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~ Ishmael Needs A Job ~ 

 

About 2,800 Words 

 

Ishmael McGrath was on time for his interview, the high speed underground link from Cuffley New 

Town had been working well for once. He looked up at the Fifth West Corporation, London 

headquarters building and hoped they saw it in him, the creative spark all their job adverts kept 

mentioning. 

 

‘Fifth West, where we care more about you as a person, than just your qualifications.’ 

‘Fifth West, looking for people with that certain something, that creative spark.’ 

‘Fifth West, employers with a difference.’ 

 

It was the bit about not being too concerned with qualifications that appealed to Ishmael. After a 

falling out with a college lecturer, he’d left higher education with no VoEd Certificate and a note on 

his reference for insulting behaviour to his lecturer. 

“Please let them see it in me, whatever ‘it’ is.” He muttered. 

Ishmael had his invitation letter in his hand and his Citizenship A1 Card. He only realised the security 

guard was a DaHu when it was too late to join the queue for another door. As a child he’d thought of 

the damaged humans as bogeymen. Not only unkind, but also untrue, they were no nicer or more 

unpleasant than any other human. DaHus was the term he used for them pronounced as DarHues. 

Only when he spoke to Pandora of course, no one else knew about what he saw. There had been his 

mother, he’d told her about the bogeymen. That had ended up with him being sent to a child 

psychiatrist every week for a year. As far as his mum was concerned, he was now cured. 

“Everything is fine Mr McGrath; you may enter the Fifth West building.” Said the guard. 

“Thank you.” 

All done by cameras, small drones and the best AI money could buy. Once through the door the 

building knew him. It knew where he was, what he was doing and most importantly, where he was 

supposed to be. 

“Mr McGrath, please take elevator G to the twelfth floor.” 

The elevator was waiting for him and went up without him having to press any buttons. Fifth West 

Corporation were good at automation and artificial intelligence, as well as numerous other things, all 

based around Tech and AI. They were the sixth largest multinational on the planet, with ambitions to 

be number five by the end of the year. 

“Mr McGrath, Lianne will be ready to see you in three minutes.” 

The twelfth floor was one large open plan office, with several coloured drones hovering about in a 

dozen or so places. One was projecting a name above it; refracted light in a rainbow of colours, one 

of Fifth West’s many lucrative patents. 

‘Lianne.’ In three foot high glowing letters, was about halfway across the open plan. Ishmael (Ish 

only to Pandora, even his mum called him Ishmael), was still a little unsure about working for Fifth 

West. They had a ten star rating as an employer on PopNet, but their recruiting techniques seemed 

so retro. 



“This form, they still ask for gender.” Pandora had said. “No one asks, hasn’t for years. It’s a 

minefield Ish; this is the seventies after all.” 

He agreed with her, twenty seventy five and they still sent out forms to be filled in by hand. They 

also asked for gender and sexual orientation. It was almost as if they were begging for someone to 

start a class action against them. 

“Hello Ishmael, you may call me Lianne, please be seated.” 

She was gorgeous, her clothes expensive. She had a fascinator on the left side of her head. Every 

woman under thirty seemed to be wearing one. Lots of coloured silks and brightly coloured feathers. 

All fake simulated fabrics of course, but even her fascinator probably cost more than he’d earned 

the previous year. Ish did as he was told; he sat in the comfortable looking chair. 

“Thank you for seeing me.” He said. 

There was a screen on her desk; everyone had a screen, even the guy at the corner store. Lianne was 

ignoring her screen for now, reading his application form. His spider scrawl handwriting looked even 

worse upside down. 

“You left several questions unanswered Ishmael.” She said. “Not compulsory questions, but here at 

Fifth West we like to get to know the people we hire.” 

He felt like telling her he’d avoided questions he thought were inappropriate, but he really did want 

the job. Lianne picked up a pen and aimed it at the first empty box on his form. 

“What do you like to be called Ishmael ? What do your friends call you ?” 

“Everyone calls me Ishmael, even my mum. My girlfriend Pandora calls me Ish, but only her.” 

No good, Lianne had written Ish in the box and was turning the pages to find the next empty box. 

“Good Ish, that brings me to another question you ignored. Out of order, but we can come back to 

the others. You never put any names in the current relationships box. I’ll put in Pandora, any others 

?” 

“Is this really necessary ?” He asked. “It all seems so……. Intrusive.” 

Lianne put her pen down and sat back, smiling at him as she did so. A really nice smile, but she was 

way out of his league, and anyway…..There was Pandora, his best friend and lover. 

“We do things different here Ish.” Said Lianne. “I can’t think of many organisations who’d look twice 

at your résumé, but we don’t work like that at Fifth West. Most companies use AI to scan job 

applications and choose suitable candidates to interview. We actually sell the software and tech, 

though we don’t use it ourselves.” 

“That must put people off buying it.” He said 

“You’d think so, but it doesn’t. With so much litigation over what is and isn’t considered relevant 

questions to ask, it’s far simpler for companies to automate the whole dreadful process. All CVs now 

look the same of course, vacancies filled with grey people who have no….. Spark. Here at Fifth West, 

we do it differently.” 

“Do you get sued ?” 

“Sometimes Ish, but we have very good lawyers…. Now, any other current relationships ?” 

“No, just Pandora.” 

“What do you call her ?” 

Ish was distracted by seeing a DaHu sitting at another desk, talking to another Fifth West 

interviewer. He was seeing more damaged humans now, far more than he had as a child. Then he 

thought of then as demons and monsters. Now he knew it was all some kind of hallucination. At 

eighteen he’d obtained his medical records. 



‘Hallucinations bordering on psychosis, brought on by extreme anxiety, cause unknown. Condition 

responded well to medication, with full remission at the age of nine.’ 

There had been no remission, he’d just learned how to hide his reactions to the demons and pretend 

he was normal. They’d told him adults would never understand. A particularly vivid hallucination had 

told him to pretend he was no longer seeing things. Ish often wondered what a psychiatrist would 

make of that. 

“Do you know him ? Is he a friend ?” Asked Lianne. 

“No, sorry I was thinking. I call her Biff, only me, her family call her Dora. It’s just that the reason I 

call her Biff is so….. It’ll sound lame.” 

“You must learn to open up Ish. Talk to me about your Pandora, your Biff. How did you meet ?” 

“We didn’t really meet, she’s always been there. Our mums knew each other from a book club and 

gave birth to us just a few weeks apart. My mum was into American literature, especially Melville’s 

great white whale. That’s how I ended up with an antique name like Ishmael.” 

“Classic names are making a comeback. We had an Isambard in here for an interview last week. And 

Pandora, was she named after a character in an old book ?” 

“Sort of, her mum was really into the Greek myths.” 

“So why Biff ? I promise not to think it’s lame.” 

Ish caught a glimpse of the damaged human again, the DaHu. It appeared his interview was over and 

he was shaking hands with the interviewer. He had one good eye and one hanging down across his 

cheek. All an hallucination of course, no one could survive having the side of their head crushed, 

their jaw pushed over like that. Blood too, so much he’d be leaving puddles of it as he walked, if it 

had been real. As a small child the demons had terrified him, now he wondered why he was seeing 

so many of them. 

‘Hallucinations bordering on psychosis, brought on by extreme anxiety, cause unknown.’ 

No wonder he’d never settled anywhere and screwed up at college. Sometimes it seemed a miracle 

he hadn’t ended up in an institution. Biff though…. He decided to give a truthful answer, even if it 

really did sound lame. 

“Pandora was born exactly twenty days after me, but she looked a lot smaller than me when we 

were kids. She still is quite small, but so is her mum, so it must run in the family. Anyway, I teased 

her a lot when we were about five or six, calling her titch and other silly things. One day she hit me, 

really hard, right in the face. It hurt, my nose bled and my right eye developed a bruise that lasted 

for days. Pandora said I was her best friend, but I deserved to be biffed on the nose. So, to me at 

least, she’ll always be Biff.” 

“That’s not lame Ish…. See you’re learning to open up. I’m sure you’ll be relieved to hear I won’t be 

writing any of that down. One last question Ishmael McGrath, a serious one I really need you to tell 

me about.” 

Oh, she was popping up a screen, that meant looking back over his CV or college history. Bad news 

as there was nothing much in either that marked him down as someone Fifth West needed to hire. 

He had given them permission to look up his school and college records. There it was, his old 

school’s logo on his leaver report. She waved at the screen, causing it to move so he could see it 

clearly. 

“Not good Ish, a lot of must try harder comments. The interesting thing is that every teacher thinks 

you have the potential to do well. You were in the top academic tier and your maths teacher 

said……. Let me bring it up…. You have a level of inductive reasoning that borders on genius.” 

Lianne closed up the screen and looked at him, for long enough to make him feel uncomfortable. 



“I will be recommending you for a second interview Ish. But why, with all that potential…. Have you 

ended up in several dead end, low paid jobs ? What went wrong ?” 

He could hardly tell her the truth. Well you see Lianne, I had these hallucinations that began when I 

was about three. I saw huge monsters coming out of the clouds. Monsters surrounded by other 

smaller monsters, so many that they darkened the sky. About the same time I started seeing 

demons, people so hideously deformed that they should have been dead. Then to top it all off, I had 

minor surgery when I was about five. Under anaesthesia I had a long discussion with the 

hallucinations who told me to tell everyone I wasn’t hallucinating anymore. No, there was no way he 

was going to tell all that to anyone but Pandora. Lianne would get some of the official truth, the 

nonsense on his medical records. 

“Have you looked up my childhood medical history ?” He asked. 

“No, that information is sealed, forever. You can tell me about it, but only if you really want to.” 

She’d given him a way out and he would probably still get the second interview. She was good 

though, skilled at her chosen profession. Ish now thought of Lianne as a friend. 

“I had something called Nephophobia when I was small, a fear of clouds. I developed it one day 

while in our local park, lying on the ground looking up at the sky. It became so bad that I refused to 

leave the house when the sky was full of fluffy cotton wool clouds. Its arrival was sudden and a 

mystery and it left just as suddenly. I had some remission after about a year of treatment and no 

further problems after I was about nine.” 

“It must have been dreadful Ish. Thank you for telling me, but….. Sorry to push, but why is that 

connected with your inability to settle into college or a decent job ?” 

Why indeed ? It was something Biff had pushed him about. It had to be hard for her in many ways. 

Biff was well on her way to becoming a medical doctor, while her boyfriend was working in any crap 

job that kept him fed and his national health cover up to date. 

“I can give you my own ideas if you like ? I’m no expert though.” 

“Go on Ish, you’ll get a second interview, I promise. Unless you’re about to tell me you’re a serial 

killer of course, or heavily into pornography.” 

Lianne was grinning at him. How old was she ? He was useless at guessing such things. To avoid 

unintentionally insulting people, he took a guess at their age and took off five years. Based on the Ish 

principle, she was about twenty five. 

“Right, this is my totally unofficial theory.” He began. “All those hallucinations forced my brain to try 

to find some sort of order in the madness, a pattern to it all, a little sanity. It caused my one main 

fault, I’m not good at structured learning, or structured anything really.” 

“You just described the ideal Fifth West employee ish…. Keep going.” 

“I pestered my mother for the rules to reading, not realising that the English language is barely 

organised chaos. She did her best though and I taught myself to read. I can drive just about anything, 

all from observation and picking up the rules.” 

“Can I make notes, this is important ?” Asked Lianne. 

“If you like. The maths teacher, the one who spoke highly of me… One summer vacation he sent me 

home with a puzzle involving seventeen sided polygons. He told me it was supposed to be 

impossible to solve, but only after I’d given him the solution. He wanted to write a paper on it, until I 

begged him not to. That’s another character trait gained from my childhood problems, I don’t like 

fuss, or crowds, or people who never use one word where ten will do.” 

“I can see how that would be a problem Ish. Not here though, I’ll ask our admin people to schedule a 

second interview and send you a letter.” 



Letters, another eccentricity of Fifth West. No one used letters apart from them. The serious media 

ran stories about Fifth West Corporation keeping the beleaguered postal service afloat. 

“How old are you ?” He asked. 

“That was unexpected Ish, but you have answered all my questions…. I’m thirty. The truth now, what 

was your best guess ?” 

“Twenty five, maybe six.” 

“Thank you, I’ll let you ask one more question.” 

“What are my chances of getting the job ?” 

“About ninety percent at the moment, but you might screw up the second interview. Practise with 

Biff, get her to ask you lots of awkward questions. Loved ones are good at that, they know where all 

the deepest emotional scars are located.” 

Ish shook her hand, another antiquated piece of behaviour Fifth West seemed to love. He thanked 

her and walked back towards the elevators. No voice telling him where to go, it was probably 

assumed that once in the building, he’d be able to find his own way out. He saw another DaHu on 

the ground floor. Three in one building, that was very rare. 

Like most companies, Fifth West blocked all mobile devices in their buildings apart from their own. 

His F-Phone announced it had come back to life by beeping. There was a text message. 

‘Hope it went well   Biff’ 

Tempting to call her, but it was her day for dissection. There was probably a long word to describe it 

in Latin or old world Greek, but it meant she was likely to be up to her elbows in a cadaver. He sent a 

text reply. 

‘Looking good   Got a second interview  Ish’ 

   ~  ~ 

      ~ The End ~ 
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