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            – PART 1 –

            INTO THE HOT ZONE

         

         Patrick Eden: Biohazard suit sealed. I’ve got oxygen for fifteen minutes.

         
             

         

         Police Command: Instructions from Defence HQ. Do not go in alone. I repeat: do not go in alone.

         
             

         

         Patrick Eden: There’s a man dying in there. I’m going in.
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               Audio transcript from helmet mic worn by Patrick Eden, UK Government bioweapons inspector following emergency call at SYMBARON lab, Hampshire.

            

         

         

         1 REBECCA EDEN


         Sleep shatters into a thousand ugly pieces. A distant scream worms its way into my waking mind.

         ‘NO!’

         I sit bolt upright in bed, my heart racing. A woman’s cry. High pitched. Desperate. Down in the garden? Perhaps in the woods? It sounded like my mother.

         But it can’t be.

         I take a few deep breaths, calming myself down and persuading myself it was just a nightmare. I swing my legs out from under the duvet and only then think to check the time.

         Ten past nine.

         I blink in surprise. It’s way too late. During the summer holidays Dad wakes me at precisely eight o’clock with a cup of tea and two pieces of toast.

         ‘Rebecca! Oh daughter mine! Get your lazy backside out of bed!’ His morning serenade. Every single day of the holidays.

         But not this one.

         I slip off my nightdress and pull on jeans and a T-shirt. Something pricks my nostrils. I smell burned toast. I go to the top of the stairs and call down.

         ‘Dad? Are you there?’

         No reply. Something is wrong.

         

         2 JOE FONTANA


         
            It’s a bit past midnight in north London. I’ve been spraying for fifteen minutes and this is how far I’ve got:
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            I’m working as fast as I can. Enjoying the mist. The jelly-baby fuzzy high that comes with it. Cans hissing away like silver serpents. Ears on radar alert for the crackle of a walkie-talkie. The wall belongs to some sort of military hospital so I’m on maximum alert.

            There’s not many people around, just a drunken old tramp in the park on the opposite side of the road. Way down the other end of the street there’s a bunch of rowdies getting chucked out of a pub.

            That’s not my business.

            Shamrock is with me. That’s my dog. He’s a daft, scruffy mutt but he’s all right. I chose him from the shelter. On his sticker it said some kids had tied him up in a bin bag and thrown him in a canal for a laugh.

            That’s why I wanted him – show him people aren’t all bad.

            Now he’s tied to a lamp post with a bit of string. Most taggers take dogs with them when they’re spraying. Gives you an excuse to be out late on the streets.

            ‘Just walking my dog, officer.’ That sort of thing.

            At the shadowy end of the street I see a dark car has stopped near the rowdy bunch.

            Like I said, none of my business.

         

         

         3 BECCA


         Halfway down the stairs I see an envelope sitting on the doormat. I reach the hall and pick it up.

         A Cambridge postmark; the name of the college printed in the top left-hand corner.

         Oh. I feel my skin chill. My breath trips a tiny beat. There’s no way that Dad would leave this envelope on the mat like that. Like it was junk mail or something.

         It’s my formal offer from Cambridge. A reward for the five A* A levels I scored just three days after my fifteenth birthday.

         Mathematics. Biology. Physics. Chemistry. Applied Science.

         This envelope means I’ll be studying Natural Sciences, following in the footsteps of my dad. Some press people wanted to do an article about the fact I will be one of the youngest undergraduates ever, but I didn’t want to make a fuss. I’d rather just get on with it.

         Why didn’t Dad pick the envelope up? It doesn’t make sense.

         Has he had another stress attack? The last few days have been unbearably hard for him. Life as a bioweapons expert was never going to be an easy ride.

         Where has he gone? Maybe to the lab? I get a momentary surge of confidence: he will have left me a note somewhere. So I’d better take a look around and find it.

         

         4 JOE


         
            Still spraying. Almost there. Trouble is, the letters on this job are really big, so it’s taking a bit of time.

            Out of the corner of my eye I see that dark car is now moving up the street towards me. Ignore it. Just ignore it. I can’t stop now – there’s too much money riding on this job.

            Yes. Cash. Fifty quid to get myself down here and spread the good word about Gary Barker. Whoever he is.

            And I need that money to pay for a vet to get this nasty bump removed from Shammy’s neck. I don’t want to ask Dad for it because I know he’s always skint. So I brought a beer crate to use as a stepladder, gave the two CCTV cameras a quick squirt of paint and I’m into the job.

            I’m on the K now.

            The car is still coming. Crawling down the road. Dead slow.

            I shake the cans. I get back to the job. Don’t show fear. Stay calm.

            The car stops.

            I turn as I hear the buzz of a window. Then I see there’s three dodgy-looking men in there. And a woman as well. My heart hammers in my chest.

            ‘Oi!’ Her voice is hard as nails. ‘D’you know what my name is?’

            I shrug.

            ‘Michelle Barker. Gary Barker’s sister, as it happens.’

            Ah. So now it is my business.

         

         

         5 BECCA


         I step along the hallway, heading for the library. It’s the biggest room in the house, an old dining hall with a mock minstrels gallery and a huge stone fireplace.

         I pause outside. ‘Dad?’

         Not a sound.

         I push the door open, walking slowly into this most sacred room; a place where I have learned to be curious, to ask questions.

         It was my choice to be home tutored. I wanted to stretch myself in a way no school could have done.

         It’s not just a matter of following in Dad’s footsteps. It goes deeper than that. When I was eight, Dad was infected by Marburg fever – he was bitten by a chimpanzee in a test lab. I still remember the terror I felt as he was sealed in an isolation ward at the Hospital for Tropical Diseases in London.

         Mum understood exactly what was happening: ‘He’s not alone,’ she told me. ‘He’s got 250 billion white blood cells fighting tooth and nail to kill that virus.’

         Her words helped me to keep hope alive. And those white blood cells did their job. Dad survived by the skin of his teeth and ever since then I had a secret and fierce ambition to learn about the ways these diseases work, to spend my life helping people survive the deadliest viruses on the planet.

         The memory of that woman’s cry floods back. I shiver to recall it.

         Was it real? It couldn’t be. Could it?

         I leave the library and walk towards the office.
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            Now I’m well and truly gripped. Everything goes dead quiet for a few seconds. The men are giving me evils. Shamrock is growling.

            Then the woman goes on: ‘What’s the big idea? Disrespecting my brother like that?’

            I think about a reply. And here’s the thing about me: if I get asked a question, I have this habit of blurting out a stupid answer even if I know it’s going to get me deeper into trouble.

            It’s like my mouth gobs off and my brain’s not in gear. Sometimes I even think it’s funny. And that’s why I say:

            ‘It’s nothing personal.’

            There’s a pause. Like when you press the button in a lift but nothing happens. And half a second can seem like a week. And the woman’s eyes are bulging.

            ‘You cheeky scumbag!’ she screams. ‘Grab him!’

            The car doors fly open so fast it’s like an explosion. I’m off the beer crate and it’s clattering over as I snatch up my shoulder bag, cram in five or six of the cans.

            I undo Shamrock’s knot and just dodge the first outstretched arm. He’s a big one, this man – bug eyed. Veins busting out on his forehead.

            ‘Come on!’ I tell Shammy. I grab his string and we start to run.
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         I walk into the office. And the first thing I see is a photo frame lying on the floor. The glass is broken. Shards are scattered across the carpet. How has it fallen? I pick it up. A tiny splinter stabs my finger. A bright red drop of blood smears the silver frame.

         My mother, Sarah. I know it sounds juvenile but sometimes I still think of her as ‘Mummy’. Even though she is a stranger to me now.

         The sense of loss has never left me. Even after 1,736 days. That’s the type of mind I have, by the way. Ticking things off. Ordering. Filing things away in logical fashion.

         ‘One day she will come back to us.’ That’s what Dad used to whisper as he tucked me into bed.

         He doesn’t say that any more.

         I cross to his desk. A total train wreck. Everest-sized mounds of paper; an old pipe that he sucks on but never lights.

         The chair is overturned. His mug of coffee is spilt. The creepy sensation of unease is morphing into a full-on dose of dread.

         Where is he? What’s going on?

         I hit the space bar on the computer and the machine whirrs out of standby. On the screen I see the Google page of the day with the following words entered into the search box:

         Ebola Anthrax Antigenic Shift

         Then I see a tiny drop of blood on the floor. And this time it’s not mine.
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            Faster! Run faster!

            My heart’s doing the jackhammer jive. Shammy’s at my heels. The quickest of them just behind.

            Right into the alley. Reeks real bad. The bag clunking against my ribs. Shamrock yelping and barking like mad.

            I slip. Crash into a wheelie bin at high speed. Shammy dives for cover. Wind knocked. Lungs crushed.

            ‘Run. Shammy!’ I croak. But he just hides under the bin.

            They pause to catch their breath. Then the biggest one’s eyes spark up as he sees the bag of cans. ‘What’s your favourite colour, son?’

            He looks at the name on the label.

            ‘How about Tibetan Blue?’

            I try to turn my head but his mates are stronger. I gasp in a few mouthfuls of air.

            ‘Here you go.’

            Then I get it. Right in the face. Then down my trousers. He’s even squirting it into the holes of my ears. He’s shaking those peas like his life depends on it and all I can hear is the hiss of the cans and the laughter.

            I screw my eyes tight shut. Hold my breath. Try to protect my lungs.

            And it goes on … and on … and on.
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         I stare at the blood on the carpet. All of my senses heightened. It’s been a roller-coaster week for Dad: he’s gone from unknown scientist to notorious anti-government whistle-blower in one seismic shift.

         Now what? Is he hurt?

         I pull out my mobile, speed-dial his number. A phone rings out somewhere on the floor. I find it behind a fold of the curtain, next to the overturned chair.

         ‘Dad?’ I shout.

         I enter the kitchen. There are two pieces of toast on the grill, both burned to a crisp although the gas is turned off. There is no note to be seen on the table and nothing pinned to the fridge.

         Next to the kettle is a mug with an unused teabag in it. A herbal teabag; cinnamon and orange, the type of thing Mum used to drink.

         The kettle is still warm.

         I sense a powerful charge in the air. Like that feeling when you go into a theatre after the show has ended and the crowd has long gone. You can still feel the electricity of all those people; some of their energy has lingered.

         I can feel that something has happened here. But I don’t know what.

         I must go outside. Look for him there.

         I pour myself a glass of water. My hand is shaking as I drink.
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            Half a can of Tibetan Blue later and the three gents are getting tired of the fun.

            ‘That’ll teach you a bit of respect,’ Sprayman says, and he gives me a final kick on the shin.

            The can clatters into the wall. They head off into the night.

            At first I’m puking. My eyes feel like I’ve been stung by wasps. I need to get some water on them but I can’t move yet. I drag myself up. Can’t even smell the stink of the alley any more. Just paint. Can’t see much, it’s like my eyelids are stuck together with superglue.

            ‘All right, boy. You’re OK.’ I pull Shammy out from under the bins. I give him a pat on the head. He licks my hand. The poor mutt’s whining like it was him who got the beating and not me.

            Out of the alley. Get to the street. There’s a few people here close to a pub.

            ‘What’s wrong with him?’ some woman asks.

            ‘Drunk student, I reckon,’ says a voice. ‘Probably painted his face blue for charity. Idiot.’

            I decide to go back to the wall.

            Dangerous? Yes, but I can’t lose my other cans.

            I’ll just have to hope Gary Barker’s sister and her friends aren’t still hanging around.
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         Outside. The air smells of dew-laden grass. Chilled water droplets prick between my toes.

         The view from the garden normally fills me with pleasure; distant fields dotted with sheep and cattle, ancient pockets of woodland stretching as far as the eye can see. But today I have more important things on my mind.

         ‘Dad!’ Still no reply.

         I decide to try the stables. I cross the little cobbled courtyard and push open the door.

         Arcturus watches me with glittering eyes, his powerful body pressed into the deep shadows of the stall. On a normal day he radiates excitement when I call for him, wanting the speed and exhilaration of our morning race through the woods. Now his ears are pricked forward and I can see the tight prominence of the tendons in his neck – a sure sign of fear.

         I raise my hand to him. But he shies away, iron-clad hooves skittering on the floor.

         I return to the garden. At the bottom is the copse. Beech trees, alder, a few stately pines.

         I walk slowly under the green canopy and breathe in the musty, decaying aroma of the leaf litter. Oddly, there’s no bird noise at all. Just the rumble of a faraway aeroplane.

         I take a few more steps. I don’t even know what is compelling me to walk deeper into the copse.

         And that’s where I find him.

         Hanging by the neck.
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            I reach the wall without any trouble. I’m still coughing, trying to rub the paint out of my eyes.

            I get out my mobile and call the bloke who paid me to do the job. I tell him what’s happened. And all he says is:

            ‘Yeah, Gary’s family live down the bottom of that road. That’s why I chose that wall, mate – so he’d see it.’

            ‘You could have warned me!’

            ‘Did you finish it off? I’m not paying you unless …’

            I click off the phone. He’s starting to annoy me.

            Then – disaster. Just as I’m gathering up my stuff, a police car pulls up. No siren or nothing. It just cruises up quietly and this cop winds down the window.

            ‘Bit late for you to be out on the streets isn’t it, lad?’

            The cop gets out of the car. And a second later his mate follows. They’re putting on their hats in that way that lets you know they mean business.

            ‘Come here in the light,’ he says. I step towards him and him and his boy wonder start to laugh.

            ‘Blimey! No need to ask you what your favourite colour is.’

            It’s difficult to reply. My tongue’s starting to swell up.

            ‘What are you doing out here at this time of night?’

            I mumble, ‘Just walking my dog, officer.’
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         He looks like a puppet, his limbs dangling at odd angles; as if he’s a scarecrow badly stuffed with straw. Dark globules of crimson blood are dripping from his left wrist where an ugly, jagged wound has ripped into his flesh.

         A garden chair lies on its side just a few feet away. Next to it are his glasses, and a small penknife.

         The scene looks unreal, like a movie set. I stand motionless. For a few seconds I am like a zombie as I stare dumbly up into my father’s horribly contorted face.

         Get an ambulance. Fast!

         I check my pocket. I haven’t got my mobile with me. Left it on the table in the office.

         Stupid, stupid girl!

         I reach for his right arm and search for the pulse. For a few seconds I get nothing. The skin feels clammy and cold, like it is wax and not a real person at all.

         Then I have it. There is still a faint pulse! If I can cut him down he might still survive.

         There’s no time for an ambulance. No time. I think about the farmer who lives next door. One of his fields is just on the other side of the copse.

         ‘Help!’ I scream. ‘I need help! Please! Help!’
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            The two cops stare at Shammy. He looks sad and shivery and lost. I take a deep breath of air, make a big effort to get my wits back.

            ‘So what’s the story? What’s with the blue face?’

            ‘Fancy-dress party,’ I tell them.

            ‘Oh yeah? What d’you go as then?’

            And something in my brain’s still working because I come back with:

            ‘A smurf.’

            The younger cop snorts a laugh then turns it into a cough.

            ‘I hope you’re not taking the mickey,’ the older one says.

            ‘No sir. I’ve got too much respect for the boys in blue, sir.’

            I don’t know if there’s something about the way I say it but now both the cops crack a smile.

            ‘Bit of a joker aren’t you, son? What’s your name? How old are you?’

            ‘Joe Fontana. I’m sixteen.’

            ‘Address?’

            I mumble it. The boy wonder enters it into a little handheld computer thing and starts to check me out.

            ‘What’s happened to you? You look like you’ve taken a bit of a beating.’

            ‘Fell off a beer crate,’ I tell him.
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         My cry for help gets no reply.

         I pick up the penknife.

         I have to sort this out myself. And that’s the most frightening thought of my life.

         I scramble for the chair, set it upright on the forest floor. I step up. Start to cut. The sickly sweet smell of blood assaults me.

         The rope is nylon, thick and strong. The first few sawing motions have no effect at all and a wave of despair overwhelms me as I hack away at the stubborn strands.

         His blood soaks into the fabric of my T-shirt.

         This isn’t going to work. He’s going to die.

         I press the metal blade deeper, summoning all my strength and willing the blade to cut and cut and cut. Then it’s working. The first of the strands frays, then splits. Yes!

         I cut. Saw. Hack. Dad still swings and I know that even now he is slipping away.

         He has to live. Please God let him live!

         The final strand breaks.

         Dad falls to the ground. The impact is heavy, his head smashing with a sickening thud against an exposed root of the old oak.
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            ‘Mind if I take a look at your bag?’ The cop slips the bag off my shoulder, pulls out a couple of cans.

            ‘Regular little Picasso we got here.’ He admires the wall. ‘This your work?’

            I nod. No point in denying it now. Then the boy wonder shows his mate the screen of the little tablet.

            ‘This isn’t your first time is it? I got plenty of info on you here Mr Cheeky Chops Fontana. Seems like you’ve been busy spraying half the walls in London.’

            I love that. Almost makes me feel better. The way he calls me Mr Cheeky Chops Fontana …

            ‘Look. You’ve gone too far this time, sonny. I’m going to issue you with a caution. Do you understand what that means?’

            My hands curl into a fist. I know what it means. This isn’t my first time. It means implications. It means the youth offending team. Dad getting questions too.

            Dad. I get this icy dread when I think how he might react. He gets stressed, my dad. Dangerously stressed. Potential heart attack stressed. He’s got these special pills for it and everything.

            ‘Get in the car,’ the cop goes. ‘We’ll take you home.’

            ‘What about my dog?’

            Shammy’s staring at them with those melty brown eyes.

            ‘Go on,’ says the main guy. ‘But he stays on your lap.’
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         I jump down and grab hold of the rope. It’s still gripped tightly around Dad’s neck and I can hardly get my fingers behind it. A huge egg-shaped bump is growing just above his right ear.

         Come on! Come on!

         It’s too tight. I can’t loosen the knot. My vision is getting blurry with the tears.

         Yes! I slide the knot away. Rip the noose over his head.

         What next? What next?

         I have to be logical, make the right decisions but my heart is racing so fast that my brain is doing pirouettes.

         Is he breathing? Has he still got a pulse?

         Then I remember a trick from an old detective movie. I pick up his glasses and hold the unbroken lens close to his mouth.

         The lens quickly gathers a thin sheen of condensation.

         He’s breathing! This insane desire to scream for joy almost takes over. But it is not the time. He could still die at any minute.

         I run back to the house and find my mobile.

         ‘Emergency services. Which service do you require?’
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            The cops drive me and Shammy home. They ask more about my family and I tell them about Dad being Italian and Mum English. About growing up here in London and spending holidays with cousins over there.

            We pass the booze shop and the old empty church where the crack dealers hang out. Then we’re in the estate and it’s a relief to see that things are quiet.

            It’s not good to be noticed round here. If a local gang saw me in a police car, questions would be asked.

            The lights are on at home. The house Dad bought off the council. It’s a bit shabby but better than a high-rise. The door swings open and it’s Princess Pea, wearing those fleecy pink PJs that she lives in twenty-four-seven.

            Princess Pea. That’s the name my dad gave his girlfriend. Her real name is Pauline.

            ‘Evening madam. Can we come in and have a word?’

            ‘What’s he done now?’ She looks like thunder. ‘And what’s happened to his face?’

            She leads the police into the front room. They let me take Shammy up to the bathroom and blast him with the shower for a bit. Then I give him a tin of food and he goes to his blanket. I think he’ll be all right.

            Then I hear the front door go. It’s my dad home and I know that things can go one way or the other now.

            And if it goes bad, it’s going to go really bad.

         

         

         19 BECCA


         An ambulance is on the way. I run down the drive and take up position at the gate. I need to be here or they’ll speed right past. No one can ever find our house in this maze of lanes.

         With every passing second I am playing emotional catch-up.

         My father attempting suicide?

         Do I believe it? No! No! No and No! Even in the darkest times after Mum left I don’t believe he ever thought of it.

         I cannot believe it. Because to believe it is to open a door into an unimaginably dark place. A place where all of the things I cherish … his love for me … his joy in watching me learn … all those things …

         They were all false. An illusion. He must have been pretending.

         Because if he did choose to try and end his own life, then he can’t have loved me at all.

         But what is the alternative? That the events of this week have caused someone to hate or fear Dad so much that they would try to kill him?

         It’s true there is a motive. Just four days ago Dad told the truth about the dubious death of one of his former colleagues. Became a whistle-blower exposing a government cover-up.

         As I hear the ambulance siren racing towards the house I remember what Dad said about the shady agencies he worked for. And the sinister nature of his words creates a cloud of suspicion in my head.

         ‘You can’t trust these people, Rebecca. Given half a chance they just lie, kill and walk away.’
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            Dad storms in.

            The sight of the two cops gives him the glittery Italian eyes. He shaved his hair off a while back because he was going bald and now his whole head’s gone sweaty. He looks totally wired and he starts pacing up and down. He’s a big man – very big. The floor is shaking under his weight.

            ‘What’s going on?’ he shouts. ‘You’re blue, Joe. You’re sodding blue!’

            ‘’S’nothing,’ I say. ‘I just got beaten up.’

            ‘We found him spraying graffiti,’ says the cop. ‘We’ve given him a caution.’

            ‘Caution?’ goes Dad. And he’s winding up good and proper now. ‘I don’t care about any bloody caution. Don’t you think it’s more important to find out who’s had a go at my son?’

            I get a happy buzz. Dad’s on my side. It feels good.

            Pauline gives him a glass of water and he pops one of his heart pills. He wipes at his forehead with his shirt sleeve.

            We fill in a load of forms. Finally the cops go. Dad takes me to the bathroom and scrubs some of the blue off my face.

            ‘Get some sleep,’ he says. ‘I’ll let you lie in late tomorrow.’

            I go to my bedroom. And Shammy’s there on his blanket and he’s so exhausted he doesn’t even wake up.
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         The paramedics put Dad in the recovery position. They have checked his airway and covered him with a heat-conserving blanket.

         But the forest floor is still dotted with spatters of thick blood. It sickens me to see it.

         ‘His pulse is weak,’ one of the paramedics tells me. ‘But he’s still with us. The main problems now are blood loss and this injury to the head.’

         He gestures to the bump. The bruised, bluey-grey flesh; the injury that I caused through my own stupidity.

         In the distance I can hear a helicopter. It is coming closer.

         The paramedics place Dad on a stretcher, hoist it waist high and we start the journey back up to the ambulance. As we exit the trees on to the lawn we find the driver running towards us.

         ‘I’ve got control on the line,’ he says. ‘Turns out this is a code eight.’

         The two paramedics look at each other.

         ‘You sure?’ one of them asks. ‘Code eight?’

         At that moment a dark green helicopter swoops low over the copse.
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            ‘There’s a nice flask of tea in the glovebox,’ Dad says.

            It’s a couple of days later. We’re down at the courthouse where the youth offending team are waiting to have a little chat.

            Dad has come out of work early to pick me up in his Transit and we’ve parked with fifteen minutes to spare.

            He pours me a plastic cup full of sweet tea then sits silently for a bit. Eventually he says,

            ‘I’ve been thinking, Joe. It’s got to stop – the graffiti I mean. Sooner or later you’ll get a criminal record and then you’ll be stuffed. No one will employ you.’

            I gulp down the tea even though it’s still too hot.

            I look closely at Dad. There’s a few drops of sweat on his neck and his face is grey.

            ‘When we get home I want you to go to the bins and dump all your spray cans.’

            ‘What?’ I feel like he’s told me to cut off my leg.

            I take a deep breath. I know it will make him happier, maybe even help with his sickness. But … no more tagging?

            ‘I’ll think about it,’ I tell him.
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         The helicopter banks into a hover over the croquet lawn, blasting a hurricane of leaves and cut grass into the air.

         ‘What’s going on?’ I ask the paramedics. But they can’t hear me above the noise.

         The aircraft touches down with a small bounce of the wheels. The engine whine starts to diminish. Within seconds the rear door is opened and three men climb out on to the lawn.

         Two are dressed in military uniform. The third is a man in civilian clothes. I recognise him from a visit to see Dad just a few days ago. He is Marcus Benson, Dad’s boss at the Bioweapons Research Laboratory. He is as greasy as a plate of fried egg and chips.

         I move towards him but Benson blanks me totally and sweeps past. He barks a command to the two soldiers.

         ‘Put him through the decon. Fast as you can. We need to think about containment here.’

         ‘Containment?’ I run to catch up with him.

         ‘Exposure to biological or chemical weapons,’ Benson snaps, as if it’s perfectly obvious. ‘Radioactive substances and so on.’

         Radioactive substances?

         What does he mean by that?

         Even as he speaks, this huge army-green truck marked INCIDENT CONTROL is turning into the property and parking up in the drive.

         ‘Move!’ Benson yells at his men.
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            We enter the court and are taken in front of the youth offending team.

            ‘Good morning, Joe.’ The woman in charge knows me quite well. She flashes me the steely eye when she sees the patches of blue I haven’t been able to scrub off my face.

            I reckon it’s only a matter of time before she’s slapping an ASBO on me or maybe even an ankle tag.

            The Crown Prosecution report and my statement have already been through the system. I told the truth; there was no sense in trying to hide what I did.

            A stab of real fear hits me. What if they send me to Feltham Young Offenders Institution? Away from Dad?

            Then the sentence:

            ‘One hundred hours of community service will give you time to think about the damage you have caused. I will instruct the community liaison officer to have you clean your own mess up. Perhaps then you will think twice before spoiling the public domain.’

            ‘Actually, the Home Office has recently changed the title of community service to “Youth Rehabilitation Order with an unpaid work requirement”,’ says the man on her right.

            ‘I’m aware of that,’ snaps the boss. ‘Goodbye Mr Fontana, goodbye Joe. Thank you so much for coming in.’

            One hundred hours. Nightmare.
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         Four men dressed in white protection suits and gas masks lift my Dad up and take him towards the green truck. The garden is now buzzing with activity.

         ‘He needs to be in hospital,’ I tell Benson. ‘Every minute you waste here puts his life in danger.’

         ‘He will get the care he needs, as soon as we’ve run the decon. You’re going in as well by the way.’

         What? Me too? I have to be decontaminated as well? This nightmare is getting worse with each passing second.

         ‘Come with me,’ a woman in a gas mask orders. ‘There’s no time to lose.’

         She takes me firmly by the arm, pulls me towards the truck.

         We climb the short set of stairs and enter the back of the vehicle. We are in a small cubicle decked in white tiles, about the size of a family changing room at a swimming pool.

         ‘This is the strip-down room,’ she says, her voice muffled behind the mask. ‘Take off every item of clothing and place them in this black plastic bag.’

         I stare right at her. ‘And if I refuse?’

         ‘Your life may be at stake!’ she snaps.

         I pause for a few seconds, then slowly do as she asks, numb with the shock of what is happening to me.

         ‘Your clothes will be immediately incinerated,’ she says. ‘Come this way.’

         I am naked and trembling as the woman leads me through a plastic doorway into the second chamber of the truck.

         

         26 JOE


         
            10 a.m. Monday. I report to a council centre with four other youth offenders and we are given a little speech by this weasel-faced old bloke called Derek. Then he hands out rubber gloves, cleaning fluids and scrubbing brushes.

            We drive across town for a while, then arrive at the wall. My wall. My Gary Barker tag still shiny and bright … and unfinished.

            ‘Military hospital, this place,’ Derek says. ‘You’d better do a good job or they’ll set the squaddies on you.’

            Derek drops me off with some idiot called Carl.

            ‘Put some welly into it!’ he says. ‘I’ll be back in an hour.’

            Thirty seconds after Derek’s vanished, Carl lights up a cigarette and starts to walk off towards the park.

            ‘Where you going?’ I call after him.

            ‘Dunno,’ he shrugs. He kicks a pebble across the road and disappears in the direction of the nearest shops.

            I’d like to go and buy some chips, but the threat of Derek coming back is enough to stop me. I don’t want my sentence doubled.

            Scrub. Scrub. Scrub. Ten minutes of muscle power and my arm’s already feeling dead. And the worst thing is I know there’s special chemicals that could make it a faster job if they’d only give them to us. But they want us to suffer, so it’s down to elbow grease.

            Ninety-nine hours and fifty minutes to go … oh man. This is going to kill me.

         

         

         27 BECCA


         ‘This cubicle is the washdown room,’ the woman tells me. ‘You have to shower here and use this antibacterial soap on your body and hair.’

         I stand underneath the shower unit and the cold water rushes out with uncomfortable force. Then comes the drying room. Incredible heat, blasting from a huge fan.

         I can hear the sound of the helicopter engine starting up.

         I have to be fast. I don’t want them to take Dad away without me.

         ‘This is a Tyvek protection suit,’ the woman explains. ‘Put it on and ensure that you use the Velcro fastenings on the wrists and neck.’

         I slip on the suit and rush out of the decon unit to catch Benson up.

         ‘I want to go with him,’ I insist.

         ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘No can do.’

         ‘I have to go with him. Please!’

         I take a step towards the helicopter. Dad’s already inside. Benson nods to two of the men in white protection suits and they gently but firmly take me by the arms. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ he says. I push against them. But they are too strong.

         ‘They’re going to take you for some more tests,’ Benson says. ‘Good luck.’

         He jumps into the back of the helicopter with two of the soldiers. Then it lifts off the ground in a rush of roasted air.

         

         28 JOE


         
            I’m scrubbing away. Half an hour goes by.

            Then I hear this noise. A helicopter! Flying in really low over the building. It’s landing in the park.

            Then the gate opens at the hospital entrance. A green ambulance and a couple of jeeps drive out with real soldiers in them. It’s well exciting! As soon as the helicopter touches down they take out this trolley with a man on it. There’s a huge bandage on his head.

            Four soldiers lift up the trolley and carry it to the ambulance. Then they shove it in the back and it races back towards the hospital as the helicopter takes off.

            I wait till the street goes quiet. Then I climb up the stepladder and sneak a look over the wall. I can see into this yard where the ambulance is pulling in.

            I’m in a perfect spying place; in the corner where it’s darker than the rest and there’s this metal pole mostly hiding my face.

            They bring out the patient. He looks nearly dead.

            Then I hear a motor coming along the road. It could be Derek on his way back. I duck back down the stepladder and start to scrub at the graffiti.

            The show’s over. For the moment. But I find myself thinking about the man they brought in by helicopter …

            Who was he? What happened to him?

            I’m dying to find out more.
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