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1. The War Room







She sees two missed calls from Michaela. Why was she so nervous? She’d spent years flying around the world, meeting people. This should be second nature. Anyway, she’d met Michaela once before, plus they’d worked together in operations and on joint initiatives for two years already. And yet, butterflies. Scared of Michaela or perhaps the situation? She’s in charge, she tells herself. This is what she wanted.

It’s the ridiculousness of this situation. It feels to Chrissie like she has been hiding here in this apartment. Hiding in this town while everyone was working all weekend. Hell, she had been working all weekend too, tidying up other stuff, important stuff. Why did she feel guilty? And now the missed calls…

Philip’s message had been crystal clear: Cut costs, improve stability, and get moving on the data centre programs. However, from years of experience, she knew that it was never as simple as turning dials.

He’d called yesterday when the rain was still coming down.

“Chrissie, you’re my eyes and ears over there. Watch Charles and Ian like a hawk, make sure you don’t get any bullshit from the ImageGlobal folks. You’re to meet up with Alison as soon as possible and work out your plan for the consultancy handovers asap. When are you going in?”

A breathless list of things to remember. She can feel his stress, those waiting on him. “Tomorrow I’ll be there, I’m still handing over the Philadelphia programs today and there are all the reports to sort out with Tristan.”

Philip is quiet for a second. “You’re focussed on Sandport now, Chrissie. Make that your number one. Let the others pull from you when they need it.”

She knows what he’s saying, but she likes to be more organised. While some people can deal with the push and pull of daily communications, Chrissie always likes to have a plan and a clear division of responsibility.

These systems, though, were too hard to manage. It used to be easier when she was consulting, and she wasn’t responsible for any of the business outcomes. Now everyone wants to know how long things will take and when they will be delivered.

Chrissie was reminded of this in call after call over the weekend with executives from other parts of the business. She had to make excuses. She had to make promises in words that felt alien in her mouth.

“That’s on the roadmap.”

“We’ll get to that in priority order.”

“A de-escalation is required.”

All these phrases spinning around the reality of the situation – people on calls, people in the office, people taking heat for failures, money flowing away from Gerbach.

This is why Gerbach had been experimenting by spinning out new services and cannibalising its tech to serve new customers. Publishing houses, sports startups, gym groups, law firms, and all sorts of companies were piggybacking off their systems now. The board saw massive potential in leveraging what they had already invested in, but it all came at the cost of more risk and complexity.

More with less. The story of the century. She depends on people here to help her through this complexity, but the plan is hers alone to execute. That reminds her, she really needs to touch base with Alison. She ties up her hair, then lets it fall again and then tries to tie it up again. Screwing up her face in the mirror.

How did she even get here? Straight from college, Chrissie had joined a consultancy. It was a predictable move and perhaps too low a bar for her father. He had made his disapproval clear, but he could go to hell. He was good for a pithy aphorism, but had no idea how the working world had changed and how hard it was for a woman. And her mom, well, she just didn’t get it at all. Her mom did the mom thing, a homemaker, whereas Chrissie had worked a few years in the start-up space, where hundred-hour weeks were the norm. Then she’d worked a few more years in the finance world, where the hours were more regular but still long and with intense pressure to deliver. After a few years of late nights and stress, when Gerbach came knocking, she was ready to step up to something more meaningful. Well, at least that’s how she sold it. Meaningful in terms of connection, something more regular and somewhere she could grow. Then she met Mitchell, and he wasn’t getting any younger, and Morgan came along so unexpectedly…

Her flying thoughts are interrupted. Michaela is trying again on Teams. Chrissie answers and turns on her video, she can hear Michaela scrabbling around before her video comes on. She’s clearly also at home and not ready yet to come into the office.

“Morning, Chrissie, and welcome, officially, to Sandport.” She smiles a big, confident smile, contrasting attractively with her dark face, but she still sounds nervous. “Sorry to cut straight to the chase but TT has been down now for three hours and ChainLink is giving us major problems again, Ian isn’t available this morning… So…” She pauses: “We really need you to help us settle an argument.”

Chrissie’s heartbeat rises a tick.

“Hi Michaela. Thanks for that introduction. I noticed you already said ‘again’?”

Silence for a second and then: “Yes, the second Sev 1 we’ve had in the last three days for ChainLink.”

“OK, I was aware of one of these. When did these occur? When was the first one?”

“Friday during the day.” Oh, so while Chrissie was travelling here.

Michaela continues. “People are being pulled in again at the moment. We’re in the handover window and the India folks have got a fix and of course Kyle is reviewing it. He doesn’t want to have to push the button on something he’s not 100% happy supporting.”

Michaela, usually unflappable, sounds like she’s flapping.

Kyle. Yes, she knows Kyle. Everyone knows Kyle.

“OK, sounds good. Any contingency?”

“Yep, I’ve got a couple of people looking at options both here, in Pune and even woke a few people up Stateside.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

It’s like putting on a familiar pair of shoes, slipping into crisis mode once again. Any lingering jet lag is a distant memory when the adrenaline kicks in. Michaela is so reliable. But Chrissie can tell something isn’t right. She doesn’t know her well enough to say anything. Instead, she focuses on the business.

“So any impact on shipments?” And of course, the unsaid piece here is “their shipments” – they prioritise all their own deliveries above those of their customers.

“We don’t know. That’s what we really need to find out. A few of the bigger names are already on the phone, but we’ve been stalling.”

Stalling, why? A great start to the week.

“Right, we need to get on top of customer shipments first, please.”

A beat. “Yes, of course. Sorry, it’s just been a busy weekend, what with one thing and another.” She looks flustered. Upset. “But you should probably talk to Alison about the customer side. She’s liaising with support about that.”

“Right. I’m on my way in. Thanks.” Alison, yes. She needs to meet this woman quickly. First, though, she’ll need to get past Ian.




❖




Gerbach’s head office is in a squat powertrain of a building near the old power station’s cooling towers. She arrives in under ten minutes.

Chrissie has been here before, of course, but somehow it feels different this time. This time, she’s not so much a guest, more the new king. She sweeps in: “Good morning, Stacey, how are you?”

“Good morning, Chrissie, so good to see you again so soon. Welcome back and congratulations! Everyone is already here and I think, ah yes, here’s Ian.”

She spies him standing in the doorway, beaming. And “congratulations”? Someone has been talking.

“Thank you, Stacey. It’s great to be back.” She means it. She is suddenly excited. It is happening. “If you’ll excuse me. We’ll find some time to catch up later, huh?” and with a wink, she heads further inside.

Ian holds the door open for her impassively. He certainly doesn’t seem pleased to see her. They walk shoulder to shoulder through the operations centre and sweep into the large boardroom beyond that overlooks the marshes to the east. As they walk, she murmurs to him, “Why didn’t you tell me, Ian?” and arches her eyebrows at him.

He smiles. “The outages? I didn’t want to ruin your first weekend here, that’s all. We had it covered and, well, I thought you could probably do with some space to relax after your journey.” He sounds genuine, but he doesn’t look it.

The large meeting room smells a little panicked and stale already. A balding guy with glasses and skin-tight jeans from the eighties and a volume control problem is in full flow. This must be the famous Kyle in the flesh. She’s heard him but never seen him. His Teams avatar is a gnome holding a battleaxe and she can see the likeness. Perhaps he has a sense of humour at least. He’s looking up at the big screen as he talks, deliberately, patiently explaining something. This is his way of working, he’s detailed, he’s direct, he’s probably very difficult to replace. Sometimes, though, these rockstars are not helpful. Chrissie can also see Harbajhan from India, Kenny from Cicero, as well as their very own Charles Kurtman dialled in from home on the big screens.

Charles is also doing what he does best, talking: “This is exactly how it’s supposed to work, Kyle.”

Come to think of it, she’s always found it odd that he always seems to be involved in these operational discussions. That’s only one of the many puzzles she’ll have to unpick now that she’s arrived. She needs a friend right now. Just a pity he didn’t mention anything about the outages when they talked on Saturday night.

She looks around the room. Taking it in. She has a moment of vertigo as she experiences herself from outside in this room. Here we go.

Operational folks. Detail-oriented people. These are people who thrive under pressure. A lot of them have neurodivergent traits. Dopamine is one thing they crave, and precision is the other. Good for crises, good for solutions. What throws many into a panic or a blind standstill is succour to them. A new challenge, a new game. She marvels at the focus on their faces and stops momentarily to listen to what’s happening. She doesn’t need to interrupt to know what they are doing; she knows they are in the groove with the problem. They will solve it. Chrissie sees Peter, the sage. He ignores her gaze. And of course, Michaela.

Chrissie stands with her arms folded across her chest and listens to the status report.

“If someone had been paying attention,” Kyle emphasises the last two words by tapping his hand on the table. “Paying attention to the disk problems with the build nodes, then we wouldn’t have had this issue.”

“Alright, take it down a notch, please,” says Ian. “What do you mean?”

Kyle is overexcited. He takes a couple of breaths and resets himself before continuing.

“As I have been saying for months, the disk issues on the build nodes have been getting out of hand. We can’t get around to cleaning them as often as we wanted to, and automation doesn’t work reliably because of the SAG policies that are in place. Now I’ve tried to contact SAG a few times about this, but they are always busy.”

At this lull, Ian interrupts before Kyle can continue.

“Hi everyone, just before we go any further, for those who don’t know, this is Chrissie Hagerty, Head of Operations US.” Ian continues: “Chrissie is over for a fact-finding mission for the Dolly project. Please don’t be shy when it comes to sharing with her how we work together, especially in a crisis.” 

Chrissie smiles and thinks, yeah, fact-finding, if only they knew. They probably knew.

She ramps up her smile and addresses the room:

“Thanks, Ian. I don’t want to distract, so I will just say for the moment, it’s great to be back and look forward to working with all of you closely. For the moment, let’s just pretend I’m not here and carry on.” She waves her hand dismissively towards the screens and then realises this could be misinterpreted. She controls herself and smiles again nervously.

Michaela nods. “Thanks, Chrissie. It’s good to see you again.” Michaela is professional. “So, Kyle, you were saying?”

Just at that moment, the door swings open violently, and Chrissie sees a dark-haired woman a little younger than herself bursting in. The door bangs against the partition wall of the big office space.

“Whoops. Sorry, everyone. Sorry I’m late.” Beth, maybe a little intoxicated from the night before, makes an entrance and then realises there’s nowhere to sit and finds a place somewhere to stand up against the wall.

Kyle sighs, shakes his head and then starts summarising, succinctly and expertly in his East Kent drawl:

“The situation is that all 14,000 plus customers of ChainLink don’t have any access to the administration backplane. This means that if they want to make changes to any of their configurations for their customers, then they are unable to. This is because,” and here he pauses and points to a diagram on the screen, “the login services that we provide are unavailable and have been fully unavailable since around 04:00CET. Pune operations have identified that the new Kubernetes services have a crucial dependency on the VMs, and the VMs are completely unreachable due to disk space issues.”

“So, what does this mean, Kyle?” asks Ian.

“It means we cannot restore service until we figure out how to get the original nodes back up and running to unlock the login. At the moment, we’re trying everything we can, but we’re locked out of our own systems.”

Silence in the room for a second.

Ian asks, “Michaela, is this true?”

Michaela looks taken aback at this question. Beth looks a little shocked, then she snorts and bursts out. “Of course it’s true, Ian. Why would Kyle lie?”

Ian looks taken aback for a second. He’s not used to being questioned in front of his own staff, let alone a global audience. He recovers his composure and rounds on Beth instead.

“It’s nice of you to join us this morning, Beth. Would you mind letting Michaela answer my question, please?”

She retorts immediately. “Kyle has already given you an answer. It’s the same answer we give you every time. We’re not allowed to prioritise automation and testing. Until we can, we’re going to repeat history.”

At this point, Charles gets involved.

“Oh, come now, Beth, we haven’t banned automation, far from it. We actively encourage all our engineers and ops people to automate everything to reduce cognitive load.”

“So why do you make it so hard for us, then?” Kyle, obviously stung by the argument over his statement, joins in.

Michaela, sensing an opportunity to resolve this, takes it. “OK, OK, people. Let’s get back to the problem at hand. We’ll schedule a session to discuss automation separately.”

The room holds its breath for a second before she continues.

“And Ian, yes, it’s true what Kyle said. We should be focusing on that right now.”

To Chrissie, it doesn’t feel that anyone is in charge here. These events seem to be part of their normal work routine. It’s strange, no chain of command really, just bickering. She looks at Ian, she looks at Michaela. Neither seems that bothered, as if just going through the motions.

This is a far cry from how it runs stateside. There are Standard Operating Procedures for everything. Controls everywhere, human and automatic, and yet… was it any more reliable than what was being done here?
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Philip Graves is calling. She clicks answer, and his deep voice immediately sends a shiver through her.

“Chrissie, I hope I’m not calling at a bad time.”

Her camera is off, so she grimaces at the screen. There had been a moment where her heart had plunged through the floor when Teams started ringing, then she saw it was Philip and she relaxed, but only a fraction.

“Hi Philip, absolutely fine.” He’s got his camera on, and in the background, she can see a window into his bright New York apartment. The morning light coming in from an angle. What’s that in the background, a Broadway poster or two. She turns on her camera and smiles at him.

“Hello there. How are you?”

“Fine. So, everything good? I heard from Ian that you’ve got a place already?” His bald head is picking up reflections from the windows, with the dark curly hair that remains greased back and flowing over his collar. He’s wearing a sky blue shirt that looks clean and freshly pressed, and his glasses are frameless and expensive. A tasteful man in some ways, always in a rush in others. He looks impatient to get through the hellos. His voice is clipped, to the point. To Chrissie’s memory, he’s never actually looked happy.

“Yes, that was all arranged. Everyone has been great so far. Ian has been great, and I’m also getting to know the rest of the management team here. We’re also looking forward to our trip up to Manchester. It’s so much easier being on the ground than trying to do things from another time zone.”

She is nervous. Why is she so nervous again?

Philip doesn’t seem to notice and acknowledges the wisdom of his own decision with a nod before replying.

“Sure. I just wanted to catch up about something I’m still seeing potentially large invoices for our cloud spend and I need that breakdown you promised me last time we spoke. What’s the latest with the data centre buildout?”

Shit, yes, the breakdown. She forgot. She takes a breath.

“Yeah, it’s certainly not going as fast as we’d like up until now. There have been problems getting the right gear in place due to the buildings not being made available to us yet, due to miscommunications between vendors it seems and…”

Het cuts her off.

“OK. But we have a project manager, right? What are they doing?”

Chrissie exhales slowly before replying.

“I heard something from a contractor, potential subsidence due to the water cooling system we’re putting in.”

Her boss screws up his face. “A contractor? Aren’t we paying for a PM? So you’re saying there could be a delay here?”

She exhales again, slowly, quietly. Not jumping in.

“Philip, I’ll find out very soon. Like I said, just need to get up to speed over here…”

Philip interrupts her. “I’m hoping, though, that you are on top of this?”

Chrissie looks at him for a second before replying. This is the first real test. He’s been her direct boss for a couple of years but this is her big break. She measures her response and keeps it short:

“I’m on top of it.”

Philip tilts his head for second, a strange movement for one who is usually so neat, so controlled. She’s not seen him do this before.

“OK. Listen. I have concerns, that’s why you’re there. You know we need to be off the cloud and onto those servers by the end of the quarter, right? We are already late for this data centre work, and it’s costing us hundreds of thousands a week at this moment. End of August is the cutoff.” He is gentle with her, but this conversation is purely transactional.

She sighs out loud this time.

“Of course, I know.” She smiles, trying to reassure herself as much as Philip. “I’m on it. You can trust me.”

She kicks herself for throwing in this human phrase. This needy phrase. This whiny phrase. Why did this conversation shake her up so much?

Philip pauses and raises an eyebrow.

“I can? Well.” A pause. “It’s good to hear you say that, but I need a little more, ah, reassurance. Listen, I’m going to come along to the European leadership team meeting this afternoon. I’m also going to ask Alison along. We have to start prioritising Dolly, right?”

DollyAI was a long-term project that, in all honesty, had probably been dead on its feet before Sam Altman came along. Now, suddenly, it was becoming a hot topic and one that Philip was keen to promote.

Chrissie feels relieved as much as she is concerned. While she wants sole responsibility for this site, she could do with sharing the load a little. It might make her look a little weak, but, well, she also can’t argue against it. She nods in acquiescence before her boss continues.

“And another thing, make it work between you and Ian, OK? We need everyone to keep pulling hard to make this a success. Ramp down or not, this is happening. Got it?”

“Message received.” She is direct with him. She knows he appreciates that.

“OK, speak later.” The screen goes blank.

The words: “How did you rate this call?” hang on the screen.










2. Mutiny 







“Wow what a shitshow,” whispers Peter as they file out of another meeting room. “Why do you only tell the truth when you’re hungover?”

Beth is already feeling both guilty and a little sorry for herself. Finally sobering up, perhaps. “Yeah, sorry about that. At least we moved things along.”

Grant and Michaela give Beth a surreptitious smile on the way out. But while she might have some brownie points with the team, she’s also made herself a target for the new boss. Not so clever.

Pete taps her on the elbow. “Smoke?”

“Ugh, no.” She replies, feeling her throat. “But I’ll join you for the walk.”

They take a turn around the car park. It’s a bright day, and it hurts her eyes as she swigs a Coke. Shaking her head. “I knew the shots were a mistake.”

“You can’t help yourself, though, can you? I’ve seen that look before.”

She chuckles. “Fair enough. So, was Kyle being serious about us being totally locked out?”

Peter replies. “I think he was going on a bit of a fishing expedition in all honesty. Something weird is happening with our services, not entirely within our control. But that’s SAG. Always moving the goalposts.”

Beth nods. SAG stands for Systems Advancement Group. The operational part of the organisation that decides how new technology will be rolled out within Gerbach. Before all the vendor products in the marketplace can be used, they need to be investigated and approved by SAG. This slows things down for Gerbach’s techies, but in theory, it means that there is more control and less risk for the business as a whole. In practice, because SAG always do something “under the covers” to these third-party services, they are often hobbled versions of the real thing. This outage might have even been something to do with what that mysterious group did.

“Nothing would surprise me, Pete.”

“I’ll have a chat to Jagna about it anyway, she might know.” The veteran is nothing if not a completist when it comes to getting to the bottom of a problem.

She often wonders how Charles must think about these types of groups as well. Charles spends enough time looking at technology options, trying to help them improve their services and reliability, and in the end a corporate entity like SAG, organised under another Senior Vice President, comes along and just makes up its own rules.

And here they were just sweeping up the pieces of broken pottery all the time.

“What about Dolly? Any idea if we might get a sniff of that?” asks Pete.

“Why do you think I might know something about it?” Beth laughs.

“Well, new exec over here. You’re the young gun eager to do new stuff. I see a fit.”

She laughs again. “After this morning’s show, my chances of doing anything more interesting are slim and getting slimmer.”

Peter nods but doesn’t say anything. If he’s disappointed in her, he doesn’t let it show.




❖




“Insurrection is the word. That’s what you’re going to have on your hands. Are you sure you are ready for that?” Ian is calm, but his question is fair.

They are in the boardroom overlooking the marshes to the north. The shadows of the cooling towers loom over them. Chrissie is thinking, staring out over this ancient island. Thinking about the Romans who came here. The Dutch after them. Did they have to deal with staffing issues like this? Did they have to deal with this shit? Yes, of course they did, but the justice was a bit quicker. She redoubles her effort to concentrate on this matter. She didn’t want to spend all this time discussing this back and forth.

“Eighteen percent of the global workforce is what is called for. This is in line with it.” She is tired, it’s already seemed like a long day, and Ian already knows the figures. Both of their phones are ringing incessantly with customers complaining about system outages. Like it or not, this conversation has to happen today.

Gesturing to the window, Ian replies, “No one cares about what’s happening out there. It’s what’s happening here in this place that matters, also this is not 18% here. This will be more like 70%.”

Chrissie confronts him. “Well, that’s for the future, Ian. Right now, we’re just into handover work with the ImageGlobal people. That’s all we need to focus on.”

Ian looks impassive. He knows that nothing can be done to change this course of events. “OK, so contractually, we’re good with everyone here, both contract and perm, but this is a tight team, it’s a solid team. Why go to the trouble of shaking it up right now? Why not let them show you what they can do first?” He gets up from the table. This room is rarely used these days. It’s cold here today. He starts pacing.

Chrissie can’t work out if he cares about these people or not. He doesn’t act like he cares and then he says something like this, she finds it odd.

“Oh, you mean like this morning?” Chrissie counters sarcastically. “You think that was anything less than an embarrassment?”

Ian ignores her comments. “Listen. I understand the instructions you’ve been given from Philip, and I know the reasons, but this all seems a little drastic. And this is in direct opposition to the work happening on Dolly and our legacy stability.”

Chrissie gets annoyed and shuts him down immediately. “Dolly is not for discussion here. This is about handing over the legacy and moving on.”

The shorter man stops at one end of the long conference table and looks back at Chrissie. She doesn’t want to make a debate out of this, but she softens slightly.

“Ian. We save a lot by making these changes, and according to what I’ve already observed and the figures I’ve seen, we’ve got plenty of slack in the system. These guys aren’t that stretched outside of these constant incidents. Let’s focus on stability, do what we need to do, and by then, Dolly will be up and running. Get the consultants leading that, and then we’ll offboard operations to India. Then let’s see what we have left over for your guys. This is fully in line with all the discussions you’ve been involved with up to this point. Everyone knows this was coming. This shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone.”

She can’t help feeling that she’s asking his permission rather than telling him. She doesn’t like how she sounds.

Ian, sensing this, snorts. “Has anyone observed that, or are you just going from the numbers in reports? Because it’s not going to be that simple.”

Chrissie smiles. “Of course, numbers have played a big part in it, but I’m aware of what people do day-to-day.”

Ian appraises her for a second. She feels he can see through her. In all honesty, she feels totally out of her depth. She has never had to do this before, never even had to sack a single person. She feels vulnerable, in need of support, and it seems that Ian senses this. He changes gears.

“Are you aware?” He stares at her.

Chrissie laughs but is slightly wrong-footed. “Yes. Of course.”

Ian shakes his head. “No, Chrissie. It’s life. Life here. It comes first.” He seems unsure he’s landing a point, but seems happy to continue. “Do me a favour, let me show you.”

She laughs again, a short laugh that doesn’t even convince her. “Really, Ian? Today?”

“Listen. I know it’s your first day, but humour me for an hour?” Ian says, picking up his mobile from the table. “We’re not going far.”

“Ian, what is this about? I have already…” She wants to say “wasted enough time on this”, but pauses and recalibrates. “Also, we’ve got to get an email written today, and then I’ve got meetings…”

Ian looks at her: “Just do me this first, as a favour? You need to see how dedicated your staff are.”

She wants to keep him onside. “Alright,” she demurs, “But let’s make it quick,” and collects her case and laptop from the table.

Ian’s car is downstairs. It’s a flash European make of some kind. This isn’t a company car. It’s not exactly stealthy. As if reading her thoughts, Ian says:

“Why don’t we take yours?”

“Why?”

“Well, it’s not a good look, is it? Stalking your employees at their homes? Your car is anonymous.”

She is struck with a thought of home. It’s like a knife through the heart. Her beautiful home office, in her beautiful house. She thinks about her daughter coming home from school and freshly baked cookies on the countertop for her. The smell of coffee and orange juice in the morning. The pool, the gym room, then she thinks back to her current little, dark, depressing flat in this endless marshland. Home. For a second, she is lost. Almost despite herself, she wants to see.
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On the south side of the town, the properties stretch for a mile or two. Low-cost housing estates, built by the council in the fifties and sixties for low-income families. Ian points out the house where he was brought up in as they pick their way through the maze of streets and low rise, two up, two down houses. Post-war, pre-fab in places – they are crammed in, but by today’s standards, they look pretty reasonably made. Ian gets Chrissie to park them up on a corner. 

“Now,” he says, “There, next to the three cars in a row, is where Kyle lived with his second wife and two kids. You see next door? That’s where his daughter from his first wife now lives.”

Chrissie catches herself. “You said lived?”

“Yeah, she died, the second one. The kids are all grown up and he never sees them. He lives nearer to work. He still helps out, though, with the grandkids.”

They wait in silence for a few minutes. Suddenly, as if on cue, Kyle comes out of his daughter’s house and opens the boot of a car in the drive. Ian continues his voiceover.

“Wednesday mornings are usually when he takes the eldest daughter to see her mother. They split up twenty or more years ago, but stayed close, and in fact she lived here until a few years ago when she had a stroke.”

Chrissie can see there’s a toddler in a pushchair coming with Peter’s daughter. They spend some time getting that packed down and into the car, and then drive off around the corner.

Ian indicates for Chrissie to start following them, but she ignores him. Ian doesn’t say anything but starts talking again:

“He spends an hour taking Ruby to see her mum. Then they usually go together and make sure that his mum and dad’s cemetery plot is in good order. Place some flowers on it, that kind of thing. Then he’s back at home for a few hours’ work before helping out with the kids after school.”

Chrissie is thoughtful. “And you’re OK with this? One of our most expensive contractors, setting their own schedule?”

Ian puffs out his cheeks.

“What choice do I have? Around here? Do you think great people grow on trees?”

Ian sighs. He feels the need to justify his statements.

“He works hard. They all work hard. He knows, he acknowledges that the flexibility works both ways. He’s always there to fix our problems.”

Chrissie still says nothing in response. She is driving carefully, keeping to the speed limit and being mindful of other road users. Sitting at the junctions, the clicking of the indicator is the only sound in the car.

They drive past the cemetery, and she looks at the rows of headstones. She thinks about her own parents, still healthy and living in Florida. One of these days, she and her sister will have to cope with these things, but not yet, not now. Now, she has things she needs to do.

She is here, away from her family. Denied access to the things she would rather be doing with her life. But she was building a better life for her family by doing this. If it meant running the risk of making it unpleasant for others, then so be it.




❖




An already long first day continues. Chrissie feels now she has more questions than answers, and the day wasn’t improving. She has a get-to-know-you with some other department heads, and this elusive Alison is still nowhere to be seen. In the afternoon, she returns to operations. The boards still show a lot of red, and she’s still taking a lot of calls. Her mood takes a downward turn.

“Ian, let’s talk.”

He follows her unenthusiastically to the small meeting in the corner of the office. She closes the door and speaks quickly through gritted teeth.

“I’ve just got off the phone with the CTO of Voldermeet. One of our new customers? His customers can’t get online, this is our fault. Our systems are to blame somehow. Care to explain?”

Ian is calm and accepts the beating: “It’s been a rough few days, but we’re getting there.”

“My phone is ringing all the time. What about yours?”

As if to acknowledge, Ian’s phone rings on silent at that very moment. He dumps the call to voicemail. Chrissie points at it.

“It’s now a quarter past three, and there is still no sign of us getting stable.”

Ian shrugs. He’s not getting excited about this. “It’s just one of those days. It’ll all be fine, Chrissie, like it always is. These guys are good. This happens occasionally, but we’re always on top of it. The systems stay up.”

Chrissie takes a turn around this small office. It’s either that or start shouting properly. She controls her anger and breathes out through her nose. Calm. “You think this is normal?”

“Absolutely.” He smiles.

Chrissie shakes her head immediately. “Whatever you think this is, this isn’t normal, Ian. Getting backtalk from your staff like that this morning? People running their own schedules? Work seems to be an option here. You think any of this is normal?” She’s starting to shout. She can feel it.

Ian says nothing but looks grim. She continues.

“Customers everywhere are complaining. Costs mounting in this cloud lift and shift, no architectural decisions worth a damn making any sense, a botched response, a general manager who thinks this is fine? No, Ian. Not acceptable. Not normal.”
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