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For my parents





Dear Esteemed Client,

Welcome to Eudaimonia – we’re so glad you’re here.

You only get one life, and you deserve to feel your best. That’s why we developed Expression: an award-winning, life-changing practice to release emotions that no longer serve you.

Expression is at the razor’s edge of biotechnology, made possible by years of research into umbilical microbiology and psychobiotics. By outsourcing unwanted feelings, you’re providing vital employment for women across the world. Our Carriers are trained to process difficult emotions, so you don’t have to.

So, sit back, relax, and let us Carry you …
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Global CEO of Eudaimonia
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Viv pressed the doorbell and took a deep, steadying breath. She smiled, not only because she was trained to, but because first visits were special. Upstairs, a dog howled, and she craned her neck towards the sound. A basement flat in Harlesden wasn’t typical of her clientele, but she wasn’t one to judge. Besides, London changed so rapidly these days that streets could butterfly from downtrodden to desirable in a matter of months.

She pressed the bell harder and swapped her case from her left hand to her right. The metal had warmed in her palm. The dog released another howl as she slipped her phone from her pocket. The time and address were correct, and no notes had been added to the booking. Sighing, she stooped towards the letterbox and pushed her hand against the flap.

‘Mr Moss?’ The bristles grazed her fingertips as she called through. ‘It’s Vivian Harper here. You booked a three o’clock with me.’

The flap snapped shut as Viv straightened up, and a thread of light appeared through the bay window curtains, followed by the thud of footsteps. Her cheeks felt tight as she counted the rattle of locks: chain, latch, deadbolt. The door heaved open, and she widened her smile. A man with thin grey hair, receding at his temples, blinked in her direction. His mouth sagged at the corners, and his tartan pyjama bottoms clashed with his formal shirt. The collar was stained with red wine, and half his buttons were undone.

‘Sorry, I was …’ He looked past her and squinted. ‘Actually, I don’t know what I was doing.’ He glanced down at his bare feet. ‘I’m all over the place. Sorry.’

‘You don’t need to apologize,’ said Viv, gently. ‘I take it you’re Mr Moss?’

The man scratched at his neck stubble. ‘David.’

She tilted her head to catch his gaze. ‘May I come in, David?’

His attention drifted back to the space behind her. The inside corners of his eyes were bloodshot, and pouches of inflamed skin sat beneath them. He rubbed the back of his neck and nodded.

‘Thank you,’ Viv said, taking care to display the lanyard clipped to her top pocket as she crossed the threshold. Her nostrils flared as she caught the sourness of his sweat. Pausing by the empty shoe rack, she instructed her face to return to neutral and turned back towards David.

‘Every time,’ he muttered as he kicked the bottom of the door.

The edge of a rubber mat had caught in the hinge.

‘Every. Fucking. Time.’ His face flushed as he yanked the handle back and forth. When the material didn’t budge, he stepped backwards, growled and rammed his full weight into the door.

Viv remained still; she knew better by now than to intervene. Silently, she watched David rip the mat from the carpet, hurl it outside and crash the door shut. They locked eyes as he panted like a hungry bloodhound, then he buried his face in his hands and began to sob. Viv moved towards him. Moments like this had intimidated her when she first started out, but now all Viv felt was a quiet certainty that she was exactly what he needed.

‘Sorry,’ David whispered into his hands. ‘I’m not usually like this.’ He dragged his palms down his cheeks. ‘My mum died a couple of days ago. On Christmas Eve.’ He shook his head. ‘Her present is still in the car.’

Viv felt a space creak open in her chest. Second-hand grief often had this effect, as if her body yearned to accommodate the pain. ‘You did the right thing by getting in touch,’ she said.

David tugged at the hem of his shirt. For a moment, he looked more like a boy who’d had a bad dream than a man mourning his mother.

Viv sensed it was time to take charge. ‘Where would you be most comfortable?’

With his back hunched, David led her down the bare-walled corridor to the kitchen. The slim countertop was cluttered with empty wine bottles and half-eaten trays of festive chocolate. A bloated bin bag rested against the fridge, and a trail of beige granules led to an overflowing litter tray. The smell of ammonia leaked into the air as Viv looked for a window to subtly open. A small circular table blocked the back door. It was laid for five with an unopened box of Christmas crackers in the centre.

‘Chocolates were for my grandkids,’ he said, looking shamefully across the debris. ‘They’re meant to be coming over this evening, but I can’t let them see me like this.’

A plate of mouldy teabags sat by the kettle. Part of Viv wanted to stop the clock and scrub the place clean, but she knew her service offered something far richer. When Relief arrived, David would have the strength to help himself, and nothing was more powerful than that.

‘Your family is lucky to have you.’ Viv moved a roll of wrapping paper aside and rested her gold case on the countertop. ‘Now, as you probably know, I’m not allowed to administer the syringe. But I’ll talk you through each step.’

David picked up an open bottle of Baileys and took a long swig.

‘Have a seat.’ She nodded at the plastic chairs tucked under the table.

Clutching the bottle with one hand, David sloped across the room. He paused short of a chair, brought the bottle back to his lips, and tipped his head. Viv remained poised. Last-minute nerves weren’t uncommon with new clients. Usually, it was the mention of the needle, but sometimes it stemmed from a latent attachment to suffering. A deeply buried belief that they didn’t deserve true happiness. Whatever the cause, Viv prided herself on guiding people through. Besides, once clients experienced Relief, every drop of resistance evaporated, and second visits were as quick as a routine blood test.

The plastic creaked as David lowered himself down. Smoothing her creaseless shirt, Viv pretended not to notice how violently his legs shook.

‘Did you know, a man your age has an average of 2,632 microbial species in their navel.’ Her delivery was casual but assured. ‘That’s an ecosystem more diverse than the Amazon rainforest, and something you should be very proud of.’

David’s bottom lip twitched.

‘In fact,’ Viv traced a line along the countertop. ‘Your microbial portrait is transplacental. Everything within you was passed down from your mother and your mother’s mother, ad infinitum.’

She paused, wincing inwardly; perhaps she should have skipped that line. Heat crept up her neck as David stared at her. Hard lines had formed between his eyebrows, and his mouth scrunched into a tight ball.

But, within seconds, his face softened. ‘She’d have liked that,’ he said.

Viv felt her shoulders drop as she exhaled. Lifting her case in one hand, she walked towards David and smiled. Five years on the job and it still amazed her how quickly intimacy could be established with the right lines.

‘I wish Eudaimonia was around when I was a teenager. Mum could have used a break from my drama.’ David cocked his head. ‘Am I saying it right, Eu-day-monia?’

‘Almost.’ Viv placed her case next to the crackers and rolled her thumb over the combination lock. ‘It’s Eu, like “you”, then “dah” instead of day. You-dah-mo-nee-ah. It means “human flourishing” in Greek.’

The case sprang open, revealing a neat row of packaged syringes.

‘And I feel the same about my mum,’ Viv added. ‘Our lives would have been much easier if she’d Expressed.’ Viv kept her gaze fixed on the needles. Their mutual longing might be an opportunity for connection, but she didn’t want to invite questions about her personal life.

‘Does it hurt?’ he asked quietly.

Viv looked up. David was, quite rightly, only thinking about himself.

‘You won’t feel a thing,’ she said.

‘I meant, does it hurt the Carrier?’

‘Oh,’ Viv smiled to try and cover her mistake. ‘Not at all. Eudaimonia has an outstanding employee retention rate, and our Carriers are paid well above the living wage.’

His brow creased, accentuating the deep lines around his eyes.

‘Their tolerance builds up over time, so, the more a Carrier ingests, the more she gets paid.’ Viv pulled a latex glove over her right hand to signal that it was time to begin.

David didn’t respond to the cue. ‘And how about Relief?’ he asked. ‘What does it feel like?’

Viv broadened her smile. It was a fair question, but, like everything precious in life, Relief eluded easy articulation.

‘Eudaimonia describes it as putting down a really heavy backpack. It’s only when you’re free, that you realize how much weight you were carrying. For me, it’s a kind of rebalancing. Beauty comes into sharp focus, and everything else kind of melts away.’

David leaned back. Reposed, he looked softer. A man ready to receive.

‘Let’s begin, shall we?’ Viv didn’t leave space for a response. ‘Can you undo the last four buttons of your shirt for me?’

Folds gathered beneath David’s chin as he fumbled with his buttons. Then the hems parted like stage curtains to expose his flaccid gut. Viv followed the line of wispy hair that trailed from his navel to his belt. Nothing she hadn’t seen before.

‘I used to be in better shape,’ he said apologetically.

‘Same,’ Viv replied, followed by a laugh that suggested it was the first time she’d said that.

She handed David an antiseptic wipe and gestured towards his navel.

‘Before you handle the syringe,’ Viv said, ‘I want to check that you booked Level Three Expression, because you’re experiencing numbness, spells of uncontrollable crying, insomnia and the inability to make decisions.’

Pink blotches surfaced on the skin around David’s belly button where he’d rubbed too hard.

‘All of which are common for someone in your situation,’ she added.

David shrugged and passed her the used wipe.

‘Can I check you’re not having any Level Four symptoms?’ Viv asked, carefully.

‘Level Three is fine,’ he replied.

Viv paused. Some Emotional Transport Operators might have left it there. David had made himself clear, and Level Three would still provide significant Relief. But Viv wanted perfection for her clients, especially for their first time.

‘I want you to experience the purest Relief possible,’ she continued. ‘Excessive shaking, angry or violent outbursts and the inability to care for oneself are often manifestations of grief.’

‘I shouldn’t need your help at all,’ David said through his teeth. ‘I’m a grown man. Everyone loses their parents at some point.’

Viv recognized his resistance all too well.

‘You don’t have to be ashamed of your feelings,’ she said, gently. ‘Pain is relative. What hurts me might not hurt you, but it doesn’t make either of us any less deserving of help.’

David appeared soothed by the explanation. His mouth relaxed as he began to peel the label off the bottle of Baileys.

‘So, shall I adjust the booking to Level Four? It’s only an extra two hundred and fifty pounds.’

David rolled the label between his fingers. ‘I can barely afford Level Three.’

Viv paused. So that was the real reason for his resistance.

‘I understand,’ she said, silently chiding herself for misreading the signs. The holiday season had been so packed with wealthy clients, Viv had almost forgotten how the average person had to stretch themselves to afford Expression. ‘Like I said, I only want you to have the best experience possible. You’ve been through an awful lot.’

Tears crested in David’s eyes. ‘I just want to feel better.’

Viv placed her hands flat on the table. ‘And you will,’ she said confidently. ‘Trust me.’


Funny how liberals are all ‘my body, my choice’ until a woman chooses a path they don’t agree with.
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Viv joined the ribbon of traffic that spooled along Archway Road. Fumes wafted through the vents as she stretched her neck to one side and assessed her last appointment. She’d been right to advise David to book a higher level of Expression, but it was a shame he hadn’t upgraded from twelve hours of Relief to twenty-four. Still, free will was fundamental to the process, and she had 10 ml of his ecstatic fluid safely secured in her case.

Her phone glowed as a cheerful whoosh confirmed a Carrier was primed for ingest at the Hampstead salon. Impeccable timing, as ever. In her five years working in Emotional Transport, there’d never been a hitch. She glanced in the rear-view mirror and smiled. After the 6 p.m. deposit drop, she only had one more appointment, and that was the Livanos Youth Fundraiser.

Viv tilted the glass towards her to check her lipstick hadn’t smudged. Before Eudaimonia, she’d had no interest in make-up, but now she enjoyed its power. Every morning, after taming her thick fringe with straighteners, she ran a serum through her jaw-length hair and layered her skin with moisturizer, primer and foundation. She always took her time, blending the products until they appeared almost natural. Back in her barefaced days, she’d have described her features as plain, with a slightly oversized nose. But now, she could recognize that she was attractive. Aaron wouldn’t have approached her at Eudaimonia’s spring conference if she weren’t. She shifted in her seat as she remembered the night that followed: his lips on hers, their bodies pressed against each other. Then skin on skin, sweat and dark cotton sheets. After seven months of dating, it amazed Viv how much time she still spent reliving moments with Aaron. Her cells were so utterly consumed by him that she struggled to remember the hollowness she’d felt before they met.

Someone honked their horn as a sliver of tarmac appeared ahead, and Viv raised her palm to placate the driver of the battered car behind.

‘Move,’ mouthed a ruddy-faced woman, flailing her arms at the road ahead.

Viv eyed the scraped bonnet, the wonky number plate and the filthy windscreen. Her first car had looked like that, a sad reflection of how she’d felt about herself, though she didn’t realize that at the time. Now she drove the latest Audi, signalling to clients that she valued innovation and success without appearing flashy. She took pride in getting it deep-cleaned every other Sunday, and always tipped generously to try to indicate her success was earned, not given.

The woman honked again, louder this time. Viv sighed as she rolled the car forwards. The world would be a better place when Universal Expression became available. Not only would everyone feel the bliss of Relief, but it would reduce reliance on other emotional crutches. She pushed her foot against the brake. Just last month, Viv had read that substance dependencies had dropped by 85 per cent among the Expressed. She’d proudly shared the statistic with her clients, but in private, the number had taunted her. Could her mum be among the 85 per cent? And if so, why had she never got back in touch?

She turned up the radio in search of distraction. An old song was playing, something familiar that lodged in the back of Viv’s mind. She started to hum but fell silent before the chorus. Girl, you’ll be a woman soon. Soon, you’ll need a man. Her mum sang those words to Lissy when she was a baby. Viv would eavesdrop from the doorway, her hands balled into teenage fists in case she needed to intervene. She never did. Their mum would slump onto the sofa before the final verse, stale smoke and syrupy alcohol weeping from her pores while Lissy burbled in her cot.

As the last note faded, Viv realized how tightly she’d been holding the wheel. She slackened her grip and stretched her fingers as wide as they would go. Let the past pass, as Aaron often said. It was easier said than done, but Viv was determined to move forwards. In three years she’d be thirty, and she refused to drag the long shadow of her childhood into another decade.

She darted another look in the rear-view mirror. The woman behind was still wringing her hands at the traffic. An electronic billboard on the roadside drew Viv’s attention as it changed images. Four women reclining in a lavender field came into focus, and Let Us Carry You unfurled over their chests in pink calligraphy. Viv clicked her tongue in disapproval at the black hexagon that had been slapped over one of the model’s faces – a calling card from Hex, Eudaimonia’s loudest opposition. Viv had attended a recent webinar on ‘The Tactics of the Ill-Informed’, and as far as she could see, Hex was exclusively formed of trust-fund kids with too much time on their hands. The billboard flickered as the frame changed, and Expression is Progression filled the screen. She drew her shoulder blades together and felt the tension dissipate down her spine. As much as Hex irritated her, a small, silent part admired the determination it took to stand for something these days. New protest laws meant instant arrest and probable jail time, and there wasn’t a cause on the planet that Viv would risk that for. Whether that was sensible or selfish, she didn’t know.

Another horn blared as the traffic started to move. The woman behind had rolled down her window and was craning her torso out of the car to shout some more. Viv lowered the window to allow the sound in.

‘Posh twat. Some of us have real lives to get to!’

How dare she? Viv thought. She didn’t know anything about Viv or where she’d come from.

‘MOVE.’

Viv slid her middle finger up to the mirror and watched the woman’s claret face contort.

More horns. More shouting. Viv’s eyes darted to the glove compartment, then she jabbed it open and grabbed a syringe from her stash. She glared out the windscreen with her mouth pinched tight. Expressing on the job wasn’t prohibited, but the frequency was monitored, and Viv knew she was pushing the boundaries. Keeping one hand on the wheel, she placed the packet between her teeth, ripped it open and crawled the car forwards. Then she lifted her starched white shirt and slammed the needle into her belly button. Expert perforation, even while in motion.

Ecstatic fluid raced from her navel into the barrel as she pulled the syringe handle back. The pathogens wanted to be freed, were desperate, even. She tipped her head back and hummed a single note. Even though Relief wouldn’t hit until a Carrier ingested her deposit, the anticipation would be enough to get her to the Hampstead salon in peace. As the traffic started to pick up pace, she gave the woman behind a limp wave. Viv shrugged; they probably had more in common than she cared to admit.


It’s simple, really. There are good and bad microbes that influence how we feel. When we ingest the bad stuff, our clients experience Relief. That’s the part some people don’t understand, but it makes sense to me. Feelings have to be felt before they’re released. Stuff always gets worse when you push it down.
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The car bumped over the cobblestones on Unity Walk. Both employee bays were empty, so Viv could park directly opposite the salon window. Behind the glass, a Carrier lay on a white chaise longue, flanked by two vases of dried lavender. Her white nightdress had a discreet slit above her navel that allowed a plastic tube to run from her belly button to the drip beside her. Even with a machine monitoring her vitals, she was impossibly glamorous. Only the best-looking Carriers were selected for window dressing – not the strongest example of female empowerment, Viv conceded, but you couldn’t blame Eudaimonia for existing within a system. Sex sells, even in the pharmaceutical world.

Viv felt a warm rush of anticipation as she entered the salon. It was Pavlovian, really. The animal in her sensed that Relief was imminent, and that Eudaimonia was the tribe to which she belonged. She allowed herself a moment to take in the tranquillity. The lighting was exactly the right level of warmth, and the strength of the lavender infusion was perfect.

Eudaimonia avoided Christmas decorations out of respect for clients’ beliefs, yet the space still felt inviting. The dusky pink walls and block-gold borders were standard across salons, but each had a twist of individuality. To Viv’s left a luminescent Let Us Carry You shone above a photo of swimmers in the Hampstead Heath ponds. As if to say: look where you are – exactly where you belong.

Michelle was managing reception, her hair slicked into a high ponytail that accentuated her forehead. Her skin was artfully contoured with make-up, but if you looked closely, you could see two indents on each side of her right eyebrow, where a piercing used to be.

‘Viv.’ She smiled, displaying her freshly whitened teeth. ‘I trust you’re well.’

Viv’s hand gravitated towards her navel. ‘You’re right to trust.’

Michelle gave a satisfied nod and turned her attention to her dusky pink tablet. The gold-edged monitor glowed as she loaded the deposit drop-screen. Viv smoothed her uniform flat across her stomach. The company greeting had felt so stilted during her training but it was second nature to her now. More than that, it felt true.

Michelle tapped her plastic nails against the screen. They were painted Eudaimonia pink with gold tips. With that level of detail, it was no wonder Michelle had won Salon Manager of the Year twice running.

‘How was your Christmas?’ she asked, without looking up.

Viv paused. For the first time in years, she didn’t feel the urge to immediately deflect the question.

‘Nice, thanks. I had lunch with my sister and then a quiet evening.’

It didn’t feel necessary to add that the lunch had been supervised, or that Aaron got stuck in Hertfordshire, so she’d spent the evening alone. Besides, compared to previous years, it really had been nice. And, if everything went to plan, they’d all have next Christmas together, in their own home.

‘Well, you’ve certainly been putting in the hours,’ said Michelle, pursing her lips. ‘Got your eyes on a promotion?’

Viv set her case on the desk. ‘Just keeping up with demand.’

‘I wish the Carriers would do the same,’ Michelle sighed. ‘I’ve had two no-shows this evening and it’s thrown everything off.’

Viv popped the latches on her case and swivelled it on the desk. ‘All of them paid for rapid ingest.’

Michelle ran her hand over the deposits and rested it on Viv’s phial. ‘Becoming a bit of a habit, isn’t it?’

Viv smiled, trying not to bristle. ‘Perk of the job. It’s just a microdose.’

‘Is that right?’ Michelle raised her eyebrows as far as her Botox would allow. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to say anything. You’re still boosting the salon fluid count, even if you’re bending the rules.’

‘Bending isn’t breaking, so—’

Michelle covered her mouth as she laughed. ‘Has anyone ever said you can be a little uptight?’

Viv maintained her composure. She’d been called professional, reliable, and once a little formal, but uptight? No.

‘It’s a grey area.’ She leaned one hand on the reception desk in a bid to seem relaxed. ‘And it helps me relate to clients.’

‘Can’t argue with that,’ said Michelle as she logged the deposits. ‘I saw you’re booked for the Livanos fundraiser tonight. There should be some pretty high-profile guests there.’

Viv shrugged, hoping to appear unbothered. ‘Guess so.’

‘I take it Aaron Ash will be there too.’

Her stomach fizzed as she considered her response. Technically, their relationship wasn’t against company policy; unlike other employers, Eudaimonia encouraged ‘genuine, sustained connections’ among staff, and acknowledged that healthy relationships were key to human flourishing. But even so, they’d agreed to be discreet for now.

‘Are you two still dating?’

Obviously not discreet enough.

‘It’s early days.’ Viv slid her case off the desk and headed towards the door. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she added, in case her reaction appeared dismissive.

‘Viv?’

She stopped and turned slowly towards reception.

‘Know your worth,’ said Michelle, not unkindly. ‘That’s all I’m saying.’

The words felt so incongruous that it took Viv a moment to register them. This was a place for work, not unsolicited life advice. Michelle was her colleague, her superior even. Viv scrambled for a response. Something confident, something final, something that didn’t expose how rattled her bones felt.

‘Thanks,’ Viv said, turning back to the exit. ‘I do.’


Eudaimonia says that Carrying is a feminist act, that women are finally being compensated for managing people’s emotions. The problem is, as soon as I step out of the salon, nothing’s changed. Invisible labour is everywhere, people just refuse to see it.
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The residents of Winnington Road made no attempt to disguise their wealth. With its pristine pavements, manicured hedges and rows of elaborate gates, the street oozed money, old money – not that it made much of an impression on Viv. It had taken some time, but she was accustomed to opulence now.

In her first year on the job, she’d clam up whenever she arrived at a mansion. Her mouth would form a strange shape when she introduced herself, clipping her words and over-enunciating her vowels. The danger that clients would guess her roots felt so immediate that her body would tense to the point of shaking. Now, she suspected most clients would enjoy her story, that they’d be comforted by her former postcode. After all, she was proof that Eudaimonia provided opportunities for the disadvantaged and that wealthy people paying to outsource their feelings helped close the gap between the rich and poor. She could probably garner extra tips if she revealed how the care system separated her from her sister and that she was saving for Lissy’s future. But their relationship was too precious to use as bait, and talking about it made her heart sore.

A tinny kerching sounded as her Eudaimonia portal confirmed she’d reached her destination. Leaning across the front seat, she flashed her ID at the camera and a spiked iron gate yawned open. A winding driveway lit by orange spotlights led towards a red-brick mansion. Four floors, maybe five? She parked behind a cluster of vintage cars, SUVs and convertibles and flicked on the interior light. A quick swipe of brown mascara that perfectly matched her hair, and a slash of Eudaimonia pink lipstick, and she was ready to go.

Her pulse quickened as she climbed the stone steps. Aaron might already be inside, schmoozing the hosts and the early arrivals. Or he could be at some pre-event, building relationships with people of influence while drumming up new business. On their first date, he’d said he was born to be a Business Director at Eudaimonia and that he planned to elevate the role to unprecedented heights. The trick, he said, was to be a mirror. Find out what clients want and reflect that. She hadn’t said it at the time, but she suspected an ability to shift and contort was something they had in common. The difference was that Aaron used the power to take centre stage, while she used it to fade into the chorus.

She reached for the door knocker shaped like Medusa’s head. Plaited snakes haloed the Gorgon’s face, and a thick ring soldered her mouth into a scream. Viv cleared her throat as the door flew open.

‘Aha.’ A woman with high cheekbones towered in the doorway. ‘The cavalry is here.’ She gave an approving nod at the golden ‘E’ on Viv’s shirt.

Viv held up her case as she stepped over the threshold. ‘Vivian Harper, pleased to meet you.’

‘Thea,’ the woman replied, pushing the door closed behind Viv. ‘Welcome to our humble abode.’ Her stilettos clipped against the marble floor as she bustled them through the chandelier-lit foyer, past a giant Christmas tree covered in white lights. A string quartet was assembled in the corner, next to a life-sized stone statue of a veiled woman.

‘I must be mad to host a fundraiser just after Christmas,’ tutted Thea. ‘But people are generous this time of year, and it’s incredibly rewarding.’

Viv murmured in agreement as they weaved through waiters ferrying trays of champagne. She had met women like Thea before: well-meaning wives with so much time and money on their hands that philanthropy was one of their hobbies.

‘Do you know how many families in London are currently living below the breadline? Parents are choosing between heating and eating. It’s unimaginable, frankly.’

Viv shook her head politely. The clip holding Thea’s hair up was probably worth more than her family’s monthly rent when she was growing up, but that wasn’t a conversation for now. Besides, it was comforting to see people using their wealth for good. When Viv made it to Thea’s age and status, she’d do the same thing.

They entered a study lined with books from floor to ceiling. In the centre, two leather armchairs sat either side of a glass-topped table.

‘The interiors are somewhat lacking, thanks to my former assistant,’ said Thea. ‘Sweet girl, but she simply didn’t understand ambience. Baffling, considering her stock.’ The sequins on her skirt shimmered as she tottered towards the chair. ‘At least it’s private. Feel free to rearrange the room for your shift.’ She plonked herself down and lifted her shirt. ‘Just put everything back as it was.’

Viv’s eyes flicked across Thea’s sculpted abs.

‘Reformer Pilates.’ She winked. ‘Three times a week, rain or shine.’

‘I see,’ Viv replied with admiration. ‘I’ll have to try it one day.’

Thea flashed a tight-lipped smile. ‘Let’s crack on, shall we? I’m rather au fait with the process.’

‘Of course,’ said Viv, conscious that she should be steering the schedule, not the client.

‘I’ve been offering on-site Expression to my employees for six months now. Revenue’s up twenty per cent since everyone stopped being distracted by their woes. Isn’t that remarkable?’

Viv tipped her head in agreement. Why had she assumed Thea was just someone’s wife? Was she that hard-wired to believe that wealth was built by men and that women could only be an accessory? She pinched the back of her hand and noted the opportunity for growth. The technique wasn’t entirely natural yet, but Aaron had taught her the importance of correcting your inner voice. He said the way you spoke to yourself impacted the way you showed up, and she wanted to be her absolute best. For herself, as well as him.

‘What line of business are you in?’ Viv pulled on a latex glove and selected an antiseptic wipe.

‘Advertising. Expression has been a game-changer for employees who overthink some of the products we promote. Relief gives them space to focus on what they do best.’

Thea ripped the packet open and gave her belly button a single wipe.

‘Mind you, I’d only offer micro-Expression at a party. Just to nip any social jitters in the bud.’ She gestured for Viv to pass the syringe. ‘The full service would be a bit intense for a social. Not to mention the cost!’

Her lips puckered as she pierced her umbilical collar. ‘I love this bit.’ Thea pulled the syringe handle back and drew the ecstatic fluid from her navel. Humming lightly, she handed Viv her translucent deposit and accepted a circular pink plaster in return.

‘Time to raise some money!’ She slapped the plaster over her belly button and wiggled her shoulders. ‘Some deep pockets out there tonight.’

Viv stood to attention. ‘The ingest is booked for seven thirty at the Hampstead salon, so I’ll set off at quarter past.’

Thea was on her feet now. ‘A batch of pre-party nerves sounds like quite a pleasant shift for a Carrier. Maybe I’ll give it a whirl one day.’ She arched her feathery eyebrows. ‘Imagine, a CEO Carrying … wouldn’t that be a turn-up for the books!’

Her high-pitched laugh set Viv’s teeth on edge.

‘I want us to feel the benefits by the eight-thirty canapés.’ Thea’s tone carried a warning now. A CEO’s voice, Viv thought. ‘You can guarantee that, can’t you?’

‘Absolutely,’ Viv replied. ‘Those canapés will never have tasted so good.’

After spritzing the room with lavender, Viv placed a stack of business cards on the glass table and connected her phone to her portable speaker. ‘Ocean Whispers’ started mid-track, and she tapped her screen to play it from the beginning. Her shoulders relaxed as the sound of waves drifted into the room. Thea was right; atmosphere was integral. Fixing a calm smile on her face, she ensured her presence was both inviting and efficient. Batches of micro-Expression might require less interaction than personal bookings, but that didn’t mean she put in any less effort.

At first, she hoped it might be Aaron each time a new client knocked. That he’d appear in the doorway and declare that he couldn’t wait until the end of the shift to see her. But after half an hour, she figured he’d opted for professionalism – quite rightly. His job required complete presence with clients, so he always minimized distractions while working.

Pulling her shoulders back, Viv resolved to maintain the same diligence. Initially, men’s stomachs tended to look the same: thick and bloated, with a trail of hair leading to their pubic bone. But on closer inspection, they were spectacularly diverse. There were rashes, freckles and a purple birthmark shaped like an egg; navels like lollipops, corkscrews and periwinkles. Most caved inwards, but some jutted forwards, sculpting a bonnet made of skin.

The women were more complex, having to forage for their navels through cashmere, silk and tulle. Their false nails caught on fabric as they freed their bellies from bodices, cinchers and stomach-sucking pants. A few had arrived prepared, wearing dresses with diamond cut-outs around their midriff, and one with a navel zip embedded in its pattern. It was thrilling to trace how fashion evolved with Expression. Crop-top sales were up 400 per cent and rates of umbilical surgery had soared over the last five years. The highest demand was for the ‘Nutmeg’, an oval-shaped twist made popular by a spate of fitness influencers. Vertically orientated with a 46:54 ratio, the dimensions were endorsed by leading plastic surgeons. Viv had briefly considered it after a clumsy remark from a one-night stand. Steven? Simon? Whatever his name was, Viv had swiftly Expressed the residues of shame and quietly promised to only share her body with people who respected her. Eight months later, she met Aaron at a Eudaimonia conference, and since then he’d only ever made her feel beautiful. Manifestation, he said, was much easier when Expression freed your channels from negative emotions. Viv wasn’t entirely convinced by this. In her experience, manifestation tended to favour people with a large dose of privilege, but Aaron had been so enamoured with the idea that she stayed quiet.

‘Smart move,’ said a gravel-voiced woman in the doorway. Her silk shirt was knotted above her navel, which was pierced with a gold ring. ‘Asking people to donate while they’re experiencing Relief, I mean.’

Viv nodded. The rise in philanthropic behaviour post-Expression was well known, yet guests at fundraisers still clamoured to have it done. It was, she liked to think, an indication that money didn’t always corrupt. That people, at their core, wanted to help others.

‘It makes sense.’ The woman stroked the exposed skin above her waistband. ‘No one exists in isolation. Even our breath is borrowed from the trees.’ She closed her eyes momentarily, as if savouring her words. ‘I’m exploring interdependence and symbiosis in my poetry at the moment.’

Viv squeezed the packet of sterile wipes. Whimsical musings were way out of her comfort zone. Glancing over the poet’s shoulder, she checked the queue behind.

‘What do you think?’ The woman took a seat and stretched her arms over her head. ‘No, what do you feel?’

‘Well,’ Viv’s throat was a little dry, ‘they say that a rising tide lifts all boats eventually.’

The poet let out a gentle mmmmm. ‘That hits,’ she murmured.

As the woman dabbed her navel with the antiseptic wipe, Viv remembered the aphorism was originally used to defend trickle-down economics, which wasn’t exactly working so far. Feeling mildly embarrassed, Viv resolved to keep quiet as she offered a fresh syringe.

‘I was trying to describe what Relief feels like to my friend,’ said the poet, uncapping the needle and positioning it beneath her piercing. ‘The closest I could get without a metaphor was that it’s like taking the purest mushrooms, without the fear of a bad trip.’

Viv gave a polite smile. She’d heard that comparison before but couldn’t really relate. Her own experiences with drugs were fleeting and had only fuelled her teenage anxiety. Nowadays, the urge for such intoxication was gone. Where drugs had once blurred Viv’s reality, Expression brought clarity and peace. She no longer needed to lose herself, when Expression showed her how to love herself.

The woman pushed the needle into her navel, and her mouth twisted like she was drawing flesh from a lemon. The barrel burbled as she pulled the syringe handle back and released her ecstatic fluid.

‘Can’t wait for it to kick in,’ the woman said. ‘It’s pretty magic, isn’t it?’

No, Viv thought, it’s science.

There was a lull just before 7 p.m., so Viv started to pack away. As she dragged the armchairs back into position, a woman with peroxide hair ducked through the doorway.

‘Are you still taking clients?’

Viv patted the armrest and gave her a broad smile. ‘If you’re ready to go.’

The woman bounced towards her. ‘Brilliant. We signed the online waiver, so it’s fine for her.’ She pointed at a pregnant woman encased in a tight leopard-print dress, who followed her into the room.

Viv stiffened as she stared at the woman’s torso. Behind the stretchy fabric and layers of taut skin, cells were splitting. Organs, limbs and fingernails were growing. A person in the making. The leopard spots expanded as the woman lowered herself into the chair. ‘Final trimester,’ she groaned, shifting her weight from side to side.

Viv swallowed as she opened her gold case. The long-term effects of Expression on the maternal–foetal relationship were still being researched, but Eudaimonia would never discriminate. The brand book said that everyone who could afford Relief deserved it, including mothers-to-be. Free will was fundamental – as long as it came with a signed waiver.

The woman with platinum hair tapped a spiked heel against the floor as Viv fumbled with the syringe packets.

‘Won’t be a moment.’ Her eyes moved along the row of deposits as she willed the pregnant woman to change her mind.


Life is sacrifice. At least, it is for women like us. We’re born facilitators. Bred to lie down, so other people’s feet don’t touch the floor.
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Viv zigzagged through the guests towards the foyer. It was the right decision, she reassured herself. It had to be. There was no way that Eudaimonia would sanction Expression during pregnancy if it wasn’t safe. Besides, free will was fundamental. Free will was always fundamental.

She gripped her case tightly. Hopefully, the women hadn’t noticed the way her jaw clenched or how the latex clung to her sweaty palms. And, if they had sensed her trepidation, perhaps they’d understand. Pregnancy was, or at least it seemed to Viv, a never-ending list of things to avoid – coffee, alcohol, cured meats – so it wasn’t unthinkable that Expression could be on the list. She loosened her grip. The rampant policing of women’s bodies was exactly why Expression was progression. It freed women. All women. She slowed as the thought cradled her. Yes, mothers, mothers-to-be, childfree women: they were all deserving of Relief. Her jaw softened as breath flowed through her like a bird taking flight. Her mind felt lighter, her bones felt lighter – of course, Relief had arrived. She smiled as she pictured her saviour, reclined in a white nightdress with a tube running into her navel, expertly processing Viv’s deposit from the traffic jam. She released a soft hum as the last drops of tension dissolved in her shoulders. How noble, she thought, to absorb a stranger’s angst. To carry someone’s burden so they can feel, temporarily, free.

The pregnant woman stood at the end of the corridor, resting one hand on her bump. A man with broad shoulders stood proudly beside her, holding a handbag that matched her leopard-print dress. Love radiated from them. The promise of new life. The future of a family. The woman caught Viv’s eye. Thank you, she seemed to say. Everything is as it should be. Viv held her hand over her stomach. Clarity was one of Relief’s greatest gifts, and now she was certain: Expression was the greatest miracle of the modern age. Gliding towards the foyer, she marvelled at the series of oil paintings that hung along the corridor: white cliffs above a rippling sea, golden wheat stalks bending towards the sun, each canvas layered with love and care, then offered for humanity to enjoy. Magic, when you thought about it.

She checked the time: twenty minutes until she needed to be at the salon. As much as she wanted to see Aaron, she could wait until after the deposit drop, and while the Relief held strong, even the delay was appealing.

A queue had formed for photos in front of the giant Christmas tree in the foyer, and the string quartet was plucking an arrangement of ‘Let It Snow’. Everyone was notably more attractive than when she’d arrived – a favourite side-effect of Expression among clients. A burst of laughter sounded from the corner of the room. Viv turned towards it, and there he was, or the back of him at least. Solid and commanding, surrounded by a horseshoe of well-dressed women. Aaron waggled his fingers to imitate rain falling, and the women erupted into laughter again. Without Relief, Viv might have felt a smidge of insecurity, but now she could only admire his skill. Flirting, as they’d discussed, was an essential part of client relations. It didn’t matter who the recipient was or their gender, because the intention was purely professional. Besides, it wasn’t as if Emotional Transport didn’t stray into similar territory every now and again.

Confidence unshaken, she took a wide berth to avoid breaking Aaron’s flow. As she crossed the foyer, a few guests bobbed their heads in her direction. Hers was a quieter recognition. An acknowledgement that Viv’s exit meant Relief’s arrival. That was more than enough for her.

The sound of footsteps trailed behind her – a wide, self-assured stride.

‘There you are.’

The depth of his voice was instantly recognizable.

‘Couldn’t let you leave without saying hello.’

A smile stretched across Aaron’s face as Viv turned towards him. His chestnut hair flopped to the left, skirting his thick eyebrows, and the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes sparkled under the chandelier.

‘You look beautiful,’ he said, quietly enough that only Viv could hear. ‘As ever.’

She let the compliment soak into her pores. In the corner of the foyer, two women observed them with narrow eyes. If she’d been drunk or high, Viv might have fallen foul of that sloppy, intoxicated urge to mark her territory. But, thankfully, all she felt was a deep sense of security.

‘Thanks,’ Viv whispered.

Heat rose in the narrow space between them, just a fraction closer than regular colleagues would stand.

‘How was your shift?’ He moved ever so slightly nearer, allowing her to inhale his cologne. Bleu de Chanel, as always. ‘And how many men did you have to turn down tonight?’

Aaron loved pretending she couldn’t go anywhere without being swarmed with attention. She’d corrected his fantasies at first, but now she enjoyed playing along.

‘Pretty smooth, and no male egos were bruised in the process.’

She considered mentioning the pregnant woman but thought better of it. Aaron didn’t need to know every fleeting thought that passed through her mind. ‘I met a poet. She’s writing about interdependence.’

He gave a cursory nod, as though the information was neither relevant nor irrelevant.

‘You should stay with me tonight.’ His hand brushed against hers. ‘Let me look after you.’

The impact of his words was so profound that Viv suspected they soothed some deep childhood wound. Without Relief, she might have been tempted to interrogate the feeling, to scrap around in the ashes of her mind for a painful explanation that didn’t change the facts. But now, she could just accept the moment for what it was. She could be present. Whole.

‘I’d love to,’ she murmured. ‘The deposit drop is at seven thirty and then I’ll drive to yours.’

‘Perfect,’ said Aaron. ‘I’ll stay here until Relief hits and leave the clients at their best.’

His eyebrows peaked and Viv mirrored him. Their private language, which didn’t rely on words.


You think they don’t deserve Relief because they’re rich – that’s it, isn’t it?

Well, money doesn’t make you immune to pain, and everyone needs a break sometimes. Besides, when I get rich, I’ll be buying happiness in bulk.
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Just twenty minutes later, and Relief was already starting to fade. Microdoses always had a short shelf life, but Viv still felt disappointed as she swung her legs out of the car and noticed their weight. She shook her head. If it wasn’t for the cost, she’d bathe in twenty-four hours of constant Relief. Express, rinse, repeat – what a life that would be. The cobblestones on Unity Walk pushed against her soles as she indulged in the daydream.

But, like all fantasies, hers had its flaws. Relief only worked in contrast to pain, so an element of suffering would always be necessary. She tutted at her tendency to overthink when left to her own devices. Besides, putting her desires aside, Expression’s regulations were vital. Not only did they strengthen Eudaimonia’s reputation as a responsible, sustainable brand, they helped quash the manifold criticisms that had been thrown at Viv over the years. More than once, she’d pulled up the terms and conditions to correct ludicrous claims from the Ill-Informed. No, government officials weren’t allowed to Express while working, see clause 4.3. Yes, individuals still respond to environmental stressors, for their own safety, see clause 3.1 and No, juries couldn’t be swayed by Expression because Relief is prohibited in all courthouses, see clause 2.8. Viv shuddered at the thought of a working week without Expression. If she were ever forced to find another profession, she’d seek out a private company with a forward-thinking employer like Thea Livanos. Someone who understood the benefits of workplace Expression and implemented a positive employee policy.

Something was wrong at the salon. The lights were dimmed, and no soundscape greeted her as she entered. Michelle was standing behind the desk with her coat draped over her shoulders, frowning into her phone.

‘Oh, thank god.’ She snapped the phone against her chest. ‘I’ve got a bit of an emergency.’

Viv paused. Her evening was already planned out, and it didn’t include coming to Michelle’s rescue.

‘My daughter is by herself in some multi-storey car park because Matt forgot to pick her up.’ She shook her head. ‘I knew I should have pushed for full custody.’

Viv placed her case on the desk as delicately as possible.

‘She’s only fifteen. Men have no idea what it’s like out there.’

Fifteen. The same age as Lissy – and the same age at which girls transformed from off-limits to fair game, at least in some people’s eyes.

‘Could you wait here until Night Watch arrives?’ Michelle’s eyes were wide. ‘Should only be fifteen minutes. Please?’

Viv tried to resist her urge to protect. Staying at the salon would mean leaving Aaron waiting, and she was always on time. Besides, she wasn’t strictly allowed to be in the salon alone. If something happened, she wasn’t insured.

‘It’s no big deal.’ Michelle seemed to read Viv’s mind. ‘The CCTV is set to live feed only and we don’t store the footage for Carrier and client privacy. But, if it makes you feel better, I can cut the camera on the reception floor, just in case HQ decides to tune in. Which they won’t.’

Viv glanced across the salon to the Window Carrier reclined under the golden E.

‘Please, Viv.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I wouldn’t ask unless I had to.’

Viv exhaled slowly. Fifteen minutes was nothing at the salon, but she knew it was everything to a girl waiting for her mother. And, if Lissy had been left alone, she’d drop everything to be there. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘I mean, of course I’ll help. No problem.’

‘Thank you so much.’ Michelle skirted around the desk. ‘We’ve got thirty out back, and no rotations until the morning. The front door release is the green button by the monitor, but Night Watch has keys. We haven’t got any more drop-offs scheduled, and you can call me if you have questions.’ She marched across the salon. ‘Oh, and I’ve left the Livanos booking open – you just need to confirm the number of deposits and stick them through clearance. I’ll reactivate the CCTV from my phone when Night Watch arrive.’ She pulled the door open. ‘Thanks again, I owe you.’

Viv breathed in the remnants of the lavender room scent and carefully moved around the desk. Aside from the faint hum of the Window Carrier’s filtrator, the room was silent. Michelle might have cut the cameras, but Viv still felt observed. With one hand on the back of the chair, she logged forty-two microdoses, opened the clearance box, and slotted the deposits in place. Within minutes, the ecstatic fluid would be released into the Carrier’s workflow, and ingestion would begin. The efficiency never failed to amaze her.

The computer monitor defaulted to an image of Jonny and Sonya Lingfield. It was the same picture that featured on the recent Forbes cover, where Jonny was named ‘World’s Finest CEO’. Perched on a white chaise, he stroked a curly haired lapdog with a nose shaped like a small strawberry. ‘Felt like petting a cloud,’ Aaron had remarked after an intimate dinner at the Lingfields’. She’d been desperate for details: did they offer syringes on a platter between courses? Did the Lingfields show each other affection, or did they act like colleagues? Aaron had been predictably discreet, deftly redirecting her to more appropriate topics. She leaned closer to the screen. What she’d give to be in the Lingfields’ inner circle. If one woman truly had it all, it was Sonya. A family, power and glamour, all without the hard edges some women acquired on the way to the top. A lot was owed to Jonny, who took every opportunity to celebrate his wife. When Forbes had asked for the secret to Eudaimonia’s success, he had said it was his ‘better half’, before gazing adoringly in Sonya’s direction. He was, as Aaron stated, ‘a role model for progressive masculinity’, and their partnership was an inspiration.

Viv clicked the CCTV icon on the dashboard, and the screen split into a grid. Sure enough, Michelle had cut the cameras in reception, leaving only the back room under observation. Rows of women dressed in white smocks reclined on single beds with a tube running from their navel to a filtrator. The camera was too distant to see their faces in detail, but she imagined a line of serene smiles like she’d seen in the marketing videos, and on the Window Carriers.

Satisfied, she moved across the dusky pink rug towards the window. Being alone felt invigorating now; an uninterrupted opportunity to soak up the details that contributed to a salon’s ambience. She paused next to the Window Carrier. Her white nightdress cascaded over the even whiter chaise longue and the tips of her gold ballet pumps peeped from beneath the fabric. Her hands were neatly crossed over her navel, artfully concealing the entry point for the filtration tube, and an engagement ring with a small pink diamond hugged her fourth finger. How tasteful, Viv thought, glancing briefly at her own bare left hand.
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