’s my legal first name, but I haven’t gone by Dorothy for years. How did you . . .? Oh yes, of course. The Flair piece.’ She rolled her eyes in a from-one-broadsheet-reader-to-another way. ‘Honestly, you’d have thought they’d broken WikiLeaks, they were so pleased to have uncloseted that little skeleton. Just imagine, Dorothy Moore! So old-fashioned! So pre-web! That’s exactly why, as soon as I was old enough to know better, I insisted that everyone I knew called me by my middle name, on pain of death.’


‘Death?’ He looked ever so slightly in pain himself. His brow was furrowed, his skin had a distinct blueish tint and his voice was hoarse, under the accent – Welsh, maybe Scots. That would keep the regions happy, Alex thought. She gave a self-deprecating laugh.


‘I was a dramatic eleven-year-old.’ She pulled out a couple of chairs. ‘Please. Have a seat.’


The man-boy took a step back, still eyeballing her shamelessly. After a few more seconds, fearing that her aching knees might buckle, Alex sat. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ She gestured to Jacob’s tray. ‘A pastry?’ He didn’t even give them a glance. Paleo, Alex thought, observing the tautness of his thighs through the rough fabric of his trousers. Just the type. Another few awkward seconds passed. ‘So.’ She reached for a coffee. ‘How do you know Ahmed?’


The man-boy looked at her hand wrapped around the Be Your Best Self mug. He looked at her chest. He looked at the interactive whiteboard, then at the frosted wall, then back at her face. Quietly he said, ‘Do you know who I am?’


Wow. Alex let her eyebrows inch towards her fringe. She almost admired his balls. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘My assistant didn’t quite catch your name.’


The man-boy raised his hand to his throat and grasped something tucked into his shirt. He licked his lips. His eyes were flint-grey and glittering. ‘Dorothy Moore,’ he said. ‘Do you know where I’m from?’


Alex added a touch of razor to the smile. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘Alex. And yes. We’re very grateful you found time to talk to us. Although I must admit, we don’t really care about that sort of thing around here. Beeb, bloggers, we like to treat everyone the same.’ She spread her hands. ‘Look—’ Nothing. ‘Sorry, your name?’


After another long minute of staring he said, slowly, as if he was testing her, ‘I am John Hanley. From the BBC.’


The name sounded vaguely familiar. Good on him. Although if he was already a name, he’d probably be offended if she asked whether he was digital or print. She’d have to wing it. ‘So, John’ – she just about resisted the urge to add ‘from the BBC’ – ‘why don’t you tell me more about the angle of your piece? Then I can make sure I give you exactly what your readers are looking for.’


‘Readers?’ He took another step back, fumbling at the thing round his neck. Noticing the indigo flash of an elaborate Celtic tattoo coiling out of his sleeve, Alex repressed a faint urge to laugh.


‘Okay, then, sorry – clients, consumers, whatever it is you call them nowadays. What I mean is, we both have targets here. So let’s figure out how we can make this a win-win, shall we?’


Nothing. Calculating how many hours she had left before she could take another Nurofen, Alex took a gulp of flat white. Was the silent glaring some kind of journo technique, designed to draw out deep, dark truths? If so, he was out of luck. Beeb or no Beeb, Dorothy Alexandra Moore was no longer easily intimidated. If some young gun was going to insist on subjecting her to his trademark master-and-commander schtick, she was going to counter it with candyfloss charm.


‘Did you want to focus on the holacratic business model?’ she asked brightly. ‘The proprietary tech? Our culture anti-manifesto? Or are you more interested in the creation-myth stuff? My own story, I mean?’


‘Your story!’ John Hanley literally choked on the word, lapsing into a coughing fit. When he had managed to catch his breath, he croaked, ‘Yes. Why don’t we discuss your story?’


And there it was, Alex thought. The chip the size of a cliff that had been perching on John Hanley’s not-inconsiderable delts from the start. Mr Superior Snake-Hipped Hipster Hack Hanley, who probably considered himself some sort of shit-hot business reporter, had obviously been ordered to pen a fuzzy-wuzzy hottish-youngish-woman-in-overnight-success human-interest puff-piece. A piece his editor knew would drive thousands more clicks than a hard-hitting Tech City exposé.


Oh, but Alex would enjoy this.


She rebooted the smile and patted the chair beside her. After a moment, John Hanley stepped forward and sat, every inch of his carb-free body protesting, on the edge.


‘Well, John,’ Alex began, sliding seamlessly on-script, ‘to understand what happened, you’ll need a bit of context. Six months ago I was working as a marketing manager at a security software firm – you can probably find out where, but I’d rather you didn’t name them in the piece, if that’s okay? Anyway, I’d stumbled into the job after uni and stayed for almost a decade and, frankly, I’d turned into a zombie.’


‘A zombie?’


Alex snorted. ‘Okay, so I know it sounds dramatic, but when I bring up my memories of those years, that’s exactly what I feel. Hollow. I was going through the motions without really living and, frankly, I don’t think it’s all that rare. Anyway, one day in February—’


‘Tuesday the seventeenth of February? You’re talking about the seventeenth?’


At least he’d done his research. ‘Yes, that’s right. On the morning of the seventeenth, my boss, Mark, offered me a promotion. A big promotion. More responsibility, a greater workload, even a stake in the company. It was a surprise, and not necessarily a good one. So I asked him to let me sleep on it.’


She hesitated, considering telling him about her session with Chloe that night, the emotional breakthrough they’d made. It would be worth it, just to see his reaction to the words ‘holistic self-transformation coach’. But after a moment she took pity. Hanley was looking more and more ropy, his hollow cheeks sheened with sweat. The room seemed pleasantly cool to her, but then at this point she was probably metabolizing her own fat stores. Picking a flake off one of the croissants, she took her mobile out of her pocket and IM’d Gemma, asking her to crank up the air con. Then she looked back up into the young man’s flinty stare.


‘As it turned out, I only managed to sleep on it for a couple of hours. Come midnight, I found myself wide awake, my heart racing, my whole body prickling. It was as if some sort of inner floodgate had burst.’


‘Inner floodgate?’ Hanley fumbled again at his throat, and she finally caught sight of what he was grasping at: a hideous gap-year-style man-necklace, a carved pebble strung on a leather thong. Oh Lord. She noticed, too, that his fingers were shaking. Could he be an alcoholic? Were journalists that big a cliché?


‘Can I offer you some water?’


More silent staring. It’s a mixer, darling, Alex only-just didn’t say.


‘Okay, well,’ she ploughed on, ‘I’m not a psychologist, but it seems pretty obvious to me that the idea of staying trapped in the same old meaningless grind for another ten years somehow brought all my frustrations to a head. Now, there’s this interesting leadership development model. I don’t know if you know it, John. It says that for meaningful change to happen, you need a high volume of D multiplied by V multiplied by F. That’s dissatisfaction with your current situation, multiplied by your vision of the future, multiplied by your concrete first steps. And all of that must add up to a force greater than R, which symbolizes your resistance to change. I can only assume that my D, my dissatisfaction with my life, had become such a tidal wave that it finally overwhelmed my R and set my V and F free. You see?’


John Hanley closed his eyes briefly. ‘Are you trying to tell me this is an equation you have developed? To alter your consciousness?’


‘No, no.’ Alex laughed. ‘I can’t take the credit. Gleicher’s Formula was created by organizational theorists decades ago. Look, are you sure you don’t want a drink?’


Hanley swiped at his forehead. The hand was shaking badly now, and there was a drop of sweat rolling down his hawkish nose. ‘Please. Just tell me. Tell me what you did.’


Christ, he must desperate to get out of the office and into the nearest dive bar. ‘Well, John,’ she said gently, ‘I spent the next few hours working out my vision of Eudo, down to the tiniest detail. Then I emailed Lenni – that’s Lenni with an i, Kauppinen, K-A-U-P-P-I-N-E-N, he’s Finnish – who used to be a housemate of a friend of mine. I’d seen from Facebook that Lenni had done well for himself over the years, sold his first start-up at uni, then founded an award-winning design agency. He was quite a big deal in Silicon Roundabout. So I asked if he could meet me in my lunch break. Now, well-being isn’t exactly Lenni’s natural interest area. I mean the closest he’s ever got to self-development is ordering a pair of personalized Nike iDs.’


She paused for the laugh.


‘Okay . . . so anyway, despite that, he saw the potential of Eudo right away. I’d thought through everything that sleepless night: competitors, target audience, USP. I knew I’d need to give Lenni a killer elevator pitch, so I told him that I saw Eudomonia – that’s ancient Greek for well-being, by the way, John, but then I’m sure you knew that already – I told him that I saw Eudo as a well-being hub. A transmedia community for content and conversation about being your best self. We would pull in the best UGC alongside expert features on everything from quantum physics to hair masks. We would create a boutique stable of like-minded partners. Set up a suite of forums. Do some disruptive on/offline influencer outreach. And then Lenni started talking about merch opportunities and immersive events, and by the time I remembered to look at the clock, half the afternoon had flown by. When I got back to the office, I was so sure that we had something real, I resigned on the spot.’


‘So you . . .’ Hanley was looking anguished. ‘You’re saying that you’ve invented a new technology?’


Sarcastic little cock. ‘Okay, look, I’d be the first to admit that what we’ve done isn’t exactly cutting-edge. But it’s a combination of the world’s most inspiring emergent people-focused tools, and I strongly believe that Eudomonia is far greater than its parts. Lenni and I, and the Eudo team, see ourselves as the curators, not the creators, in this space. The true creators are our Eudomos – that’s what the most passionate members of our community call themselves. The key, John, is to make them feel part of a movement greater than any individual. Eudomonia isn’t just a website, you see. It’s a fellowship. And finally I feel like I’m helping others. That I’m doing something worthwhile.’


It was only then, turning back from where she’d been gesturing at the shapes of her team beyond the glass, that Alex realized that Hanley’s eyes were squeezed shut. He appeared to be taking deep breaths, the tendons in his neck protruding, his nostrils pinched. There were dark, wet patches spreading out across his broad chest from his armpits, and the knuckles around the pebble at his throat were white.


She looked down at her phone. Should she text Ahmed? She was reluctant to admit that the opportunity he had set up with such alacrity was not going well. Scrolling through her contacts, she recalled that Mae’s older sister had once done some freelancing for the BBC.


Su, she tapped. Need ur help. I’m in an interview w a BBC journo John Hanley. He’s in a bit of a state. U ever hear anything about him? He have issues?


‘You know what you’re doing, don’t you?’ Hanley had opened his eyes and was speaking from between gritted teeth. ‘You know exactly why I’m here, and you’re playing with me, aren’t you, you’re pluuuhhhh—’ He lurched forward over the table, gulped from the spare coffee, then exploded in another coughing fit. Alex took the opportunity to jump up from her chair and wrench open the door to the pod.


‘WATER!’ she yelled.


Fifteen heads shot up from their screens. Lenni, damn him, was still nowhere to be seen. Jacob sprinted to the kitchen module and returned with a bottle of Fiji and two Pantone Warm Red 172 beakers, which he thrust into her hands.


The door whumphed shut behind him as Alex poured John Hanley some water. His hands shook as he took the cup. When he drank, the plastic banged against his teeth. He set the beaker down and swiped at his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Why?’ he hissed. ‘If you won’t tell me how, at least tell me why.’


Alex’s phone lit up: Ally! Hows things!! M says ur a total celeb now :) Yeah I met JH. Seemed an OK bloke. No issues that I know of but not current with all the goss. Didn’t know he had changed dept tho?! Sx


‘Look, I’ve tried to explain,’ Alex murmured, frowning at the screen in her lap. She opened the browser on her phone and typed John Hanley BBC into the search bar. ‘Maybe you’ve always been an achiever, John. Maybe you can’t empathize with what it feels like to fail.’


‘You think I don’t know about failure?’


About 480,000 results, the front page declared. At the top was a Wikipedia entry, followed by a LinkedIn page, a Twitter profile, a BBC bio, a list of news articles. ‘Then maybe you don’t know what it feels like to be desperate, John. Like, I don’t know, somewhere deep inside you just want to blow everything apart.’ She clicked on the bio.


‘Are you mocking me? You . . . you . . . Whatever you are?’


She looked up into his eyes then, and what she saw stopped her breath. It wasn’t only his expression – a white-hot roil of pain and anger and a whole searing mess of other things she couldn’t name. It was the way his gaze bored into her, like he was seeing her more deeply and clearly than anyone had bothered to in a long time. Most of all it was the way that she could see, reflected back at her, exactly what those flinty drill bits had mined. She could see him see what was inside her. She could see him see what wasn’t.


Could he really see it? That dangerous little crack between the Alex she used to be and the Alex she was now? The secret hollow at the heart of her wonderful transformation? Had this total stranger somehow spotted the void?


Whatever you are.


Then he shut his eyes again, and the spell broke. Alex looked blankly back down at her phone until the image on the screen suddenly slid into focus. Fuck. Oh, fuck. Certainly John Hanley worked for the BBC, and he did indeed appear to be one of the corporation’s fastest-rising stars. But he also happened to be a big bald black man, currently reporting from Brussels on a recently uncovered jihadist cell.


‘Would you excuse me for just a second?’


Calmly, Alex stood up and left the pod. She shut the door behind her and stood surveying the room for a moment. Then she walked over to Tim, who was hunched over a laptop beside the window.


‘Yo, boss. Whassup?’


‘That guy in the meeting room?’


‘Man from the Beeb?’


‘Yeah, well, it turns out he isn’t. From the Beeb, I mean. I was so frazzled this morning I didn’t even think to ask for ID. And, well, you know those bullshit merchants bringing the IP suit against us? I think he’s one of them. Also, I’m pretty sure he’s drunk. Or on drugs, or something. Can you get him out of here? Now?’


‘Yeah. No problem.’ Tim got up and wove between his colleagues’ erratically placed desks. Alex, who had never quite believed the rumour that Tim taught Mixed Martial Arts in his spare time, watched his narrow form disappear into the meeting pod, then reappear as a dark shape inside the door. After a few seconds the second dark shape, seated at the table, stood up. The two dark shapes remained like that for a moment, then the Tim-shape moved forward with one arm outstretched. There was a muffled yell, and the two dark blurs became one big dark blur that started barrelling around inside the pod.


Fourteen heads shot up from their screens. From inside the pod, a strangled shout just about conveyed the words ‘LOCKIE, MATE’.


Lockie, their six-foot-four Czech data analyst, got up from his desk, lumbered over and went in.


Shortly after that, the meeting-pod door banged open, and Tim and Lockie emerged with Not John Hanley secured in a two-man headlock. As soon as he caught sight of Alex, Not John Hanley started shouting, flecks of spit flying from the corner of his mouth. ‘WHY DID YOU DO IT? WHY?’


‘It wasn’t personal,’ Alex said sternly. ‘I saw an opportunity and I worked incredibly hard, along with all these people right here. And I’m sorry if it didn’t work out for you guys, my friend, I really am. But this isn’t a zero-sum game.’


‘Jacob, mate,’ Tim said, dragging his prize towards the lift. ‘Get this douche’s bag?’


Jacob scurried into the room and retrieved the holdall. He took one brave step forward, then put the bag down on the floor and shoved it to Tim across the polished concrete.


‘DOROTHY MOORE!’ Not John Hanley yelled, his man-necklace swinging wildly back and forth. Tim grabbed the strap of the bag with one hand, while Lockie used his elbow to call the lift. ‘DOROTHY MOORE!’ Not John Hanley yelled again. The doors pinged open. Tim and Lockie hauled themselves, the bag and their prisoner inside. A final bellow rang out. ‘DOROTHY MOORE! TELL ME! WHY DID YOU KILL HIM?’


The doors slid shut.


For several minutes, in total silence, everyone in the room – Eudomonia people and protein-ball people – watched the blue digits on the panel above the lift turn from six to five to four to three to two to one to G. They were just starting to move when it changed back from G to one to two to three to four to five to six.


The doors slid open. Tim and Lockie walked out.


There was a sudden surge of movement and noise. The protein-ball people became very busy. Tim meandered over to where Alex was still standing, beneath one of the plastic trees. ‘Dude was stronger than he looked,’ he said. ‘Still, the dank stuff can do that to you. Or so I’ve heard.’ Lockie lumbered past them without a word. ‘Talking all that bullshit,’ Tim clicked his tongue. ‘Hallucinating like a motherfucker, no doubt. Hey, boss. You okay?’


Alex forced her lips into a rictus of a smile.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Never better.’
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As the Uber inched away from Old Street roundabout, Alex closed her eyes and let her head fall back against the cool leather headrest. The car was an extravagance. She’d be early for lunch with her parents. But after the drama of the past eight hours she’d decided to skip the brainstorm for their mindfulness pop-up and give herself some much-needed headspace.


Now that the shock and indignation had faded, she almost felt bad for Not John Hanley. She had hardly been able to believe it, a month ago, when she’d received the snail mail from some two-bit Surrey law firm accusing Eudo of intellectual-property theft. Sure, Opa! also had a Greek-derived name, and it too had tried to corner the digital market in holistic health. But its motto – Find Your Awesome – was as far away from Be Your Best Self as Jeff Bezos was from Buddha. Not to mention that the whole outfit had folded while Eudo was still in seed-round. However, Alex knew all too well how tempting it was to pin the blame for your own mediocrity on those around you. How depressing it could be to watch your peers soar while you shuffled along the ground.


Of course, the accusation of actual murder had been a surprise. She hoped that Not John Hanley had been referring to Opa! as a business, personified. She could understand that impulse. It was all too easy to think of Eudo as her child. The more worrying alternative was that Opa!’s failure had driven someone in their team to suicide. She’d already checked on her phone and confirmed that the founder – a pompous Dutch-Russian she had once met at a networking event – was still tweeting away. But it was certainly possible that some fragile designer or bipolar developer might have been tipped over the edge by Opa!’s untimely wipeout.


It was a terrible thought. Alex was pretty certain that, even in her worst pre-Eudo moments, she had never seriously considered killing herself. Although she couldn’t be entirely sure. She found it impossible, now, to remember – really remember – how it had felt to be such a failure, from the inside. As her stomach twinged and the familiar nausea rose up her gullet, she quickly steered her thoughts back to the now. Lockie had friends in the force; she’d asked him to find out whatever he could. If there were some secret tragedy behind the slander, she’d try and find a way to help the family. Without admitting any corporate responsibility, obviously. An anonymous donation, perhaps.


In the meantime, rather sadly, it had become obvious that Not John Hanley’s outburst would only add to her cachet. Word, Google Alerts told her, had already got round. From the evidence of the gossip on the digital street, the intensity of the guy’s ire had only illuminated the sparkle of her own rising star. The poor sod had proved that she was literally one to watch. What’s more, Alex thought grimly, remembering the intensity of his gaze, misogyny certainly had a part to play. If the past six months had taught her anything, it was that people still – in the twenty-first century, for Christ’s sake! – couldn’t handle the idea that a woman could succeed. Openly admitting that she believed in her vision, daring to hustle, allowing herself to be exposed in the public spotlight . . . Despite their surface enlightenment, most men and women still seemed to believe deep down that these were not feminine qualities.


Whatever you are.


Stop it. Stop dwelling. Move on.


Alex cracked open the car’s complimentary mini-Evian and downed a couple more painkillers. She straightened her spine. She murmured the power affirmation she’d crafted with Chloe: I steer my fate, I embody my dreams. Of course she had wondered, for a few stunned minutes back at her desk, whether this morning’s nutter and last night’s mugger might have been one and the same. But that was the sort of narcissistic paranoia that old Alex would have pedalled – I’ve put myself out there, so they’re out to get me: retreat, retreat! No, she would not let them force her into becoming fearful or cynical. In fact she would go one better. She would sprint to the other end of the scale. Put her heart right out on the line.


The driver, who was 0 per cent The Knowledge and 100 per cent outdated satnav, was busy executing a seven-point turn in a dead end off the Strand. Perfect. A rare window of writing time. Settling back against the seat, Alex pulled out her phone and began to draft the bones of a post for her Founder’s Blog, entitled Speaking Out: 10 Hard-Hitting Truths on Gender in Tech.


She was still typing when the car finally deposited her onto a roasting, heaving Charing Cross Road. Weaving through the tourists and the ticket touts, Alex switched apps to send her mother a text letting her know she’d arrived. Seconds later the reply came through: The early bird catches the worm! Except the work i still looking at soap doshes in Heal’s. Find yur father in Foyyle’s see tou there. Mum x


She found him easily, obscuring a large chunk of Fiction on the first floor. He was scanning the ‘M’s, big shoulders rounded, hands stuffed into the pockets of his city jacket. One frayed shoe was stabbing the floorboards in an unconvincing show of nonchalance. As Alex approached from behind, she saw him remove his right hand from his pocket and run his thumb along the row of spines, all the way from Brian Moore’s Lies of Silence to Richard C. Morais’s The Hundred-Foot Journey. He paused, reversed the process, then slowly dropped his arm.


As quietly as she could, Alex crept back down the stairs to the tables just inside the door. She finished the blog on her phone, then forced herself to lock the screen and zip it into her bag. Realizing that she hadn’t been inside an actual bricks-and-mortar bookshop for at least a year, she selected a random hardback from one of the tables and started flicking through the pages. As far as she could tell, it was yet another high-concept psychological thriller. Albeit one making a bid for award status, by dressing up the convoluted plot in wearisomely literary prose.


‘I thought you only downloaded those things nowadays.’


She closed the book and smiled into the screaming face of the woman on the cover, then suddenly noticed the Novus Young Novelists to Watch sticker plastered in the left-hand corner. Shit! Smile sliding off her face, she replaced the book and, trying to block the Novus display with her back, turned. ‘Dad!’


‘Hello, Kansas.’ He held out his arms and she burrowed into the bearlike warmth of his chest. ‘That’s a terrible book, by the way,’ he added as she emerged before an episode could take hold.


Alex glanced back down at the screaming woman, then grinned back up at her father. ‘Derivative movie bait?’


‘You got it, Kansas, you got it. Then again, those folks at Novus never had any taste. They’ll put any old rubbish on that damn list. I should know.’ His beard creased in a smile and he winked, but she could tell that he was putting on a show.


‘Shall we go and find Mum?’


‘Excellent idea.’


They were almost out of the door when a freckled, red-haired girl in a red-and-black name badge stepped into their path.


‘I’m terribly sorry,’ she said, ‘but are you by any chance Tom R. Moore?’


He did this shrinking action whenever this happened, deflating his chest and ducking his head, as if he was trying to deny his name with every inch of his flesh.


‘Yes,’ Alex’s father said.


‘Oh my God.’ The girl looked around her, as if she was surprised not to see a clamouring horde gathering at her back. ‘Well, I’m sorry, because normally we’re not supposed to bother people, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. The Switch is literally my mum’s favourite book. She made me read it when I was, like, fifteen. She rereads it every year.’


‘Well, thank you for telling me,’ he murmured. He flashed the beard-crease and shoved his hands back into his pockets.


‘This is so great. Could I get you to sign a copy? I’ll just see if we—’


‘Oh, well, I was—’


‘Please? Please,’ the girl pleaded, looking around again. ‘God, my manager will kill me, but it’ll only take me a sec. Let me go and check the database.’


Alex snuggled into her father’s arm as they waited beside a rotating stand of grown-up colouring books. ‘That was nice,’ she said.


‘I’m fine, sweetheart.’ Her father twisted so that he could look down into her face.


‘Of course you’re fine, I just know you . . . hate that kind of fuss.’


‘Seriously,’ he said, extricating her from his arm. ‘Alex.’ He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You do know that, don’t you? That I’m fine with this. With all this. By now.’


Alex looked deep into his pouchy eyes. ‘Seriously, Dad, I do. I don’t underestimate you, unlike those short-sighted publishing dicks or those lazy journos looking for an easy headline. Look, I know the press gave you a hard time for a while, and I’m sure it’s still tough at moments like this’ – she gave him a playful prod in the stomach – ‘being reminded that there are still so many rabid fans out there waiting on you. But Dom obviously still believes that Book Two is worth waiting for. And I know that underneath it all, you’ve got a core of steel.’ She put her hand on top of his. ‘We’re the same, Dad, you and I. I never realized how true that was, until everything kicked off with Eudo. Now I’ve found my work, my real work, I get it, I really do. You and I might take our time, but we get there in the end. Other people’s expectations don’t matter, not deep down. We have our vocation. We’re much stronger than everyone thinks.’


She paused. Her father was looking at her with an odd expression. She was about to ask what was wrong when she realized how strange it must be for him, not having seen her since the whole Eudo rollercoaster began, to witness how much she really had changed. His meek little Kansas, who had clung to him like a life raft for so long, had finally, at the age of thirty-one, blossomed into a woman. There must be a hint of sadness in that for him, mixed with the relief. Alex was just trying to find the words to let him know how much she still needed him, when the girl returned.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she panted. ‘It looks like we don’t currently have it in stock. Or anything else by you right now.’ She smiled apologetically, her freckled skin blooming pink. ‘I’m sure you understand what it’s like, Mr Moore. Shelf space. Overheads. So I wondered if you’d mind . . .’ She held out a Novus Young Novelists to Watch flyer. ‘My mum would love it if you could sign this. Thirty years on from your lot, right? And they only do it once every ten years? Amazing to think Mum was my age back then, when you guys were the first ones ever. Oh, hang on.’ She jogged over to the display table and grabbed one of the screaming-woman hardbacks from the top of the pile. ‘You can lean on this.’


Alex’s father took the book and the leaflet. From his inner jacket pocket he withdrew one of the black Fineliners that lived about his person like elongated tics.


‘You didn’t come along last week?’ the girl asked, as he scrawled his name without looking down. ‘To the announcement drinks? They invited all the alumni from the previous two lists. I kept looking for you, but I couldn’t see you there.’


‘No.’ Tom gave another tight beard-crease. He handed the book and the leaflet back, then glanced at Alex.


‘Sorry, of course, I won’t keep you any longer.’ The girl stepped back, clutching her prize to her chest. ‘Thanks so much, Mr Moore. My mum is gonna die.’


Alex called her mother, who was still in Heal’s. They agreed to meet her there and began the short walk north to Tottenham Court Road. Her father still seemed subdued, so Alex took the opportunity to show how much she needed him by confiding the problems they were having at Eudo: streamlining the CRM system, defining the freemium model, recruiting a half-competent COO. It did feel weird not to mention either the mugger or the Opa! guy – she and her father had no secrets from each other – but she didn’t want him to worry. She was only too aware how much of her new life her parents would find inexplicable. How could they be expected to understand, from the suburban tranquillity of Fring, that crazy shit like that just happened in the cut-and-thrust of the London start-up scene? It would be hard enough for them to believe that such attacks weren’t personal. Even harder, from the evidence of the frown still lingering on her father’s face, to believe that their conflict-averse daughter had finally grown the balls to more than hold her own. Still, it stung, that little lie of omission. Alex found herself longing to reach for her father’s hand, as if he was her child.


They found her mother in the bedroom department, lecturing a terrified-looking boy on duvet togs. ‘If they don’t know their products,’ she grumbled as they left the assistant to contemplate his inadequacies, ‘they can’t exactly complain if they’re replaced by robots. Hello, darling. You look thin. And tired. What time did you get to bed?’


The only space left in the cafe was a row of high chairs at the marble bar, surrounded by people hammering away on laptops. Alex’s mother ordered bacon rolls for all three of them, then launched into a thorough update on life in Fring. The lowlight of this was an ongoing feud between herself and the co-chair of the Local History Committee. The highlight was the news that Alex’s father had been asked to trial a regular book-review column in a Sunday broadsheet.


‘Dad!’ Alex gripped his arm. ‘You didn’t tell me.’


He glanced at her from under his brows. ‘It’s just a trial, Kansas. On a sinking ship.’


‘Oh, don’t be so modest. It’s amazing. And Dom must be pleased.’
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